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PREFACE TO THE 
SECOND EDITION

Many things have happened since the first edition of this book appeared in
January 1999. Only a few months later, in November of the same year, what
would have become known as “the battle of Seattle” drew public opinion’s atten-
tion worldwide towards the sustained challenge that broad coalitions of very het-
erogeneous actors were mounting against neoliberal globalization and its main
institutional protagonists, such as the IMF or the WTO. All of a sudden, neolib-
eralism turned from being regarded as the only possible path to development,
on the basis of the TINA (There Is No Alternative [to free market]) dogma and
the so-called “Washington consensus,” into a highly disputed and increasingly
unpopular option. Leading financiers, economists, and policymakers as well as
political leaders across the left–right spectrum were confronted with the claim
that another world was indeed possible.

Time will tell whether the last few years have actually seen the emergence of
a new major political force, in the shape of the global justice movement(s) active
across the five continents. We think they have, as we shall try to point out
throughout this book, but we might be wrong. Whatever the case, the last years
have certainly seen new problems arising for social movement analysts, and there-
fore also for a book like ours. The first edition of Social Movements was strongly
embedded in, and reflective of, the experience of the “new social movements”:
that is to say, the movements which had developed since the late 1960s on issues
such as women’s rights, gender relations, environmental protection, ethnicity
and migration, peace and international solidarity – with a strong (new) middle-
class basis and a clear differentiation from the models of working-class or nation-
alist collective action that had historically preceded them. While there are surely
continuities between those movements and the current wave of global justice
campaigns, there are also many suggestions that the overall patterns of collec-
tive action they display is significantly different from those we had grown accus-
tomed to. After many years “in the doldrums,” to borrow Leila Rupp and Verta
Taylor’s felicitous expression, working-class action seems to be back with a



 

vengeance; over all, mobilizations by the dispossessed (be they unskilled workers
on precarious employment in the US, populations affected by famine and disease
in West Sudan, or local communities threatened by new dams in India) have
gained increasing attention and visibility. Basic survival rights and social entitle-
ments seem to play a more balanced role in contemporary mobilizations, along-
side more postmaterial ones, related to quality of life, than was the case in the
recent past.

It is not for us to discuss here whether the oblivion in which collective action
on social inequality has been left in the past decades was due to its actual 
diminished relevance, or to oversights on the part of most social movement
researchers (surely not all, as people like Colin Barker or Paul Bagguley in the
UK or Judith Stepan-Norris, Maurice Zeitlin, Rick Fantasia, Kim Voss, or Gio-
vanni Arrighi in the US have constantly reminded us). Either way, the conse-
quence for this new edition of Social Movements has been that the context within
which we had located our work appeared to us, after only five years, very dif-
ferent. Our first response has been that of changing most of the examples of col-
lective-action processes with which we start each chapter of the book. In this
new edition they mostly refer to instances of conflicts or personal experiences 
of activism, somehow linked with global justice campaigns or perhaps mobi-
lizations on a transnational scale. Adapting our conceptual framework has 
been, unsurprisingly, far more difficult. At the end, we have gone for a “mini-
malist” solution: instead of trying to formulate a radically new approach, inspired
by the new phenomena, we have shown how established analytical categories
could be used and – when necessary – modified to account for recent 
developments.

The degree to which we have been successful is obviously a matter for the
readers to evaluate. There is no doubt, however, that we are as usual indebted
to many people who, in different ways, have made this a better book than it
would have been otherwise. At Blackwell, Susan Rabinowitz first and later 
Ken Provencher have proved both patient and supportive editors, while Hank
Johnston has presented us with an exceptionally thorough and helpful review of
our first draft. Three anonymous colleagues reviewed our proposal for the
second edition, again providing valuable insight and advice. Among members of
our “inner circle,” we would like first of all mention Chuck Tilly for his relent-
less, critical appreciation. Thanks also to Massimiliano Andretta, Delia Baldas-
sarri, Colin Barker, Bob Edwards, Olivier Fillieule, Marco Giugni, Doug
McAdam, John McCarthy, Hanspeter Kriesi, Lorenzo Mosca, Friedhelm Neid-
hardt, Alessandro Pizzorno, Herbert Reiter, Chris Rootes, Dieter Rucht, David
Snow, and Sidney Tarrow. Finally, Christina Tischer proved a very reliable 
assistant with the bibliography of the book, while Sarah Tarrow did nothing 
to damage her reputation as an outstanding language editor on chapters 2 
and 7–9.
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1

THE STUDY OF SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS: RECURRING

QUESTIONS, (PARTIALLY)
CHANGING ANSWERS

In the late 1960s, the world was apparently undergoing deep, dramatic transfor-
mations – even a revolution, some thought. American civil rights and antiwar
movements, the Mai 1968 revolt in France, students’ protests in Germany, Britain,
or Mexico, the worker–student coalitions of the 1969 “Hot Autumn” in Italy, the
pro-democracy mobilizations in locations as diverse as Francoist Madrid and
communist Prague, the growth of critical Catholicism from South America to
Rome, the early signs of the women’s and environmental movements that would
shape the new politics of the 1970s: all these phenomena – and many more –
suggested that deep changes were in the making.

Accordingly, the study of social movements developed at an unpre-
cedented pace into a major area of research. If, at the end of the 1940s, 
critics lamented the “crudely descriptive level of understanding and a 
relative lack of theory” (Strauss 1947: 352), and in the 1960s complained that “in
the study of social changes, social movements have received relatively little
emphasis” (Killian 1964: 426), by the mid-1970s, research into collective 
action was considered “one of the most vigorous areas of sociology” (Marx 
and Wood 1975). At the end of the 1980s commentators talked of “an explosion,
in the last ten years, of theoretical and empirical writings on social move-
ments and collective action (Morris and Herring 1987: 138; see also Rucht 
1991a).

Today, the study of social movements is solidly established, with specialized
journals, book series, and professional associations. The excitement and opti-
mism of the roaring 1960s may be long gone, but social and political events over
the last four decades have hardly rendered the investigation of grassroots activism
any less relevant or urgent. To the contrary, social movements, protest actions,
and, more generally, political organizations unaligned with major political parties
or trade unions have become a permanent component of Western democracies.
It is no longer possible to describe protest politics, grassroots participation, and
symbolic challenges as “unconventional.” Instead, references to a “movement



 

society” seem increasingly plausible (Neidhhardt and Rucht 2002; Melucci 1996;
Meyer and Tarrow 1998b).

To be sure, there has been considerable fluctuation in the intensity of collec-
tive action over this period, as there has been in its degree of radicalism, its spe-
cific forms, and its capacity to influence the political process. However, forecasts
that the wave of protest of the late 1960s would quickly subside, and that “busi-
ness as usual,” as represented by interest-based politics, organized according to
traditional political divisions, would return in its wake, have largely been proved
wrong. In different ways, and with a wide range of goals and values, various
forms of protest have continued to emerge in recent years (Kriesi et al. 1995;
Beissinger 2002; Titarenko, McCarthy, McPhail, and Augustyn 2001; Smith and
Johnston 2002; Fillieule and Bennani-Chraibi 2003; Giugni 2004). Not only that:
at the start of the new millennium, possibly for the first time since 1968, the wave
of mobilizations for a globalization from below (often identified as the global
justice movement), seems to have the potential for a global, generalized chal-
lenge, combining themes typical of class movements with themes typical of new
social movements, like ecology or gender equality (Arrighi, Hopkins, and Waller-
stein 1989; Fox and Brown 1998; Brecher, Costello, and Smith 2000; Walton and
Seddon 1994; Pianta 2001b; Wieviorka 2003; della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, and
Reiter 2005; Wood 2004; Tarrow 2005).

In truth, associating expressions like “global justice movement” with unitary,
homogeneous actors would be very misleading. The initiatives against neoliberal
globalization are very heterogeneous, and not necessarily connected to each
other. They address a range of issues, from child labor’s exploitation by global
brands to deforestation, from human rights in developing countries to military
interventions by Western powers. And they do so in a myriad of forms, from
individual utterances of dissent and individual behavior to mass collective events,
and from a variety of points of view. Looking at them well illustrates what doing
“social movement analysis” actually means. In their research practice, most of
the people who study social movements focus either on individuals, organiza-
tions, or events, in the best instances trying to capture the interdependence
between them.

First, opposition to neoliberal globalization can be looked at as the ensemble
of individuals expressing opinions about certain issues, advocating or opposing
social change. Globalization has surely raised fears and hopes in equal measure,
but the balance has distributed unequally across countries and socioeconomic
areas. Repeatedly, public opinion surveys indicate diffuse worries about the
impact of globalization on people’s lives, both economically and politically.
Although this may be more diffused a concern in western Europe than the USA
or even more so elsewhere, globalization is undoubtedly at the core of public
opinion’s interest these days (Inglehart 1999; Grand and Kull 2002; Noland 2004).
Those who are skeptical and often hostile to it represent a distinct and vocal

2 THE STUDY OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS



 

sector of public opinion. Their views are forged and reinforced in dialogue with
a range of prominent opinionmakers and public figures, exposing the costs and
faults of globalization from a Western/Northern as well as an Eastern/
Southern perspective, such as Indian writer Arundhati Roy, Philippine sociolo-
gist Walden Bello, Australian journalist John Pilger, or economist and Nobel lau-
reate Josef Stieglitz. Books like Naomi Klein’s No Logo (1999) may be safely
credited with the same impact that Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) or the
Club of Rome’s report on The Limits to Growth (Meadows, Randers, and Behrens
1972) had on the spread of environmental concerns back in the 1960s and 1970s.

Oftentimes, individual opinions and concerns turn into various forms of polit-
ical and social participation. Moral and philosophical worldviews and deeply felt
convictions are then paralleled by specific attempts by individuals to stop threat-
ening developments, redress instances of injustice, promote alternative options
to the managing of social life and economic activity. A possible way of looking
at the global justice movement is, then, by focusing on those individuals who
actively express their opposition to neoliberal control of global transformations.
By signing petitions calling for the cancellation of developing countries’ debt,
contributing money to the activities of organizations like Attac or Greenpeace,
mobilizing to stop the building of dams in India or deforestation in Brazil,
protesting at police behavior in Genoa in July 2001, attempting to stop ships
exporting toxic waste to developing countries or trains carrying military 
equipment in preparation for the 2003 attack on Iraq, individual citizens may 
contribute to the campaigns against neoliberal globalization. They may do so,
however, also through actions which affect individual lifestyles and private behav-
ior as much – and possibly more – than the public sphere. Throughout the West,
the recent years have seen the spread of fair-trade organizations and practices.
By consuming certain products or choosing to do business only with banks com-
mitted to uphold moral and ethical standards, individuals may try to affect the
balance of economic power on a broad scale (Micheletti, Follesdal, and Stolle
2003; Forno and Ceccarini forthcoming).

However, antiglobalization can hardly be reduced to sets of individuals with
similar views and behavior. Rather than concentrating on individual characteris-
tics, it may also be interesting to concentrate on the properties of events featur-
ing conflictual interactions between powerholders and their opponents; as well
as events in which individuals and organizations identifying with a cause meet to
discuss strategies, to elaborate platforms, and to review their agendas. Global
justice activists have been particularly good at staging events or disrupting oppo-
nents’ events, with a strong emotional impact on public opinion and participants
alike. Already before Seattle, periodical meetings by international bodies associ-
ated with the neoliberal agenda, such as the World Trade Organization, the 
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, or the G8, have provided the
opportunity for a string of highly visible, very well-attended demonstrations
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trying to both disrupt the specific gatherings and draw people’s attention to alter-
native agendas (Podobnik 2004). Events promoted by global justice activists, most
notably the World Social Forum gatherings in Porto Alegre and in Mumbai, their
European counterparts in Florence (2001), Paris (2003), or London (2004), the
corresponding meetings in the South, such as the African Social Forum that met
first in Bamako, Mali, in January 2002, have all confirmed the vitality and strength
of the “movement of movements” (Pianta 2001a). On February 15, 2003, hun-
dreds of antiwar events across the globe generated what has probably been the
biggest coordinated political demonstration in history, with opponents of the
attack on Iraq taking to the streets in millions across five continents (Walgrave
and Rucht forthcoming). Below the global level, critics of globalization have pro-
moted thousands of events, ranging from confrontational demonstrations to pre-
sentations of reports or press releases, from religious vigils to squatting in
military buildings. Located anywhere from the national to the very local levels,
those events also support popular views about the existence of a distinctive
antiglobalization movement.

Other times, by “global justice movement” we mean, first and foremost, the
organizations operating on those issues. The opposition to neoliberal globaliza-
tion has been conducted by broad coalitions of organizations, usually with a
transnational basis (Bystydzienski and Schacht 2001; Bandy and Smith 2004).
Some – probably most – of them had a long history of political and social
activism, well spread over the political spectrum. In Seattle as well as in Genoa
or elsewhere, established political parties were involved in the demonstrations,
mostly if not exclusively from the left; so were trade unions, farmers, and other
workers’ organizations; ethnic organizations representing both native popula-
tions and migrant groups; consumers associations challenging multinational
companies; religious organizations and church groups; environmental groups;
women’s associations; radical autonomous youth centers (Italy’s “centri sociali’);
and the like. But the criticism of neoliberal globalization has also produced spe-
cific organizations, among which Attac, who advocate the so-called Tobin tax to
reduce financial gains in the international stock market; People’s Global Action,
a coalition of hundreds of groups in the North and the South; or the Rete Lil-
liput, a network of groups, associations, and individuals active in Italy on envi-
ronmental, fair trade, and social justice issues. The role of organizations that are
not directly political is particularly worth mentioning. The spread of fair-trade
practices is facilitated by the existence of extended networks of cooperatives and
small retail operators in the West, who try somehow to reach a balance between
ethic-driven public action and market requirements. The reproduction of coun-
tercultural networks linking radical activists from all over the place is likewise
facilitated by the existence of alternative cafes, bookshops, social and cultural
centers, offering meeting points – as well as at times accommodation – to people
identifying with radical milieus. From a totally different perspective, the network
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of Islamic schools, mosques, and other institutions offering support to funda-
mentalist versions of Islam may also be regarded as providing the organizational
infrastructure for the diffusion of that particular version of the opposition to
Western globalization (Fillieule and Bennani-Chraibi 2003; Lubeck and Reifer
2004; Langman 2004). Whatever their specificity, organizations secure continuity
to collective action even when the potential for spontaneous, unmediated par-
ticipation somehow subsides. They also provide resources and opportunities for
action to escalate when opportunities are more favorable; as well as sources for
the creation and reproduction of loyalties and collective identities. While recog-
nizing the importance of organizations operating within movements, we should
not make the mistake of identifying the latter with the former. So far, the global
justice movement has been less exposed to this risk than other movements, e.g.,
environmentalism, where big transnational organizations like Greenpeace,
WWF, or Friends of the Earth have often ended up stealing the show – if perhaps
unwillingly.

1.1 Four Core Questions for Social 
Movement Analysis

As the example of global justice campaigning suggests, studying social move-
ments means focusing on at least some of the dimensions we have just intro-
duced, as well as, most importantly, on how ideas, individuals, events, and
organizations are linked to each other in broader processes of collective action,
with some continuity over time. Given their complex, multidimensional nature,
it is no surprise that social movements may be approached in reference to very
diverse intellectual questions. In this book, we shall focus on four sets of them,
broadly articulated. We shall try to relate them to the broader theoretical and
practical concerns that have inspired the analysis of grassroots political action
and cultural resistance since the 1960s.

The first set of questions refers to the relationship between structural change
and transformations in patterns of social conflict. Can we see social movements
as expressions of conflicts? And what conflicts? Have there been changes in the
main conflicts addressed by social movements? And along what lines?

Another set of questions has to do with the role of cultural representations
in social conflict. How are social problems identified as potential objects of col-
lective action? How do certain social actors come to develop a sense of com-
monality and to identify with the same “collective we”? And how can specific
protest events come to be perceived as part of the same conflict? Where do social
movement cultures and values originate from?

A third set of questions addresses the process through which values, interests,
and ideas get turned into collective action. How does it become possible to 
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mobilize and face the risks and costs of protest activity? What are the roles of
identities and symbols, emotions, organizations, and networks, in explaining the
start and persistence of collective action? What forms do organizations take in
their attempts to maximize the strength of collective challenges and their 
outcomes?

Finally, it has frequently been asked how a certain social, political, and/or cul-
tural context affects social movements’ chances of success, and the forms they
take. What does explain the varying intensity over time of collective violence
and other types of public challenges against powerholders? Do the traits of polit-
ical systems and their attitudes towards citizens’ demands influence challengers’
impact in the political arena? How do protest tactics and strategies change over
time, and why?

While these questions certainly do not reflect entirely the richness of current
debates on collective action and social movements, they have surely played a 
significant role in shaping discussions over the last decades. Indeed, the 1960s were
important because they saw not only an increase in new forms of political 
participation, but also a change in the main conflictual issues. Traditionally, social
movements had focused mainly on issues of labor and nations: since the 1960s,
“new social movements” have emerged instead centered on concerns such as
women’s liberation, environmental protection, etc. These changes in the quantity
and quality of protest prompted significant innovations in social scientists’
approach to those questions. The principal theoretical models available at the
time for the interpretation of social conflict – the Marxist model and the 
structural-functionalist model –both came to be regarded as largely inadequate.

In Europe, scholars confronted with the new wave of protest often relied on
Marxism. However, their attempts to explain developments in the forms of con-
flict in the 1960s had encountered a number of problems. The social transfor-
mations which occurred after the end of the Second World War had put the
centrality of the capital–labor conflict into question. The widening of access to
higher education or the entry en masse of women into the labor market had
created new structural possibilities for conflict, and increased the relevance of
other criteria of social stratification – such as gender relations. Indeed, even the
most superficial observer of the 1960s could not help noticing that many of the
actors engaged in those conflicts (youth, women, new professional groups) were
only partially related to the class conflicts, which had constituted the principal
component of political cleavages in industrial societies (Rokkan 1970; Tilly
2004a). Marxist interpretations were not, however, undermined only by doubts
about the continued existence of the working-class in postindustrial society: the
logic of the explanatory model was also under attack. Critics rejected the deter-
ministic element of the Marxist tradition – the conviction that the evolution of
social and political conflicts was conditioned largely by the level of development
of productive forces and by the dynamics of class relations. They also espoused
the tendency, particularly strong among orthodox Marxists, to deny the multi-
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plicity of concerns and conflicts within real movements, and to construct, in pref-
erence, outlandish images of movements as homogeneous actors with a high
level of strategic ability (see e.g. Touraine 1977, 1981).

In contrast, American scholars often saw collective action as crisis behavior.
Having reduced collective phenomena to the summary of individual behaviors,
psychologically derived theories defined social movements as the manifestation
of feelings of deprivation experienced by individuals in relation to other social
subjects, and of feelings of aggression resulting from a wide range of frustrated
expectations. Phenomena such as the rise of Nazism, the American Civil War,
or the movement of black Americans, for example, were considered to be aggres-
sive reactions resulting either from a rapid and unexpected end to periods of eco-
nomic well-being and of increased expectations on a worldwide scale, or from
status inconsistency mechanisms (Davies 1969; Gurr 1970). From a somewhat
different but compatible point of view, the emergence of political extremism was
also associated with the spread of mass society in which integrative social ties
based in the family or the community tended to become fragmented (Korn-
hauser 1959; Gusfield 1963). Isolation and displacement produced individuals
with fewer intellectual, professional, and/or political resources, who were par-
ticularly vulnerable to the appeal of antidemocratic movements of the right and
the left.1

To some extent, these problems were shared by the most famous version of
structural-functionalist approach, that of Neil Smelser (1962), that saw social
movements as the side-effects of overrapid social transformation. According to
Smelser, in a system made up of balanced subsystems, collective behavior reveals
tensions which homoeostatic rebalancing mechanisms cannot absorb in the short
term. At times of rapid, large-scale transformations, the emergence of collective
behaviors – religious cults, secret societies, political sects, economic Utopias –
has a double meaning, reflecting on the one hand the inability of institutions and
social control mechanisms to reproduce social cohesion; on the other, attempts
by society to react to crisis situations through the development of shared beliefs
on which to base new foundations for collective solidarity.

Smelser’s value-added model of collective behavior consists of six steps: struc-
tural conduciveness, i.e. a certain configuration of social structure that may 
facilitate or constrain the emergence of specific types of collective behavior;
structural strain, i.e. the fact that at least some trait of the social system is expe-
rienced by a collectivity as a source of tension and problems; growth and spread
of generalized belief, i.e. the emergence of a shared interpretation by social
actors of their situation and problems; precipitating factors, i.e. stressful events
that induce actors to take action; mobilization, i.e. the network and organiza-
tional activities that transform potential for action into real action; operation of
social control, i.e. the role of social control agencies and other actors in shap-
ing the evolution of collective behavior and its forms (Smelser 1962; see also
Crossley 2002, ch. 2).
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Some scholars regard as unfortunate that Smelser’s work ended up being
strongly associated with the crisis of the functionalist paradigm. Despite its prob-
lems, his was a major attempt to connect in an integrated model different
processes that would have later been treated disparately, and to firmly locate social
movement analysis in the framework of general sociology (Crossley 2002: 53–5).
However, given the dominant cultural climate in the years that followed its pub-
lication, Smelser’s contribution came to be subsumed under the broader set of
approaches viewing social movements as purely reactive responses to social crisis
and as the outcome of mal-integration, and became the target for the same criti-
cisms. Let us see now how the criticism of Marxist and functionalist approaches
were elaborated in relation to the four questions we have identified earlier.

1.1.1 Is social change creating the conditions for
the emergence of new movements?

Given the importance of Marxism in European intellectual debates, it is no sur-
prise that European social sciences were the most eager to explain the rise of the
movements of the 1960s and the 1970s in explicit critique of the Marxist models
of interpretation of social conflict. Criticism addressed both the most structural-
ist currents of Marxist thinking, deriving class conflict directly from the mode of
production, and those interested in the formation of class consciousness (or class
in itself ). Certainly, scholars of the new movements were not the only ones to be
aware of these problems. The same difficulties had been raised by those who had
studied the labor movement with the aim of explaining the formation of a col-
lective actor, challenging the widespread idea of an almost automatic transfor-
mation of structural strains in conscious behavior (Thompson 1963).

Often departing from a Marxist background, scholars associated with the so-
called “new social movements” approach2 made a decisive contribution to the
development of the discussion of these issues by reflecting upon the innovation
in the forms and contents of contemporary movements. Scholars of new move-
ments agreed that conflict among the industrial classes is of decreasing relevance,
and similarly that representation of movements as largely homogeneous subjects
is no longer feasible. However, there were differences of emphasis in relation to
the possibility of identifying the new central conflict which would characterize
the model of the emerging society, defined at times as “postindustrial,” “post-
Fordist,” “technocratic,” or “programmed.” An influential exponent of this
approach, Alain Touraine, was the most explicit in upholding this position:
“Social movements are not a marginal rejection of order, they are the central
forces fighting one against the other to control the production of society by itself
and the action of classes for the shaping of historicity [i.e., the overall system of
meaning which sets dominant rules in a given society]” (Touraine 1981: 29). In
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the industrial society, the ruling class and the popular class oppose each other, as
they did in the agrarian and the mercantile societies, and as they will do, accord-
ing to Touraine, in the programmed society, where new social classes will replace
capitalists and the working class as the central actors of the conflict.3

The break between movements of the industrial society and new movements
was also stressed in the 1980s by the German sociologist Claus Offe (1985). In
his view, movements develop a fundamental, metapolitical critique of the social
order and of representative democracy, challenging institutional assumptions
regarding conventional ways of “doing politics,” in the name of a radical democ-
racy. Among the principal innovations of the new movements, in contrast with
the workers’ movement, are a critical ideology in relation to modernism and
progress; decentralized and participatory organizational structures; defense of
interpersonal solidarity against the great bureaucracies; and the reclamation of
autonomous spaces, rather than material advantages.

Another contribution to the definition of the characteristics of new move-
ments in the programmed society came from Alberto Melucci (1982, 1989, 1996).
Drawing upon the image proposed by Jürgen Habermas of a colonization of life-
worlds, Melucci described contemporary societies as highly differentiated
systems, which invest increasingly in the creation of individual autonomous
centers of action, at the same time requiring closer integration and extending
control over the motives for human action. In his view, new social movements
try to oppose the intrusion of the state and the market into social life, reclaim-
ing individuals’ right to define their identities and to determine their private and
affective lives against the omnipresent and comprehensive manipulation of the
system. Unlike the workers’ movement, new social movements do not, in
Melucci’s view, limit themselves to seeking material gain, but challenge the
diffuse notions of politics and of society themselves. New actors do not so much
ask for an increase in state intervention, to guarantee security and well-being,
but especially resist the expansion of political-administrative intervention in daily
life and defend personal autonomy.

It would be misleading to speak of the new social movements approach
without acknowledging that its principal exponents have considerably modified
their positions over time. Already in the late 1980s, Offe (1990) recognized the
influence of traditional-style political action on the practices of the movements.
Melucci increasingly concentrated on the mechanisms by which certain repre-
sentations of the world and of individual and collective identities are produced
and transformed over time (1989; on this point see Bartholomew and Mayer
1992). Moreover, he went as far as to declare the debate about the “newness” 
of contemporary movements to be outdated or irrelevant (see for example
Melucci 1994).

Nevertheless, this perspective had – and still has – several merits. First, it drew
attention to the structural determinants of protest, reevaluating the importance
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of conflict, at a time when nonclass conflicts were often ignored. Compared with
Marxists, new social movement theorists had two specific advantages: they once
again placed actors at the center of the stage; and they captured the innovative
characteristics of movements which no longer defined themselves principally 
in relation to the system of production. Nor should we forget the existence of
the notable area of research largely inspired by their original hypotheses 
(Maheu 1995).

Despite the influence of the “new social movements” perspective, attention
to the relationship between social structure and collective action is by no means
restricted to it. Marxism has continued to inspire numerous analysts of collec-
tive action who still assign the concept of social class a central role (see for
example Barker and Dale 1999; Lavalette and Mooney 2000; Cleveland 2003). In
many senses, structural approaches strongly influenced by Marxism can be
regarded as the predecessors of the current thriving research on global justice
phenomena. Broadly inspired by Immanuel Wallerstein’s “world system theory”
(1974, 2004), scholars have attempted to locate the new wave of popular mobi-
lization in developing countries as well as within the Western world in the
context of much larger processes of economic restructuring on a global scale,
and from a long-term historical perspective (Arrighi, Hopkins, and Wallerstein
1989; Silver and Slater 1999, ch. 3; Moody 1997; Reifer 2004).

In explicit critique of analyses suggesting the demise of social conflict and its
individualization, and most explicitly the end of conflict about distributive stakes,
scholars from this perspective regard the crisis of the workers’ movement in the
1980s and 1990s, following financial restructuring at the global level, as a largely
conjunctural phenomenon. Systemic failure to meet the expectations of the
working class from developing countries will fuel a new wave of sustained class
conflicts, that will also reflect the growing feminization of the labor force and its
stronger ethnic dimension, following mass migration dynamics (Arrighi and
Silver 1999). The increasing relevance of “global justice” as a central concern
(Andretta, della Porta, Mosca, and Reiter 2002, 2003) seems to support these
arguments. Moreover, and rather unexpectedly, social movements have devel-
oped in the South, bridging frames and organizational structures with their
Northern counterparts. Especially in some geographical areas (such as Latin
America and the Far East), social movement research developed, often within a
Gramscian approach, stressing the role of cultural hegemony.

Another important attempt to relate social-structural change to mass collec-
tive action has come from Manuel Castells (1983, 1996). In an earlier phase of his
work, Castells has contributed to our understanding of the emergence of urban
social movements by stressing the importance of consumption processes (in par-
ticular of collective consumption of public services and public goods) for class
relations, by moving the focus of class analysis from capitalist relations within
the workplace to social relations in the urban community (Castells 1983). Later,
Castells linked the growing relevance of conflicts on identity both in the West –
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e.g. the women’s movement – and in the South – e.g. Zapatistas, religious 
fundamentalisms, etc. – to the emergence of a “network society,” where new
information technologies play a central role.

Yet another original effort to link structural analysis and social movement
analysis has been inspired by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Researchers
engaged in the analysis of cultural habits (or the cultural predispositions pro-
duced by processes of socialization) as well as their structural determinants have
used Bourdieu’s insights to explore specific instances of political conflicts, stress-
ing their cultural meanings within the specific fields to which individuals belong.
Going beyond economic interests, some scholars explained indeed social move-
ment activism as following needs and desires that derive from values and norms
that are typical of specific cultures (or fields). In this sense, action is not rational,
but reasonable (Bourdieu 1980: 85–6; Eckstein 2001; Sommier 2003). From a dif-
ferent angle, and with explicit reference to general theory à la Smelser, Crossley
(2002) has used Bourdieu’s key concepts of habitus, structure, and agency to
propose a new theoretical model, able to integrate the insights from European
and American approaches over the years. In doing so he has proceeded in 
parallel with other theoretical work in the broader framework of structuration
theory (Sewell 1992; Livesay 2003).

A major criticism of new social movements theory has been that it took as
foundational characteristics of new social movements certain traits that were not
necessarily new and far from generalizable – such as activists’ middle-class
origins, or loose organizational forms (D’Anieri, Ernst, and Kier 1990; Calhoun
1993; Rootes 1992; Rüdig 1990; Koopmans 1995; Tarrow 1994; della Porta 1996a:
ch. 1). Structural approaches in general have also been faulted for failing to
specify the mechanisms leading from structural tensions to action. In fairness,
this criticism does not apply to Melucci’s work, and only partially to Touraine’s;
while it is surely appropriate for scholars like Offe or Castells, or world-system
theorists, whose focus is clearly not on micro or meso processes. Whatever the
case, the approaches presented here must be regarded first of all as theories of
social conflict; more specifically, of the impact of structural transformations on
stakes and forms of conflict. And it is fair to say that the questions more directly
related to the development of collective action have been more cogently
addressed by other intellectual traditions.

1.1.2 How do we define issues as worthy 
objects, and actors as worthy subjects of 
collective action?

In the 1950s and 1960s, students of collective behavior tended to classify under
the same heading phenomena as diverse as crowds, movements, panics, manias,
fashions, and so on. Two problems arose from this. On the one hand, although
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many of them defined movements as purposeful phenomena, students of col-
lective behavior placed more attention on unexpected dynamics – such as circu-
lar reactions – rather than on deliberate organizational strategies or, more
generally, on strategies devised by actors. As James Coleman recalled (1990: 479),
the hypothesis that situations of frustration, rootlessness, deprivation, and social
crisis automatically produce revolts reduces collective action to an agglomera-
tion of individual behaviors. Functionalism ignores the dynamics by which feel-
ings experienced at the (micro) level of the individual give rise to (macro)
phenomena such as social movements or revolutions.

One response to these theoretical gaps has come from symbolic interaction-
ists close to the so-called “Chicago School,” credited with having developed the
analysis of collective behavior as a specialist field within sociology. The concept
of collective behavior – contrasted with that of collective psychology – indicated
the shift of attention from the motivation of individuals to their observable
actions. Already in the 1920s, the founders of this approach – among them Robert
E. Park and Ernest W. Burgess – had stressed that collective phenomena do not
simply reflect social crisis but rather produce new norms and new solidarities,
and viewed social movements as engines of change, primarily in relation to
values systems. Subsequently, other students of collective behavior were to make
reference to the tenets of the Chicago School, focusing their attention on situa-
tions of rapid change in social structures and prescriptions (Blumer 1951; Turner
and Killian 1987[1957];4 Gusfield 1963). Tendencies towards large-scale organiza-
tions, population mobility, technological innovation, mass communications, and
the decline of traditional cultural forms were all considered to be emerging con-
ditions pushing individuals to search for new patterns of social organization. 
Collective behavior was in fact defined as behavior concerned with change 
(for example, Blumer 1951: 199), and social movements as both an integral part
of the normal functioning of society and the expression of a wider process of
transformation.5

Rooted in symbolic interactionism, the contemporary school of collective
behavior sees particular relevance in the meaning actors attribute to social struc-
tures; and the less structured the situations faced by the individual, the more rel-
evant this aspect appears to be. When existing systems of meaning do not
constitute a sufficient basis for social action, new norms emerge, defining the
existing situation as unjust and providing a justification for action (Turner and
Killian 1987: 259). As an activity born outside preestablished social definitions,
collective behavior is located beyond existing norms and ordered social relations.
The study of collective behavior thus concentrates on the transformation of
institutional behaviors through the action of emergent normative definitions.
These definitions appear when the traditional normative structure comes into
conflict with a continually evolving situation.6 Change, in fact, is conceived of as
part of the physiological functioning of the system: social movements are accom-
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panied by the emergence of new rules and norms, and represent attempts to
transform existing norms.7

The genesis of social movements is in the co-existence of contrasting value
systems and of groups in conflict with each other. These are regarded as dis-
tinctive parts of social life (Killian 1964: 433). Changes in the social structure and
in the normative order are interpreted within a process of cultural evolution
through which new ideas emerge in the minds of individuals. When traditional
norms no longer succeed in providing a satisfactory structure for behavior, the
individual is forced to challenge the social order through various forms of non-
conformity. A social movement develops when a feeling of dissatisfaction spreads,
and insufficiently flexible institutions are unable to respond.

The sociology of social movements owes many of its insights to students of
the collective behavior school. For the first time, collective movements are
defined as meaningful acts, driving often necessary and beneficial social change.
Observations of processes of interaction determined by collective action more-
over constitute important foundations for those who, in more recent times, have
taken on the task of understanding movement dynamics. The emphasis on
empirical research has led to experimentation with new techniques, providing
through various methods of field research a valid integration of archive data.
Since the 1980s, the interactionist version of the theory of collective behavior
has stressed the processes of symbolic production and of construction of iden-
tity, both of which are essential components of collective behavior. This has led
to a lasting research program, as demonstrated by the work of scholars such as
Joe Gusfield (1963, 1981, 1994), and which has become at the same time very
influential and diversified (Snow, Rochford, Worden, and Benford 1986; Snow and
Oliver 1995; Melucci 1989, 1996; Eyerman and Jamison 1991; McPhail 1991; 
Johnston and Klandermans 1995). In a parallel effort, Rochon (1998: 179) has
shown how movements develop new ideas and values, working as agents of
cultural change, with the “task of translating the chronic problem as described
by the critical community into an acute problem that will attract media atten-
tion is the province of social an political movements.”8

In the 1990s, however, some researchers grew dissatisfied with a view of the
role of culture in collective action that they regarded as too strategic and ratio-
nalistic (in particular scholars like Snow and Benford [1988, 1992], who were con-
versant with resource mobilization theory), and started to reemphasize again the
part played by emotions in the production and reproduction of social move-
ments. In their view, symbolic production is not only (or mainly) strategically
oriented, but it involves more feelings and emotions. Moral shocks developing
when deeply held rules and norms are broken are often the first step in individ-
ual mobilization; and, indeed, protest organizations work at transforming fear
into moral indignation and anger ( Jasper 1997: 107–14). Movements produce con-
densing symbols and rhetoric oriented to raise various types of emotions in what
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has been defined as a libidinal economy of movements. As Jasper (1997: 220)
observes, “virtually all the pleasures that humans derive from social life are found
in protest movements: a sense of community and identity; ongoing companion-
ship and bonds with others; the variety and challenge of conversation, coopera-
tion and competition. Some of the pleasures are not available in the routines 
of life.”

It is worth noting at least two main problems generated by the collective
behavior perspective. On the one hand, despite viewing movements as purpose-
ful phenomena, many students of collective behavior placed most attention on
unexpected dynamics – such as circular reactions – rather than on deliberate
organizational strategies or, more generally, on strategies devised by rational,
strategic actors. On the other hand, focusing on the empirical analysis of behav-
ior, they were often limited to a description – albeit detailed – of reality, without
devoting much attention to the structural origins of conflicts which subsequently
well up in particular movements. While structuralist approaches like the new
social movements dealt with the latter shortcoming, organizational perspectives
like resource mobilization theory addressed the former. To its basic tenets we
now turn.

1.1.3 How is collective action possible?

In deliberate contrast to conceptualizations of social movements as irrational,
largely reactive phenomena, American sociologists in the 1970s started to reflect
on the processes by which the resources necessary for collective action are mobi-
lized. In their view, collective movements constitute an extension of the con-
ventional forms of political action; the actors engage in this act in a rational way,
following their interests; organizations and movement “entrepreneurs” have an
essential role in the mobilization of collective resources on which action is
founded. Movements are therefore part of the normal political process. Stress-
ing the external obstacles and incentives, numerous pieces of research have exam-
ined the variety of resources to be mobilized, the links which social movements
have with their allies, the tactics used by society to control or incorporate col-
lective action, and its results. The basic questions addressed relate to the evalua-
tion of costs and benefits of participation in social movement organizations.

In early contributions in this vein, Mayer Zald (Zald and Ash 1966; McCarthy
and Zald 1987a, 1987b), Anthony Oberschall (1973; 1980), and Charles Tilly
(1978) defined social movements as rational, purposeful, and organized actions.
Collective action derives, according to this perspective, from a calculation of the
costs and benefits, influenced by the presence of resources – in particular by
organization and by the strategic interactions necessary for the development of
a social movement. In a historical situation in which feelings of unease, differ-
ences of opinion, conflicts of interest, and opposing ideologies are always
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present, the emergence of collective action cannot be explained simply as having
been caused by these elements. It is not enough to discover the existence of ten-
sions and structural conflicts: we also have to study the conditions which enable
discontent to be transformed into mobilization. The capacity for mobilization
depends on the material resources (work, money, concrete benefits, services)
and/or nonmaterial resources (authority, moral engagement, faith, friendship)
available to the group. These resources are distributed across multiple objectives
according to a rational calculation of costs and benefits. Beyond the existence of
tensions, mobilization derives from the way in which social movements are able
to organize discontent, reduce the costs of action, utilize and create solidarity
networks, share incentives among members, and achieve external consensus. The
type and nature of the resources available explain the tactical choices made by
movements and the consequences of collective action on the social and political
system (McCarthy and Zald 1977; Edwards and McCarthy 2004).

The existence of solidarity networks once again questioned a widely spread
assumption at the time, namely, that movement recruits are mainly isolated and
rootless individuals who seek to immerse themselves in the mass as a surrogate
for their social marginalization. According to rational approaches, mobilization
can thus be explained as being more than the gratification of pursuing a collec-
tive good; it also promotes the existence of horizontal solidarity links, within the
collective, and vertical links, integrating different collectives. On the basis of a
wide range of empirical research, one can therefore foresee that “participants in
popular disturbances and activists in opposition organizations will be recruited
primarily from previously active and relatively well-integrated individuals within
the collectivity, whereas socially isolated, atomized, and uprooted individuals 
will be underrepresented, at least until the movement has become substantial”
(Oberschall 1973: 135). Accordingly, scholars of resource mobilization concen-
trate their attention on how collective actors operate, how they acquire resources
and mobilize support, both within and outside their adherents’ group.

Recently, research on social movement organizations has extended its atten-
tion to the relations between organizations and the dynamics going on in orga-
nizational populations. Increasingly sophisticated network studies have looked at
the interactions between the organizations and individuals identified with social
movements (Diani and McAdam 2003), with a critical dialogue with research on
social capital (Diani 1997), and an increasing attention for the transnational
dimension and the connections between organizations operating at that level
(Caniglia 2001; Smith 2004a). Concepts and methods borrowed from organiza-
tional ecology have been applied to the study of the factors behind organizations’
chances of survival, again with reference to both the national (Minkoff 1993,
1999; Edwards and Marullo 1996) and the global spheres (Boli and Thomas 1999;
Johnson and McCarthy 2005).

The definition of social movements as conscious actors making rational
choices is among the most important innovations of the resource mobilization
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approach. However, critics have charged it with indifference to the structural
sources of conflict and the specific stakes for the control of which social actors
mobilize (Melucci 1982; Piven and Cloward 1992). Its emphasis on the resources
controlled by a few political entrepreneurs, at the cost of overlooking the self-
organization potential by the most dispossessed social groups, has also been crit-
icized (Piven and Cloward 1992). Finally, it has been noted that in its explanation
of collective action this approach overdoes the rationality of collective action,
not taking the role of emotions adequately into account (Ferree 1992; Taylor and
Whittier 1995; Jasper 1997). In fact, as some of the most influential proponents
of this approach recently admitted, “early resource mobilization models exag-
gerate the centrality of deliberative strategic decisions to social movements”
(McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001: 7), overemphasizing similarities between
social movements and interest politics.

1.1.4 What determines the forms and intensity 
of collective action?

The most cogent and systematic response to this question has come from the
perspective usually defined as “political process” (Tilly 1978; McAdam 1982). This
approach shares with resource mobilization theory a rational view of action – so
much so that they are sometimes treated as a unified perspective – but pays more
systematic attention to the political and institutional environment in which social
movements operate. The central focus of “political process” theories is the rela-
tionship between institutional political actors and protest. In challenging a given
political order, social movements interact with actors who enjoy a consolidated
position in the polity.9 The concept which has had the greatest success in defin-
ing the properties of the external environment, relevant to the development of
social movements, is that of “political opportunity structure.” Peter Eisinger
(1973) used this concept in a comparison of the results of protest in different
American cities, focusing on the degree of openness (or closure) of the local polit-
ical system. Other empirical research indicated important new variables, such as
electoral instability (Piven and Cloward 1977), the availability of influential allies
(Gamson 1990 [1975]), and tolerance for protest among the elite ( Jenkins and
Perrow 1977). Sidney Tarrow integrated these empirical observations into a the-
oretical framework for his study of protest cycles in Italy, singling out the degree
of openness or closure of formal political access, the degree of stability or insta-
bility of political alignments, the availability and strategic posture of potential
allies (Tarrow 1983: 28), and political conflicts between and within elites (Tarrow
1989a: 35).

To these variables others have been added, relating to the institutional condi-
tions which regulate agenda-setting and decision-making processes. Characteris-
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tics relating to the functional division of power and also to geographical decen-
tralization have been analyzed in order to understand the origins of protest and
the forms it has taken. In general, the aim has been to observe which stable or
“mobile” characteristics of the political system influence the growth of less-
institutionalized political action in the course of what are defined as protest cycles
(Tarrow 1989a), as well as the forms which these actions take in different 
historical contexts (Tilly 1978). Comparative analysis has improved our under-
standing of the central theme represented by the relationship between social
movements and the institutional political system (Kitschelt 1986; della Porta 1995;
Kriesi et al. 1995; Rucht 1994; Giugni 2004).

The “political process” approach has succeeded in shifting attention towards
interactions between new and traditional actors, and between less conventional
forms of action and institutionalized systems of interest representation. In this
way, it is no longer possible to define movements as phenomena which are, of
necessity, marginal and anti-institutional, expressions of dysfunctions of the
system. A more fruitful route towards the interpretation of the political dimen-
sion of contemporary movements has been established.

One should not ignore, however, some persistent areas of difficulty. On the
one hand, supporters of this perspective continue to debate delicate problems
such as the choice of the most appropriate indicators to measure complex insti-
tutional phenomena. First, the lack of consensus on the relevant dimensions of
the concept of political opportunities (McAdam 1996) has resulted in their 
exponential growth (della Porta 1996c). Early studies of political opportunities
focused on a small number of variables. Since the 1980s, however, a number of
case studies and cross-national comparisons have added new variables to the orig-
inal set (see, in particular, Brand 1985; Kitschelt 1986; Rucht 1989; Kriesi 1991).
This has expanded the explanatory power of the concept, but reduced its speci-
ficity. The concept runs the risk of becoming a “dustbin” for any and every vari-
able relevant to the development of social movements. Most of the concept’s
problems arise from the way in which it has been developed, picking up variables
from a variety of studies on a variety of movements. This accumulation of het-
erogeneous variables reflecting different authors’ concerns and ideas has resulted
in a concept which, to quote Sartori (1970, but also 1990), denotes much but con-
notes little. Particularly in international comparative studies, it is impossible to
handle the large number of variables and properly assess their explanatory power.
Focus on structural variables might shift attention away from how norms and
values, referring in particular to movements goals (or discursive opportunities),
influence movement strategies as well as their chances of success (Goodwin and
Jasper 2004a).

A second problem arises when we wish to distinguish between “objective”
reality and its social construction (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Some changes in
the political opportunity structure do not have any effect on a social movement
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unless they are perceived as important by the movement itself. Structural avail-
ability must be filtered through a process of “cognitive liberation” in order to
unleash turmoil (McAdam 1986). For protest to emerge, activists must believe
that an opportunity exists, that they have the power to bring about change; and
they must blame the system for the problem. Looking at structural opportuni-
ties without considering the cognitive processes which intervene between struc-
ture and action can be very misleading (Gamson and Meyer 1996, Diani 1996).
It is important, therefore, to analyze activists’ understandings of available oppor-
tunities, the lenses through which they view potential opportunities for their
movements (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996). Perceptions of state response
may be particularly influenced, for instance, by its more dramatic manifestations,
such as repression, causing the less visible responses, such as negotiation, to be
overlooked (della Porta 1996c).

The political process approach has also been criticized externally, from various
perspectives. Scholars like Piven and Cloward (1992) have criticized political
process (and resource mobilization) theorists for dismissing mal-integration (or
breakdown) theory for a claim it never made, namely, that rapid social change
brought about by urbanization processes, large-scale economic crises, etc., gen-
erates collective action. But, breakdown theory actually focused on collective 
violence and disruptive behavior, and not on the broader range of forms of con-
tention that theorists like Tilly include in their studies (Piven and Cloward 1992).
Political process theorists have also attracted criticism for their tendency to adopt
a kind of “political reductionism” (Melucci 1987, 1989). In effect, its proponents
have paid little attention to the fact that many contemporary movements (of
youth, women, homosexuals, or minority ethnic groups) have been affected at
least as much by their cultural context as by their political one (Melucci 1996;
Rupp and Taylor 1987, 2003; Rochon 1998). Lastly – as we have already noted
when introducing resource mobilization theories – rationalist approaches to the
study of collective action have tended to neglect the structural origins of protest.
Other scholars, often associated with the new movements approach, have
explored this area.

Faced with some relevant transformations in the two main sources of oppor-
tunities for movements – the nation-state and the political parties – research
developed in two main directions. On the one hand, and especially in Europe,
attention focused on the role played by movements, not just within the political
system, but also within the public sphere. In this direction, the discursive oppor-
tunities – i.e., the presence of dominant public discourses on certain controver-
sial issues, which are likely to affect movements’ chances of success – have been
stressed (Koopmans and Statham 1999). Moreover, more and more attention has
been paid to transnational opportunities, or, to put it a better way, to a multilevel
opportunity structure for movements (della Porta and Tarrow 2005). The devel-
opment of the European Union as an arena for movement demands has been
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discussed in more depth (Imig and Tarrow 2001; Balme, Chabannet, and Wright
2002). Considering movements as part and parcel of the political system, recent
studies have also focused on their effects, especially in terms of policy pro-
cess and policy decisions (della Porta 2004c; Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly 1999;
Giugni 2004).

1.1.5 Are these questions specific of social
movement analysis?

Before systematically addressing the questions outlined in the preceding section,
it is worth asking whether they are peculiar to social movement research. Our
response is: not necessarily. In many cases it makes more – or at least as much –
sense to talk about collective action at large, rather than social movements. Col-
lective action broadly refers to individuals sharing resources in pursuit of collec-
tive goals – i.e., goals that cannot be privatized to any of the members of the
collectivity on behalf of which collective action has taken place.10 Such goals may
be produced within movements, but also in many contexts that normally are not
associated with movements.

For example, political parties also face the problem of mobilizing their
members and providing them with incentives to join and somehow support the
organization – if anything through the payment of membership fees; so do inter-
est groups only minding the sectoral – often, very parochial – interests of their
specific reference groups (Knoke 1990a; Jordan and Maloney 1997). Likewise,
even political parties or narrow interest groups face the problem of adapting their
strategies and tactics to changing environments, as the context in which they
operate may become more or less favorable – e.g. through changes in the atti-
tudes of powerholders towards specific parties’ or interest groups’ demands,
changes in legal opportunities for interest representation, or changes in the cul-
tural models with which ordinary people make sense of their political and social
world (Panebianco 1988). From a different angle, many voluntary organizations
do not identify any social or political opponent to protest against, and their strate-
gies focus entirely on service delivery rather than advocacy, political representa-
tion, or challenges to dominant norms or lifestyles. Even these organizations,
however, still face problems of attracting and keeping members, securing the
resources necessary to promote action, elaborating the cultural models neces-
sary to pursue goals along the desired lines, and framing their issues in order to
make them as attractive as possible to their prospective supporters/members
(Wilson 2000).

As it happens, analyses of collective action and analyses of social movements
are inextricably linked. Let us say that the experience of social movements
reflects phenomena with more than passing analogies to other instances of
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political or cultural collective action, taking place within political parties, inter-
est groups, or religious sects. Therefore, when we analyze social movements, we
deal with social processes that may also be of interest to researchers who do not
define themselves at all as social movement analysts.

Recently there have been several attempts to synthesize scholarship on social
movements with the aim of linking it to broader theoretical and/or empirical
concerns. Some of these attempts have aimed at integrating social movement
theory with general sociological frameworks. A most ambitious development by
social movement scholars, openly criticizing the insularity of the social move-
ment studies communities, and which also draws heavily on non Western mate-
rials, is the Dynamics of Contention (DOC) program (McAdam, Tarrow, and
Tilly 2001). The main suggestion coming from this approach is the possibility of
combining the knowledge developed in the fields of social movements with those
elaborated on revolutions, democratization, and ethnic conflicts, singling out a
field of contentious politics, defined as “episodic, public, collective interaction
among makers of claim and their objects when (a) at least one government is a
claimant, an object of claims, or a party to the claim and (b) the claims would,
if realized, affect the interest of at least one of the claimants” (McAdam, Tarrow,
and Tilly 2001: 5). Advocating a dynamic rather than static use of concepts, the
scholars involved in this project have tried to single out general mechanisms of
contention (see Diani et al. 2003 for a discussion).

1.2 What is Distinctive about 
Social Movements?

If the core questions addressed by social movement analysts are not necessarily
specific, one might wonder whether social movements have an analytical pecu-
liarity which justifies the development of a distinctive field of research. In order
to address this question we have to discuss the concept of a social movement.

1.2.1 The concept of a social movement

In a number of pieces, Mario Diani (1992a; 2003a; 2004a; Diani and Bison 2004)
has maintained that social movements are a distinct social process, consisting of
the mechanisms through which actors engaged in collective action:

• are involved in conflictual relations with clearly identified opponents;
• are linked by dense informal networks;
• share a distinct collective identity.
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Conflictual collective action. Social movement actors are engaged in political
and/or cultural conflicts meant to promote or oppose social change. By conflict
we mean an oppositional relationship between actors who seek control of the
same stake – be it political, economic, or cultural power – and in the process
make negative claims on each other – i.e., demands which, if realized, would
damage the interests of the other actors (Tilly 1978; Touraine 1981: 80–4).
Accordingly, addressing collective problems, producing public goods, or express-
ing support for some moral values or principles does not automatically corre-
spond to social movement action; the latter requires the identification of targets
for collective efforts, specifically articulated in social or political terms. In con-
trast, when collective action focuses exclusively on the behavior and/or the legit-
imacy of specific individuals, or blames problems on humankind as a whole, on
natural disasters or divine will, then it is difficult to speak of social movement
processes (Gamson 1992a; Melucci 1996, part I). For example, collective action
on globalization issues is conflictual to the extent that organizations like the
World Trade Organization or the International Monetary Fund are blamed not
because of their officials’ misconduct or specific policy mistakes, but as repre-
sentatives of distinct coalitions of interests.

Dense informal networks. Dense informal networks differentiate social move-
ment processes from the innumerable instances in which collective action takes
place and is coordinated, mostly within the boundaries of specific organizations.
A social movement process is in place to the extent that both individual and
organized actors, while keeping their autonomy and independence, engage in
sustained exchanges of resources in pursuit of common goals. The coordination
of specific initiatives, the regulation of individual actors’ conduct, and the defi-
nition of strategies all depend on permanent negotiations between the individ-
uals and the organizations involved in collective action. No single organized
actor, no matter how powerful, can claim to represent a movement as a whole.
It follows that more opportunities arise for highly committed and/or skilled indi-
viduals to play an independent role in the political process than would be the
case when action is concentrated within formal organizations.

Collective identity. Social movements are not merely the sum of protest events
on certain issues, or even of specific campaigns. On the contrary, a social move-
ment process is in place only when collective identities develop, which go beyond
specific events and initiatives. Collective identity is strongly associated with recog-
nition and the creation of connectedness (Pizzorno 1996). It brings with it a sense
of common purpose and shared commitment to a cause, which enables single
activists and/or organizations to regard themselves as inextricably linked to other
actors, not necessarily identical but surely compatible, in a broader collective
mobilization (Touraine 1981). Within social movements, membership criteria are
extremely unstable and ultimately dependent on mutual recognition between
actors; the activity of boundary definition – i.e., of defining who is and who is
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not part of the network – indeed plays a central role in the emergence and
shaping of collective action (Melucci 1996, ch. 3).

For example, recent research on environmentalism suggests that animal 
rights activism be more distinctive and less identified with environmentalism in
Britain than in Italy: as a result, it makes much more sense to regard the two as
involved in the same movement process in the latter than in the former 
(Rootes 2003; Diani & Forno 2003). Likewise, not all networks between like-
minded people necessarily reflect social movement processes: for example, the
international Zapatista support network is not regarded by many analysts 
as a social movement because of the lack of a focused identity and the result-
ing bonds, even though resources of solidarity certainly circulate through it
(Olesen 2004).

Collective identity building also entails actors establishing connections
between different occurrences, private and public, located at different points in
time and space, which are relevant to their experience, and weaving them into
broader, encompassing narratives (Melucci 1996). As a result, organizational and
individual actors involved in collective action no longer merely pursue specific
goals, but come to regard themselves as elements of much larger and encom-
passing processes of change – or resistance to change. For example, in the case
of the global justice movement, participants in events as distant as the “battle of
Seattle” and the opposition to the Narmada Valley dam in India may be linked
together in the same movement through processes of identity-building based
upon organizational networking and supranational communication.

Looking at different combinations of these three elements enables us to con-
trast social movements to other collective-action processes. Here we provide a
few examples; however, we have to keep in mind that no empirical episode of
collective action – those that we conventionally define as “environmental move-
ments,” “solidarity movements,” “disabled movements,” or the like – fully cor-
responds to any pure type. On the contrary, we can normally detect more than
one process within any empirical instance of collective action. The exploration
of how such processes interact with each other represents a fundamental step of
social movement analysis.

1.2.2 Conflictual and consensual 
collective action

It is not rare to witness broad coalitions of charities and other voluntary associ-
ations mobilizing on solidarity issues, for example on social exclusion in domes-
tic politics, or on development or human rights issues in an international
perspective, and to refer to them as social movements. In many cases, however,
they might be best characterized as “consensus movements.” In both social move-
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ment and consensus movement dynamics, actors share solidarity and an inter-
pretation of the world, enabling them to link specific acts and events in a longer
time perspective. However, in the latter, sustained collective action does not take
a conflictual element. Collective goods are often produced through cooperative
efforts that neither imply nor require the identification of specific adversaries,
trying to reduce the assets and opportunities of one’s group or preventing
chances to expand them. Prospected solutions do not imply redistribution of
power nor alterations in social structure, but focus instead on service delivery,
self-help, personal and community empowerment.11 Likewise, the practice and
promotion of alternative lifestyles does not require the presence of opponents
defined in social and political terms. Collective actors may fight ethereal adver-
saries, ranging from bad or conventional taste, in the case of artistic and 
style-oriented movements, to “the inner enemy” in the case of some religious
movements, without necessarily blaming any social actors for the state of things
they intend to modify.

However, insisting on the presence of conflict as a distinctive trait of move-
ments need not force social movement analysts away from the investigation of
those instances of collective action where a conflict is difficult to identify, such
as those oriented to personal change (e.g. the so-called “human potential move-
ment,” or many countercultural, alternative lifestyle networks) and those focus-
ing on the delivery of some kind of help or assistance to an aggrieved collectivity
(e.g., the so-called “solidarity movement”: Giugni and Passy 2001). This per-
spective implies, instead, that analysts recognize the presence of several social
mechanisms or dynamics within each instance of collective action, and focus
their efforts on exploring how such mechanisms operate and interact with 
each other.

1.2.3 Social movements, events, and coalitions

We have a social movement dynamic going on when single episodes of
collective action are perceived as components of a longer-lasting action, rather
than discrete events; and when those who are engaged in them feel linked by 
ties of solidarity and of ideal communion with protagonists of other analogous
mobilizations. The course of the movement for the control of toxic waste in the
United States provides a good example of this dynamic. From a series of
initiatives which developed from a local base and in relation to specific goals such
as blocking the construction of waste disposal plants in particular areas, the
movement gradually developed into a collective force with a national base, 
concerned with numerous aspects of the relationship between nature and
society, and with a much more sophisticated cultural elaboration (Szasz 1994:
69–99).
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Identity-building also means that a sense of collective belonging can be main-
tained even after a specific initiative or a particular campaign has come to an end.
The persistence of these feelings will have at least two important consequences.
First, it will make the revival of mobilization in relation to the same goals easier,
whenever favorable conditions recur. Movements often oscillate between brief
phases of intense public activity and long “latent” periods (Melucci 1984b; Taylor
1989), in which self-reflection and cultural production prevail. The trust and sol-
idarity links, activated in the European antinuclear movements during the mobi-
lizations of the second half of the 1970s, for example, represented the base on
which a new wave of protests gathered momentum in the wake of the Cher-
nobyl incident in 1986 (Flam 1994d). Second, representations of the world and
collective identities which developed in a certain period can also facilitate,
through a gradual transformation, the development of new movements and new
solidarities. For example, the close relationship existing in several countries
between movements of the new left of the early 1970s and successive political
ecology movements has been noted on a number of occasions (Dalton 1994;
Diani 1995a; Duyvendak 1995).

Reference to other examples of informal networks of collective action, such
as coalitions, also illustrates why collective identity is such a crucial feature of
social movements. In coalition dynamics, collective actors are densely connected
to each other in terms of alliances, and identify explicit opponents, but those
links are not necessarily backed by strong identity links. The networks 
between actors mobilizing on a common goal take a purely contingent and
instrumental nature. Resource mobilization and campaigning is then conducted
mainly through exchanges and pooling of resources between distinct groups 
and organizations. The latter rather than the network are the main source of
participants’ identities and loyalties. Actors instrumentally share resources in
order to achieve specific goals, yet do not develop any particular sense of belong-
ing and of a common future during the process. Once a specific battle has been
fought, there need not be any longer-term legacy in terms of identity and 
solidarity, nor attempts to connect the specific campaign in a broader 
framework.12

Associating movements with a distinctive collective identity implies no
assumptions about the homogeneity of the actors sharing that identity (in con-
trast with what is suggested by, for example, Rootes [2000] or McDonald [2002]).
We have a social movement identity dynamic to the extent that groups and/or
individuals feel part of a collectivity, mobilized to support or oppose social
change; that they identify shared elements in their past, present, and future expe-
riences; and that other social or political actors be held responsible for the state
of affairs being challenged. Whether a specific collective identity will be inclu-
sive or exclusive, and the degree to which holders of such an identity will share
one or several traits, are empirical questions (see chapter 4).
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1.2.4 Social movements and 
organizational processes

Social movements, political parties, and interest groups are often compared with
each other, on the assumption that they all embody different styles of political
organization (for example, Wilson 1973). At times, they are identified with 
religious sects and cults (for example, Robbins 1988). However, the difference
between social movements and these and other organizations does not consist
primarily of differences in organizational characteristics or patterns of behavior,
but of the fact that social movements are not organizations, not even of a pecu-
liar kind (Tilly 1988; Oliver 1989). They are networks which may either include
formal organizations or not, depending on shifting circumstances. As a conse-
quence, a single organization, whatever its dominant traits, is not a social move-
ment. Of course it may be involved in a social movement process, but the two
are not identical, as they reflect different organizational principles.

Indeed, many influential scholars in the field have often used the term “social
movement” to mean both networks of interaction and specific organizations: cit-
izens’ rights groups like Common Cause, environmental organizations like the
Sierra Club, or even religious sects like Nichiren Shoshu (McAdam et al. 1988:
695; see also Lofland 1996). Yet we should not uncritically apply to social move-
ment analysis concepts borrowed from organizational theory: “all too often we
speak of movement strategy, tactics, leadership, membership, recruitment, divi-
sion of labor, success and failure – terms which strictly apply only to coherent
decision-making entities (that is, organizations or groups), not to crowds, col-
lectivities, or whole social movements” (Oliver 1989: 4).

Talking of Common Cause or the Sierra Club or Nichiren Shoshu as “social
movements” leads one to formulate concepts like “professional social move-
ment” (McCarthy and Zald 1987a) or “single-organization movements” (Turner
and Killian 1987: 369–70) to emphasize the obvious differences between these
cases and the nature of social movements as informal networks. But categoriz-
ing Common Cause as a “professional social movement” does not add very much
to the insights provided by concepts like “public interest group” (see, among
others, Etzioni 1985). Similarly, a religious organization like Nichiren Shoshu or
Hare Krishna may be conveniently analyzed as a “sect.” This concept takes into
account the greater organizational rigidity and the more hierarchical structure
that these organizations display by comparison with social movement networks
(Robbins 1988: 150–5). It also recognizes the higher degree of social control that
is exerted on members. In contrast, what the terms “public interest group” and
“sect” do not really capture are the interaction processes through which 
actors with different identities and orientations come to elaborate a shared
system of beliefs and a sense of belonging, which far exceeds the boundaries of
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any single group or organization, while maintaining at the same time their speci-
ficity and distinctive traits.

The instability of the relationship between organizational and movement
identities means that movements are by definition fluid phenomena. In the for-
mation and consolidation phases, a sense of collective belonging prevails on links
of solidarity and loyalty which can exist between individuals and specific groups
or associations. A movement tends to burn out when organizational identities
come to dominate once more, or when “feeling part of it” refers primarily to
one’s organization and its components, rather than to a broader collective with
blurred boundaries (Diani 2003a).

To shift the emphasis from single organizations to informal networks allows
us, furthermore, to appreciate more fully the space reserved for individuals
within movements. Individual participation is essential for movements, and one
of their characteristics is, indeed, the sense of being involved in a collective
endeavor – without having automatically to belong to a specific organization.
Strictly speaking, social movements do not have members, but participants.13 The
participation of the individual, detached from specific organizational allegiances,
is not necessarily limited to single protest events. It can also develop within com-
mittees or working groups, or else in public meetings.14 Alternatively (when the
possibility arises) one may support a movement by promoting its ideas and its
point of view among institutions, other political actors, or the media. However,
the existence of a range of possible ways of becoming involved means that the
membership of movements can never be reduced to a single act of adherence.
It consists, rather, of a series of differentiated acts, which taken together rein-
force the feeling of belonging and of identity (see also Gusfield 1994: 62).

If social movements are analytically different from social movement organi-
zations, any organization which is involved in a social movement dynamic may
be regarded as a “social movement organization.” This may also hold for bureau-
cratic interest groups, and even political parties. By saying that political parties
may be part of social movements we do not mean to suggest that “social move-
ments” is a broader theoretical category in which several types of organizations
(interest groups, community groups, political parties, and so forth) are repre-
sented as many subtypes. Rather, we suggest that under certain and specific con-
ditions some political party may feel itself to be part of a movement and be
recognized as such both by other actors in the movement and by the general
public. This is likely to be the exception rather than the rule, and to be largely
restricted to parties whose origins lie in social movements, such as the Green
parties (Kitschelt 1989; Richardson and Rootes 1994).

One could reasonably object that no matter how strong their identification
with a movement, political parties actually perform specific functions at the level
of interest representation and in this sense are different from social movements.
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That differences exist at the functional level is beyond question. Yet, the main
peculiarity of social movements does not consist of their specific way of per-
forming the function of interest representation. Of course their networks of
interaction favor the formulation of demands, the promotion of mobilization
campaigns, and the elaboration and diffusion of beliefs and collective identities.
These factors all, in turn, contribute to redefining the cultural and political setting
in which the action of interest representation takes place. However, when we
focus on the function of interest representation in strict terms, we do not look
at the way “the movement” performs this function. We look at the way differ-
ent specific social movement organizations do this. Whether or not they decide
to include participation in elections within their repertoire of action is depend-
ent upon several factors, including external opportunities, tactical and/or ideo-
logical considerations, and their links to other actors in the movement. The mere
fact that they decide to do so, however, will not automatically exclude them from
the movement. Rather, they will be part of two different systems of action (the
party system and the social movement system), where they will play different
roles. The way such roles are actually shaped will constitute a crucial area of
investigation (Kitschelt 1989).

It goes without saying that stressing the peculiarity of movements as infor-
mal networks does not imply ruling out of social movement analysts’ remit the
analysis of specific organizations, as some critics have suggested (e.g. Pickvance
1995: 46). Instead, it forces analysts to explicitly recognize, by elaborating specific
concepts, the distinction between social movement processes and organizational
processes. Rather than looking at groups as diverse as Common Cause or the
Nazi party as “movements,” applying to them the same label used for networks
of multiple organizations, we suggest using a rigorous definition of movements
to identify the co-presence and interaction within each of them of both move-
ment and (bureaucratic) organizational processes. For example, recognizing such
differences enables us to better specify the distinction between the Nazi party
and the Nazi movement, and to explore the interaction between the two
processes. We could map the extent and the shape of the links, connecting the
various right-wing and paramilitary organizations which provided in the late
1910s and the 1920s the backbone to what was to become the Nazi party (Anheier
2003). We could then document how the NSDAP and its most directly connected
organizations came to play an increasingly central role in the right-wing network.
Finally, we could illustrate how eventually formal links between the party, its indi-
vidual members, and its collateral organizations came to almost totally replace
the informal links between them through (a) the definition of formal criteria for
individual membership in the party, and (b) the domination of the party over any
other organization, including the SS. Far from preventing us from analyz-
ing movements which largely overlap with a specific organization, a view of a
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movement as an informal network of several individuals and organizations
would help us to identify the tension between movement and organizational
dynamics within complex empirical cases of collective action, and possibly to
trace its evolution over time.15

1.2.5 Social movements and protest

Until the early 1970s debates on social movements emphasized their noninstitu-
tionalized nature (Alberoni 1984). Even now, the idea is still very popular that
social movements may be distinguished from other political actors because of
their adoption of “unusual” patterns of political behavior. Several scholars main-
tain that the fundamental distinction between movements and other social and
political actors is to be found in the contrast between conventional styles of polit-
ical participation (such as voting or lobbying political representatives) and public
protest (Rucht 1990a, 1995).

There are some objections to considering protest a core feature of social 
movements. First, public protest plays only a marginal role in movements con-
cerned with personal and cultural change, in religious movements, and the like.
Cultural conflict and symbolic challenges often take forms, such as the practice
of specific lifestyles, the adoption or certain clothes or haircut, the adoption of
rituals, that can only be regarded as protest if we stretch the concept to a very
considerable degree (Snow 2005). Moreover, even in the political realm it is
increasingly debatable whether protest can still be considered an “unconven-
tional,” or even violent or “confrontational,” activity. Various forms of political
protest have increasingly become part of the consolidated repertoire of collec-
tive action, at least in Western democracies. In general, protest seems no longer
restricted to radical sectors, but rather an option, open to a much broader range
of actors when they feel their relative position in the political process to come
under threat (e.g., Dalton 1996).

At the same time, however, protest still differentiates social movements from
other types of networks, like those referred to as “epistemic communities” (Haas
1992; Keck and Sikkink 1998). These communities are organized around net-
works of individuals and groups with specific scientific and/or managerial com-
petences in distinct policy areas. Like social movements, their members share a
common frame of reference and take sides on conflictual issues. The forms of
structural ties and exchange of resources within those networks are, however,
different from those that tend to characterize social movements. Epistemic
communities involve actors usually endowed with decision-making power and
certified knowledge, as well as, often, electoral accountability. Instead, social
movement actors usually occupy a peripheral position in decision-making pro-
cesses, and need to mobilize public opinion to maintain their pressure capacity.
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Even if some forms of protest are “normalized,” social movements tend to invent
new disruptive forms of action – challenging the state on issues of law and order.
As the new wave of global justice collective mobilization at the turn of the
century has confirmed, social movement politics is still to a large extent “politics
in the streets.” The use of protest as a major source of pressure has relevant
effects on the structure and strategy of social movements.

1.3 On This Book

Looking at recent global justice mobilizations, in this chapter we have, first of
all, identified four key questions that have attracted the attention of analysts of
social movements since the 1960s. These refer to how changes in the social struc-
ture in Western countries, most specifically the passage from an industrial to a
postindustrial mode of social organization, might affect the forms of collective
action (section 1.1.1); how cultural and symbolic production by social actors
enables the identification of social problems as worthy objects of collective action
and the construction of collective identity (section 1.1.2); how organizational and
individual resources make collective action not only possible but also successful,
at least potentially (section 1.1.3); how the forms of action adopted by social
movements, their developments over time, and their clustering in broader waves
of contention are all affected by the traits of the political and social systems in
which social movements operate (section 1.1.4).

For each of these questions we have also identified some of the most influ-
ential answers provided by social movement scholars over the years. This has
enabled us to introduce, if briefly, the most influential approaches that have char-
acterized the field in the last decades: particularly, if not exclusively, the new
social movements, collective behavior, resource mobilization, and political
process approaches. While none of these perspectives is reducible to any of the
issues we identified, they do address some more neatly than others. The new
social movements perspective can be regarded first and foremost as a theory of
how the stakes and the central actors of social conflict are modified under chang-
ing structural conditions; the collective behavior approach mainly theorizes the
role of symbolic production in shaping collective action and the conditions for
the emergence of new issues and/or identities; resource mobilization theory
explores the conditions leading to the emergence of collective action among
people who might have more than one good reason not to engage in it; finally,
the political process approach looks at the forms of collective action and their
variation across different political regimes and different points in time.

In the second part of the chapter, we showed how social movements may be
regarded as distinctive social and political processes. In particular, we identified
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their distinctiveness in their consisting of informal networks, linking individual
and organizational actors engaged in conflictual relations to other actors, on the
basis of a shared collective identity (section 1.2.1). This has enabled us to differ-
entiate social movements from a number of other related processes and phe-
nomena. These include collective actions oriented to nonconflictual goals, such
as in the field of charity work (section 1.2.2); coalitions mobilizing on specific
issues or events for instrumental reasons (section 1.2.3); political organizations
such as parties and traditional interest groups (section 1.2.4); and protest reper-
toires (section 1.2.5).

As we have repeatedly argued, the questions we have identified are neither
restricted to nor specific of social movement analysis, and can be of interest to
a much broader spectrum of social and political analysts. At the same time, they
are surely central to social movement research as it has developed since the 1960s,
hence our decision to organize the rest of the book around such questions. We
start with a discussion of the structural bases of contemporary movements
(chapter 2). By this we refer on the one hand to the mechanisms by which new
social groups and new interests take shape, while other groups and interests
which previously held center stage see their relevance declining; and on the other,
to the impact which structural changes such as the growth and contraction of
public welfare, and the expansion of higher education, have on forms of politi-
cal participation and, in particular, on noninstitutional participation. The impact
of globalization processes is particularly relevant to our discussion.

There follow two chapters dedicated to symbolic production. Chapter 3
shows how cultural elaboration facilitates the definition of social problems as the
product of asymmetries of power and conflicts of interest, and the identification
of their causes in social and political factors which are subject to human inter-
vention. In chapter 4 we show how the creation and reinforcement of symbols
also represents the base for the development of feelings of identity and solidar-
ity, without which collective action cannot take place.

A third important level of analysis consists of the organizational factors which
allow both the production of meaning and the mobilization of resources neces-
sary for action. We take into consideration both informal networking and the
more structured component of the organizational dimension. Chapter 5 deals in
particular with the analysis of individual participation. We look at the mecha-
nisms behind individual decisions to become engaged in collective action and to
sustain their commitment over time, but we also look at how individuals create,
through their participation, several opportunities for the development of net-
works that keep social movements and oppositional milieus together. Chapter 6
concentrates on certain properties of movement organizations, discussing the
factors – internal and external – which influence the adoption of certain organi-
zational models, and the consequences which follow for mobilization.

30 THE STUDY OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS



 

The fourth crucial dimension is the interaction between movements and the
political system. Movements represent innovative, sometimes radical, elements
both in the way in which the political system works, and in its very structure.
The characteristics of the political system offer or deny essential opportunities
for the development of collective action. It is also, if not exclusively, in reference
to the political system that we can evaluate the impact of protest movements
and their consequences in the medium term. In chapter 7, we reconstruct some
of the properties of protest cycles which have marked the history of recent
decades, and the repertoires of collective action which were formed within these.
In chapter 8, we present certain aspects of the relationship between the config-
urations of political opportunities and the development of mobilization. In
chapter 9 we discuss, finally, the problem of the effects of movements. While the
center of our analysis is represented by political change, we will nonetheless try
to pay attention also to the impact of movements on the social and cultural
spheres.

The issues with which we are concerned are undoubtedly central to the analy-
sis of collective action. Our treatment, however, is anything but comprehensive.
First, the studies to which we refer have been largely inspired by the experience
of “new social movements” and, more recently, of the “global justice move-
ment.” In our analysis, there is no lack of reference to works dedicated to
working-class conflict or, even more obviously, to ethnonationalist movements,
or to mobilizations which developed in the last century, but we focus on contri-
butions which have analyzed phenomena such as nationalism ( Johnston 1991a;
Jenson 1995) or working-class solidarity in America (Fantasia 1988) by borrow-
ing concepts from analysts of “new” movements; or which have become essen-
tial reading for all those concerned generally with collective action (such as Tilly
1978). We are not concerned in any systematic way with the enormous body of
literature dedicated to collective phenomena which are somehow related to
“new” social movements.16

More generally, our work is not a reconstruction of the “state of the art” in
this field, or capable of recognizing the worth of all significant contributions in
this line of research. Fortunately, in the last few years important works have been
published, thoroughly and comprehensively covering social movement research
from a methodological (Klandermans and Staggenborg 2002) and more general
perspective (Snow, Soule, and Kriesi 2004b). This book is instead an attempt to
present certain central problems of recent debates. We have chosen, in addition
to essential studies relating to the analysis of movements, a selection of other
works which, for various reasons we feel to be useful illustrations of our line of
argument. From this point of view, we have paid particular, though not exclu-
sive, attention to studies which have combined theoretical analysis and empiri-
cal research (understood in its widest and most inclusive sense: Diani and
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Eyerman 1992; Klandermans and Staggenborg 2002). Among the best-known
works we have concentrated on those which to some extent have broken with
the previous dominant strands of theorizing and research. In order to make our
treatment more coherent, we have chosen to introduce the issues covered by each
chapter with examples drawn from a particular movement, focusing our atten-
tion in a selective way on the relevant research.

Several reasons forced us to devote only scattered attention to many per-
spectives, which nevertheless contained indications of considerable interest to the
questions we posed. These are partly practical, from lack of space, to our diffi-
culty in controlling a particularly extensive literature. However they are also
partly theoretical. They reflect the heterogeneity of the conceptual instruments
with which movements and collective action have been analyzed up to now. The
range of social and political contexts in which movements develop makes it even
more problematic to elaborate models which are capable of dealing with such a
high level of variation among “local” conditions for action. It is certainly true
that overcoming these difficulties is a central concern for students of movements;
but to incorporate all these lines of thinking would have required an attempt to
translate concepts and theories into a homogeneous language, which still seems
a very distant goal, not only for the two of us, but for the scientific community
as a whole (see also McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 1996, 2001).
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2

SOCIAL CHANGES AND
SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

In the mid-nineties France saw the “return of the social question,” with an
(uneasy) alliance between the public sector, unemployed, and marginally
employed. In 1995, the extended strike of the cheminots (public transport
workers) unexpectedly gained large support in public opinion: it “brought
millions into the street in remarkable demonstrations of solidarity across
the country, and forged direct organizational and symbolic links between
the labor movement and various groups of excluded, including illegal
immigrants, unemployed workers, and the homeless, as well as the lycée
and university students and an intelligentsia that had been widely dismissed
as apathetic and uninterested” (Fantasia and Stepan-Norris 2004: 556).
Various marginal groups mobilized in the so-called “mouvements de sans”
on behalf of the “have-nots”: migrants without legal residence permits,
homeless people, the unemployed. Analysts described a coalition between
the “moral left” of the middle class that mobilized on human rights, and
the “social left” that mobilized the workers. In particular, the unemployed
protested in 1997 against a reform that reduced the funding for unem-
ployment compensation and centralized its management. In 1994, the
group Agir contre le chomage! (AC!; in English, Act Against Unemploy-
ment!) organized five marches starting from the provinces and converging
in Paris, demanding a reduction in working hours in order to create new
jobs, as well as more investment “against exclusion.” During and after the
marches, the unemployed organized at the local and national levels. In the
winter of 1995–6, groups of unemployed staged a campaign of “job req-
uisitions”: with well-publicized blitz actions, they marched into factories
and commercial enterprises with job vacancies, leaving their CVs. The fol-
lowing winter there would be weekly demonstrations and a series of occu-
pations of local employment agencies – the ASSEDICS – as well as of the
Ecole Normale Supérieure, the town halls, and the headquarters of the



 

Socialist Party, demanding the special Christmas doles that had been abol-
ished by the reform.

The unemployed also protested at the European level: French, German,
Spanish, and Italian unemployed converged in European Marches against
unemployment, job insecurity, and exclusion in 1997; two years later,
30,000 mobilized on the same issues at the EU summit in Cologne, united
as the European Network of Unemployed (ENU). The resources for these
protests came from a heterogeneous, transnational coalition involving
Trotskyite and Catholic groups, new social movements and trade unions
– among the latter, the French Confédération Générale du Travail, the
Italian Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro, and the German mag-
azine Express (close to the German unions). Notwithstanding the high costs
of mobilization, the emerging debate on the social dimension of the EU
was perceived as a window of opportunity. With few exceptions, the organ-
izations participating in the march did not reject European integration, but
instead asked for a different social and political EU (Chabannet 2002). AC!
declared: “A ‘social France’ was never given spontaneously by capitalists
and governors . . . In a similar way, a social Europe will come only from
active and united intervention of European workers” (in Salmon 1998:
218).

It was during this cycle of protest that the French unemployed formed
collective resources for mobilization. Although the unemployed are con-
sidered politically apathetic, with very little propensity for collective action,
the movement organizations “succeeded in modifying, at least for a certain
period, the unemployed’s perception about their own mobilization poten-
tial. They encouraged the unemployed to express collective claims and 
convinced thousands of them to mobilize” (Royall 1998: 362). In fact, they
provided a space for aggregation, socializing people who were often iso-
lated (Mauer 2001), and increased their relational skills and savoir faire
(Maurer and Pierru 2001). Mobilization provided a challenge to the image
of unemployment as an individual problem and consequently the social
stigma attached to it.

Moreover, the unemployed attracted allies. If the traditionally unem-
ployed have found support on the left of the political spectrum, in the
French case they mobilized against what was perceived as “treason” by the
left and by the Socialist national government elected in May 1997, accused
of having shifted from “a socialism with a human face to liberalism with
humanitarian undertones” (Bourneau and Martin 1993: 172). Nevertheless,
the unemployed succeeded in winning support in public opinion: not only
were the Christmas doles reintroduced, but sympathetic media coverage
changed the public image of the unemployed: from poor people queuing
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for charity, to rebels struggling for their rights (Salmon 1998; Maurer and
Pierru 2001: 388). Acting in an institutionalized field, with welfare-state
institutions focusing on the issue of unemployment (Fillieule 1993b), the
protestors addressed the political issue of the recognition of the unem-
ployed themselves – winning a symbolic battle when their organization
was invited to meet President François Mitterrand.
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This account of the mobilization of the French unemployed stresses some of the
main dimensions that have structured the debate on the interaction between 
societal characteristics and social movements. First of all, it indicates that 
movements usually refer to a base that, in various ways, is defined by some social
features. Although in American social movement research, criticism of break-
down theory (see chapter 1) has for long time (and with few exceptions, among
which Piven and Cloward 1992) diverted attention from structural grievances
(Buechler 2004), there is no denying that the socioeconomic structure of a society
influences the type of conflicts that develop in it. Since the 1970s, indeed, Euro-
pean social movement scholars especially have focused on new conflicts in
Western democracy: the ecological movement or the women’s movement were
the typical objects of this stream of research. Social movements have been con-
sidered indeed as the bearers of postmaterialistic values, while the class cleavage
on which the labor movements had mobilized seemed to be pacified. The
“return” of movements of the poor represents a useful starting point for the 
discussion of the relationship between changes in the social structure and 
collective action.

Social change may affect the characteristics of social conflict and collective
action in different ways. It may facilitate the emergence of social groups with a
specific structural location and potential specific interests, and/or reduce the
importance of existing ones, as the shift from agriculture to industry and then
to the service sector suggests. As the account on the French unemployed indi-
cates, however, structural tensions do not directly translate into mobilization: the
misery of the unemployed deters protest, more than facilitating it. Societal con-
ditions also have important influences upon the distribution of resources that are
conducive to participation in collective action, such as education, and/or facili-
tate the articulation of interests. The shift to smaller factories and offshore pro-
duction of industrial activities has played against workers’ capacity to act as a
class, while women’s increasing access to higher education and the job market
has facilitated the development of new ties between them and their emergence
as a new collective actor.



 

Keeping in mind these kinds of effects, we shall focus on three types of trans-
formation which have interested Western societies since the Second World War:
in the economy, in the role of the state, and in the cultural sphere. Without
attempting to cover the innumerable processes which make up what is usually
regarded as the transition to postindustrial (or postmodern, disorganized, post-
Fordist, and so on) society (Amin 1994; Lash and Urry 1987; Castells 1996 1997;
Kumar 2005), we shall limit ourselves to mention those processes of change that
have been explicitly cited in the social movement literature as affecting social
movements. We shall then discuss the broader implications of these changes for
the analysis of innovations in forms of collective action. In particular, we shall
address two problems: how does the experience of “new” movements affect our
understanding of concepts like “class conflict” and “class action”? and how should
we interpret the overwhelming presence of members from the so-called “new
middle class” in social movements at the end of the twentieth century? In the
next section we shall indeed focus on changes in the social structure and their
reflection in political cleavages (2.1); then on the social impacts of changes in the
political sphere (2.2), and on the effects of cultural changes on social movements
(2.3). We shall conclude by discussing the hypothesis of new social movements
as actors of new class conflicts (2.4).

2.1 Social Structure, Political Cleavages, 
and Collective Action

The effects of socioeconomic characteristics upon social and political conflicts
have often been addressed by looking at political cleavages; that is, at the main
politicized conflict lines (Lipset and Rokkan 1967). Political cleavages have tradi-
tionally been associated with a model of collective action in which actors: (1)
fought against each other in order to protect material or political interests; and
(2) defined themselves (as members of a class, a faction, or a national group) in
relation to these interests.

Structural interpretations of social movements in industrial society have nor-
mally associated them with two fundamental processes. The first relates to the
emergence of the market; the second to the creation of the nation-state and of
modern citizenship (Rokkan 1970; Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Giddens 1990). The
advent of the market economy resulted in the centrality of conflicts between
capital and labor, but also produced another cleavage, opposing urban and agrar-
ian social sectors. The construction of nation-states is an outcome of territori-
ally based conflicts which set the central areas of new states against peripheral
areas; as well as of conflicts between the emerging lay state and those who denied
its legitimacy, supporting instead the temporal power of ecclesiastical structures
(church–state conflict). The principal conflicts which have characterized con-
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temporary societies have developed around these tensions: the consolidation of
cleavages and their institutionalization have produced for political systems (and,
in particular, their party systems) a configuration that has remained stable until
the last decades of the twentieth century (Rokkan 1970; Bartolini and Mair
1990).1 In this evolution, new social movements, such as the ecology movement,
seemed to represent an innovation, lacking a specific social base and being largely
indifferent to the goal of conquering the state.

Structure affects collective action not only by creating forms of dependence
between social groups, and thus the potential for conflicting interests. Consoli-
dated forms of the organization of social life (from economic to political action,
from family life to associations) also influence the make-up of collective actors.
Collective action on the part of particular social groups is in fact facilitated when
these groups are: (1) easily identifiable and differentiated in relation to other
social groups; (2) endowed, thanks to social networks among their members,
with a high level of internal cohesion and with a specific identity. Collective
action will depend therefore on the simultaneous presence of specific categori-
cal traits and of networks which link the subjects sharing such traits (Oberschall
1973; Tilly 1978). From this perspective, the central question for the analysis of
the relationship between structure and action will be whether social changes have
made it easier to develop such social relationships and feelings of solidarity and
of collective belonging, to identify specific interests, and to promote related
mobilization. The move towards capitalism not only created aggregates of indi-
viduals joined together by the fact that they possessed the means of production
(the capitalists) or their own labor force (the proletariat); it also created systems
of social relationships which facilitated the development of an internal solidar-
ity in these aggregates and their transformation into collective actors. The inte-
gration of the capitalist class was facilitated by its limited size, the overlapping
of family ties and relationships of an economic nature, and by access to – and
control of – communications. Many of the structural changes described in the
following pages – for example those relating to transformations in the organiza-
tion of work and in the localization of productive activities – have important 
consequences for the organization of interaction within social groups.

2.1.1 Economic change, social fragmentation, 
and movements

The working class was a central actor in the conflicts of the industrial society
not only because of its size or the relevance of its economic function, but also
as a consequence of a wider range of structural factors. In the Fordist factory, 
a large number of workers performed similar tasks within large productive 
units, where labor mobility was limited. These factors certainly facilitated 

SOCIAL CHANGES AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 37



 

identification of a specific social actor and reinforced internal cohesion. The con-
centration of the proletariat in large productive units and in urban areas pro-
duced dense networks in which a specific class identity developed along with a
capacity for collective mass action (Thompson 1963; Lodhi and Tilly 1973; Snyder
and Tilly 1972; Calhoun 1982; Lash and Urry 1987; Fantasia 1988; Urry 1995).

The bases of the industrial conflict have been weakened by modifications
affecting the conditions described above. Within industry, the ways in which work
is organized have changed. Automated technologies and small work groups have
replaced the Fordist conveyor-belt approach and the related mass-worker model.
Collective solidarity derived from the carrying out of the same duties has been
weakened as a result. Starting in the 1980s, production began to move from large
factories to smaller ones as corporations shifted production offshore and began
to rely on suppliers to produce component parts of their products, rather than
producing them themselves. This brought about a significant decentralization of
production processes within a geographical area and led to the growth of the
hidden and informal economy (Castells 1996: chs. 2–3; Amin 1994). Also the phys-
ical closeness of the factory and the neighborhoods inhabited by the working
classes, which once represented a source of solidarity, is now broken (Lash and
Urry 1987; Hirsch 1988).2

The importance of some productive sectors changed as well, with a notice-
able decline in industrial work in favor of administrative and service occupations.
Highly qualified work in the tertiary sector has grown throughout the world, cre-
ating a professional new middle class, which is very different from traditional cler-
ical workers in industry or public bureaucracies. The change has affected both
the private sector, with a marked increase in “producer services,” and the public
sector, with a strong expansion of “social services” related to education, health,
and social care (Castells 1996: 208–20). The new middle class is, however, far from
a homogeneous group; indeed, there appear to be considerable differences in
terms of social rewards within it. The status of the new professionals is not
always comparable with that of the traditional middle-class professionals
(lawyers, doctors, and so on). In the new producer service sector (such as adver-
tising, marketing, communications) precarious and low-paid forms of work are
fairly widespread and constitute marked discrepancies between the cultural
capital which individuals have at their disposal, and the recognition – in terms of
earnings as well as of social prestige – which is obtained from these.3

Unemployment also increased in many countries, and came to be considered
as a structural feature of capitalist economies. The relationship between the
employed and the unemployed has also changed, in more general terms: entry
into the labor market is delayed more and more, excessively prolonging a
nonadult lifestyle; increasingly fewer sectors of the population can count on
stable and protected forms of work. If it is difficult to determine effectively the
level of unemployment, and its structural determinants, in developed countries,
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the incidence of precarious and temporary work has risen enormously (Castells
1996: ch. 4). Growing inequalities emerge not only between the North and the
South (Pianta 2001b), but also within the North, even in the most modern global
cities (see Sassen 2000). Poverty is also more and more widespread: according to
the UN Human Development Report of 1999, at the turn of the century 80 coun-
tries have a per capita income which is lower than 10 years ago; 1.2 billion people
live in conditions of extreme poverty, even by the World Bank’s ridiculously low
threshold of one dollar a day.

Demographic pressure and other difficulties in an increasing number of areas
in the southern hemisphere have triggered significant migrations towards the
stronger economies, promoting the expansion in Western societies of a subpro-
letariat with a strong ethnic character (Castells 1996: ch. 4, especially 233–4).
While by no means a new phenomenon (O’Sullivan See 1986; Olzak 1992), the
scale of migrations towards the end of the twentieth century has certainly
increased the potential for racial conflicts within Western democracies and
created opportunities for the resurgence of extreme right groups (Hainsworth
1992; Wrench and Solomos 1993; Wieviorka 1995; Koopmans 1996a, 1997).

Another fundamental force of change has consisted of the massive entry of
women into the paid labor force. Within Western societies, the phenomenon has
been particularly pronounced in the service sector, which suggests a relationship
between dematerialization of the economy and increased opportunities for
women (Castells 1997: 163). This process has affected lines of differentiation and
criteria for interest definition within social groups, which were previously per-
ceived as homogeneous. Continuing wage differentials between men and women
represent, for example, an obvious source of division and potential conflict
within the salaried classes (Castells 1997: 169). At the same time, the combined
impact of women’s growing economic independence and professional commit-
ments has shaken the base of patriarchalism both at home and within the pro-
fessions and created opportunities for the development of even deeper gender
conflicts in the private sphere (Walby 1997).

These processes have weakened the structural preconditions that had facili-
tated the emergence of a class cleavage, particularly in the working-class model
of collective action. Overall, the size of social groups which lack full access to
citizenship and its entitlements has grown, whether because they are migrants
(legal or illegal), because they are employed in the hidden economy, or engaged
in low-paid work. The sense of general insecurity has been further reinforced by
the growth of individual mobility, principally horizontal: and thus more people
tend to change jobs several times in the course of their life – whether out of
choice or out of necessity (Esping-Andersen 1993; Castells 1996). The multipli-
cation of roles and of professions and of the related stratifications, and the
(re)emergence of ethnicity or gender-based lines of fragmentation within socioe-
conomic groups have made it more difficult to identify specific social categories.
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The greater frequency of job changes and the weaker links with territorial com-
munities have also made relationships among those who once shared the same
structural condition more unstable and fragmentary. Work seems to be gradu-
ally losing its collective nature, a process Manuel Castells has defined as “indi-
vidualization of labor” (1996: 265). It is more difficult to deduct actors’ interests
from their structural position, and to organize their protection on that basis
(Dalton 1988: ch. 8).

The first effect of these changes has been a weakening of the labor move-
ment. If the decline of strike activities could be interpreted as a sign of institu-
tionalization of the industrial relations and depoliticization of the industrial
conflicts, especially in the nineties, the decline in union membership has been
quoted as an indicator of an unavoidable crisis of the labor movement. Also in
the service sector, a fragmented social base is hard to organize, especially with
the growing flexibilization of the labor market and the connected increasing inse-
curity. And the more and more numerous unemployed and migrants were also
difficult to mobilize.

At the beginning of the new millennium, however, conflict on labor issues
again seems to be on the rise, although in new forms: the unemployed protest,
even if sporadically; workers have organized in the South, where unions often
increased their membership (Norris 2002: 173 ff.); grassroots networks linked
workers transnationally (Moody 1997). New grassroots unions emerged (see
below), and traditional unions started to invest more on the mobilization of the
workers – for instance, the AFL-CIO now invest as much as 30 percent of their
budget in organizing (as opposed to the usual 5 percent) (Fantasia and Stepan-
Norris 2004: 570). While labor demobilized in the private sector, in the public
sector (as in the example of the French cheminots) workers voiced their opposi-
tion to neoliberal reforms that cut social services (Eckstein 2001). As Piven and
Cloward (2000) noticed, in the United States there has been a return to old forms
of secondary action such as community boycotts, sympathy strikes, and general
strikes. In France (but also in Italy and Spain) the turn of the millennium has
been characterized by general strikes against pension reform, privatization of
public services, cuts in public health and education. In these actions, the trade
unions were joined by various movements, bridging labor issues with global
justice, defense of the environment, peace, and gender equality. The develop-
ment of a frame of global injustice has indeed been perceived as another recent
tendency in the labor movement. The NAFTA free-trade agreements produced
increasing transnational campaigns of Canadian, US, and Mexican workers
(Ayres 1998; Evans 2000). The dockers of Seattle, who had already taken 
part in a transnational strikes started by the dockers in Liverpool (Moody 1997),
also supported the protest against the WTO, extending their solidarity from 
the local to the international level (Levi and Olson 2000). In these waves of mobi-
lization, the labor movement met other movements – environmentalist, feminist,
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urban, etc. (della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, and Reiter 2005). Moreover, increasing
inequalities stimulated the rise of solidarity movements with marginal groups in
the North (Giugni e Passy 2001), as well as protest by marginal groups them-
selves (Simeant 1998; Kousis and Tilly 2004; Chris Tilly 2004).

2.1.2 Economic globalization and social conflict

Structural processes also influence the territorial dimension of conflict. Tradi-
tionally, social movements have organized at the national level, targeting national
governments. As the example of the French unemployed illustrates, today’s
national protests are more often accompanied by transnational ones, in a process
of scale shift (McAdam and Tarrow 2005). But the relationship between eco-
nomic activities and geography has changed too, in the sense that such activities
are increasingly transnational in both “strong” and “weak” sectors. Thus the
importance of the multinationals has grown: the emphasis on the international
division of labor has facilitated the transfer of activities with high environmen-
tal risks to the poorest areas. Decentralization of production went hand in hand
with the centralization of economic control, with the merging of firms into
larger and larger corporations.

While the process of global interdependence has its roots in the distant past
(Wallerstein 1974; Tilly 2004a: ch.5), the technological revolution of the 1980s
contributed to intensifying “both the reality of global interdependence, and also
the awareness of the world as one single unit” (Robertson 1992: 8). In the eco-
nomic system, growing interdependence has meant the transfer of production
(in economic theory, the “delocalization of production processes”) to countries
with lower wages; a strengthening of multinational corporations; and especially
the internationalization of financial markets, to the extent that some speak of an
“economy without borders.” Global economic interdependence has been a factor
in pushing large numbers of people from the South and East of the world to its
North and West, but also in transforming the division of international labor by
deindustrializing the North (where the economy is increasingly service oriented)
and industrializing some areas in the South (in particular in Latin America and
Central Asia and now also in eastern Europe), where the economy used to be
based on the export of raw materials.

The contractual capacity of trade unions has been significantly weakened by
the threat of moving production to locations with lower labor costs (Castells
1996: ch. 2). Economic globalization has also raised specific problems around
which actors, both old and new, have mobilized. In the world’s North, it has
brought unemployment and especially an increase in job insecurity and unpro-
tected working conditions, with frequent trade-union mobilization in the 
agricultural, industrial, and service sectors. In the South, too, the neoliberalist
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policies imposed by the major international economic organizations have forced
developing countries to make substantial cuts in social spending, triggering fierce
protests (Walton and Seddon 1994; Eckstein 2001; Ayuero 2001). Again, already
weak political regimes have often allowed the private exploitation of natural
resources as well as development projects with major environmental impact.
Native populations have mobilized against the destruction of their physical
habitat – for instance, via the destruction of the Amazon forests or the con-
struction of big dams, often sponsored by IGOs such as the World Bank or the
IMF (Passy 1999).

2.2 States, Markets, and Social Movements

Politics and the state have experienced equally relevant changes. State action is
capable of producing collective actors in at least two ways: by fixing the territo-
rial limits of political action (i.e. setting borders); and by facilitating or blocking
the development or the growth of certain social groups – depending on the pri-
orities of public policy, and in particular on the destination of public spending.

2.2.1 Territorial boundaries and social conflicts: 
the transnationalization of protest

Traditionally, political action in the industrial society presupposed a specific
concept of space and territory, which translated into the model of the nation-
state. Having the monopoly of the legitimate use of force in a certain area, the
state fixed its borders, and thus the “natural” limit of the complex of much wider
relationships conventionally defined as society. Social relationships were, in the
first place, relationships internal to a particular nation-state.4 There were, 
admittedly, many communities within states that were endowed with specific
institutions and forms of self-government, but they were considered to be largely
residual phenomena, destined to disappear as modernization processes advanced
(Smith 1981).

Relevant collective actors were, at that time, those social groups able to influ-
ence the formulation of national policy: for example, groups with central eco-
nomic and professional roles, or organized labor. Political and class conflict
tended to be seen as conflict between social groups defined on a national scale,
and concerned with the control of national policymaking. The existence of con-
flicts between the center and the periphery that were not based on class issues
did not belie this perception: minority nationalities, groups bearing a particular
cultural, historical, and/or linguistic identity, defined their strategies and their
own images in reference to a central state and to the dominion which the state
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exercised on their territory, and they often aimed at building their own nation-
states. In this case, the goal was not concerned with national policy but rather
with the modification of the borders of the nation-state. However, actors did
define themselves in terms of the state and its borders.

The correspondence of nation-state and society is nowadays weaker than it
was in the past. In this sense, economic globalization has called into question not
only the role of the nation-state, less and less capable of governing within its own
borders, but also, in more general terms, the capacity of politics to intervene in
the economy and regulate social conflict. Global capitalism has in fact breached
the longstanding historical alliance among capitalism, the welfare state, and
democracy (Crouch 2004). The shift from Keynesian-driven economics – with
the state playing an important role in governing the market – to neoliberal cap-
italism implied a reduction of labor protection as well as workers’ rights (Brecher,
Costello, and Smith 2000). To prevent hemorrhages of capital, even left-wing gov-
ernments have espoused the liberal concepts of flexibilization of the workforce
and cuts in social spending.

Overall, the capacity of the state to regulate behavior within a certain terri-
tory has clearly lessened. First, the importance of territorial political structures
within single states has grown. In most cases this has been intertwined with the
consolidation of various forms of territorial decentralization (Keating 1988;
Sharpe 1988; Bukowski, Piattoni, and Smyrl 2003). In some cases, moves towards
autonomy have led to the emergence of genuine subnational entities, often in
places where historical traditions of autonomy were strong, but even where they
were weak (for instance, in Spain). At the same time, the growing interdepend-
ence among states and the strengthening of some IGOs have weakened the idea
of the states as the only relevant units in the international system. The devolu-
tion of regulatory power to IGOs such as the EU has unsettled national bound-
aries (Bartolini 2004).

Globalization is not only a matter of new technologies but also of the polit-
ical tools set in place to regulate and reproduce the mode of production through
the proliferation of international governmental and nongovernmental organiza-
tions (U. Beck 1999; Boli and Thomas 1999). While the national political context
still filters the impact of international shifts on national politics, growing eco-
nomic interdependence went hand in hand with “a significant internationaliza-
tion of public authority associated with a corresponding globalization of political
activity” (Held and McGrew 2000: 27). From this perspective, the international
system based on the nation-state seems to be mutating into a political system
composed of overlapping multilevel authorities with low functional differentia-
tion and scant democratic legitimacy. In the political system, globalization has
brought a transnationalization of political relationships. In fact, recent research
into international relations has highlighted a pluralization of relevant actors
(Nicholson 1998: 131 ff.). Since the second world war, and increasingly in recent

SOCIAL CHANGES AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 43



 

years, we have seen growth in the number of international governmental organ-
izations with both a worldwide scope of action (like the United Nations) and a
regional one (like the European Union, but also Mercosur in Latin America and
NAFTA in North America); with military objectives (NATO or the now defunct
Warsaw Pact) or with the declared aim of fostering economic development (the
IMF, World Bank, or WTO) (Princen and Finger 1994: 1).

International organizations have contributed to the spread of international
regulations and norms, which in some cases supersede national sovereignty. As
has often been pointed out, “no official authority controls states in the contem-
porary world system, but many are subject to powerful unofficial forces, pres-
sures and influences that penetrate the supposed hard shell of the state” (Russett
and Starr 1996: 62). Furthermore, while the majority of intergovernmental
organizations function as a meeting place and discussion forum where decisions
are taken unanimously and then ratified by national organs, a growing number
of international organizations make decisions on a majority basis that bind all
member states (ibid.). International governmental organizations have been both
tools for economic globalization, through policies liberalizing trade and the
movement of capital, and a way to govern processes that can no longer be
handled at the national level.

This does not mean that the state has lost its centrality. Analysts of the recent
impressive growth of Far East economies point, for example, to the role of the
state as a facilitator of development (Castells 1996: 89). But undoubtedly the pres-
ence of simultaneous moves toward the constitution of supranational and sub-
national authorities has brought about significant changes in the construction of
collective actors. For example, in the case of minority nationalities within mul-
ticultural states, the presence of supranational entities tends to change the cri-
teria according to which actors define themselves, as well as their strategies.
European integration has certainly contributed to the remobilization of ethnic
minorities in western European states, providing them with a new interlocutor
and new goals: from the construction of new states following the breakup of
those already in existence, there has been, increasingly, a move towards the rene-
gotiation of relationships between central and peripheral regions of a state,
within a “regional Europe.” At the same time, we have seen a shift from nation-
alist identities with a strong ethnic component, to identities that combine 
reference to the nation with greater attention to multiculturalism and the cohab-
itation of diverse cultural groups ( Johnston 1991b; Melucci 1996). The struggle
for self-government of indigenous peoples addresses not only specific rights, but
also the very political rights of nonterritorially bounded communities (Brysk
2000; Yashar 1996).

Moreover, not only has globalization weakened the power of politics over eco-
nomics, it has generated transnational conflicts on the policies of international
institutions, producing different results depending on the organization and field
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of intervention involved. In particular, opposition has arisen to the neoliberalist
policies of the so-called international financial institutions (such as the IMF or
the WB), which wield strong coercive power through the threat of economic
sanctions and conditionalities on international credit. More generally, in addition
to the acquisition of power by these largely nonrepresentative, nontransparent
bodies, criticism has centered on their manifest democratic deficit. Similar con-
siderations may hold for other international organs, for example, in the sphere
of the United Nations, or for other types of policy enacted by the European
Union itself, from environmental issues to human rights. In all of these cases,
new opportunities have emerged for mobilization and campaigns conducted on
a transnational scale (Tarrow 1995; Chatfield et al. 1996; Marks and McAdam
1998). As governance began to involve multiple territorial levels, protestors also
started to develop multilevel strategies (Imig and Tarrow 2001a and 2001b; della
Porta and Tarrow 2004; della Porta 2004b; della Porta and Caiani 2006; see also
chapter 8 below).

2.2.2 State and classes: the conflicts around 
the welfare state

The state does not influence the formation of collective actors only through the
definition of territorial boundaries to political action. It is well known that 
the role of the state in the economy has increased progressively in the course of
the twentieth century, peaking in the 1970s, and then, even if unequally in cross-
national comparison, declining with social expenditures at the turn of the
century (Crouch 1999). However considered, the state has moved from being a
guarantor of the market to managing economic activities through public enter-
prise; moreover, the welfare state has contained social inequalities (for a global
discussion, see Rose 1988). This has led some observers to hold that the princi-
pal social cleavage is no longer based on the control of the means of production,
but relates, rather, to the procurement of the means of survival either in the
private market or through public intervention (Saunders 1987, quoted in Cromp-
ton 1993: 103–4; see also Taylor-Gooby 1986; Papadakis and Taylor-Gooby 1987).
Certainly, criteria for allocation of public resources, often those concerned with
the satisfaction of basic needs such as housing or transport, have represented a
significant area for collective action, in particular, for social groups from an urban
context (Dunleavy 1980; Castells 1983; Lowe 1986: Pickvance 1977, 1985, 1986).

Processes of a political nature, rather than based on market dynamics, affect
the existence of certain social groups. As mentioned, the field of unemployment
is heavily influenced by state institutions that affect the number of unemployed
as well as their conditions. After the Second World War, the phenomenon has
become more marked, with the development of the welfare state, as well as of
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neocorporatist patterns of interest representation (see chapter 8 below). In recent
decades, social movements have criticized the model of the interventionist state,
as well as that of the state as mediator between the forces of production. Various
factors have converged towards a further widening of the potential for conflict.
First, as the active role of the state in the distribution of resources has become
increasingly evident, the opportunities for mobilization to protect ever more het-
erogeneous social groups and interests have also grown. Second, while the expan-
sion of social rights has certainly brought greater opportunities for those from
the lowest social classes, it has also entailed considerable fiscal redistribution. This
has been considered, in the medium term, as particularly heavy for the middle
classes, as well as insufficient to cover the growing costs of the welfare state, par-
ticularly in the context of an ageing population. The result has been a universal
welfare crisis that is at the same time fiscal and political. The explicitly political
nature of the criteria for the allocation of social resources has, in fact, stimulated
mobilization among the middle classes, not only in the form of antitax move-
ments, but also from a perspective which is globally critical of the welfare state
(Fabbrini 1986; Brissette 1988; Lo 1982, 1990).

More recently, however, the global justice movement has mobilized mainly in
defense of the welfare state. In differing ways in various countries, trade-union
organizations have joined in protest, accusing neoliberal globalization of subor-
dinating citizens’ rights to the free market, thus increasing the inequalities both
between the North and South and within their own countries. The forerunners
of the Seattle protests can in fact be found, at least in part, in the world of work.
As mentioned, in various ways, depending on the prevailing patterns of interest
representation in various countries, the 1990s saw a transformation of labor
action. While, in general terms, the union federations in European countries
accepted privatization, deregulation, and the “flexibilization” of labor, opposition
grew in other sectors both inside and outside unions. In France, Italy, and
Germany, for example, protest extended particularly to public services, express-
ing opposition to privatization and its effects on domestic work conditions and
the global efficiency of services. Accused of defending old privileges, the public-
sector unions often sought consensus in public opinion by claiming to defend
public against private values, service against goods.

Apart from public transport, opposition to neoliberal economic policies
extended particularly to education and health. In these areas, in countries with
pluralist patterns of industrial relations (with various representative organiza-
tions competing with each other), new unions highly critical of the various forms
of privatization arose and expanded – from Coordonner, Ressembler, Constru-
ire (CRC), and Solidaire, Unitaire, Démocratique (SUD-PTT) in France (Béroud,
Mouriaux, and Vakaloulis 1998: 49; Sommier 2003), to Cobas in Italy (della Porta
2005c). In the so-called neocorporative countries, with occupational representa-
tion confined to a single union, public-sector unionists took the most radical 
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positions (for instance, first the OETV and then Ver.di in Germany). It was no
coincidence that these unions were the most involved in the protest campaigns
against neoliberal globalization (della Porta 2005c, 2005d).

To summarize: the growth of the role of the state has multiplied the number
of social actors whose existence and opportunities seem to be linked at least par-
tially to political decision-making mechanisms. At the same time, the processes
of globalization which we have just described, have undermined the capacity of
consolidated political actors to effectively mediate between the various interests.
Changes in the criteria for defining actors and for determining the stakes to play
for, have promoted the multiplication of collective identities and of mobilized
interests and, therefore, also their segmentation.

2.3 Knowledge, Culture, and Conflicts

Social movements also react to changes in the value system and the culture in
general. We shall discuss in a later chapter the discursive opportunities for 
movements (see chapter 8), and their effects on values, knowledge, and attitudes.
But in this section we want to single out some general cultural changes that have
often been mentioned in relation to movements, looking in particular at the con-
ception of the public and the private, the growth of movement counterculture,
as well as the development of global culture.

2.3.1 Shifting boundaries between the public 
and the private

In the past, the expansion of the role of the state has contributed to the modifi-
cation of the boundaries between the public and the private. The state has inter-
vened with growing frequency in areas relating to private life, in particular,
through the provision of social services and the action of welfare agencies. The
principal form of support offered to citizens has been, however, accompanied by
increased control over aspects of life that previously would have been left to the
autonomous regulation of social actors. The extension of the public health
service, for example, has favored the standardization of therapeutic methods and
the treatment of crucial events in the experience of individuals, such as mater-
nity. A tendency towards the bureaucratization and rationalization of the private
sphere has followed (Habermas 1976, 1987; Melucci 1989, 1996).

In this way, definitions of criteria for determining normality and deviance in
areas which were previously left to the regulation of other institutions (such as
the church or the family), have become the object of public intervention. Thus
the premises have been created for the rise of new conflicts whose protagonists
are new social groups – for example, professionals and users of social services,
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or managers with responsibility for the coordination and running of public agen-
cies (Hoffman 1989). In many cases, protest has related not only to the efficiency
of services but also to their impersonality and their tendency to create and repro-
duce deviance and marginality instead of combating them.5 Similar concerns are
expressed by movements that criticize private groups of professionals (for
example, certain sectors of the medical establishment, pharmaceutical compa-
nies, and so on) accused of subordinating care for service users to organizational
and economic logics (Scotch 1988; Desario 1988; J. Gamson 1989; Chesler 1991;
Oliver and Campbell 1996).

In the industrial society, a (relatively) clear distinction between public and
private allowed people to define citizenship rights as a complex of civil oppor-
tunities (relating, for example, to freedom of expression and association), politi-
cal opportunities (relating to the right to vote, for example), and social benefits
(relating to access to minimum levels of well-being and education) without any
further qualifications (Marshall 1976). These rights, in fact, referred to the citizen
as understood generically – usually male, adult, Western. Mobilization aimed at
extending rights of citizenship entailed provision of the same set of entitlements
to social groups which had been excluded: illiterate and nonaffluent people, but
also women and ethnic minorities (Barbalet 1988).

Towards the end of the twentieth century, however, various factors have
revealed the problematic nature of this notion of citizenship. Not only has it been
pointed out how Marshall’s model was hardly applicable in countries other than
Britain (Giddens 1983; Barbalet 1988), but also a series of structural processes
have undermined previously taken-for-granted understandings. With the con-
solidation of the presence of women in the public sphere (in both professional
and political terms), the contradiction has become clear between rights formally
recognized as universal, and existing forms of organization of family and pro-
fessional life which have restricted women’s enjoyment of those rights. Immi-
gration waves to Western countries have made the problem more urgent of how
to articulate citizens’ rights in such a way as to allow for the existence of differ-
ent cultural groups. Particularly, the growing number of nonnational residents
pushed for an adaptation of the very notion of citizenship rights, with the effects
of various degrees of protection for different “shades” of citizenship (Bonazzi
and Dunne 1994; Soysal 1994; Cesarani and Fulbrick 1996).

Numerous initiatives have also been launched in defense of the rights of chil-
dren and more generally of minors. On some occasions, these mobilizations 
have taken on a broad political meaning. The most visible event so far has pro-
bably been the “White March” that in October 1996, in Belgium, gave voice to
public outrage at the protection offered by some state bodies to a group of
criminal pedophiles. With the parents of the murdered children among its chief
promoters, the march was the peak in a wave of mass protests which 
questioned the legitimacy of the Belgian elites as a whole. In this case, identifi-
cation with a relatively specific cause – no matter how emotionally charged –
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provided the basis for mobilizations with a far broader political impact 
(Cartuyvels et al. 1997; Tondeur 1997; Rihoux and Walgrave 1997; Walgraave and
Maassens 2000).

All these examples suggest that, although the nation-state and modern citi-
zenship rights took their inspiration from universal identities, other possible
sources of collective identity and of conflict have not disappeared. Other crite-
ria regularly appear alongside those of a functionalist or universal type, to define
collective actors. These are based on “ascribed” traits such as gender, ethnic
origin, or age. In consequence, citizenship appears to be less a set of endow-
ments, and more a process of a conflicting nature, where what is at stake are the
criteria defining what a citizen is.6 The fact that the state has widened its scope
for intervention only makes the political nature of those asymmetries and
inequalities more obvious.7

2.3.2 Cultures and countercultures

Growing differentiation in lifestyles represents another source of “problematiza-
tion” of social identities. In a world in which class allegiances seem fragmented
and political ideologies are in crisis, cultural consumption, use of one’s free time,
ways of organizing one’s emotional life, eating habits, or styles of clothes can all
represent a powerful factor for diversification and, in the final analysis, of new
stratification, among social groups (Bourdieu 1984; Eder 1993). In many cases, it
is simply an issue of individual consumer behavior, no different from other
fashion phenomena. In other cases, however, lifestyle becomes the stake in con-
flicts regarding the legitimacy of emerging cultural forms or the defense of tra-
ditional ones.

Youth movements and other oppositional countercultures provide examples
of how individual lifestyle may take up an antagonistic character. The emergence
of punk at the end of the 1970s had elements which could easily be reduced to
fashion, but also a powerful symbolic antagonism, in the sense of breaking away
from consolidated canons of decorum and good taste. In other words it also had
a distinctive countercultural flavor. Similar remarks may apply to other forms of
youth cultural experience, from rap to rave.8 More recently, alternative cultures
and lifestyles have been nurtured in the Italian and Spanish squatted youth
centers, as well as in the radical wing of the antiroad movement in the UK
(Doherty 1998; della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, and Reiter 2005). In the late twen-
tieth century, various sectors of social movements have indeed reserved consid-
erable space to action concerning consumer goods and cultural elaboration.
Women’s, squatters’, or youth movements have promoted the construction of
alternative networks offering autonomous opportunities for support and social
contacts to their participants (Melucci 1984a; Lyons 1988; Taylor and 
Whittier 1992).
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In other cases, collective action on lifestyles has been concerned with the
defense of values and traditions which, it was held, were threatened. Movements
such as the American Moral Majority or those against the introduction of divorce
in Italy in the early years of the 1970s also chose the private sphere and the cri-
teria by which one can define a particular lifestyle as ethically desirable as their
favored terrain for political mobilization (Wood and Hughes 1984; Wallis and
Bruce 1986; Oberschall 1993: ch. 13).

The growing importance of lifestyle has also led to consumerism becoming
a specific object of collective action. The consumer has been increasingly iden-
tified as a political, and not simply as an economic, actor. Consumer organiza-
tions have addressed their mobilization attempts to the public in general.
Structures for the production and distribution of alternative goods, for example
in the food sector, have been created; campaigns and mobilizations in favor of
consumers have also been launched. They have taken forms ranging from quasi-
countercultures (for example, in the alternative networks promoting and dis-
tributing organic food in the early stages of environmental movements) to classic
public interest-group action (for example, in the form of mass professional organ-
izations like Common Cause) (McFarland 1984; Forbes 1985; Gronmo 1987;
Mayer 1989; Pinto 1990; Ranci 1992). Fair trade and boycotts have grown enor-
mously in recent years, with a particularly successful trend among young people
(Micheletti 2003; see also chapter 7 below).

Although not always connected with each other, all these activities, from dif-
ferent points of view, draw our attention once again to the new importance
assumed by collective action concerned with the defense of certain models of
behavior and moral codes, rather than with the conquest of political power or
the protection of economic interests. Various transformations in the private
sphere and in forms of cultural production appear to have increased potential for
conflicts of a symbolic nature. The variety of life experiences to which the indi-
vidual has access is a result of the multiplication of group allegiances. Each of
these can provide relationship and identity resources essential in turning some
of the possible sources of inequality into a public debate, defining them as social
problems rather than individual difficulties. As Pierre Bourdieu observes, indeed,
“Each society, at each moment, elaborates a body of social problems taken to be
legitimate, worthy of being debated, of being made public and sometimes offi-
cialized and, in a sense, guaranteed by the state” (1992: 236; emphasis in the orig-
inal). Typically, on the issue of unemployment, mobilization efforts are thwarted
by the widespread feelings among the unemployed that their economic difficul-
ties derive from individual failures. A precondition for protest is the shift to a con-
ception of unemployment as a problem of society which requires public
authorities to intervene.

None of these specific social problems have succeeded, however, in becom-
ing the primary source of identity, able to represent the central criteria for the
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organization of action, comparable with that of class or national allegiance in
the industrial society (see, for example, Melucci 1996). In parallel, the map of
adversaries against which collective energies can, from time to time, be mobi-
lized is equally varied: mass media, technoscientific elites, educational and social
welfare institutions, entrepreneurial classes which control mass consumption,
and so on. In this situation of uncertainty, instead of representing the precondi-
tions for action concerned with economic or political goals, the definition of col-
lective identity tends to become an autonomous problem, an object of collective
action as such (although this may also apply to class conflict: Pizzorno 1978). The
same thing can be said about the search for lifestyles and ways of acting which
are ethically desirable and appropriate. These needs do not result inevitably in
the development of social movements. For example, dissatisfaction with the con-
temporary urban lifestyle does not necessarily lead to support for environmen-
tal movements; it can take a variety of forms, from political engagement in a
traditional political party to, quite simply, the transformation of individual con-
sumer behavior, a sense of personal alienation, or deviant behavior. Yet the
growth of needs linked to identity represents potential for conflict around which
movement action can, under favorable conditions, develop.

2.3.3 Between the global and the local

Identities are increasingly defined within a process of accelerated cultural glob-
alization. Globalization has produced significant cultural changes in today’s
world, a growing interdependence in which social actions in a given time and
place are increasingly influenced by actions that occur in distant places. As
Giddens suggested (1990: 64), globalization implies the creation and intensifica-
tion of a “worldwide social relationship which links distinct localities in such a
way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring miles away and vice
versa.” The shortening of space and time in communication processes affects the
production and reproduction of goods, culture, and the tools for political regu-
lation. Indeed, globalization has been defined as “a process (or set of processes)
which embodies a transformation in the spatial organization of social relations
and transactions – assessed in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and
impact – generating transcontinental or interregional flows and networks of
activity” (Held et al. 1999: 16).

One of the dangers perceived in globalization is the predominance of a single
way of thinking, which apparently emerged from the defeat of “real socialism.”
The international system had been tied to a bipolar structure in which each of
the two blocs represented a different ideology; the fall of the Berlin Wall, which
symbolically marked the demise of the Eastern bloc, made capitalism seem the
single, dominant model. In cultural terms, “modernization” processes promoted

SOCIAL CHANGES AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 51



 

by science and the leisure industry have paved the way for what Serge Latouche
has called “the westernization of the world” (1989), i.e., the spread on a 
global scale of Western values and beliefs. Although the scenario of a single
“McDonaldized” world culture (Ritzer 1996: 2000) is an exaggeration, there is an
undeniable increase in cultural interactions with the exportation – albeit filtered
through local culture – of Western cultural products and values (Robertson
1992). The metaphor of a “global village” stresses that we are targeted in real
time by messages sent from the most faraway places. The spread of satellite TV
and the internet have made instantaneous communication possible, easily cross-
ing national boundaries.

While national and subnational identities do not fade, the impact of values
from other cultures and the growth of interaction between cultures increase the
number of identifications that interweave into and compete with those anchored
in the territory. Globalization is not only “out there” but also “in here” (Giddens
1990: 22): it transforms everyday life and leads to local resistance oriented to
defending cultural traditions against the intrusion of foreign ideas and global
issues. The resurgence of forms of nationalism, ethnic movements, religious
mobilizations, and Islamic (and other) fundamentalism(s) are in part a reaction
to this type of intrusion. While cultural globalization risks causing a loss of
national identity, new technologies also provide a formidable array of tools for
global mobilization, easing communication between worlds once distant, with a
language that defies censorship. Increased perception of issues as global also
heightens people’s willingness to mobilize at a transnational level. Through the
presence of transnational networks of ethnocultural communities, local tradi-
tions also become delocalized and re-adapt to new contexts (Thompson 1995).

2.4 Structural Transformations, 
New Conflicts, New Classes

The processes of structural change, which we discussed briefly in the preceding
pages, contribute in various ways to the weakening of the bases of traditional
social conflicts and their recent reemergence in new forms. It is more debatable
whether it is possible to establish a global characterization of new conflicts on
this basis. The transformations we have discussed – and even more so the inter-
pretations that different scholars have provided of them – seem to point in diver-
gent and sometimes contradictory directions.

2.4.1 Still classes?

Various of the changes we have mentioned point at two common elements. First,
there is a marked increase of activities linked to the production of knowledge
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and to symbolic manipulation, and the identification in the control of those activ-
ities as a major stake of conflict. The development of an advanced administra-
tive/service sector in fact reflects the growing relevance in the economic sphere
of information-processing, compared with the transformation of natural
resources. The same expansion of areas of state intervention, which leads to the
multiplication of identities and of politically based interests, makes ever more
essential the role of decision-makers and communicators able to develop efficient
syntheses between heterogeneous concerns and values.

Second, many recent transformations have produced the potential for con-
flicts which cut across conventional distinctions between the private and public
spheres. Evidence of this includes the influence that certain styles of scientific
knowledge and certain ways of organizing it have on the psychophysical well-
being of the individual (for example, in the field of therapies and the health 
services). Alternatively, one may think of the public and collective relevance of
individual consumer behavior and ways of life, which previously would have
been relegated to the private sphere. Or, again, one might consider the impor-
tance of ascribed traits such as ethnicity or gender in conflicts concerning the
extension and full realization of citizens’ rights.

These processes point at a specific area of nonmaterial conflicts. Their stake
is represented by the control of resources which produce meaning, and which
allow actors to intervene not only on their own environment but also on the per-
sonal sphere, and above all on the link between these two levels. Rather than eco-
nomic or political power, contemporary social conflict has, according to this view,
more to do with the production and circulation of information; social conditions
for production and the use of scientific knowledge; and the creation of symbols
and cultural models concerned with the definition of individual and collective
identities. This thesis has been formulated in a number of ways and with various
levels of theoretical generalization (Touraine 1981; Lash and Urry 1987; Melucci
1989, 1996; Eder 1993), although somewhat diverse conclusions have been drawn
as far as the relationship between structure, conflict, and movement is concerned.

In order to try to make sense of what is undoubtedly a highly diversified
debate we must first of all keep in mind that those who investigate the relation-
ship between structure, class, and collective action sometimes move from rather
different points of departure, and use the same terms in quite different ways. To
begin with, we must note the difference between a “historical” and a “structural”
(Eder 1995) or “analytical” (Melucci 1995) concept of class. In the first meaning,
class is a historical product of capitalist society (referring in other words to the
working and the capitalist class, and to the specific structural processes which
produced and reinforced their identity). In the second, a class is a group of people
with similar “relationships within which social resources are produced and appro-
priated” (Melucci 1995: 117). The inequalities in power and status, peculiar to
postindustrial society, might well not be conducive to the reproduction of indus-
trial class conflict, but still provide the structural roots for the emergence of new
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collective actors. The tension between these two different approaches has
affected recent debates on the persistence of class as a factor shaping conven-
tional political behavior, and in particular, electoral participation (Dalton et al.
1984; Dalton 1988; Heath et al. 1991; Clark and Lipset 1991; Franklin et al. 1992;
Pakulski and Waters 1996; Wright 1996; Manza and Brooks 1996; Szelenyi and
Olvera 1996).9

A second issue among those who still recognize the relevance of structural
interpretations regards the existence of a hierarchical structure of different types
of conflicts, and the possibility of identifying core conflicts comparable to those
which according to dominant interpretations shaped the industrial society. The
most coherent attempt to identify the core conflicts of postindustrial (or “pro-
grammed”) society has been Alain Touraine’s.10 According to him, the category
of social movement fulfills a fundamental task, both in defining the rules by
which society functions and in determining the specific goal of sociology: “The
sociology of social movements” writes Touraine (1981: 30), “cannot be separated
from a representation of society as a system of social forces competing for
control of a cultural field.” That is, the way in which each society functions
reflects the struggle between two antagonistic actors who fight for control of cul-
tural concerns which, in turn, determine the type of transforming action which
a society performs upon itself (Touraine 1977: 95–6). It is in relation to the
concept of historicity – defined by the interweaving of a system of knowledge,
a type of accumulation, and a cultural model – that different types of society can
be identified, along with the social classes which accompany them. Touraine
identifies four types of society, each featuring a distinctive pair of central antag-
onistic actors: agrarian, mercantile, industrial, and “programmed” (a term which
he prefers to “postindustrial” society). A particular trait of the programmed
society is the “production of symbolic goods which model or transform our rep-
resentation of human nature and the external world” (Touraine 1987: 127; 1985).
It is the control of information that constitutes the principal source of social
power. In consequence, conflicts tend to shift from the workplace to areas such
as research and development, the elaboration of information, biomedical and
technical sciences, and the mass media. The central actors in social conflict are
no longer classes linked to industrial production but groups with opposing
visions concerning the use and allocation of cognitive and symbolic resources.
In contrast with Marxism, classes are not defined only in relation to the system
of production (see, for example, Miliband 1989), and class action is, in fact, the
“behavior of an actor guided by cultural orientations and set within social rela-
tions defined by an unequal connection with the social control of these orienta-
tions” (Touraine 1981: 61). As for Pierre Bourdieu, the cultural sphere is the main
place for the exercise of social domination. However, Touraine differs from the
deterministic approach of his French colleague in that he conceives social move-
ments as struggling to influence the cultural sphere (Girling 2004).
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Mobilizations by social movements address, therefore, the defense of the
autonomy of civil society from the attempts of public and private technocratic
groups to extend their control over ever-widening areas of social life.11 If
Touraine’s formulation places the analysis of conflicts and movements in the
center of his general theoretical model, other scholars have still paid attention
to the structural dimension, but without attempting to identify new dominant
cleavages. Originally influenced by Touraine, Alberto Melucci held to be improb-
able the emergence of new conflicts with a centrality comparable to that of the
capital–labor conflict of the industrial society.12 Melucci has never denied the per-
sistent importance of traditional conflicts based on inequalities of power and
wealth, and of the political actors, protagonists of these conflicts. However, he
has identified the peculiarity of contemporary conflicts in processes of individ-
ualization which still have their roots in structural dynamics, yet of a different
kind – for example, the pervasive influence of caring institutions over the self,
the globalization of communications and life experiences, the growth of media
systems. And he has denied the possibility of reducing responses to these differ-
entiated structural tensions to any sort of unified paradigm of collective action.
The latter – itself in a variety of forms – is, rather, just one of innumerable
options open to individuals struggling for an autonomous definition of their self.

2.4.2 New middle classes for new 
social movements?

The relationship between structural change and new conflicts has also been
viewed from another perspective. A number of scholars have stressed the fact
that social change has produced a new social stratum – the so-called new middle
class. According to this point of view, this class is able, as a result of the resources
it controls and of its position, to play a central role in new conflicts. For some
time, analyses of postindustrial society have revealed, in parallel with the growth
of the administrative/service sector in society, the emergence of social groups
which stand out, because of their level of education, the roles they play, and their
specific social location, from the traditional middle classes (Bell 1973; Gouldner
1979; Goldthorpe 1982; Lash and Urry 1987; Scott 1990). The new middle class,
according to these analyses, is constituted from sectors of the population that
tend to be employed in the service sector: they are highly educated, yet are not
comparable with managers or traditional professionals. As a result of their tech-
nical and cultural competence and of their economic-functional position,
members of the new middle class are more likely to mobilize in conflicts of the
new type we have just described: that is, to fight against technocrats, public and
private agencies engaged in the dissemination of information and in the con-
struction of consensus, the military and the apparatus responsible for social
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control. This argument has been presented on numerous occasions in recent
years, and several investigations have confirmed the persistent presence of the
new middle class among sympathizers and activists of the new movements.13

However, it is unclear whether the link between the new middle class, new
movements, and new types of conflict effectively demonstrates the existence of
a specific structural base for these types of conflict. The presence en masse of the
new middle class in protest movements could, in fact, simply reflect the tradi-
tional inclination of the intellectual middle class to participate in any type of con-
flict (Bagguley 1992, 1995a; Pakulski 1995) – their greater confidence in their own
rights and capacity to speak up and participate in political life (Bourdieu 1984).
From this perspective, the reference to specific structural contradictions at the
base of new conflicts somewhat loses consistency. It is, rather, the case that
belonging to the middle class, on the one hand, facilitates the taking up of con-
cerns which are generically favorable to public involvement; and on the other,
puts at one’s disposal individual resources and competences which can be spent
in various types of political action.

In effect, comparative analysis of political participation has revealed on
numerous occasions that variables of a sociodemographic type tend to explain
with equal efficacy both unconventional participation (particularly widespread
among movement sympathizers and activists) and conventional participation.
There is, for example, a strong correlation between two factors that are usually
regarded as indicators of the new middle class – youth and a high level of edu-
cation – and various types of political attitudes and/or political participation
(Barnes et al. 1979; Jennings et al. 1990; Opp 1989: ch. 7; Norris 2002: 201 ff.).
Intellectuals have traditionally constituted the leadership of ethnic movements
(Smith 1981). Furthermore, some comparisons between political ecology move-
ments and more traditional environmentalist currents show that activists from
the new middle class are present in equal measure in both sectors, in spite of the
fact that it is difficult to identify conservationist groups as new social movements
(Diani 1995a: 58).

Rather than on peculiar class dynamics, the undeniable relationship between
membership in the new middle class and involvement in contemporary protest
movements might well be dependent on yet other factors. For example, it might
be the outcome of the enormous rise in access to higher education, which again
originated in the 1960s. More specifically, higher education might not only
provide people with distinctive intellectual skills; it might also foster the growth
of an egalitarian and anti-authoritarian set of values, which are overrepresented
among at least some sectors of the new middle class (Rootes 1995). Alternatively,
youth radicalism might be related to generational experiences, as the current
members of the new middle classes have all been exposed to that particular com-
bination of social conditions, consisting of the end of the Cold War and the
spread to the middle classes of unprecedented economic prosperity (Pakulski
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1995: 76; Braungart and Braungart 1986, 1992). Or there might be lifecycle effects,
as younger people’s political involvement might be dependent on their 
biographical availability, given their more uncertain status, their still unsettled
professional life, and their greater independence from family and community
linkages (Piven and Cloward 1992; Crook et al. 1992: 146–7; contra Inglehart 
1985, 1990a).

Moreover, the notion of middle class risks comprising quite heterogeneous
social sectors: those who work in the sector of culture and personal services and
those who fulfill managerial or other technocratic functions risk remaining
unclear; the sectors of the new middle class which are closer to the problems of
the management of organizations (managers) and those who, instead, draw their
legitimacy and their status from being controllers of professional resources, inde-
pendent of specific organizational structures (professionals) (Kriesi 1993: 31–2).
In particular, the process of globalization is supposed to produce new cleavages
between “winners” and “losers” within the middle class (Kriesi 2003). To evalu-
ate appropriately the importance of the new middle class in social movements,
it is useful, therefore, to differentiate between its internal components. Taking
inspiration from Wright (1985), who regards classes as defined by different com-
binations of “assets in the means of production, organizational assets and skills
or credentials,” Hanspeter Kriesi has identified the distinctive characteristic of the
new middle class in the fact that it exercises some control over organizational
resources and/or over professional skills, but does not possess the means of pro-
duction (Kriesi 1993: 28; see also Kriesi 1989b).14 In particular, it is necessary to
look at three different sectors of the new middle class: alongside the “sociocul-
tural specialists”15 are managers and those who fulfill clearly technical roles. This
last group includes administrative and commercial personnel from public and
private organizations, technical specialists – some highly qualified and others less
so – and those working in “protective services” (the police, the army, civil pro-
tection organizations, and the like).

Awareness of the various components of the new middle class and evaluation
of their impact on political participation, alongside that of those belonging to
the traditional classes (the old middle class and the working class) help to inter-
pret more accurately the relationship between class condition and (new) forms
of participation. According to a survey in the Netherlands, managers and socio-
cultural professionals are indeed more prone than any other socioeconomic
group to mobilize in new movements, even when controlling for variables which,
in theory, correlate, such as education and salary levels (Kriesi 1993: 196 ff.). Fur-
thermore, this tendency is stronger among people under 40 years of age, a fact
that supports the hypothesis of a link between movements and recent transfor-
mations of the middle classes (1993: 198). This appears even more significant if
one considers that in general, class position explains movement participation
better than participation in traditional party politics; and that this emerges from
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a context in which the impact of class variables on politics appears, to many ana-
lysts, in decline (see also Dalton 1988: ch. 8; contra Heath et al. 1991).

These data are consistent with what has emerged from the analysis of envi-
ronmentalist militancy (Cotgrove and Duff 1980; Jamison, Eyerman, and Cramer
1990; Dalton 1994: ch. 5; Diani 1995a). Those filling the highest positions in
groups engaged in this kind of activity are not only highly educated and – in the
broadest sense – members of the middle class, but also bring specific compe-
tences to bear on the work of the group. The case of environmentalism and,
more generally, of new movements analyzed by Kriesi, shows both the continu-
ity and the discontinuity in the relationship between the educated middle classes
and political participation. The central position of intellectual groups in collec-
tive action – a constant trait in modern society – has not been challenged by
recent developments. At the same time, however, the competences and the
overall profile of the middle-class activists seem to adapt themselves to what is
at stake in “new” conflicts.

Analyses of the link between individual class location and political behavior
have certainly brought to light a series of relevant characteristics of new forms
of political participation. They have, in particular, provided important informa-
tion about old and new social movement activists and sympathizers. In doing so,
however, they have postulated a direct link between the structural position of
individuals and collective action that is by no means clear-cut. In fact, while it is
possible to look at classes as aggregates of subjects who occupy analogous posi-
tions in the system of social stratification, in terms of the resources they control,
the prestige they enjoy, and their social opportunities, this is not necessarily an
appropriate strategy when dealing with the problem of collective action.16

Alternatively, it is advisable to analyze classes as collective actors with a spe-
cific identity and self-awareness, and linked to other social groups by relation-
ships of a cooperative or conflicting nature. In this perspective, class exists only
in circumstances where people mutually recognize and are recognized as part of
a distinctive social group, if specific interests and solidarity between the occu-
pants of particular social positions have been identified, and if, on this basis, spe-
cific forms of collective action are to be promoted (Thompson 1963; Tilly 1978;
Touraine 1981; Fantasia 1988; Urry 1995).

This perspective maintains that structural changes (for example, in the
economy or in the private sphere) provide a basis for the development of new
political identities, and new criteria for the organization of conflict, only in cases
where these are the object of explicit political action (Bartolini and Mair 1990;
Kriesi et al. 1995). As Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan (1967) observed, a cleav-
age is in fact a politicized interest. The major class distinctions of industrial
society operated as criteria for the organization of political conflict because class
mobilization had been made possible by extended networks linking class-based
organizations and class communities among themselves as well as to sectors of
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other social groups with a more ambiguous location, in particular the middle
classes. In this way, two clear-cut antagonists – working class and bourgeoisie –
had finally emerged out of the complex structure of preindustrial society. Like-
wise, for a new cleavage to emerge, based on the new middle class – however
defined – and/or providing a stable political articulation to the new structural
tensions we have just discussed, specific political organizations and systems of
both individual and group relationships have to develop. However, to date, this
seems to have occurred only very partially.

In the first place, it is still unclear to what extent the new middle class/service
class will be able to consolidate as a specific collective actor, and develop a rela-
tively stable collective identity. The question is particularly appropriate, given the
multiplicity of social positions and roles in which what is defined as the new
middle class is actually fragmented; and given that frequent mobility – between
social positions as well as locality – is regarded as one distinctive trait of postin-
dustrial society (hardly a property conducive to the establishment of the net-
works needed to turn an aggregate into a collective actor) (Crook et al. 1992: 117;
Eder 1995; Urry 1995; Melucci 1995, 1996).

The relationship between new middle class and traditional middle class seems
to be equally ambiguous (Offe 1985).17 Many observers have referred to tradi-
tional middle-class groups as social sectors “threatened by modernization and by
change.” According to this reading – which is popular among scholars of the anti-
nuclear movements (Rüdig 1990; Flam 1994d; see also Klandermans and Tarrow
1988; Pichardo 1997) – contemporary social movements also organize, in part,
the protest of those social groups (such as shopkeepers or, in general, the
autonomous petite bourgeoisie) who see their status threatened by socioeco-
nomic transformation. New and old middle classes often build alliances in 
citizens’ committees organized against “locally unwanted land uses” (della 
Porta 2004c).

From this perspective, opposition to nuclear power, and indeed to other dan-
gerous plant, is not only the sign of a progressive shift towards battles around
“postindustrial” conflicts such as those relating to the control of development. It
also shows the diffidence of the traditional middle classes towards activities and
technical competences that are outside their traditional domain, such as high-
tech applications; the signs of moral revolt against the subordination of “tradi-
tional” values to the imperatives of efficiency and modernity; the reaction to the
threat which derives from living with a potential source of environmental
damage. Similar considerations could be applied to the propensity of the middle-
classes to mobilize in opposition to situations perceived to be threatening to their
own prestige and social decorum, such as in the case of protests against crime
and urban deviance, or those against migrants. These traits are not restricted to
movements with a clear right-wing connotation; in contrast, many “new” social
movements (including, but not exclusively, environmentalism) also seem to
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present more than sporadic characteristics typical of traditional, defensive
middle-class moral protest (Eder 1993, 1995).

In other words, conditions favoring the return of various forms of status 
politics seem to have been reproduced. In these, the central role is taken by social
groups brought together by certain levels of prestige and specific moral codes
(Turner 1988; Eder 1993). Telling against the more structural version of the
middle-class thesis, the attention paid by the middle class to its own group iden-
tity and positioning is certainly not a characteristic exclusive to recent mobiliza-
tions (Calhoun 1993; D’Anieri et al. 1990). As the historical experience of the
anti-alcohol movement reminds us (Gusfield 1963), the middle class has distin-
guished itself over time by its continual attention to moral codes, socially accept-
able rules of conduct, and principles defining the “good life.” Reasons for this
attitude are to be found in the historically ambiguous positioning of the middle
classes between the industrial bourgeoisie and the working class. Indeed, the
petite bourgeoisie came to focus on symbolic production and on the defense of
its own social status as a result of its uncertain place in the class system. For
similar reasons, they may have felt the need to differentiate themselves from the
principal social groups, and particularly from those – the industrial proletariat,
throughout the twentieth century – which most closely threatened their prestige
(Turner 1994; Calhoun 1993; Oberschall 1993: ch. 13; Eder 1993, 1995). At the
same time, there are reasons to argue that substantial differences separate many
recent examples of lifestyle politics from the traditional version of status politics.
As Featherstone (1987) notes, reference to values and lifestyles does not neces-
sarily characterize distinctive groups with specific identities and long-established
structures. Actors involved in collective action may actually share little, apart
from the common reference to a given set of values and preferences (see also
Wood and Hughes 1984; Crook et al. 1992, esp. p. 144; Urry 1995).

The relationship between new middle class and working class is not any
clearer, nor has it been the subject of massive in-depth investigation. In the case
of the Netherlands study by Kriesi, it seems, for example, that even belonging to
the working class can facilitate mobilization in new movements, particularly as
far as younger people are concerned. Thus there would appear to be at least a
partial convergence in the new movements of those social groups which were
already particularly active in “historical” opposition movements: there is a certain
continuity, in other words, between “old” and “new” forms of class opposition.
Also in the global justice movement, a heterogeneous social base has been high-
lighted as an innovative feature or an enhancement by comparison to movements
of the past (Epstein 2000; Gill 2000; Ayres 2004; Piven and Cloward 2000;
Andretta, della Porta, Mosca, and Reiter 2002 and 2003).

In sum, if there is ample evidence suggesting the emergence of new struc-
tural conflicts, the forms of these conflicts and their capacity to persist over time
is far from obvious. We would like to close our discussion by mentioning a few
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further reasons for caution. First, there is no evidence that the material and redis-
tributive dimension has lost all significance in conflicts in which contemporary,
nonworking-class movements are protagonists (Brooks and Manza 1994: 562–3).
For example, mobilizations for the development of collective services in urban
areas and for urban renewal have certainly been determined by powerful con-
cerns with collective and nonmaterial goods, such as those associated with the
quality of life. However, they have also focused on the redistribution of material
resources, placing the social groups most penalized by transformations in indus-
trial activity and by processes of urban renewal in opposition to economic groups
which were the protagonists and promoters of these processes (Castells 1977,
1983, 1997; Lowe 1986; Feagin and Capek 1991; Bagguley 1994). These struggles
have often seen the emergence of new alliances between working-class and com-
munity groups (Brecher and Costello 1990). Furthermore, new forms of collec-
tive action have emerged based on conditions of particular unease, concerned,
for example, with the struggle against “new poverties.” Movements and mobi-
lizations of homeless people have developed (Cress and Snow 1996); initiatives
supporting the unemployed and marginal groups have sprung up everywhere,
often in close collaboration with the voluntary sector (Bagguley 1991, 1995b;
Pearce 1993). In all these cases, the conflict has been concerned, once again, not
only with a general notion of the quality of life, but with the allocation of mate-
rial rewards among different social groups. Attention to social justice and mate-
rial conditions (such as poverty) became – as often mentioned – central in the
recent wave of protest against neoliberal globalization.

One should also note that, according to many observers, contemporary move-
ments do not necessarily demonstrate a radical ongoing transformation in the
stakes of collective action as well as in its actors. Movements of recent years
should rather be regarded as a manifestation of the difficulties representative
systems have in dealing with the new demands which social change inevitably
produces. From this perspective, “new movements” are not necessarily the reflec-
tion of global structural transformations, or forerunners of the rise of new cri-
teria to determine the structure of political conflicts. They are, rather, the next
in a long series of manifestations of the cyclical nature of political protest.18 This
objection is a serious one, particularly when aimed at inappropriate or hurried
generalizations concerning elements of “newness” revealed in recent years. It is
important to be aware that not all examples of collective action in recent decades
are automatically of the new type. The 1960s and 1970s have seen not only the
rise of new political phenomena but also the revival of initiatives taken by “old”
collective actors such as the working class and ethnolinguistic minorities. The
latter’s capacity for mobilization has manifested itself in a variety of forms in
recent years (Smith 1981; Melucci and Diani 1992; Breuilly 1993; Connor 1994).

At the same time, however – as Alberto Melucci, in particular, has remarked
on several occasions (1988, 1994, 1995, 1996) – the question of the newness of
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contemporary phenomena of collective action should be treated on an analyti-
cal rather than on an empirical level. Looking at the empirical characteristics of
a given historical social movement (from the environmental movement [Jordan
and Maloney 1997] to the women’s movement [Roseneil 1995; Walby 1997] to
the working-class movement [Calhoun 1982]) will inevitably lead to the dis-
covery of a mix of both “new” and “old” actors, “new” and “old” conflicts (not
to mention “new” and “old” repertoires of action: chapter 7, this volume).
However, what really matters is – according to Melucci – assessing the newness
of certain specific processes in terms of their centrality to the systemic proper-
ties of advanced societies. For example, emphasis on the collective identity of a
social group is by no means restricted to contemporary movements. But what
renders this process peculiar, and therefore “new,” in postindustrial society is its
centrality, due to the current dominance of symbolic production, and of the
social relationships which shape it (for a critique of Melucci’s argument see Pick-
vance 1995).

2.5 Summary

In this chapter we have asked ourselves whether looking at the social structure
and at changes in this may provide a useful key to the interpretation of collec-
tive action. We have examined a series of recent modifications to the social and
political structure, and their innovative potential in relation to consolidated lines
of conflict structuring. The transformation of the economic sphere – in partic-
ular, the move to a more or less advanced service and administrative sector and
the decentralization of industrial production – has undermined not only the
numerical consistency of the working class but also the living and working con-
ditions which facilitated class action. Today we face greater diversity in profes-
sional roles and interests. On the political side, the legitimacy of the state is called
into question both by the tendency towards globalization and by that towards
localization, but also by a retreat of the state in the face of the market. Further-
more, the capacity of the state to create and reproduce social groups through
public intervention has led to an increasing number of demands which are frag-
mented and increasingly difficult to mediate. New potential for conflict origi-
nates therefore in the increasingly blurred borders between the public and the
private spheres, particularly from the multiplication of criteria to define rights of
citizenship and the growing capacity for intervention among public and private
institutions, in areas of private life such as physical and mental health. Conflicts
developed around the definition of new identities with particular attention to
cultural issues, lifestyles, knowledge.

Mobilizations and movements have developed in recent years around inter-
ests involving actors who can be associated in various ways with the transfor-
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mations which we have just reviewed. Scholars such as Touraine have identified
the central conflicts in postindustrial society in struggles for the control of sym-
bolic production. Others have emphasized the high level of involvement of new
middle-class members in new conflicts, as a result of their particular professional
position and of the intellectual resources which they control. However, the flex-
ibilization of the labor market has produced increasing poverty in the North and
the South; and the attack on the welfare state by dominant neoliberalist and free-
market economic policies has produced the return of protest on “materialistic”
issues of social justice.

It is important, however, to remember that collective action does not spring
automatically from structural tensions. In this respect it is still doubtful that a
new political cleavage, with the capacity to structure conflicts similar to that
demonstrated by the capital–labor or the center–periphery cleavages in industrial
society, has emerged, let alone been consolidated. Numerous factors determine
whether or not this will occur. These factors include the availability of adequate
organizational resources, the ability of movement leaders to produce appropri-
ate ideological representations, and the presence of a favorable political context.
The rest of our book is dedicated to the mechanisms which contribute to an
explanation of the shift from structure to action.
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3

THE SYMBOLIC 
DIMENSION OF 

COLLECTIVE ACTION

On November 6, 2000, Business Week devoted a special section to global
justice campaigns. It wrote: “Many of the radicals leading the protests may
be on the political fringe. But they have helped to kick start a profound
rethinking about globalization among governments, mainstream econo-
mists, and corporations that, until recently, was carried on mostly in
obscure think-tanks and academic seminars” (quoted in Bircham and
Charlton 2001: 390). At the World Economic Forum in Davos, an annual
meeting of the great and the good, finance guru George Soros said: “This
protest movement is plugging into something that is widely felt. . . . by
their disruption they have created a concern that was not there before”
(ibid.).

These statements reflect dramatic changes in both the public visibility
of “globalization” as an issue, and attitudes toward it. Until the 1990s, for
public opinion worldwide and for many political actors, both in the insti-
tutions and at the grassroots, globalization was still a largely meaningless
word. A decade later, it had become the key concept for anybody discussing
social and political change.

The recent growth of the relevance of globalization in public discourse
and the media (Andretta, della Porta, Mosca, and Reiter 2002: ch. 1) has
seen an increasing number of actors – intellectuals, public agencies, private
corporations, religious leaders, political activists, national and interna-
tional nongovernmental organizations – attempting to define it, to stress
the risks attached to it, as well as to highlight its promises (Nederveen
Pieterse 2000; Ayres 2004). Although they are increasingly acknowledging
its attendant problems, transnational business actors and international
financial institutions are still the most unconditional supporters of global-
ization (Anheier, Glasius, and Kaldor 2001: 9–10). Deregulation and the
resulting free trade of capital and goods are portrayed as the necessary pre-
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conditions for the start of sustained development processes outside the
Western world. Far from only protecting powerful interests, economic
globalization will generate diffuse well-being among the majority of the
world population, thus also facilitating the spread of democratic practices.
Accordingly, restrictions on financial and goods trade should be vehe-
mently opposed, and major economic powers are fully justified in playing
an active political role, including military action, in those countries where
the freedom of markets and access to key resources is under threat.

Critics of neoliberal globalization can by no means be reduced to the
so-called antiglobalization movement, or movement for a globalization
from below. They also include to a varying extent transnational institutions
and agencies, such as the FAO or UNESCO, skeptical experts, mainstream
media, churches, etc. However, even those civil-society actors most fre-
quently associated with the movement (radical activist networks, religious
organizations, industrial and farmers’ unions, community activists, envi-
ronmental groups, left-wing political parties) still define the issue and rep-
resent the main goals and strategies of the movement in very different
ways. In its identification of globalization as an overarching theme, this
movement has been able to link together many other specific issues and
concerns: questions of environmental preservation and social justice; ques-
tions of workers’ rights in developed countries and rights of developing
countries to obtain easier access to Northern markets, an outcome that the
mix of protectionist policies and nationalism among the Northern labor
movement had made difficult to achieve in the recent past; equilibrium
between local community rights and traditions and aspirations to global,
universalistic cultures.

There are several points worth noting in the above example. First, issues do not
have an independent life outside of people’s efforts to characterize them as such.
Many of the problems that the antiglobalization movement faces nowadays were
already there well before the word “globalization” started circulating (Tilly 2004a;
Wallerstein 1974, 2004). Hunger and disease in non-Western countries, war, 
imperialism, and colonialism had been tackled by sustained collective action 
innumerable times in the postwar world, not to mention earlier cases such as 
the human rights and antislavery movements, or nationalistic movements with 
a transnational basis (Hobsbawm 1994: ch. 15; D’Anjou 1996; Hanagan 1998b).
That they now come under the heading of globalization cannot be explained
exclusively by the growing interdependence between nation-states and suprana-
tional bodies. One also has to look at how social actors have elaborated defini-
tions of those issues that link them to a broader process, called globalization.
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Second, the emergence of issues is not an obvious process. In contrast, it orig-
inates from sustained symbolic and cultural conflict between different actors. At
one level, globalization becomes either a catchword to synthesize all the posi-
tives and gains one can get from the removal of commercial barriers and the
global triumph of the free market; or a catchword for all the evils, misery, and
exploitation that total dominance by market forces can generate. At another
level, however, there are substantive differences in ways that actors define glob-
alization despite being broadly favorable or critical of it. Even pro-market forces
express different degrees of support; critics may oppose globalization in its
entirety – as happens, say, among right-wing nationalist organizations – or rather
favor a democratic, grassroots version of it.

Third, movements can also be regarded as the expression of specific values.
Social movements not only aim at specific policy changes or the replacement of
specific political elites, but at broader transformations in societal priorities, in the
basic mechanisms through which a society operates. Within the new global
movement we find the strong influence of values related to both the historical
experience of the left and to religious experience. However, the question
remains, what factors matter most? Is it values that shape social movement activ-
ity? Or is it instead movement actors’ capacity to represent their concerns in ways
that motivate people to act and broaden support for their cause? This dilemma
reflects two different views of the relationship between culture and collective
action.

Historically, the role of culture in collective action has been subsumed under
the heading of ideology. Ideology is usually conceived as “a relatively stable and
coherent set of values, beliefs, and goals associated with a movement or a
broader, encompassing social entity, [. . .] assumed to provide the rationale for
defending or challenging various social arrangements and conditions” (Snow
2004: 396). Think, e.g., of the debates between Marxist thinkers and political
leaders arguing that culture – in particular, revolutionary culture – would stem
from the development of productive forces and the appropriate material condi-
tions; and those assigning ideology a more active role in encouraging activists
and masses to act (e.g. Gramsci). Think also of the attention paid by social psy-
chologists in the 1950s or 1960s to personalities attracted to ideological thinking
(e.g. Kornhauser 1959; for a discussion see Snow 2004: 381).

The last few years have seen a deepening of the discussion of the role of
culture in social movements. The broad framework is provided by the debate on
structure and agency (Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Giddens 1984; Emirbayer and Mische
1988): social actors act in the context of structural constraints, which not only
have to do with material resources but also with cultural ones. Actors’ interpre-
tations of their situation, their preconceptions, their implicit assumptions about
social life and its guiding principles, about what is worthy or unworthy, all dras-
tically constrain their capacity to act and the range of their options. At the same



 

time, through action, agents also try – and sometimes succeed – in modifying
the cultural structures in which they are embedded. Social agency is indeed at
the same time oriented on the reproduction of its constraining structures, 
and the creation of new ones. This duplicity can be found even in the experience
of social movements, which by definition should be the most oriented towards
change (Sewell 1992; Crossley 2002; Livesay 2003).

This debate has also brought about a reassessment of the role and character-
istics of ideology. Although the term has remained popular over the years
(Turner and Killian 1987; Oliver and Johnston 2000; Zald 2000), it has come under
growing criticism since the 1980s, for implying unrealistic levels of ideological
coherence and integration, of ideological proximity among social movement par-
ticipants, of correlation between ideas and behavior (see Snow 2004: 396 ff. for
a summary; Melucci 1989, 1996 for a classic version of this critique).

The major critique has probably been that this notion of ideology collapses
two quite different aspects of culture: values and the interpretative tools – habits,
memories, prejudices, mental schemata, predispositions, common wisdom, prac-
tical knowledge, etc. – that enable people to make sense of their world (Swidler
1986). The two aspects do not necessarily operate in the same direction. For
example, those who mobilize most readily and intensely are not necessarily those
with the strongest values but those whose interpretation of the situation pro-
vides a clear rationale for acting (in terms of their perception not only of the
opportunities to act, but also of the available alternatives or of the emotional
pressure exerted on them). In what follows we address these two aspects sepa-
rately, starting with values.

3.1 Culture and Action: The Role of Values

We may think of social action as driven largely by the fundamental principles
with which actors identify. According to this perspective, values will influence
how actors define specific goals, and identify strategies which are both efficient
and morally acceptable. Moreover, values will provide the motivations necessary
to sustain the costs of action. The more intense one’s socialization to a particu-
lar vision of the world, the stronger the impetus to act. The characteristics of a
given system of values will shape the components of action.

How is this model articulated in the case of collective action in movements?
How, in other words, is it possible to describe values as the central explanatory
variable in the case of actions which, by definition, call into question at least
some of the (culturally legitimized) assets of power in a given society? On the
one hand, we can relate collective action to lack of social integration in the
system, or, alternatively, to the inability of the system to reproduce and reinforce
its fundamental values. The tradition of research into movements prior to the
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1960s, which largely focused on revolutionary movements of the right and the
left in the first half of the century, paid great attention to interpretations of this
type (Kornhauser 1959). Nowadays, according to this perspective, the emergence
of global justice movements could be interpreted as evidence of the failure of
society to instill free-market values among its members, most notably the
younger generation. Not infrequently, for instance, schools are blamed by busi-
ness for their hostility towards entrepreneurial culture, and neoliberal politicians
(including recent recruits like Tony Blair: Beck 1999) have often criticized schools
on the very same ground.

On the other hand, we could also interpret collective action as evidence of
the emergence of trends towards social reintegration rather than disintegration;
as proof, in other words, of the formation and consolidation of new value
systems. From this point of view, the success of global justice activism could be
linked to the spread of new values, combining in equal measure attention to
social justice, human rights, environmental preservation. In recent times, the link
between the emergence of new conflicts and the value dimension has been
stressed with considerable force in the context of various forms of “new poli-
tics,” connected with environmental issues, feminism, peace, and civil rights
(Dalton 1988; Kriesi 1993: 60 ff.; Rohrschneider 1988; Norris 2002). In the most
ambitious formulation of this model, the rise of “new” political movements from
the 1970s onwards is associated with more general processes of value change
(Inglehart 1977, 1990a, 1990b; Clark and Inglehart 1998). Inglehart’s argument is
based on two assumptions. According to what he defines as the “scarcity hypoth-
esis” (Inglehart 1990a: 56), there is a hierarchy of needs, and needs of a higher
order (relating, for example, to the intellectual and personal growth of the indi-
vidual) are conceivable only when those of a lower order (relating, for example,
to physical survival) have been satisfied. Moreover, according to the “socializa-
tion hypothesis” (Inglehart 1990a: 56), there is a continuity in adult life which
leaves broadly unaltered both the fundamental principles and the order of pri-
orities established in the formative years leading to maturity.

The experiences and lifestyles of those born in the West in the period fol-
lowing the Second World War, and who became adults in the 1960s or later, have
been very different from those of preceding generations. In particular, they have
enjoyed unprecedented levels of affluence, easier access to higher education, and
reduced exposure to the risks of war. In Inglehart’s view, this situation is likely
to produce conditions which are particularly favorable to changes in needs and
basic orientations. In particular, a gradual weakening of the system of “material”
values and their replacement by “postmaterial” values is likely to set in. While
the former reflects concerns relating to economic well-being and personal and
collective security, the latter are oriented, rather, towards the affirmation of
expressive needs. They would, in other words, prioritize individual achievement
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in private, and an expansion of freedom of expression, democratic participation,
and self-government in the public domain.

In order to understand fully this phenomenon, it seems essential to charac-
terize the 1960s as one of those rare moments in history which produced the
conditions for a radical change in perspective. From this standpoint, one might
argue that social transformations and events of particular relevance and impact,
such as the fading away of the Cold War and generalized economic growth, pro-
duced an irreversible change in conceptions of social and political life, and that
a new generation1 of citizens (and, in many cases, of militant politicians) was
formed. It would thus be possible to speak of a 1960s generation, just as one
speaks of generations when referring to the events of 1848, of the post-Victorian
era, or of the Great Depression of the 1920s and 1930s (Braungart and Braun-
gart 1986: 217; Jamison and Eyerman 1994). The 1960s generation would have
passed on – at least in part – these new conceptualizations to younger groups,
even though political contexts subsequently differed greatly.2

The emergence of postmaterial values has been documented by an impres-
sive amount of survey data collected in the USA and in key European countries
from the beginning of the 1970s.3 Since then, the gap between the number of
people holding materialist values (i.e., in the basic formulation of the survey
questionnaires, identifying “maintaining order in the nation” and “fighting rising
prices” as their top policy priorities out of a list of four) and those holding post-
materialist values (i.e., assigning priority to “giving people more say in impor-
tant government decisions” and “protecting freedom of speech”) has narrowed
substantially, even though materialists are still in the majority. Furthermore, the
younger cohorts of the population have been shown to be consistently more sen-
sitive to postmaterialist values than older cohorts (Inglehart 1990b: 75).

The empirical evidence relating to value change has generated a notable
number of analyses of the new politics, the emergence of green parties, and 
the characteristics of activists and supporters of new movements (see e.g.
Rohrschneider 1988, 1993b; Dalton 1988, 1994). They have demonstrated that
those with postmaterial values are strongly disposed to support new forms of
collective action or to take part in some way in protest activities (Inglehart
1990b). In particular, it has been suggested the situation has led to the develop-
ment of new cleavages and the related processes of political realignment along
materialist vs. postmaterialist lines (Dalton 1988; Jennings et al. 1990).

Inglehart’s theses have provoked considerable debate. Suggestions that the
growth of postmaterialist values might not be a sign of profound change but
rather a transitory phenomenon, the consequence of an unrepeatable historical
conjunction such as that which took place in the 1960s, have been dismissed by
data showing that generational replacement actually results in a steady increase
of postmaterialists among Western – and not only Western – publics (Abramson
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and Inglehart 1992; Inglehart 1990b; de Graaf and Evans 1996; Inglehart 1997,
1999; Inglehart and Baker 2000; Inglehart and Norris 2003).

The link between postmaterialist orientations and new social movements has
also been questioned. Hostility towards the politics of “law and order” is cer-
tainly a distinctive characteristic of these movements. They have certainly mobi-
lized on a number of occasions in support of freedom of expression and direct
democracy. But they have equally promoted other mobilizations (for example
against war, nuclear energy, or environmental pollution) which is difficult to con-
sider independently from preoccupations with personal and collective security,
or, in other words, from purely “materialist” concerns (Brooks and Manza 1994:
558–63).

Likewise, the value distance between the materialist and the postmaterialist
camp might be at least partially an outcome of the way questions are posed, as
they require people to choose between items measuring one or the other basic
orientation.4 When the possibility of a co-existence of the two value orientations
is taken into account, more complex configurations may emerge. For example,
in their study of grassroots activists in the Greater Vancouver area, Carroll and
Ratner (1996) found that a political-economy representation of social conflict –
broadly inspired by “materialist” concerns – often co-existed with a representa-
tion emphasizing the importance of identity struggles that was closer to a 
“postmaterialist” point of view. Moreover, an exclusive focus on the materialist
vs. postmaterialist distinction might somewhat conceal another important dis-
tinction, opposing authoritarian and libertarian attitudes, which does not overlap
with the former (Steel et al. 1992). Despite a substantial correlation between post-
materialism and support for new movements, the quota of postmaterialists
embracing authoritarian, right-wing values (for example, opposing welfare
spending, or advocating authoritarian policies of nature protection) is far from
insignificant (Steel et al. 1992: 350–1; Middendorp 1992; Inglehart 1997: 48).

It is also necessary to ask to what extent postmaterialism can be said to rep-
resent the basis of a new political divide. In this context, it is important to take
account of the relationship between the materialist–postmaterialist dimension
and the more general identification with left and right. Given the tendency of
new social movements to identify themselves with the left, the materialist–
postmaterialist split might be said to be simply a reworking of the left–right divi-
sion, thus denying the existence of new and different political perspectives. As
yet, there is no conclusive evidence to support or refute this hypothesis. It is cer-
tainly the case that both party supporters and trade unionists in the “old” left
tend to be postmaterialists, as do new left and new movement activists and sym-
pathizers (Inglehart 1990a: ch. 11; 1990b: 90).

On the other hand, it is far from clear what the left–right dimension refers to
in strict terms. At the very minimum, it can be deconstructed into two inde-
pendent dimensions, one measuring orientations to socioeconomic issues, the
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other, orientations to libertarian versus authoritarian attitudes. Postmaterialism
has sometimes been found to be a poor predictor of both types of orientations
(Middendorp 1992; see also Kriesi 1993). With regard to the relationship between
general left orientations and movements, it is only certain sectors of the left –
from the noncommunist tradition – which seem to be clearly sympathetic to the
new movements (Inglehart 1990a: ch. 11). Furthermore, while a generic identi-
fication with the left provides an adequate explanation for interest in the issues
raised by the new movements, postmaterialism offers a better explanation of the
willingness of individuals to participate in these movements (1990a). One might
also argue that, rather than postmaterialism being the basis for a new political
cleavage, the opposite interpretation could well be true. In other words, where
a new cleavage has emerged for specific historical reasons (like in Germany,
where the Greens have become a major political player), then this may well have
been organized around the materialist vs. postmaterialist divide; where, however,
this has not been the case (for example, in the USA), then postmaterialist values
may not be associated with any specific political faction (Trump 1991).

Doubts about the relationship between movements and postmaterialism have
been reinforced in recent years by two very different developments. On the one
hand, the emergence of the antiglobalization movement has raised doubts about
the link between postmaterialism and progressive politics. Admittedly, the short-
age of surveys explicitly measuring attitudes towards this movement, and/or par-
ticipation in it, renders it difficult to compare it with the new social movements.
It is certainly true that a certain degree of overlap exists when it comes to mobi-
lizations on peace/environmental/human rights issues. On such issues, the cor-
relation to postmaterialism is well demonstrated (Norris 2002). And it is also true
that surveys conducted among participants in major gatherings such as Genoa
or the Florence European Social Forum suggest that many respondents (about
20 percent) refuse to locate themselves on the left–right cleavage. At the same
time, however, global justice movements also address issues that are clearly ma-
terialist, related to basic working and living conditions, although they are often
defined in a way which combines material interests with issues of sustainability,
environmental protection, and the like. Moreover, the great majority of those
who still regard the left–right distinction as meaningful identify with the left of
the political spectrum: about 25 percent of activists interviewed at the European
Social Forum in Florence located themselves on the extreme left side of the
left–right continuum and 50 percent at the left, with an additional 10 percent
choosing the center-left (della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, and Reiter 2005). Finally,
while available data (Inglehart 1997; Norris 1999) suggest a positive relation
between postmaterialism and democracy in both old and new democracies, 
they also suggest that postmaterialists are in favor of open global markets 
(again, this evidence is difficult to interpret as it could mean both a 
democratic and nondemocratic globalization).
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The last few years have also brought about a totally different example of the
link between values and collective action. Whereas the discussion had focused on
values (in particular, value change) and participatory democratic politics, the
reemergence of ethnic and tribal conflicts in many areas of the world, and most
particularly the spread of fundamentalism (well before September 11 and not
restricted to Islam: Moaddel 2002; Bennani-Chraïbi and Fillieule 2003; Wood-
berry and Smith 1998), has set a dramatically different intellectual agenda. Samuel
Huntington’s (1993, 1996) well-known “clash of civilization” thesis and cognate
arguments, suggesting a fundamental conflict between Islam and the West, have
assigned values a very different role than the one implied by postmaterialist the-
orists. They propose a view of social movements as deeply embedded in strongly
held sets of values, which represent the stake for fundamental conflicts, suscep-
tible of orienting future relations between major areas of the world.

However, empirical tests of this thesis suggest a more complex picture: con-
trary to expectations, Norris and Inglehart (2002) found attitudes towards 
democracy to be very similar in the two camps; but they also found deep and
irreconcilable differences in the definition of private lifestyles, especially in
gender relations and sexual freedom. This holds true despite the substantial pres-
ence of conservative Christian values in important Western countries, most
notably the United States (Woodberry and Smith 1998). Norris and Inglehart’s
conclusion that “The central values separating Islam and the West revolve far
more centrally around Eros than Demos” (2002: 3) brings further support to the
argument of a gradual shift in priorities from “public politics” to “personal 
politics,” and is not necessarily in contradiction with arguments about post-
materialist values in the West.

A more fundamental objection to the theory of value change addresses the
relationship between values and action. If people’s values can explain their fun-
damental sensitivity to particular questions and problems, their impact need not
necessarily go beyond this level. In his study of civil rights activists in the US in
the 1960s, McAdam (1986), for instance, found that prospective activists’ com-
mitment to values of freedom and equality was a poor predictor of their actual
participation. Looking at survey data from several west European countries,
Fuchs and Rucht (1994) found no correlation between broad support for envi-
ronmentalism and participation. The decision to act – and, specifically, to act col-
lectively – depends not only on basic internalized principles and/or attitudes but
on a complex evaluation of the opportunities and constraints for action. Values
are articulated through specific goals and are associated with strategies of appro-
priate conduct. It is thus necessary to interpret the external situation as favorable
to action, or at least as requiring the mobilization of the individual, rather than
withdrawal or conformity. And it is essential to be able to transform individual
values into collective ones, identifying elements of convergence and solidarity
with others sharing the same values (Klandermans 1988; Melucci 1989, 1996;
Gamson 1992a).
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In other words, it is necessary to have a view of reality which links the values
domain with the strategic and solidaristic domain in a coherent fashion. Atten-
tion must also be paid both to the cognitive dimension of action, as we shall do
in the following sections of this chapter, and to the relationship between action
and collective identity – a theme which we consider in the next chapter.

3.2 Culture and Action: The 
Cognitive Perspective

3.2.1 Collective action as cognitive praxis

The idea that culture, and specifically its impact on collective action, can be
reduced to values has been controversial for quite some time. In particular, it has
been observed that “culture influences action not by providing the ultimate
values toward which action is oriented, but by shaping a repertoire or ‘tool kit’
of habits, skills, and styles from which people construct ‘strategies of action’ ”
(Swidler 1986: 273). That is to say, culture provides the cognitive apparatus which
people need to orient themselves in the world. This apparatus consists of a mul-
tiplicity of cultural and ideational elements which include beliefs, ceremonies,
artistic forms, and informal practices such as language, conversation, stories,
daily rituals (Swidler 1986: 273). The content of cultural models, of which values
are a key component, is of secondary importance here in relation to the vision
of culture as a set of instruments that social actors use to make sense of their
own life experiences (see also Eyerman and Jamison 1991).

In relation to the study of collective action, this standpoint allows us to con-
sider problems which an analysis focusing exclusively on values would have neg-
lected. It helps us to reflect on why systems of analogous values are, in certain
circumstances, able to support collective action but fail to provide adequate moti-
vation in others. For example, the mobilizing capacity of environmental and anti-
nuclear movements was significantly higher in Germany than in France in the
1980s, despite the levels of postmaterialism being fairly similar in the two coun-
tries. Second, the flexibility and skills of actors in adapting to different environ-
mental conditions emerge very clearly. An important precondition for the success
of movements lies in their activists’ ability to reformulate their own values and
motivations in order to adapt them in the most efficient manner to the specific
orientations of the sectors of public opinion which they wish to mobilize (Snow
et al. 1986; Tarrow 1994). In the context of this need for flexibility and adapt-
ability, strong identification with certain norms and values can even represent an
obstacle to actors’ freedom, limiting their capacity for action (Kertzer 1988;
Swidler 1986; Lofland 1995).

Therefore, it is always possible to interpret the experience of social move-
ments as the unceasing production and reproduction of cultural codes (Melucci
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1989, 1991; Benford and Hunt 1992; Hunt and Benford 1994; Benford 1993). Some
observers have come to equate movements with a form of drama “in which the
protagonists and antagonists compete to affect audiences’ interpretations of
power relations in a variety of domains” (Benford and Hunt 1992: 38; see also
Melucci 1984b, 1989; Sassoon 1984a, 1984b; Gusfield 1994; Rupp and Taylor
2003). One does not need, however, to accept all the theoretical implications of
this argument to recognize that social movement activity largely consists of prac-
tices more or less directly linked to symbolic production; and that this element
is not a precondition for conflict but, rather, one of its constituent parts.

3.2.2 Interpretative frames and ideology

Among scholars interested in symbolic aspects of collective action, the notion of
the schema of interpretation, or frame, borrowed from the theoretical work of
Erving Goffman (1974) has proved very influential. Frames have been defined as
schemata of interpretation that enable individuals “to locate, perceive, identify
and label occurrences within their life space and the world at large” (Snow et al.
1986: 464). A frame thus “is a general, standardized, predefined structure (in the
sense that it already belongs to the receiver’s knowledge of the world) which
allows recognition of the world, and guides perception . . . allowing him/her to
build defined expectations about what is to happen, that is to make sense of
his/her reality” (Donati 1992: 141–2; see also Johnston 1991a, 1991b, 1995a, 2002).

Frame analysis allows us to capture the process of the attribution of meaning
which lies behind the explosion of any conflict. In fact, symbolic production
enables us to attribute to events and behaviors, of individuals or groups, a
meaning which facilitates the activation of mobilization. There are three stages
to this process, corresponding to the recognition of certain occurrences as social
problems, of possible strategies which would resolve these, and of motivations
for acting on this knowledge. Snow and Benford (1988) define these steps as the
“diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational” dimension of framing. We shall illus-
trate them drawing mainly from documents presented at various meetings of the
World and the European Social Forum in the last few years.

Diagnostic element

In the first place, appropriate interpretative frames allow the conversion into a
social problem, potentially the object of collective action, of a phenomenon
whose origins were previously attributed to natural factors or to individual
responsibility (Melucci 1989, 1991; Snow et al. 1986). Social problems do in fact
exist only to the extent that certain phenomena are interpreted as such by people.
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Problems emerge, grow, and disappear, only to reemerge periodically, trans-
formed to a greater or lesser extent (Blumer 1971; Hilgartner and Bosk 1988; Best
1989; Gusfield 1963, 1981; Downs 1972; Rubington and Weinberg 2003).

Diagnosing a problem always entails identifying the actors who are entitled
to have opinions on it. This is always a highly contentious process. Various social
actors (state agencies, political parties, groups with hostile interests, media oper-
ators) try to affirm their own control of specific issues, imposing their own inter-
pretation of these, to the detriment of representations proposed by social
movements. Therefore, the latter must, in the first place, claim the legitimacy to
deal with particular problems in ways compatible with their own broader orien-
tations (Gusfield 1989; Shemtov 1999). It is through symbolic conflict that certain
actors succeed in being recognized as entitled to speak in the name of certain
interests and tendencies. In the case of mobilizations on global issues, interpre-
tations of the conflict have stressed the extreme heterogeneity of the actors
involved in such campaigns, implicitly suggesting their entitlement to speak on
behalf of the human kind: “ Social forces from around the world have gathered
here at the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre. Unions and NGOs, movements
and organizations, intellectuals and artists . . . women and men, farmers,
workers, unemployed, professionals, students, blacks and indigenous peoples,
coming from the South and from the North” (from the preparatory document
of the First World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, January 2001; cited in Andretta
2003).

Another crucial step in the social construction of a problem consists of the
identification of those responsible for the situation in which the aggrieved pop-
ulation finds itself. For the unemployed as well as for members of marginal
groups, a powerful restraint to mobilization is the widespread belief that poverty
depends upon individual failure (see for instance Gaventa 1982; Maurer 2001). 
In fact:

the heat of moral judgment is intimately related to beliefs about what acts or con-
ditions have caused people to suffer undeserved hardship or loss. The critical
dimension is the abstractness of the target . . . When we see impersonal, abstract
forces as responsible for our suffering, we are taught to accept what cannot be
changed and make the best of it . . . At the other extreme, if one attributes unde-
served suffering to malicious or selfish acts by clearly identifiable groups, the emo-
tional component of an injustice frame will almost certainly be there. 

(Gamson 1992b: 32)

Again from the Porto Alegre documents emerges a clear attribution of
responsibility: “the neoliberal globalization, promoted, reinforced and defended
by a set of IGOs (WTO, WB, IMF, NATO and so on), by a hegemonic super
potency (USA), and by dominant social groups (multinational corporations) . . .
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According to the first WSF document, the grievances imputed to neoliberal glob-
alization are several: “from the exploitation of workers in conditions of union
rights weakness to poverty, to gender, racial and ethnic discrimination, from envi-
ronmental diseases to the lack of migrant rights and so on” (cited in Andretta
2003).

The recent transnational movements are a good example of the selective
nature of interpretative frames. For the most part, they have adopted a frame
which reduced a series of disparate social phenomena to a dominant theme,
neoliberal globalization. Thus, phenomena which might initially have been
thought diverse have been incorporated into the same interpretative frame.
Other frames might have been devised. For example, if North–South tensions
had been represented through an anticapitalist frame only, this would not have
made alliances to moderate middle-class sectors, concerned with ethical ques-
tions, so easy. Each of the frames summarized earlier accounts for specific 
interpretations, as plausible as the other. But none of them would have worked 
so well.

On the other hand, opponents of antiglobalization movements have
attempted to deny the existence of the “globalization question” – for example,
by emphasizing the positive consequences of the liberalization of markets. They
have pointed at the growth of overall income and welfare in developing coun-
tries; the statistics suggesting that the market share of developing countries is
higher than before; the rise of people above the poverty level; the growth of a
prosperous middle class. Apart from denying the issue, they have also attempted
to reverse the responsibility: economic deprivation is the product of corrupt
national governments whose policies will remain disastrous until they are not
exposed to close scrutiny from international institutions such as WTO or IMF;
moreover, by calling for protectionist measures, “no-global” protestors are actu-
ally helping strong corporate powers in the North (both business and unions) by
denying poor countries the chance to compete on the global market – a charge
which no-global activists happily refute (see also Haydu 1999, Einwohner 2002,
for other examples of counterframing by movement opponents).

The identification of social problems and those responsible for them is,
inevitably, highly selective. The highlighting of one particular problem leads to
the neglect of other potential sources of protest or mobilization which appear
not to fit the interpretation of reality adopted. For example, for a long time, the
preeminence within Western society of representations of conflict according to
a functional/class or national dimension has made the identification of other
sources of conflict – such as gender differences – very difficult. Cultural devel-
opment places actors in the position of being able to choose, from among various
possible sources of frustration and revenge, those against which they should
direct all their energies, not to mention their emotional identification. The
process can, in this sense, be seen as a reduction of social complexity. At the same
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time, however, once solid interpretative frames have been established, the possi-
bility of identifying other potential conflicts becomes limited and other ways of
representing the same theme are needed. In this sense, the construction of reality,
created by relatively marginal actors responsible for mobilizing movements, is
inextricably linked to asymmetries of power.

Prognostic element

The action of interpreting the world goes beyond identifying problems, however.
It involves seeking solutions, hypothesizing new social patterns, new ways of reg-
ulating relationships between groups, new articulations of consensus and of the
exercise of power. There is often a strong utopian dimension present in this
endeavor. The symbolic elaboration of a movement is thus not necessarily limited
to the selection, on the basis of the parameters of instrumental rationality, of
“practical” goals in a given social and cultural context. Rather, it opens new spaces
and new prospects for action, making it possible to think of aims and objectives
which the dominant culture tends instead to exclude from the outset. In this
sense, it is possible to conceive of movements as media through which concepts
and perspectives, which might otherwise have remained marginal, are dissemi-
nated in society. Michel Foucault (1977) noted, for example, that over time not
only what is thought changes, but what can be thought or conceived of as well.
This applies to every phase of insurgency in collective action: it is, in fact, in these
circumstances that spaces which were previously inconceivable unexpectedly
appear, enabling action to take place (Alberoni 1984; Melucci 1989, 1991).

Various prognostic elements might be present within the same movement.
For example, critics of globalization adopt very diverse views regarding the alter-
natives. Some of them have an approach that Anheier et al. (2001) define as
“rejectionist”: they express an overall refusal of globalization as a manifestation
of global capitalism. Overall, however, this is a very diverse front, consistent with
the fact that opposition to capitalism has historically come from very different
origins. Leftist organizations and anticapitalist social movements may stress the
exploitative practices of global free markets and call for an overthrow of capi-
talism. Nationalist opponents may found their opposition to capitalism on very
different grounds, stressing the threat to national sovereignty by transnational
powers, and thus calling for protectionist economic policies and stricter limita-
tions to the circulation of goods and people. Religious fundamentalists may
target first of all the spread of individualistic, American-dominated worldviews
and lifestyles and the resulting threats to the identity and moral values of spe-
cific populations. Whatever the origins of the criticism, political intervention in
the global arena by either military superpowers or the UN is to be condemned
as imperialistic intervention into local affairs.
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Another critical position comes from those whom Anheier et al. (2001) define
as “alternatives.” Many grassroots groups, countercultural networks, groups
searching for viable alternatives to dominant economic practices and lifestyles,
do not aim so much to destroy capitalism as to be able to “opt out” of it; namely,
to promote experiments in local sustainable economic development, projects in
the area of sustainable, GM-free agriculture, alternative and socially responsible
trade. From this perspective, the political element is relatively peripheral by com-
parison to other critical stances. Political intervention in conflicts around the
world may be useful as long as it is under the control of civil-society organiza-
tions and is based exclusively on nonviolent means; for example, think of peace
actions and conflict resolution initiatives in contentious areas such as Israel or
the Balkans in the 1990s.

Yet another widespread attitude towards globalization, encompassing both
international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs), representatives of inter-
national institutions, governments, as well as many social movements, could be
characterized as “reformist” (Anheier et al. 2001). While the growing circulation
of people, goods, and information across regional and national boundaries is
regarded in positive terms, what comes under criticism – even fierce criticism –
is the form of such processes to date. Accordingly, a whole range of measures
are required to reduce the power of transnational business and financial opera-
tors and to increase the role of economic as well as political institutions in reg-
ulating flows of exchanges. Active measures to redress social injustice and
inequality are in order. The more active political participation of international
institutions may be accepted as long as it is explicitly aimed at enforcing human
rights and protecting local civil societies in nondemocratic countries, rather than
protecting Western states and business special interests.

To sum up, no-global movements are not just anticapitalist, which would
make them, in many people’s eyes, “outmoded”; nor purely altruistic in the tra-
ditional sense (similarly outmoded); and not even purely reactionary forces (even
more outmoded). The attempt to find new ways of defining the world, summa-
rized by the slogan “Another world is possible,” does not go much further than
defining an ultimate goal with which anybody can easily identify. It is still an open
debate whether the antiglobalization movement should best be seen as a move-
ment with multiple, loose frames rather than a dominant one (a feature that
some, e.g. Westby 2002, attribute to most movements anyway); or whether we
can nonetheless identify some relatively homogeneous core ideas, as others (e.g.
Andretta 2003) suggest.

Motivational element

On another level, symbolic elaboration is essential in order to produce the moti-
vation and the incentives needed for action. The unknowable outcomes and the
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costs associated with collective action can be overcome only if the actors are con-
vinced (intuitively even before rationally) of the opportunity for mobilizing and
of the practicability and the legitimacy of the action. It is therefore important
that frames do not only address the level of social groups and of collective actors,
but link the individual sphere with that of collective experience. At the same
time, they must generalize a certain problem or controversy, showing the con-
nections with other events or with the condition of other social groups; and also
demonstrate the relevance of a given problem to individual life experiences
(Benford and Snow 2000: 619; Williams 2004: 105). Along with the critique of
dominant representations of order and of social patterns, interpretative frames
must therefore produce new definitions of the foundations of collective solidar-
ity, to transform actors’ identity in a way which favors action. Gamson (1992b)
captures this multiplicity of dimensions when he identifies three central com-
ponents of the collective construction of the terms: injustice, agency, and iden-
tity frames. As motivational framing strongly connects with identity-building, we
shall discuss this point in greater detail in the next chapter, when dealing with
the role of identity.

Master Frames

Differences between frames and ideology should be easier to catch now. Framing
is more flexible a cultural product than ideology, at the same time more specific
and more generic than the latter. It does not require a whole coherent set of inte-
grated principles and assumptions but provides instead a key to make sense of
the world. In many cases, frames originate from ideologies – for instance, when
blue-collar workers experiencing degraded urban living conditions draw on
Marxist ideology to suggest that environmental urban crisis could be read as an
outcome of the spread of mechanisms of capitalist exploitation from the factory
and the labor market to its surrounding community. In other cases, however,
frames can affect ideologies. For example, in early nineteenth-century society,
generic representations of industrial machines and working conditions as evil
were not restricted to working-class organizers but shared with actors with very
different viewpoints and goals, such as charitable organizations or churches. Nev-
ertheless, they provided working-class activists with a set of images and symbols
that they could use to elaborate more articulated political ideologies.

Differences between ideologies and frames do not prevent us from thinking
of frames as capable of delivering broad interpretations of reality. This is partic-
ularly true of master frames. The expression reflects the fact that movements
and conflicts do not develop in isolation but tend rather to be concentrated in
particular political and historical periods (Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly 1975; Tarrow
1989a, 1998). This has consequences at the level of symbolic elaboration, and the
discourse of a single movement (or the organization of a movement) must be
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placed in relation to the general orientations of a given period. If it is possible
to identify conjunctions which are particularly favorable to the development of
collective action, the dominant visions of the world in that period will inform –
or at least influence – the representations produced by the movements taken
together.5 Thus a restricted number of master frames (or dominant interpreta-
tive frames: Snow and Benford 1989, 1992) will emerge, to which the specific
elaborations of the various organizations or movements can be reduced, more
or less directly.

In the early 1970s in Italy, social movements defined conflict in terms of class
struggle. At that time, various types of conflict were often interpreted and clas-
sified in the light of the Marxist model. The women’s movement was first seen
from the perspective of emancipation and conquest of equal opportunities rather
than as an affirmation of gender differences. In the same way, representations 
of youth movements often connected their collective action with their social
position and their precarious status. At a more directly political level, the 
rapid transformation of the student movement into little groups organized to
resemble – or to caricature – the Leninist party can also be considered proof of
Marxism’s cultural domination. Models of counterculture and political propo-
sals such as that of the environmentalists, which had little in common with rep-
resentations of a class nature, were accorded little space in the development of
the movements, although they were also present (Lumley 1990). It was only after
the salience of dominant cleavages was drastically reduced in the 1980s that col-
lective action was framed under different cultural models such as environmen-
talism (Diani 1995a). Likewise, Noonan’s (1995) analysis of mobilizations by
Chilean women shows that their activism in the years before Pinochet was largely
framed in terms of motherhood, due to the combination of social movements’
heavy Marxist framing and conservative antifeminist feelings. It was only when
a “return to democracy” frame, less charged in terms of class conflict, established
itself in the social movement sector in the 1980s that space for new feminist
frames reemerged.

In contrast, in the USA, interpretative frames linked to the role of individu-
als, to their rights and aspirations for personal and civic growth, acquired con-
siderable weight after the start of the protest wave of the 1960s. The resulting
cultural climate facilitated the spread of movements profoundly different from
those which had developed in Italy. At a more directly political level, movements
mobilized for freedom of expression (such as the Free Speech Movement), or full
citizenship for African Americans, or against American involvement in Vietnam
(McAdam 1988b; Eyerman and Jamison 1991: ch. 5). The presence of alternative
and countercultural movements was also more evident. These were not limited
to strictly communitarian and other world-rejecting forms, typical of the hippy
movement and various religious currents of neo-orientalist derivation. They also
showed some overlap with broader attempts to support practices designed to
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encourage inner growth and individual realization, as in the case of the human
potential movement.6

More recently, opposition to neoliberal globalization has operated, according
to some observers, as a master frame (Andretta 2003). The idea that the growing
interdependence of economic life and the resulting reduction of barriers to the
circulation of capital threaten the living conditions of the large majority of
the world’s population has brought together farmers of the South, affected by
the dominance of multinational agribusinesses and the spread of genetically
modified organisms, with trade unionists of the North, who see global liberal-
ization and the resulting fall in corporate tax revenue as a major blow to the
modern welfare state. Concerns for the obstacles posed to the free circulation of
people, in stark contrast to the free circulation of goods and financial assets, for
the profits globalization is often bringing to corrupted authoritarian regimes in
Southern countries (Tilly 2004a: ch.5), and for the rising indifference to human
rights even in Western democracies, following 9/11, all create a common ground
between activists of radical libertarian movements in the West and charities
working in developing countries. The indifference to environmental preservation
displayed by the very same actors that in developing countries lead economic
growth along authoritarian lines, oblivious to workers’ rights, and the open hos-
tility demonstrated by right-wing governments in the West, most notably the
Bush administration in the US, toward environmental standards, create a
common ground for Western environmentalists and the broad coalitions oppos-
ing environmental destruction and social exploitation in developing countries
(Rothman and Oliver 1999; Doyle 2002). Of course, it remains to be seen whether
the overall capacity of the frame to connect so many different experiences is also
matched by a corresponding capacity to articulate issues and strategies in local
contexts (Tarrow 2005). Still, antineoliberal globalism seems to represent a pow-
erful unifying symbol for many, very diverse, actors worldwide.

3.2.3 Sense-making activities: linking values 
and frames

Under what conditions are frames successful? Resonance is shaped by credibility
and salience (Benford and Snow 2000: 619). Frames should be credible, both in
their content and in their sources. Incoherent messages, or messages coming
from actors with a shaky reputation, or who are unknown, are unlikely to elicit
the same reception as messages from actors with an established public image.7

Frames should also be salient, i.e. touch upon meaningful and important aspects
of people’s lives, and show a high “narrative fidelity” (Benford and Snow 2000).
Most important, they should resonate not only with their targets, but with the
broader cultural structure in which a movement develops (Williams 2004: 105–8).
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Successful frames emerge through a variety of ways and forms of cultural
production that it would make little sense to try and systematically present here.
To put it very simply, and perhaps rather simplistically, the basic precondition for
success is that processes of “frame alignment” take place between movement
activists and the populations they intend to mobilize. In other words, what is nec-
essary is a “linkage of individual and SMO interpretative orientations, such that
some set of individual interests, values and beliefs and SMO activities, goals and
ideology are congruent and complementary” (Snow et al. 1986: 464; see also
Gamson 1988; Gamson and Modigliani 1989). Collective action thus becomes
possible at the point at which mobilizing messages are integrated with some cul-
tural component from the population to which they are addressed.

A major form of frame alignment is what Snow and associates call “frame
bridging.” This happens when representations by movement organizers incor-
porate interpretations of reality produced by sectors of public opinion which
might otherwise remain separated from each other. Frame bridging can take
place at different levels. For example, critiques of the excesses of neoliberal glob-
alization need not necessarily take an anticapitalist or anti-imperialist form. They
may also be shared by actors who do not object to globalization per se, but to the
lack of regulation over global economic actors and to its implications for democ-
racy (reformers, in Anheier et al.’s terms [2001]). One example comes from the
bestselling book, The Silent Takeover, by business and management expert-cum-
writer Noreena Hertz (2001). Its recognition that business activities may be as
beneficial as pernicious and its author’s standing as an academic and business con-
sultant can make its points accessible to both critical sectors of the business com-
munity and left-wing critics of globalization (although some of the latter might
regard people like Hertz as opponents rather than fellow campaigners). On a dif-
ferent level, numerous examples of frame bridging can be found in the docu-
ments produced by organizations in the global justice movement. For example,
the World Trade Union Organization, a network of unions which also comprises
the European Trade Unions, connects social and environmental justice as 
follows: “The international institutions must contribute to the balanced eco-
nomic and social development of all countries, with trade and the use of natural
resources taking place in the framework of sustainable development policies that
respect the environment, in both producer and consumer countries” (cited in
Andretta 2003).

Another important form of frame alignment is what Snow et al. (1986) call
frame extension. It allows the specific concerns of a movement or organization
to relate to more general goals, in contexts where the connection might not be
at all evident. Let us think for example of ATTAC, the network originally born
in France from the input of leftist intellectuals such as Ignacio Ramonet
(Ancelovici 2002). Given ATTAC’s original and major goal of introducing a tax
on financial transactions (the Tobin Tax, so called after its proponent, economist
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James Tobin), it could easily be perceived as a single-issue organization with a
relatively limited domain of action. Hence, frame extension is of the utmost
importance for ATTAC or similar organizations. This results in messages articu-
lating the connection between financial globalization and the broad range of
problems it generates: “Financial globalization increases economic insecurity and
social inequalities. It bypasses and undermines popular decision-making, demo-
cratic institutions, and sovereign states responsible for the general interest. In
their place, it substitutes a purely speculative logic that expresses nothing more
than the interests of multinational corporations and financial markets . . . col-
lected for the most part by industrialized countries, where the principal financial
markets are located, [the money originating from the Tobin tax] could be used
to help struggle against inequalities, to promote education and public health in
poor countries, and for food security and sustainable development” (cited in
Andretta 2003).

Frame alignment broadly relies on a dynamic relationship between the devel-
opment of a movement and the cultural heritage of both the country in which
it operates and its institutions.8 First, movements make reference to cultural cur-
rents which, while well rooted in a given country, are somehow overshadowed
(Alberoni 1984). This applies to progressive and conservative movements alike.
For example, the new right in the US has drawn inspiration largely from the
authoritarian, communitarian, illiberal traditions of American society. While
liberal culture was, in the 1960s and the early 1970s, able to limit the impact of
the new right on public discourse, these currents have remained alive in broad
sections of public opinion, and since the 1980s have resurfaced to exert a very
important role in public discourse – especially with the Bush administrations
(Wallis and Bruce 1986; Bruce 1988; Oberschall 1993: ch. 13; Herman 1997; Blee
2002; Woodberry and Smith 1998; Kniss and Burns 2004).

Second, emerging movements draw on their own traditional heritage and 
on that of the broader oppositional movements in a given country, presenting 
them, however, from a new perspective. Western ethnonational movements 
of the 1960s and 1970s were often successful in linking traditional themes of
peripheral nationalism, such as territory or language, which were previously per-
ceived to be predominantly a conservative issue, with radical, anti-establishment
perspectives typical of youth countercultures, or with antimilitarist and antinu-
clear struggles of the period. The critique of the distortion of capitalist devel-
opment provided a common base for challenges to the economic subordination
of “internal colonies” and for solidarity with third-world anticolonialist move-
ments (Touraine, Dubet, Hegedus, and Wieviorka 1981; Touraine, Dubet, 
Wieviorka, and Strzelecki 1983; Beer 1980; Melucci and Diani 1992; Connor
1994). Likewise, activists of no-global movements drew on several different
recent traditions of collective action such as environmentalism, social justice, and 
internationalism, and somehow managed to integrate them, or at least to 
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identify some shared themes that sounded plausible enough to motivate 
people to act.

Social movements’ frames are often elaborated in reference to elements which
form part of the institutionalized culture of a given people. In that context, reli-
gion plays a very important role. Even in advanced industrial democracies the
role of religion as a source of symbols and identity is far from negligible (Platt
& Williams 2002; Young 2002; Williams 1999 and 2002; Inglehart and Norris
2005). Rhys Williams (2004: 107–8) has recently summarized the reasons why
religion plays such an important role in the US: the inherent challenge one can
find in any religious message, despite its specific contents, and the reluctance to
simply accept the world as it is; the availability of religious symbols and language
to a very broad range of social groups, from the most established to the most
dispossessed; the capacity of most religions – with the possible exception of the
most sectarian ones – to speak for the majority of the population and sound legit-
imate even to those who are not religious themselves (think of the Pope in the
anti-Iraqi war initiatives).

For example, the “Churches of the World” network articulates its opposition
to neoliberal globalization in the following terms: “We are part of the prophetic
ecumenical fellowship looking critically at globalization. And since biblical ref-
erences are used, amongst other things, to justify globalization, our task is to
challenge that in the light of our own reading of the Bible” (cited in Andretta
2003). In the US, religious congregations have also been a context in which to
transmit messages to audiences not particularly receptive of explicitly political
messages. For example, religious groups campaigning for human rights in central
America used religious congregations to spread the outrage and indignation for
the murders of prominent religious personalities such as Archbishop Romero in
El Salvador (Wood 2003; Nepstad 2001, 2004).

Another well-known example comes from Martin Luther King. In contrast to
other leaders of the Afro-American civil rights movement in the 1960s, King was
careful in his speeches not to emphasize the differences between blacks and
whites. In fact, he tended to avoid the construction of “polemical identities.”
Instead, he used references to the themes and the values of the heritage of the
white American elites of that period, such as the relationship between individ-
ual liberty and a sense of responsibility towards the community (McAdam 1994:
38). It was precisely these values, rather than antagonistic values, which provided
him with a base from which to argue the full legitimacy of the demands of the
civil rights movement (McAdam 1994; Eyerman and Jamison 1991: 166–74).

In different ways, these examples of symbolic re-elaboration remind us that
collective action is both a creative manipulation of new symbols and a reaffir-
mation of tradition. The insurgence of a new wave of mobilization does not, in
fact, represent simply a signal of innovation and change, in relation to the culture
and the principles prevalent in a given period. It is also, if to a varying extent, a
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confirmation of the fundamental continuity of values and historic memories
which have, in recent times, been neglected or forgotten (see also Stamatov 2002;
Jansen 2003).

Reference to the past can operate both as an obstacle and as an opportunity
for action. It can represent an obstacle in that long-established ways of thinking
and value systems can noticeably reduce the range of options available to the
actor (Lofland 1995; Johnston and Klandermans 1995). Too strong an identifica-
tion with tradition, or, in the same way, an excessive distance between the culture
of the activists and sympathizers in a movement, and the rest of society, can in
certain cases reduce the efficiency of symbolic re-elaboration (Swidler 1986). It
can, in particular, make the processes of realignment of interpretative frames,
crucial for the success of mobilization, very difficult. On the other hand, the
ability to refer to one’s cultural heritage puts the cognitive and value-related
resources at the disposal of actors. On the basis of these resources, it is possible
to found alternative projects and an alternative political identity. In the absence
of references to one’s own history and to the particular nature of one’s roots, an
appeal to something new risks seeming inconsistent and, in the end, lacking in
legitimacy.

3.3 Problems and Responses

Recently, the role of frames has also been the subject of considerable discussion.
Analyses of collective action centered on the concept of interpretative frames –
just as those which focus on the role of organizational resources or of political
opportunities – are not exempt from ad hoc explanations. At any moment it is
possible to uncover the existence within a given society of a multiplicity of cul-
tural models. It is not, therefore, difficult for those studying any movement enjoy-
ing a certain success, to identify the cultural elements with which the specific
interpretative frame of the movement is aligned. This poses the problem of for-
mulating systematic hypotheses concerning the relationship between symbolic
production activities and the success of attempts at mobilization set up by move-
ment organizations. It is therefore necessary to link the properties of different
modes of categorization of reality to the specific nature of the movements and
the conflicts which these represent. But it is essential to identify, as a preliminary
step, classification criteria for interpretative frames (see Eyerman and Jamison
1991; Diani 1996 for some examples).

The explanatory capacity of frames vis-à-vis alternative interpretations of col-
lective action has also been controversial. Is it more important, for the success of
a social movement, to have good communicators, or to operate in favorable polit-
ical conditions, such as divided political elites? For example, in their investigation
of conflicts on nuclear power in the 1970s and 1980s in several Western 
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countries, Koopmans and Duyvendak (1995) argued that for all the importance
of communication, it was a favorable configuration of opportunities that ulti-
mately helped some antinuclear movements and not others to win the discursive
battle. Other studies, however, suggested the opposite. Cress and Snow’s (2000)
analysis of success of 15 homeless organizations in different US cities suggests
that the way in which the homelessness issue was framed actually affected those
organizations’ chances of securing political recognition or concrete relief. The
same applies to a recent study of suffrage organizations in the US from 1866 to
1914 (McCammon 2001; Hewitt and McCammon 2004). Of course, in evaluat-
ing these results we have to take into account the different units of analysis.
While in a comparison between nations it is difficult to identify the impact of
framing strategies, more fine-grained explorations of specific cases might well
assign symbolic factors a greater weight.

The framing perspective on collective action has also come under fire from
researchers, most interested in cultural dynamics, including the original propo-
nents of the concept (Benford 1997; Benford and Snow 2000; Goodwin and Jasper
2004a; Mische 2003). In many instances frames have indeed been treated as static
cognitive structures; very little attention has been paid, according to critics, to
the way frames are generated and evolve over time, usually in a dialogical rela-
tionship between different actors. In the last decade, numerous studies have tried
to address this problem by focusing on the dynamic elements of discursive prac-
tices. In a major study of conflicts on abortion in the US and Germany, Ferree,
Gamson, Gerhards, and Rucht (2002) have illustrated the contentious nature and
the multiple spheres involved in the processes whereby abortion issues become
the object of conflicting public discourses. Steinberg (1999) has documented the
transformations in the rhetorical forms adopted by nineteenth-century English
cotton-spinners as their mobilizations evolved over time (see also Ellingson 1995;
Polletta 2002; McCaffrey and Keys 2000). Mische (2003) has moved one step
further, illustrating how discursive and conversational dynamics not only create
new representations of experience, but also constitute relations between social
actors (see also Somers 1992). Main advocates of the frame approach have placed
greater emphasis on framing practices rather than on frames per se, and on the
processes through which frames are transformed (Snow 2004: 393–6; see also
Cadena-Roa 2002).

The dynamic role of cultural production has also been noted by researchers
from a different background than cultural sociology, and closer to the value per-
spective to culture than to the frame perspective. In his broad investigation of
cultural change, with prevalent but not exclusive reference to the US, Rochon
(1998) has stressed its dynamic and process-oriented elements. Rather than being
generated, à la Inglehart, by macrostructural transformations (such as growth of
education or rising affluence) affecting the way individuals conceive of their own
situation and life projects, value change is a critical struggle in which multiple
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actors are involved. For critical values to establish themselves, the role of critical
communities is essential. It is from such communities – that may include from
time to time activists, artists, intellectuals, and the like – that social movements
emerge as major agents of cultural change (see also Melucci 1989, 1996; Rupp
and Taylor 2003; Williams 2004: 99).

Another related issue is whether frames – and in particular framing skills –
should be treated as a particular type of resource, subject to strategic use by
skilled political entrepreneurs. Several passages in the original formulations of
the framing perspective indeed suggest a view of this kind (Snow et al. 1986;
Gamson 1990, 1992a). The most forceful critique of this position has come from
theorists who have recently brought back the study of emotions into social move-
ment analysis. From their point of view, cultural interpretations conducive to col-
lective action do not so much originate from cognitive processes and strategic
framing as from collective processes with a strong emotional dimension. It is
often explicit confrontation with anger and injustice, or direct experience of col-
lective solidarity, rather than political entrepreneurs’ skillful manipulation, that
move people to collective action (Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 2001 and 2004;
for illustrations: Barker 2001; Berezin 2001).

3.4 Summary

There are at least two ways of looking at the relationship between collective
action and culture. The first stresses above all the role of values. Action is thus
seen to originate from the identification of social actors with certain sets of prin-
ciples and concerns. Interpretations of movements in recent decades, based on
these premises, have insisted in particular on the shift from materialist values to
postmaterialist values. More recently, however, the growing relevance of funda-
mentalist religious movements (not only within Islam but also within Christian-
ity) has drawn analysts’ attention to another, very different version of the
relationship between values and collective action.

The second approach, which we have dealt with here, underlines instead the
cognitive elements of culture. In this context, mobilization does not depend so
much on values as on how social actors assign meaning to their experience: i.e.,
on the processes of interpretation of reality which identify social problems as
“social” and make collective action sound like an adequate and feasible response
to a condition perceived as unjust. Action is facilitated by “frame alignment,” in
other words, by the convergence of models of interpretation of reality adopted
by movement activists and those of the population which they intend to 
mobilize.

Movements’ cultural production implies a relationship which involves 
both conquering and revitalizing aspects (or at least some aspects) of a given 
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population’s traditions. This is both an impediment and a resource for action. 
It is also worth noting that explanations of collective action, centered on the
concept of the “interpretative frame,” often carry the risk of ad hoc explanations.
One way out of this difficulty lies in linking various types of interpretative frames
developed by actors with certain perceptions of the political opportunities pro-
vided by the environment. Recently, the framing perspective has been criticized
for its excessive dependence on cognitive elements, to the detriment of the emo-
tional elements of collective action. In the next chapter, which looks at mecha-
nisms for production of identity, we shall see how the cultural and symbolic
dimensions are linked to the subjective experience of the individual.
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4

COLLECTIVE ACTION 
AND IDENTITY

I think it’s made me stronger. I think it’s made me really
clear about who I am . . . I almost feel my life has a
theme. It’s not just like I’m this little ant out there 
living and working with all the other ants on the anthill.
There are things that I care really, really deeply 
about, and that sort of infuses my whole life with
meaning. And I’ve retained that, and I think I always
will.

–Radical feminist activist, Columbus, Ohio, USA,
quoted in Whittier (1995: 95)

Until two years ago, I was a woman who belonged to
a man. Then I met the women of the collective, and
slowly I have acquired the ability to develop new 
and different relationships with people. Today, I feel
myself to be equal in my relationship with this man 
and in my relationships with the women of the
collective.
–Martina, member of a women’s collective, Milan, Italy,

quoted in Bianchi and Mormino (1984: 160)

After Greenham I realized how in fact I was putting
myself down on occasions. Simply because 
there were men around I wasn’t verbalizing my
thoughts enough. I wasn’t coming forward . . . the 
men were dominating, and I was allowing them to
dominate me.

–Carola Addington, Greenham Common activist, UK,
quoted in Roseneil (1995: 146)

We are not a unionist movement, nor do we have
anything to do with unionism. They have their
organizations and we have ours. We are offering an
alternative by and for women.

–Laura, worker and activist, Managua, Nicaragua,
quoted in Bandy and Bickam-Mendez (2003: 179)



 

If someone asks me, “Who are you?” I’m a radical
feminist . . . And I see radical feminism as my life’s
work, even though I’m spending most of my days, 
most of my weeks, most of my years, doing something
else.
–Employee of a public interest organization, Columbus,

Ohio, USA, quoted in Whittier (1995: 95)

For me, being part of a women’s group is an essential
influence not only on my way of life but also on my
thinking. It is important to know yourself. The
collective has died and been reborn many times over,
along with my own aspirations. Wherever I go, I will
always find a women’s group.

–Irma, Member of a women’s collective, Milan, Italy,
quoted in Bianchi and Mormino (1984: 159)

There was the miners’ strike and a lot of miners’ wives
used to come down . . . And there was the American
Indian from the Indian reservation . . . And there 
were delegations from South Africa. And we were 
just dead ordinary working-class women from the
inner cities and we were talking to people who were 
directly involved in struggles from all over the 
world.

–Trisha, Greenham Common activist, UK, quoted in
Roseneil (1995: 149)

This [visit] gives us more confidence to continue with
our struggle, for we see that we’re not alone. . . . We
hope each of you [North American labor and
community organizers on a visit to Mexico] will
continue forward with love, for your brothers and
sisters, for communities like ours. This is the same
struggle all around the world.

–Hortensia, worker and activist, Tijuana, Mexico,
quoted in Bandy and Bickam-Mendez (2003: 179)

Irma and Martina were part of the Ticinese Collective, a group of women active
in Milan around the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s (Bianchi
and Mormino 1984). Trisha and Carola were among the women who took part
in the occupation of the Greenham Common area, where cruise missiles where
located in Britain between 1983 and 1991 (Roseneil 1995). Hortensia and Laura
were active in the mobilization of female workers of maquilas, small industrial
units producing all sort of goods for export, usually under appalling working

90 COLLECTIVE ACTION AND IDENTITY



 

conditions, in Central America (Bandy and Bickam-Mendez 2003). The two
anonymous quotes1 belong to women who were involved in the radical feminist
movement in the American city of Columbus, Ohio, between the 1970s and the
early 1990s (Whittier 1995, 1997). The characteristics of these movements were
different, and so was the political and cultural context in which they developed.
And yet, for all the differences, these quotations reveal more than random com-
monalities. They all appear representative, in their own ways, of the relationship
between collective and individual experience in social movements. In particular,
they tell us about the intersection of collective involvement and personal engage-
ment which characterizes so much collective action (Melucci 1989, 1995; Rupp
and Taylor 1987; della Porta 1992; Calhoun 1994a; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta
2001; Downton and Wehr 1997; Passerini 1988).

On the one hand, these stories are about personal change: they testify to the
new sense of empowerment, and to the strengthening of the self, which origi-
nate from collective action. Fighting the cruise missiles in the context of a
“women only” campaign, Carola became aware of how much she had under-
valued her potential in the past, especially in situations with a strong male pres-
ence. For Trisha, being at Greenham Common opened up spaces for contacts
and experiences that her working-class origins would have denied her otherwise.
For Laura, action in the workplace means developing an original experience of
interest representation from a gender perspective, thus reaffirming her auton-
omy from the male models reflected in unions’ practice. For Martina, joining a
self-awareness group signified transforming her private life, without developing
a strong commitment to public engagement. Even in her case, however, it was
the nature of collective experience which made her personal growth possible.

On the other hand, these stories are about the continuity in one’s life that a
sense of collective belonging provides. For Irma as well as for the Columbus
women, being a feminist provided a linkage between different life stages and dif-
ferent types of experiences. The linkage is not necessarily between different
points in time; it is also – as Trisha’s and Hortensia’s quotations suggest – between
people acting in different localities and on different specific issues, but united by
a common set of values and aspirations.

These stories are, in other words, about identity: in particular, about the rela-
tionship between identity and collective action (Pizzorno 1978; Cohen 1985;
Melucci 1989; Calhoun 1991, 1994a; Mach 1993; Stryker, Owen, and Whyte, 2000;
Horton 2004; Hunt and Benford 2004). In speaking of identity we are not refer-
ring to an autonomous object, nor to a property of social actors; we mean, rather,
the process by which social actors recognize themselves – and are recognized by
other actors – as part of broader groupings, and develop emotional attachments
to them (Melucci 1989, 1996; Polletta and Jasper 2001; Goodwin et al. 2001: 8–9).
These “groupings” need not be defined in reference to specific social traits such
as class, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or the like, nor in reference to 
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specific organizations (although they often get defined in those terms). Collec-
tive identities may also be based on shared orientations, values, attitudes, world-
views, and lifestyles, as well as on shared experiences of action (e.g., individuals
may feel close to people holding similar postmaterialist views, or similarly
approving of direct action, without expressing any strong sense of class, ethnic,
or gender proximity). At times, identities may be exclusive, and rule out other
possible forms of identification (as in the case of religious sects expressing a
wholesale rejection of the mundane world). Other times (actually, most of the
time), however, they may be inclusive and multiple, as individuals may feel close
to several types of collectivities at the same time.

Building or reproducing identities is an important component of the processes
through which individuals give meaning to their own experiences and to their
transformations over time. It is worth noting the complexity of the relationship
between the individual dimension and the collective dimension in identity-build-
ing. On the one hand, through the production, maintenance, and revitalization
of identities, individuals define and redefine individual projects, and possibilities
for action open and close. The individual stories we just reported show us pre-
cisely that “identities are often personal and political projects in which we par-
ticipate” (Calhoun 1994a: 28). On the other hand, the construction of identity
and the rediscovery of one’s self cannot be reduced simply to psychological
mechanisms; they are social processes (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Moscovici
1981; Billig 1995).

In the following pages we discuss some characteristics of identity construc-
tion. We show, first, that identity production is an essential component of col-
lective action, through the identification of actors involved in conflict, the
facilitation of trusting relationships among them, and the establishment of con-
nections linking events from different periods. Consistent with what has long
been asserted by both sociological (Touraine 1981; Pizzorno 1978; Melucci 1989,
1996) and sociopsychological (Moscovici 1979; Drury and Reicher 2000; Howard
2000) perspectives on collective action, we regard identity as neither a thing one
can own, nor a property of actors, but as the process through which individual
and/or collective actors, in interaction with other social actors, attribute a spe-
cific meaning to their traits, their life occurrences, and the systems of social 
relations in which they are embedded.

Subsequently, we confront some of the paradoxes which a concept as fleet-
ing as that of identity inevitably creates. First, social identification is simultane-
ously static and dynamic. On the one hand, reference to identity evokes the
continuity and the solidity of allegiances over time. On the other, identity is also
open to constant redefinitions. Links postulated by social actors with certain his-
torical experiences and with certain groups appear, in fact, always to be contin-
gent. They are the fruit of symbolic reinterpretations of the world which are
inevitably selective and partial (Calhoun 1994a; Melucci 1996). Moreover, identi-
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ties are forged and adapted in the course of conflict, and their boundaries can be
modified quite drastically in the process (Bernstein 1997; Drury and Reicher 2000;
Drury, Reicher, and Stott 2003). As a result, in spite of their relative stability, 
even feelings of identification can be – and in fact are – subject to recurring 
modifications.

A second paradox is represented by the presence of multiple identities – or,
in other words, individuals’ feelings of belonging to several different collectives,
sometimes defined in reference to very diverse criteria. From a certain point of
view, identity operates as an organizing principle in relation to individual and col-
lective experience: for example, it helps actors to identify their allies and their
adversaries. At the same time, however, the definition of lines of solidarity and
of opposition is often anything but clear: the rise of feminist movements has
created, for example, new lines of identification which have often revealed them-
selves to be in contrast with those which preceded them (for example, those of
class). Rather than uprooting these older lines of identity, new identities co-exist
with them, generating tensions among actors’ different self-representations,2 or
between activists who identify with the same movement yet belong to different
generations (Whittier 1995, 1997; Schnittker, Freese, and Powell 2003). Although
an idea of similarity is surely behind the concept of collective identity (e.g.
Berezin 2001: 84), this homogeneity is rarely if ever multidimensional. Actors
who are similar in some traits/attitudes/experiences may differ substantially in
other dimensions (Simmel 1955, Diani 2000a). One has also to note, though, that
multiple identities need not necessarily be in a tense relation to each other.

4.1 How Does Identity Work?

Identity construction should not be regarded simply as a precondition for col-
lective action. It is certainly true that social actors’ identities in a given period
guide their subsequent conduct. Action occurs, in fact, when actors develop the
ability to define themselves, other social actors, and the “enjeu” (stake) of their
mutual relationship (Touraine 1981). At the same time, however, identity is not
an immutable characteristic, preexisting action. On the contrary, it is through
action that certain feelings of belonging come to be either reinforced or weak-
ened. In other words, the evolution of collective action produces and encourages
continuous redefinitions of identity (Fantasia 1988; Hirsch 1990; Melucci 1995;
Bernstein 1997; Goodwin et al. 2001; Drury et al. 2003).

Let us look more closely at the mechanisms by which action “constitutes”
identity. This happens, first, through the definition of boundaries between actors
engaged in a conflict. In contrast to macrostructural approaches to the analysis
of social conflicts, the sociology of action has drawn attention to the problem-
atic nature of the structure–action nexus, stressing that conflict cannot be
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explained exclusively in the light of structural relationships and the contrasting
interests which these have determined. It originates, rather, in the interaction
between structural tensions and the emergence of a collective actor that defines
itself and its adversaries on the basis of certain values and/or interests (Touraine
1981). Collective action cannot occur in the absence of a “we” characterized by
common traits and a specific solidarity. Equally indispensable is the identification
of the “other” defined as responsible for the actor’s condition and against which
the mobilization is called (Gamson 1992b). The construction of identity there-
fore implies both a positive definition of those participating in a certain group,
and a negative identification of those who are not only excluded but actively
opposed (Touraine 1981; Melucci 1996; Taylor and Whittier 1992; Robnett 2002;
Tilly 2004a). It also includes a relationship with those who find themselves in a
neutral position. It is with reference to “protagonists, antagonists, and audiences”
(Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994) that movement identities are formed and come
to life.

In the second place, the production of identities corresponds to the emer-
gence of new networks of relationships of trust among movement actors, 
operating within complex social environments.3 Those relationships guarantee
movements a range of opportunities (see chapter 5 below). They are the basis
for the development of informal communication networks, interaction, and,
when necessary, mutual support. They seem to be an essential replacement for
the scarcity of organizational resources; furthermore, information circulates
rapidly via interpersonal networks, compensating at least in part for limited
access to the media; trust between those who identify with the same political and
cultural endeavor enables those concerned to face with greater efficacy the costs
and the risks linked to repression; finally, identifying themselves – and being iden-
tified – as part of a movement also means being able to count on help and soli-
darity from its activists (Gerlach and Hine 1970; Gerlach 1971).

The presence of feelings of identity and of collective solidarity makes it easier
to face the risks and uncertainties related to collective action. In the case of the
workers’ movement, close proximity of workplaces and living spaces facilitated
the activation and the reproduction of solidarity (see chapter 2 above). Socialist
subcultures constructed “areas of equalities” where participants recognized
themselves as equal, and felt they belonged in a common destiny (Pizzorno 1996).
In postindustrial society, however, direct social relationships founded on territo-
rial proximity have become weaker. While this has not necessarily meant the dis-
appearance of community relations, on the whole, systems of social relations are
more distantly connected than they were in the past to a defined territorial space.
Their borders extend now to encompass entire national and supranational com-
munities (Wellman et al. 1988; Giddens 1990; Castells 1996; Sassen 1998; Vertovec
and Cohen 2003). As a result, collective actors are now less likely than in the past
to identify themselves in reference to locality. Collective identity is less depend-
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ent on direct, face-to-face interactions which develop in the local community and
in everyday spaces. Phenomena of this type had already signaled the shift from
premodernity to modernity, and the emergence of public opinion integrated via
the printed word (Anderson 1983; Tarrow 1998). But they have undergone a
further acceleration with the expansion of the media system and the electronic
revolution (Calhoun 1992; Wasko and Mosco 1992; Bennett 2003; Wellman and
Haythornwhyte 2002).

To identify with a movement also entails feelings of solidarity towards people
to whom one is not usually linked by direct personal contacts, but with whom
one nonetheless shares aspirations and values. Activists and movement sympa-
thizers are aware of participating in realities which are much vaster and more
complex than those of which they have direct experience. It is in reference to this
wider community that the actor draws motivation and encouragement to action,
even when the field of concrete opportunities seems limited and there is a strong
sense of isolation. It is of course an open issue the extent to which the spread of
computer mediated communication may facilitate the diffusion of identities 
disentangled from references to any specific time and space (see chapter 5, section
5.4 below).

Third, collective identity connects and assigns some common meaning to
experiences of collective action dislocated over time and space (see e.g. Lumley
1990; Farrell 1997). At times this takes the form of linking together events asso-
ciated with a specific struggle in order to show the continuity of the effort behind
the current instances of collective action. Let us look for example at the “Call of
the European Social Movements,” issued before the European Social Forum in
Florence in November 2002: “We have come together from the social and citi-
zens movements from all the regions of Europe, East and West, North and
South. We have come together through a long process: the demonstrations of
Amsterdam, Seattle, Prague, Nice, Genoa, Brussels, Barcelona, the big mobilisa-
tions against the neoliberalism as well as the general strikes for the defense of
social rights and all the mobilisations against war, show the will to build an other
Europe. At the global level we recognise the Charter of Principles of WSF and
the call of social movements of Porto Alegre” (cited in Andretta 2003). Here,
occurrences which took place at different points in time are brought together as
the background of the 2002 meeting, to show continuity between them. Like-
wise there is an obvious attempt to connect across space mobilizations taking
place in all corners of Europe, and to relate them as well to recent developments
of collective action on a global scale.

The issue of continuity over time is also important because social movements
characteristically alternate between “visible” and “latent” phases (Melucci 1996).
In the former, the public dimension of action prevails, in the form of demon-
strations, public initiatives, media interventions, and so on, with high levels of
cooperation and interaction among the various mobilized actors. In the latter,
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action within the organizations and cultural production dominate. Contacts
between organizations and militant groups are, on the whole, limited to inter-
personal, informal relationships, or to interorganizational relationships which do
not generally produce the capacity for mass mobilization. In these cases, collec-
tive solidarity and the sense of belonging to a cause are not as obvious as they
are in periods of intense mobilization. Identity is nurtured by the hidden actions
of a limited number of actors. And it is precisely the ability of these small groups
to reproduce certain representations and models of solidarity over time which
creates the conditions for the revival of collective action and allows those con-
cerned to trace the origins of new waves of public action to preceding mobi-
lizations (Melucci 1996; Rupp and Taylor 1987; Johnston 1991b; Mueller 1994;
Whittier 1995).4

This linking function of identity does not operate only on the level of col-
lective representations and socially widespread perceptions of certain social phe-
nomena. It also relates the latter to individual experience. In constructing their
own identity, individuals attribute coherence and meaning to the various phases
of their own public and private history. This is often reflected in their life histo-
ries and biographies, i.e., the “[i]ndividual constellations of cultural meanings,
personalities, sense of self, derived from biographical experiences” ( Jasper 1997:
44). Long-lasting militant careers develop with a constant commitment to a
cause, even if articulated in different ways at different times (Downton and Wehr
1997). It is true that any wave of mobilization attracts to social movements people
with no previous experience of collective action – at least for biographical
reasons. Still, continuity in militancy – the fact that those who have already par-
ticipated in the past are more likely to become active once again than those who
have never done so – has been confirmed by a large number of studies, devoted
to both contemporary (McAdam 1988b; Whittier 1995 and 1997; Klandermans
1997: ch. 4; Robnett 2002) and “historic” examples of collective action (Thomp-
son 1963; Gould 1995; Catanzaro and Manconi 1995; Passerini 1988). The “1968
generation,” for example, has remobilized in various waves of protest – latest in
the global justice campaigns (della Porta 2005e).

Speaking of continuity over time does not necessarily mean assuming that
identity persists, let alone that it is fixed. Reference to the past is, in fact, always
selective. “Continuity” in this case means rather the active re-elaboration of ele-
ments of one’s own biography and their reorganization in a new context. In this
way, it becomes possible to keep together personal and collective occurrences
which might otherwise appear to be incompatible and contradictory. As an
example, let us look at a case of radical collective action which would seem to
presuppose a drastic personal transformation at the moment of mobilization –
that of terrorism. Biographies of Italian terrorists of the 1970s (della Porta 1990)
show that they had in many cases moved from militancy in Catholic organiza-
tions to armed struggle. In this case, there was clearly a marked break in forms
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of action and political programs. Nevertheless, there were also elements of
coherence in these histories which seem, on the surface, to be so lacking in con-
tinuity. One of these was the aspiration to construct social relationships which
went beyond the inequalities and the distortions of the present. Also common
to both biographical phases was a conception of collective action as the procla-
mation of absolute truths and the concrete testimony of one’s own ideal (and
ideological) principles, no matter how distorted.

On the other hand, the outset of each new experience of collective action
inevitably means also breaking with the past to some degree. In some cases, the
decision to engage in collective action, or join an organization or a project, which
is clearly different from what individuals have done up to that point, results in a
radical personal transformation. In these cases, people experience genuine con-
versions, which often mean breaking with their previous social bonds. The trans-
formation of identity can be much more profound in these cases. It will affect
not only the political leanings of individuals and their levels of involvement in
collective action, but also global life choices and even the organization of
everyday life.

The same phenomena are often found among those who join religious move-
ments (Robbins 1988: ch. 3; Snow et al. 1980; Wilson 1982; Wallis and Bruce
1986).5 Conversion to a cult or a sect often implies a more or less radical trans-
formation of one’s identity and loyalties, and this is deeper the more demanding
membership criteria in the new group are. For example, joining a group like Hare
Krishna implies the acceptance of a highly ritualized lifestyle in which everything
has to be in accordance with the sect’s precepts (Rochford 1985). Furthermore,
the history of conflicts typical of industrial society documents the force of “tra-
ditional” political identities and the often exclusive and sectarian nature of col-
lective action. In the century of great ideologies, abandoning political and/or
class positions – that is, giving up a certain system of social relationships and of
affective identifications in order to adopt another – was always costly. A good
example of this is provided in the segmentation of Northern Ireland along reli-
gious lines (one could also think of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict for another
obvious illustration of this pattern). In Northern Ireland, religious identities have
provided criteria for the organization of social relations at all levels, including
community and family linkages. Ties cutting across sectarian barriers are infre-
quent and people involved in them regularly meet with ostracism from their own
communities (Bew et al. 1979; McAllister 1983; O’Sullivan See 1986; Maguire
1993). This has rendered the activation of ties with members of the opposing
group a very costly and often very dangerous exercise. This applies to social
movement organizations too, and has often resulted in failure to cut across 
sectarian divides. Although many attempts have been made over the last two
decades by different types of organizations, from environmentalist to women’s 
(Connolly 2002; Cinalli 2002), to develop new intercultural forms of political 
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participation, even after the Good Friday agreement of 1998, social segregation
in Northern Ireland is still high (McGarry 2001).

4.2 Multiple Identities

In modern society, social movements are often represented as “characters” with
a strategic capacity for action and bearing a specific cultural role. For these
reasons, they are also seen as having a homogeneous and integrated identity.
Little attention has been given to the systems of relationships in which actors
are involved, and this has prevented the multiplicity of identities and allegiances
among militants and movement groups from being recognized. Rather, it has
favored the tendency to see identity as the mirror of an underlying objective
reality.6

In fact, however, collective identification is rarely expressed through the inte-
grated and homogeneous identities which these visions of movements presup-
pose.7 As identity is, first, a social process and not a static property, feelings of
belonging among groups and collectives which originated from these are, to a
certain extent, fluid. A less rigid approach to the question of identity leads us to
recognize that it does not always presuppose a strong “collective we” (Lemert
1994; Billig 1995). Identifying with a movement does not necessarily mean
sharing a systematic and coherent vision of the world; nor does it prevent similar
feelings being directed to other groups and movements as well. Forms of alle-
giance which are not particularly intense or exclusive can, in certain contexts,
guarantee continuity of collective action (Melucci 1984a; Diani 1995a). In reality,
it is rare that a dominant identity is able to integrate all the others. More usually,
identities have a polycentric rather than a hierarchical structure.8 But excessive
insistence on the role of identity as a source of coherence often leads to neglect-
ing the importance of forms of multiple identity (Calhoun 1994a).

Tensions among various types of identification have to do, first, with the fact
that the motivations and expectations behind individuals participating in social
movements are, in fact, much richer and more diversified than the public images
of those movements, as produced by their leaders, would suggest. By taking part
in the life of a movement people often seek answers to their own specific aspira-
tions and concerns. The Milanese women studied by Melucci and his collabora-
tors in the early 1980s, for example, saw their involvement in feminism in many
different ways. Some gave pride of place to personal reflection, others gave
greater relevance to external intervention. Some valued group action, above all
solidarity and affective elements, while others insisted on the importance of
developing new forms of interpreting the world (Bianchi and Mormino 1984).
Along similar lines, Reger (2002) shows that it is possible to accommodate differ-
ent positions within the same organization. Her example is the New York chapter
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of the National Organization for Women (NOW), which included both feminists
oriented to political advocacy and those privileging practices of personal empow-
erment. Even the identity of a single group can therefore be seen as a meeting
point for histories, personal needs, and heterogeneous representations.

Similar mechanisms are to be found in the relationship between single organ-
izations and movements, in the broad sense. On the one hand, organizations aim
to affirm their own specific formulation of their collective identity as the global
identity of the movement. On the other hand, the reinforcement of an organi-
zational identity allows, at the same time, for differentiation from the rest of the
movement (Taylor 1989). Therefore, one identifies with an organization not only
to feel part of a wider collective effort but also in order to be a particular,
autonomous, distinctive component of such an effort. In this way it becomes pos-
sible to anchor identity to organizational forms, which are more structured and
solid than those constituted by networks of informal relationships among the
various components of a movement. What is cursorily termed “movement iden-
tity” is, in reality, largely a contingent product of negotiations between collective
images produced by various actors and various organizations. Moreover, even
small groups can experience the multiple orientations which characterize the
identity of a movement in its entirety (Melucci 1984a). In Milan, for example,
analysis of the experience of the Ticinese Collective facilitated the identification
of two basic tensions in the way in which feminist practice was perceived (Bianchi
and Mormino 1984). The first distinguished between action aimed at society
beyond the movement and that which was inwardly directed, towards small
groups; the second between action which was purely affective and solidaristic and
action which aimed to value women’s competences and professional qualities.
The same dichotomies offered a useful key to reading the identity of the move-
ment as a whole. There were, in fact, consciousness-raising groups, or lesbian
groups which were virtually unconcerned with public action and concentrated
on the affective-solidaristic side of action. On the other hand, writers’ groups and
those concerned with reflection on intellectual issues from a women’s perspec-
tive associated a low level of external intervention with their goal of calling atten-
tion to women’s intellectual and professional capacities. Among the groups
concerned with external intervention, some placed a high value on the soli-
daristic element, such as feminist collectives in squatter communes; others were
concerned with consolidating women’s social presence, both on the economic
level and on that of cultural production (Bianchi and Mormino 1984: 147).

It must be remembered that movement identities can be shared by individu-
als, detached from every organizational allegiance. In fact, it is possible to feel
part of a movement without identifying with any specific organization and,
indeed, even express an explicit dissent towards the notion of organization in
general. In particularly effervescent conditions, simply to participate in meetings
and demonstrations gives the sensation of being able to count on the definition
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of strategies and on goals, even without having passed through the filter of spe-
cific organizations. In fact, when identification mechanisms tend to shift mainly
towards specific organized actors, this is an indicator of a movement demise. One
of the characteristic traits of the wave of working-class protest which crossed
Italy between 1968 and 1972 was the modification of the relationship between
militancy in specific trade-union organizations and militancy in the workers’
movement in its broad sense (Pizzorno et al. 1978). New forms of representa-
tion were introduced in factories (factory councils). They offered ample oppor-
tunities for participation even to those who were not enrolled in any of the
traditional unions. The push towards trade-union unity and to overcome preex-
isting group allegiances was also strong in those years. Group allegiances came
to dominate once more only when mobilization was in decline and movement
identity was weak. Analysis of grassroots working-class action in the USA also
supports this claim: phases of rising conflict tend to strengthen broader collec-
tive solidarities rather than identification with specific unions (Fantasia 1988).

In some cases, collective identities expressed by different movements or dif-
ferent movement organizations can be mutually incompatible. The rise of fem-
inism has revealed the persistent subordination of women within workers’
movement organizations or in many of the “new movements” themselves. In this
way, they have shown the deep contradictions in actors’ identities which, never-
theless, can generally be explained with reference to the same area of “progres-
sive” movements. From another point of view, the salience of religious or
ethnonationalist identities has often left actors facing dramatic dilemmas, in view
of the difficulty of integrating these and other sources of identification. For
example, allegiance to a radical nationalist ideology such as that of the Serbs, or
to a religious movement such as Algerian fundamentalism, places considerable
difficulties in the path of those women who want both to maintain and affirm
their gender identity (Calhoun 1994a; see also Fantasia and Hirsch 1995). On the
other hand, global justice activists have so far displayed a great tolerance towards
each other’s combinations of multiple identities (della Porta 2005e; Bennett
2004c).

4.3 Does Identity Facilitate Participation?

Reference to identity is essential – even if, as we shall see, controversial – in order
to understand the mechanisms underlying individuals’ decisions to become
involved in collective action. The debate started in the 1960s with Mancur Olson’s
(1963) provocative thesis on the irrationality of collective action. Olson’s argu-
ment is well known and can therefore be reviewed in a few sentences. The start-
ing point for his reflection is the concept of collective action as concerned with
the production of collective goods. These derive their nature from the fact that,
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once obtained, they may be enjoyed by any member of a social group, regard-
less of his/her contribution to the cause. Sometimes the “social group” consists
of people living in a given territory. For example, once a local environmental
coalition has had stricter controls on car emissions implemented in its commu-
nity, the collective good “cleaner air” is accessible to all the residents, no matter
whether they supported the campaign or not. At other times, the “social group”
may consist of a collectivity defined by specific characteristics. For example, once
voting rights were extended to women, any woman was entitled to them, again
irrespective of her contribution to the suffrage movement. Or, if a regional 
business association successfully pressures the government to launch a plan of
massive investment in public communications in the area, all single-business
operators will profit from it, including those who are not members of the asso-
ciation. The properties of collective goods determine the fundamental irra-
tionality of collective action, if valued on the basis of criteria of instrumental,
individualistic rationality. It would not be at all rational for individual actors to
invest resources in an undertaking – the production of a collective good – if they
had to bear all the costs of failure but could enjoy all the fruits of success without
having contributed directly to the production of the good.

For collective action to occur, political entrepreneurs or organizations have
either to coerce prospective participants or to distribute selective incentives – thus
enabling participants to receive greater benefits than those who do not partici-
pate. This problem applies above all to large groups – or in other words to those
groups in which no individual contribution is so relevant as to affect the final
result of a collective undertaking. Two factors increase the difficulties of mobi-
lization for large groups: first, their great size implies high coordination costs;
second, certain social incentives – prestige, respect, or friendship – which can
work with small groups become more difficult to activate as the dimensions of
the group increase.

Not surprisingly, reactions to Olson’s model have been very different.9 Some
scholars have extended the notion of selective incentives in such a way as to
include rewards of a solidaristic and normative type. These can, in their turn, be
divided into at least two categories. External selective incentives consist of expec-
tations which individuals have of the group to which they refer; these are seen,
more generally, as rewards and as sanctions which this group and other social
actors can make use of when facing a decision or else a refusal to become
involved collectively. Internal selective incentives cover the internal mechanisms
which bring individuals to attribute to collective action a certain normative value,
or else to derive from this an intrinsic pleasure or to experience a cathartic trans-
formation (Opp 1989: 58–9). According to numerous pieces of research on indi-
vidual participation, among the “selective incentives” it is references to the values
and the solidarity bonds shared within the group, rather than motivations of a
material kind, which have emerged as the best predictors of collective action
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(Marwell and Ames 1979; Walsh and Warland 1983; Oliver 1984; Opp 1988, 1989;
Passy 2003).

The incorporation of normative and symbolic elements into selective incen-
tives does not, however, resolve one of the main problems of Olson’s model,
namely its lack of attention to the diachronic dimension. The microeconomic
rationality on which Olson’s argument is based unravels itself in a short period
of time. In contrast, collective action is a process which develops over time, in
particular when considering the achievement of goals. It is difficult, if not impos-
sible, to determine costs and benefits appropriately, therefore. On the one hand,
there is the certainty of engagement and of the acceptance of risk in the short
term; on the other, the unknown territory of results which are not only difficult
to calculate from the point of view of the individual but whose achievement also
seems a distant prospect. Collective identity reduces these difficulties. Olson’s
approach assumes a short-term timeframe for the maximization of individual
utility. In contrast, as we have seen, collective identity takes a longer time per-
spective. Even the definition of actors’ interests is a social process which requires
a definition of a “we” and a “them,” and thus is inextricably linked to identity
construction. As a result, feeling part of a shared endeavor and identifying one’s
own interests not only at the individual level but also at the collective level makes
costs and risks more acceptable than they would otherwise have been. Physical
risks and material deprivation, hardly rational from an individualistic, short-term
perspective, may be justified if looked at as the costs attached to carrying on a
longer-term historical project (Pizzorno 1978, 1983, 1986).

Moreover, the intensity and, above all, the exclusiveness of collective identity
in defining actors’ limits can vary. A key question is therefore whether various
identity traits influence decisions to move to action, and if so how. Some have
hypothesized a link, in inverse proportion, between the level of inclusiveness and
openness of a particular definition of identity and the capacity for mobilization:
“Some groups attempt to mobilize their constituents with an all-inclusive we.
. . . Such an aggregate frame turns the ‘we’ into a pool of individuals rather than
a potential collective actor . . . Collective action frames, in contrast, are adver-
sarial” (Gamson 1992b: 85). This does not mean that all social movements at all
times develop exclusive identities: a wealth of examples, recently including 
environmental and global justice movements, actually suggests the opposite.
However, the lack of explicit adversaries for environmentalism has long been
pointed out as a source of weakness for that movement (e.g. Diani 1995a), and
some have raised doubts about the global justice movement’s capacity to mobi-
lize its constituency beyond the most visible events on very similar grounds
(Tarrow 2005).

The problem is therefore how to achieve a balance between reach and selec-
tivity (Marwell and Oliver 1993: 157–79); namely, how to define identity to
include as many people as possible in a movement’s potential constituency, while
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continuing to provide strong incentives to the movement’s core supporters. An
inclusive and flexible identity will not associate a movement with a particular
social group, a specific ideology, lifestyle, or symbolic code. In this way, it will
facilitate communication among movement activists and the outside world, as
well as their capacity to speak to different cultural and political contexts. An
exclusive identity which defines the profile of a particular movement with some
force will instead tend to stress isolation in relation to the outside world: but will
probably be able to provide more notable (selective) incentives for action, making
the definition of both the actor and of its adversaries more precise in the process
(Friedman and McAdam 1992).

One should be aware, though, that how to combine these two contradictory
demands effectively is only partially under actors’ control. Collective identity is
surely affected by actors’ deliberate attempts to craft and manipulate identifying
symbols. It is, in other words, partly a result of strategic action. But it also depends
– and in all likelihood, much more heavily – on mental attitudes and collective
memories, consolidated over time, and over which movement activists have little
control. Not to mention the fact that other social actors may be capable of manip-
ulating in varying degrees the image which a particular collective has of itself (for
example, the media: Gitlin 1980; Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993; van Zoonen 1996;
Gamson 2004; Earl, Martin, McCarthy, and Soule 2004; Myers and Caniglia 2004).

Furthermore, it is important to distinguish in this regard between the mobi-
lization of people and the mobilization of other resources, for example organi-
zational or financial (Oliver and Marwell 1992). Exclusive identities appear to be
more effective in motivating direct participation. Inclusive identities, however,
seem more useful, in principle, to the mobilization of the second type of resource
(Diani and Donati 1996). Attempts to mobilize resources on the part of move-
ment organizations are increasingly conducted by traditional marketing tech-
niques and strategies like direct mail (McFarland 1984; Donati 1996; Jordan and
Maloney 1997). Although messages of this type are often carefully tailored to
specific sectors of the public and specific market niches, still their contents tend
to be far more inclusive and all-embracing than those passed by movement
activists through their personal networks (Snow et al. 1980). Access to the general
public is therefore globally easier for movement actors who are bearers of an
inclusive identity. Conversely, organizations with a more clear-cut cultural and
political identity will have easy access only to the most sympathetic sectors of
public opinion.

While they recognize both the limits of a strictly economic reading of col-
lective action, and the opportunity to take into account nonmaterial incentives,
the positions we have just presented are compatible with a rationalist paradigm.
Other movement scholars have, however, expressed serious reservations about
the opportunity to apply to the analysis of collective action concepts which were
originally developed with reference to individual action of a utilitarian type
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(Fireman and Gamson 1979; Ferree 1992; Melucci 1989). Speaking of nonmate-
rial incentives, or looking at identity as a criterion, enabling the costs and bene-
fits of action to be calculated over time, is inappropriate for various reasons. First
and foremost, the assumption that social actors always move on the basis of
rational principles is debatable. On the contrary, nonrational elements, such as
emotions, affections, and feelings, are also very important (Melucci 1989; 
Flam 1990; Taylor and Whittier 1995; Scheff 1994a, 1994b; Jasper and Poulsen
1995; Jasper 1997; Goodwin et al. 2001). The predominance of rationalist per-
spectives since the 1960s is easily explainable in the light of the need to challenge
those analyses which reduced movements to a show of irrationality, the mere
product of gaps in socialization processes (Taylor and Whittier: 179–80).
However, this does not authorize support for the notion that emotions and
reason are irreconcilable (Turner and Killian 1987; Goodwin et al. 2001: 2–16;
Kim 2002).

Critics also charge the rationalist approach with overlooking the fact that
social actors act and make choices within a system of interdependence with other
actors. The decision to participate in action is, in reality, conditioned by the
actor’s expectations of those to which it is linked. The actor’s capacity for
autonomous choice varies according to the social class to which it belongs, and
is limited by asymmetries in the distribution of power and social resources
(Ferree 1992). When one recognizes that even economic action is governed by
networks of relationships and by actor-binding social norms (for example, White
1988; DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Granovetter 1985), recourse to the concept of
a rational actor for the analysis of collective phenomena appears to critics even
more debatable.

A further problem derives from the fact that the goods among which the actor
has to choose would naturally be different from those to which models of eco-
nomic derivation normally refer (Fireman and Gamson 1979: 23–7). The legiti-
macy of the analogies between individual and collective interests should not be
discounted. Many of the “goods” for which movements mobilize owe their very
existence to collective action. Let us think for example of the reinforcement of
women’s identity and the transformations in women’s private and public
lifestyles. This particular “good” comes into existence also because of the very
fact that women’s collective action takes place. This is not to deny that many
“goods” for women (e.g., those originating from policy change) may be treated
within the boundaries of Olsonian models. But we want to point out that the
collective action dilemma may also be seen in terms not necessarily compatible
with Olson’s approach to public goods.

Finally, even the last presupposition of rationalist paradigms – that of the sta-
bility of the structures of preference on which individual decisions to act are
based – seems very unlikely in the case of collective action. The matter would
be broadly plausible if the problem of collective action were one of decisions
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limited to a single moment, such as those relating to whether or not to partici-
pate in a particular demonstration. However, collective action is often a process
which develops over time, in which the motivations which lead to action, and
the underlying concerns, are modified through relationships with other actors,
and where decisions to remain involved are continually renewed. In particular,
many participants in collective action do not necessarily mobilize on the basis of
solid preexisting identities, but these may develop in the course of action (Hirsch
1990; Fantasia 1988). This makes it difficult to support the idea that a structure
of preferences exists.

To summarize, the model of the rational actor proposes a vision of action
which, according to its critics, is fairly unrealistic and fails to take account either
of the dynamic nature of action or of the importance of processes of identity
creation. Furthermore, the adoption of a rational-choice perspective, paradoxi-
cally, ends up by obscuring even the role of interests: actors do not mobilize on
behalf or in support of specific concerns or demands. Rather, they tend to
become involved in those forms of collective action for which the greatest incen-
tives are available. Finally, extending the model to normative and solidaristic
incentives would imply broadening the concept of incentive to the point of tau-
tology (Fireman and Gamson 1979).

As this is a controversy which covers the whole gamut of the social sciences,
it would be unrealistic to dream of an appropriate synthesis of the two perspec-
tives which we have reviewed here (Cohen 1985). Suffice to recall that support-
ers of rational-choice approaches have attempted to confront criticism directed
at them by those upholding the identity paradigm. In particular, they have tried
to analyze the location of actors in complex interdependent relationships, devel-
oping a vision of action which is more realistic and further away from the orig-
inal hypothesis of the independent actor (Marwell and Oliver 1993; Gould 1993b;
Opp and Gern 1993; Oberschall and Kim 1996; Heckathorn 1996).

4.4 How Is Identity Generated 
and Reproduced?

4.4.1 Self- and hetero-definitions of identity

If identity is a social process rather than a property of social actors, then feelings
of belongingness and solidarity in relation to a certain group, the recognition of
elements of continuity and discontinuity in the history of individuals, and the
identification of one’s own adversaries, may all be subject to recurring re-
elaboration. Identity emerges from the processes of self-identification and exter-
nal recognition. Actors’ self-representations are, in fact, continuously confronted
with images which institutions, sympathetic and hostile social groups, public
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opinion, and the media produce of them (Melucci 1996; Drury and Dreicher
2000; Howard 2000).

The construction of identity at the same time contains an aspiration to dif-
ferentiate oneself from the rest of the world and to be recognized by it (Melucci
1982; Calhoun 1994a). A collective actor cannot exist without reference to expe-
riences, symbols, and myths which can form the basis of its individuality. At the
same time, however, symbolic production cannot count solely on self-legitimacy.
It is necessary for certain representations of self to find recognition in the image
which other actors have of the subject. Movements do indeed struggle for the
recognition of their identity. It is only in the context of mutual recognition
among actors that conflict and, more generally, social relationships can exist
(Simmel 1955; Touraine 1981). Without this, self-affirmed identity on the part of
a group will inevitably lead to its marginalization and its reduction to a deviant
phenomenon.

The story of movements is therefore also the story of their members’ ability
to impose certain images of themselves, and to counter attempts by dominant
groups to denigrate their aspirations to be recognized as different. A major
example comes from the conflicts related to the construction of the modern
nation-state. The development of vast, highly centralized political units led to an
emphasis on cultural homogenization, through the affirmation of one “national”
language and one “national” culture. Assimilationist policies often followed from
this, in view of the multicultural nature of the territories coming under the
dominion of new state formations. Cultural traditions different from those of
the social groups, promoting the construction of the new nation-states, were stig-
matized as relics of the past. For example, the construction of the French national
identity led to the marginalization of the Provençal and Breton cultures. These
became mere residues of a backward, premodern society, whose survival repre-
sented an unwelcome obstacle to the spread of the positive values of progress
of which the French state made itself the bearer (Beer 1977, 1980; Safran 1989;
Canciani and De La Pierre 1993).

The power to impose negative and stigmatized definitions of the identity of
other groups constitutes, in fact, a fundamental mechanism of social domina-
tion. Especially at the early stages of mobilization, social movement activists are
routinely described by powerholders as depraved, morally weak, corrupted
people, unable to adapt to society’s basic values. This applies to the early nine-
teenth-century’s reactionaries facing massive social change (Tilly 1984a: ch. 1) as
well as to the establishment’s attempts to delegitimize protestors following the
2001 anti-G8 mobilization in Genoa. In the period between August 2001 and
November 2002, when the Florence European Social Forum took place peace-
fully, the Italian government and sympathetic media waged a massive campaign
portraying the movement as an unruly bunch, and invoking severe restrictions
on rights to demonstrate (Andretta et al. 2002; see also chapter 7 below). As the
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accounts of protagonists of the post-Genoa phase suggest (Agnoletto 2003: ch.
3), a great effort had to be put into counterframing activity by movement
activists.

At the same time, definitions of movement identity by movement opponents
are not necessarily of the dismissive type. For example, over the last few years
representatives of business have repeatedly attempted to portray global justice
protestors as good-faith carriers of worthy sentiments and orientations, who
despite their often unacceptable means should be taken seriously (think e.g. of
George Soros’s quotation, reported in the case history at the beginning of
chapter 3 above). It has been suggested that big business should actively engage
with protestors in order to find common grounds and create a space for dialogue
(Callinicos 2001: 391).

Social movements challenging forms of domination deeply embedded in cul-
tural practices, lifestyles, mental habits, and inbred stereotypes offer a particu-
larly fitting illustration of these dynamics. Stigmatization from the outside often
ends up blocking the development of a strong autonomous identity and limiting
the possibilities for collective action. This is very clear, for instance, in the case
of gay and lesbian movements (Armstrong 2002; Bernstein 1997; Valocchi 1999)
as well as in less controversial movements like those acting on behalf of animal
rights (e.g., Einwhoner 2002). In all cases, challenging negative stereotyping is a
major component of movements’ cultural production. A most blatant example
is the stereotyping of women as uninterested in the public and political dimen-
sions of social life, inclined towards the private sphere, most particularly family
life, and as lacking the rational abilities which are held to be essential in order to
act in the public sphere (Taylor 1996; Ferree and McClurg Mueller 2004: 596).
Alongside creating practical opportunities to facilitate women’s participation,
political feminism has long attempted to overturn such images in places as diverse
as the affluent postindustrial West (e.g., Taylor and Whittier 1995; Taylor 1996;
Ferree and Roth 1998) or deprived South America (Auyero 2004; Bandy and
Bickham-Mendez 2003) or India (Ray 1999). “I did not accept being beaten and
staying quiet . . . any more. I didn’t accept him [controlling] my body. . . . If I
painted my nails, he would say, ‘I’m going to crush them with a hammer,’ and I
didn’t accept that any more” (quoted in Thayer 2001: 250). This sentence comes
from a community organizer from one of the extreme peripheries of the world,
the Brazilian sertão, but it could have come from women anywhere in the world.

4.4.2 Production of identity: symbols, 
practices, rituals

Among contemporary movements, nationalist movements are probably those
most explicitly rooted in historical experience. Even students of nationalism,

COLLECTIVE ACTION AND IDENTITY 107



 

however, are skeptical of essentialist views of identity. Differences run in the his-
torical foundations of the symbols and myths used to fabricate modern national
identities. Some argue that modern national identities draw upon events, insti-
tutions, myths, and narrations which precede by a long period of time the exis-
tence of the nation-state (Smith 1981, 1986). Others object that large parts of the
myths on which these are based do not have any historical foundation, and that
one should rather talk of “invention of tradition” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983;
see also Anderson 1983; Hobsbawm 1991).

Even where identity appeals to the history of the group and to its territorial
and cultural roots, symbolic re-elaboration is always present. Studies of collec-
tive memory have shown that actors reappropriate social experiences and history,
manipulating them and transforming them creatively, forging new myths and
new institutions (Swidler and Arditi 1994: 308–10; Franzosi 2004). In fact, it is not
necessary to attribute “objective” foundations to identity in order to recognize
its continuity over time. A national sense of belonging, for example, is not repro-
duced solely at times of great patriotic fervor. On the contrary, its revitalization
over time also depends – perhaps most importantly of all – on preconscious prac-
tices and on the persistence of mental forms and consolidated lifestyles (Billig
1995). But if this is the case, then it becomes important to look at the forms
through which identity is developed and sustained, beyond intellectual and doc-
trinal production.

It would be dangerous to hazard a complete classification, but it is neverthe-
less possible to identify some basic manifestations.10 The identity of a movement
is, first, reinforced by reference to models of behavior which define in various
ways the specificity of its activists in relation to “ordinary people” or their adver-
saries. In adopting certain styles of behavior or certain rituals, movement mili-
tants directly express their difference. Think for example of the Black Block and
the Tute Bianche (literally, “white overalls”) in the global justice movement
(Andretta et al. 2002, 2003). They also refer to a series of objects, associated in
various ways with their experience. Among these are a series of identifiers which
enable supporters of a particular cause to be instantly recognizable (such as the
smiling sun of antinuclear protesters, or the Palestinian keffiyeh, or the tattoos
and shaven heads of right-wing movements [Blee 2002]); characters who have
played an important role in the action of a movement or in the development of
its ideology (M. L. King and Malcom X in the 1960s black mobilizations in the
US , Ronald Laing and Franco Basaglia of the radical mental health movements
in the 1970s and 1980s [Crossley 1998, 1999]); artifacts, including books or visual
documents which help people to reconstruct the history of the movement and
its origins in time, or to identify its stakes (Carson’s Silent Spring [1962], Klein’s
No Logo [1999], or even Lenin’s What Is To Be Done? [1961/1902]); and events or
places of a particular symbolic significance (the Seattle anti-WTO demonstra-
tions in 1999 [Smith 2001], the killing of Carlo Giuliani during the anti-G8
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demonstrations in Genoa in 2001 [Andretta et al. 2002, 2003], the Tiananmen
square massacre of 1989 in Beijing [Calhoun 1994c]). These elements are merged
into stories or narratives (Somers 1994) which circulate among members of a
movement, reflecting their vision of the world and reinforcing solidarity.

Combining these elements often produces identities that are difficult to asso-
ciate strongly with any specific social trait or historical experience. For example,
it has been observed that in societies characterized by multiple cultures and tra-
ditions, as in the USA, conditions exist for the development of forms of “sym-
bolic ethnicity” (Gans 1979). These forms of identification have no foundation
in the historic and cultural heritage of a given group, but mix together symbols
and references deriving from diverse social groups to form a new synthesis. For
example, collective identities such as Rastafarianism are founded only partly on
specific cultural models and religious allegiances. They are also the product of
choices made by individuals who come from a range of backgrounds but derive
feelings of belonging and incentives for action through reference to a particular
culture. It is therefore possible to be a “Rasta” without having historical roots in
this group (Kuumba and Ajanaku 1998).

Models of behavior, objects, and narratives are often merged in specific ritual
forms. The ritual component fulfills an important role in movement practice,
and above all in the production of identities. In general, rituals represent forms
of symbolic expression by which communications concerning social relation-
ships are passed on, in stylized and dramatized ways (Whutnow 1987; Kertzer
1988). These consist, in particular, of procedures which are more or less codified,
through which a vision of the world is communicated, a basic historical experi-
ence is reproduced, a symbolic code overthrown (Sassoon 1984a, 1984b). They
contribute to the reinforcement of identity and of collective feelings of belong-
ing; and at the same time, they enable movement actors to give free rein to their
emotions (Goodwin et al. 2001).

Recurrences of particularly significant events in the history of opposition
movements or their constituency are often marked by ritual practices (Kertzer
1996). By demonstrating on May 1st or March 8th, workers’ and women’s move-
ments remind themselves and society at large of their roots, thus revitalizing
their identity. On a more modest scale, protest movements across the world have
promoted demonstrations on the anniversaries of crucial events in their devel-
opment, from the assassinations of black American leaders Martin Luther King
and Malcolm X, to the Chernobyl nuclear accident, to the Milan bombings
which, in 1969, marked the beginning of a particularly dramatic period in Italy’s
life. Rituals remain important even in those cases where movements have suc-
ceeded in gaining power. The French revolutionary government celebrated the
advent of “new man” in ceremonies at the Champs de Mars; the Italian Fascist
regime, for its part, stressed its continuity with Italy’s glorious past by celebrat-
ing the anniversary of the foundation of Rome (Hunt 1984; Berezin 2001).
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Religion, especially but not only in authoritarian regimes, offers many con-
texts for the production of identity (Smith 1996). Opposition to the communist
regime in Poland heavily relied on religious symbols and practices to reinforce
identity and commitment to the cause (Osa 2003a, 2003b). Religious celebrations
provided the context for the production and spread of nationalist interpretative
frames in the Baltic republics at the time of their enforced association with the
Soviet Union. The Catalan and Basque churches played a similar role during
Franco’s dictatorship in Spain ( Johnston 1991a, 1991b, 1994). The legitimization
of religious rituals creates opportunities for collective gatherings, and therefore
for the strengthening and the diffusion of alternative messages, in repressive
regimes. The funeral of the Abbot of Montserrat monastery, a well-known
Catalan nationalist and opponent of the Franco regime, in 1968, represented an
opportunity for different sectors of Catalan opposition to get together and rein-
force their collective solidarity ( Johnston 1991b: 156–8). Likewise, religious func-
tions in Reza Pahlevi’s Iran not only supported the emergence of opposition
cultures in that country, but also ensured that these cultures developed a marked
theocratic character, paving the way for the advent of the ayatollahs’ regime
(Moaddel 1992).

Ritual practices cannot, however, be reduced simply to public demonstrations
of a celebratory nature. All protest events promoted by movements have a ritual
dimension, which often assumes a powerfully dramatic and spectacular quality.
The forms which demonstrations take, the type of slogans shouted, the banners
or placards waved, even the conduct of marshal bodies, are all elements which,
potentially, render the practice of a movement distinctive. Opponents of nuclear
energy have often acted out, in the course of their demonstrations, the cata-
strophic consequences of an atomic explosion. Similarly, women’s, ethnonation-
alist, and youth movements have included theatrical-type performances in their
repertoire of collective action, alongside political demonstrations (see also
chapter 7 below). Through rituals, traditional symbolic codes are overturned and
the rules which habitually determine appropriate social behavior are denied. For
example, by recounting in public their experiences of sexual abuse, many Amer-
ican women have transformed episodes, which might otherwise have produced
only feelings of shame and personal isolation, into a source of pride (Taylor and
Whittier 1995).

Identities are often created and reproduced in specific social and/or commu-
nitarian settings. Over 20 years ago, Melucci (1984a) spoke of “movement areas”
to identify the actors involved in various forms of identity politics in Milan, and
the relationships which linked them, not only through participation in associa-
tions but also and most importantly through the involvement in cultural activi-
ties, the patronage of specific cafes, bookshops, meditation centers, etc. In doing
so, he referred to a form of social organization that was far less rigid and exclu-
sive than world-rejecting alternative communities or sects, but still provided the
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social context to experiment with new lifestyles. Over the last decades, the con-
cepts of subculture and counterculture have often been used to characterize
sectors of the population sharing similar cultural orientations (see also chapter
3 above), yet with varying degrees of hostility and open challenges to cultural
power and dominant lifestyles (e.g. the gay and lesbian scene: Duyvendak 1995;
Rupp and Taylor 2003). Some have spoken of “social movement scenes” to stress
the association of these sub- and counter-cultures to specific physical space, nor-
mally city neighborhoods (Haunss and Leach 2004). Others (Kaplan and Lööw
2002) have used the concept of “cultic milieu” to characterize the collection of
organized labor and environmentalist groups, anarchists and progressive Chris-
tians, gay and lesbian organizations, and Catholics involved in the recent global
justice campaigns and stress analogies to the cultural underground of the 1960s.

Rituals which relate to the internal life of a group and are not in public view
should not be forgotten. Procedures signaling the admission of new members
into movement organizations often take on the form of genuine “rites of
passage” (van Gennep 1983; Sassoon 1984a, 1984b). The fact that membership
entails – to a degree, at least – the death and rebirth of one’s personality, is of
particular relevance in the case of neoreligious movements (Berger and Luck-
mann 1966). Furthermore, procedures which signal some form of transforma-
tion of the position of militants, at times when their involvement seems to have
increased, are found in virtually every type of organization. In radical extra-
parliamentary groups, becoming a member of marshal bodies was usually pre-
ceded by other forms of militancy which were less demanding and less risky, such
as distributing leaflets. These duties also fulfilled the task of determining the
trustworthiness and firmness of the political passion of the new militant (della
Porta 1990). In many feminist groups, behavioral rituals support the action of
consciousness-raising and personal transformation (Taylor and Whittier 1995);
the same may be found in white supremacist organizations (Blee 2002).

4.4.3 Identity and the political process

For political movements, the construction of identity is often conditioned by vari-
ables of a strictly political nature. The criteria by which social groups identify
themselves and are identified externally echo characteristics of the political
system and of the political culture of a given country. It seems that the devel-
opment of collective identity can be explained by reference to a reformulated
version of the well-known argument that forms of policymaking determine
forms of political action, and not vice versa (Lowi 1971). Social actors, in fact,
tend to structure their action and establish alliances in different ways on differ-
ent policy issues, with large interest groups dominating distributive policies and
more pluralistic networks characterizing regulatory policies.
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Other peculiarities of policy areas have also been singled out for their impact
on the structure of contentious politics in those areas (Bartholomew and Mayer
1992; Jenson 1995). For example, the emergence in the USA of a specific identity
linking Asian-Americans, and the development of “pan-ethnic collective action”
(Okamoto 2003) at that level, have been put down to the fact that, in crucial areas
such as those of immigration policy and the rights of minority groups, public
agencies tended to treat ethnic groups as homogeneous. This despite their seeing
each other as profoundly different, such as the Vietnamese or the Koreans. In
this case, the adoption of a certain political/administrative criterion has pro-
duced interests and identities which enable different groups to act collectively on
a number of issues (Omi and Winant 1994).

On another level, actors’ identities are defined also in the context of domi-
nant political divisions/cleavages in a given society. Movements develop in polit-
ical systems which already have a structure: they try to modify it and to activate
processes of political realignment (Tilly 1978; Dalton et al. 1984; Bartolini and
Mair 1990). When established political identities are salient, i.e. still capable of
shaping political behavior and solidarities (Kriesi et al. 1995: ch. 1), emerging
social movements have to produce identities which are sufficiently specific to
provide the foundations for the diversity of the movement in relation to its adver-
saries; but at the same time, sufficiently close to traditional collective identities
in order to make it possible for movement actors to communicate with those
who continue to recognize themselves in consolidated identities. Under those
conditions, opportunities for genuinely “new” movements, i.e. movements
cutting across established cleavages, will be relatively limited (Diani 2000a).

Interactions with authorities often represent important sources of identity. It
has long been noticed how “encounters with unjust authority” (Gamson,
Fireman, and Rytina 1982) may facilitate the consolidation of both motivations
to act and hostility towards powerholders and their representatives (see also
chapter 8 below). For example, accounts of Italian terrorists of the 1970s often
mentioned mistreatment by police or by the judiciary as one of the driving forces
behind their radicalization (della Porta 1990; Catanzaro and Manconi 1995). In
much broader – and milder – terms, we can view interactions with state agents
who do not behave according to expectations or political representatives who fail
to recognize people’s genuine needs as facilitators of the development of politi-
cal identity. For example, Drury et al. (2003) analyzed how the identities of local
residents, participating in an antiroad protest in England in 1993–4, evolved
during the conflict. They found that the role of the police in supporting the
bailiffs in the eviction of protestors from the area contributed to enlarge partic-
ipants’ feelings of identification from the boundaries of the local communities
towards a global social movement. Investigating the relation between everyday
life and protest in 1990s Argentina, Auyero (2004) showed that the transforma-
tion of an unemployed, divorced woman with no tradition of political interest
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whatsoever into a prominent community organizer depended in no small
measure on the sense of outrage that she experienced at her interactions with
two types of “unjust authorities”: “political authority,” in the form of the local
governor, who portrayed hungry protestors as a mob; and “social authority,” in
the shape of a fellow male protestor who reproduced gender stereotypes by dis-
missing the role of women in the struggle.

4.5 Summary

Identity construction is an essential component of collective action. It enables
actors engaged in conflict to see themselves as people linked by interests, values,
common histories – or else as divided by these same factors. Although identity
feelings are frequently elaborated in reference to specific social traits such as class,
gender, territory, or ethnicity, the process of collective identity does not neces-
sarily imply homogeneity of the actors sharing that identity, or their identifica-
tion with a distinct social group. Nor are feelings of belonging always mutually
exclusive. On the contrary, actors frequently identify with heterogeneous collec-
tives who are not always compatible among themselves on fundamental issues.
To reconstruct the tensions through the different versions of identity of a move-
ment, and how these versions are negotiated, represents, according to some
scholars, a central problem for the analysis of collective action.

Identity plays an important role in the explanation of collective action even
for those who see in collective action a peculiar form of rational behavior. Those
who perceive in collective identity certain criteria for evaluating, in the medium
and long terms, the costs and benefits of action, are numerous. However, those
who hold that this use of the concept of identity cannot be proposed are equally
numerous. Because of its strongly emotive and affective components, as well as
its controversial and constructed nature, it is difficult to associate identity with
behavior of a strategic type. Identity develops and is renegotiated via various
processes. These include conflicts between auto- and hetero-definitions of
reality; various forms of symbolic production, collective practices, and rituals. It
is important, furthermore, to bear in mind the characteristics of the political
process, which can influence definitions of identity.
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5

INDIVIDUALS, NETWORKS,
AND PARTICIPATION

Viale Sarca is a long, fairly anonymous road on the Milanese periphery,
lined with tenements that mostly used to host workers of the Pirelli factory
nearby. In the late 1990s, urban renewal brought new intellectual glamour
to the area, following the location, on the former Pirelli estate, of the
campus of the second state university of Milan. Developers were nowhere
to be seen, however, in 1985, when Mario Diani traveled there to meet
Antonio, a local environmental and political activist. Mario was research-
ing the Milanese environmental movement and Antonio’s name had been
passed to him as the contact person for a grassroots political ecology group
operating in the area. The offspring of southern Italian farmers turned
industrial workers who migrated to Milan in the 1950s, Antonio had fol-
lowed a fairly common path of political socialization: exposed to trade
unionism and communist party politics in his teens, he had become
involved with radical left group Lotta Continua (Continuous Struggle) in
the 1970s and had later developed an interest in the link between social
deprivation and environmental degradation. He was also an active member
of a local Green List that was forming at the time. In order to promote
campaigning on environmental issues in the highly polluted northern
Milanese periphery, he had drawn upon the contacts developed during his
previous militancy. The core activists in his new environmental group all
shared a past of activism in the same local branch of Lotta Continua.
Acquaintances and contacts developed over the years had also proved
useful with the promotion of specific actions: Antonio had collaborated
with a range of local organizations across the broad spectrum of the New
and the Old Left, including local branches of parties and unions, cultural
and cooperative associations.



 

Antonio’s story is interesting for various reasons. First of all, although it is set 
in the 1980s, well before antiglobalization movements developed, there are 
more than passing analogies to what has been going on since the late 1990s.
Antonio was actually an early example of what we would now call an “environ-
mental justice activist” (Çapek 2003), successfully integrating concern for social
inequality with interest in environmental conditions in urban areas. His story also
is a good illustration of the main themes of this chapter, namely the dynamic
nature of the relationship between networks and participation, and the duality
of the link between individuals and organizational activities. First of all, social
networks affect participation in collective action, while in turn participation
shapes networks, reinforcing preexisting ones or creating new ones. Social net-
works may increase individual chances to become involved, and strengthen
activists’ attempts to further the appeal of their causes: when Antonio decided
to start a local environmental action group, he successfully tried and convinced
his former comrades in Lotta Continua to join him in the new enterprise. That
they not only quickly got involved with the environmental issues, but agreed to
support the particular agenda Antonio was proposing, depended in no small
measure on the mutual trust, sense of companionship, solidarity, and the shared
understandings and worldviews that had been forged and developed through
their long-term acquaintance in Lotta Continua. From this perspective, therefore,
previous social networks facilitated the development of new forms of collective
action at later stages.

At the same time, social networks are not only a facilitator but also a product
of collective action: while people often become involved in a specific movement
or campaign through their previous links, their very participation also forges new
links, which in turn affect subsequent developments in their activist careers (and
indeed in their lives at large). Let us look at Antonio’s involvement with Lotta
Continua from this angle: the members of his local branch had been recruited
to New Left radicalism via a range of ties, developed in school and peer groups,
in political organizations (e.g., youth branches of traditional left parties) as well
as in other associations (e.g., church-related ones). Participation in Lotta Con-
tinua was therefore as much the product of previous networks (including previ-
ous forms of participation) as it was the source of networks which people like
Antonio could draw upon at later stages.

However, there is another important dynamic which Antonio’s story draws
our attention to, namely the duality of individuals and organizations: our unique-
ness as individuals is determined by the particular combination of our group
memberships; at the same time, by being members of different groups, we create
linkages between them (Simmel 1955; Breiger 1974). Looking at people’s mem-
bership in associations and organizations, and at their participation in social and
cultural activities close to social movement milieus, we can derive important
information about their involvement in collective action. Antonio is a case in
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point. His identity as a “political man” was determined by the intersection of mil-
itancy in a grassroots ecology group and in a left-wing local Green List; on this
ground, he differed markedly from other environmental activists, who combined
environmentalism with membership in mainstream, moderate recreational, 
or cultural associations. At the same time, though, by being active in a local polit-
ical ecology group and in a New Left party, and by participating occasionally in
other local groups, Antonio somehow linked them all; he provided a channel of
communication which proved useful for promoting joint initiatives, and also 
facilitated the growth of mutual trust and solidarity between the different
groups. One might not go as far as talking about “collective identity” in this case,
yet a social bond was definitely there: people do not usually join organizations
which perceive each other as radically incompatible and hostile. It is also worth-
while noting that individuals also connect organizations across time: for example,
Antonio’s and his friends’ previous involvement with Lotta Continua also 
linked – via their individual biographies – grassroots politics of the 1970s and 
the 1980s.

To sum up, the relationship between individuals and the networks in which
they are embedded is crucial not only for the involvement of people in collec-
tive action, but also for the sustenance of action over time, and for the particu-
lar form that the coordination of action among a multiplicity of groups and
organizations may take. In the next section, we ask whether being linked to
people who already participate may facilitate individuals’ decisions to devote time
and energy to collective action. We map the origins of this question, as well as
the criticisms that a response based on the role of networks has attracted. Behind
these questions lurks a much broader debate on the relationship between struc-
ture and action. Over the past decade this discussion has attracted many contri-
butions from scholars with a specific interest in collective action (Sewell 1992;
Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Emirbayer 1997; Emirbayer and Mische 1998;
Livesay 2002). Although we cannot address that debate here, we nevertheless
have to be aware of the broader theoretical context in which our specific research
interests are located.

Later in the chapter, we move to the other side of the individual–networks
relationship, that is, the contribution that individuals give to the making of social
movements out of the multiplicity of groups, associations, and concerned indi-
viduals involved in collective action on certain broad issues. Although some
organizations require exclusive commitments, most do not. We explore these
processes of network-building and mutual understanding, made possible by indi-
viduals’ multiple memberships in various types of informal groups and more
formal associations. In doing so we connect our discussion – once again mostly
implicitly – to the broader debate on the role of social networks as a source of
individual as well as collective opportunities (Coleman 1990; Putnam 1993;
Putnam 2000; Edwards, Foley, and Diani 2001; Prakash and Selle 2004). From that
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particular angle, networks facilitating involvement in social movement activities
may be regarded as one particular version of “social capital” (Diani 1997).

However, individuals do not create connections solely through organizational
memberships, but also through their participation in various types of social and
cultural activities (music festivals, communities of taste, reading groups, alter-
native cafes, cinemas, theaters, etc.). By doing so they reproduce specific subcul-
tural or countercultural milieus that offer both opportunities for protest activities
and for the maintenance and transformation of critical orientations even when
protest is not vibrant (Melucci 1996). The final part of the chapter deals with this
issue; it also addresses in that context the question of whether the diffusion of
computer-mediated communication may alter the conditions under which alter-
native critical communities and cultural settings are reproduced. The literature
on the role of networks and virtual and real communities in the “network
society” (Castells 1996; Calhoun 1998; Wellman and Haythornwhyte 2002; Rhein-
gold 2002; van de Donk, Loader, Nixon, and Rucht 2004) provides the broader
context for this discussion.

5.1 Why Do People Get Involved in Collective
Action? The Role of Networks

How frequent is recruitment through social networks vis-à-vis other mobiliza-
tion channels, such as exposure to media messages, or spontaneous, unsolicited
decisions to participate? In one of the first studies to document the importance
of personal networks for recruitment processes, Snow, Zurcher, and Ekland-
Olson (1980) showed social networks to account for the adhesion of a large share
(60 to 90 percent) of members of various religious and political organizations,
with the only exception being Hare Krishna. They suggested that only sects,
overtly hostile to their social environment, attracted a significant share of people
with personal difficulties and lacking extended relational resources (see also Stark
and Bainbridge 1980). Looking at nonreligious organizations, Diani and Lodi
(1988) found a similarly strong role for networks, showing that 78 percent of envi-
ronmental activists in Milan in the 1980s had been recruited through personal
contacts developed either in private settings (family, personal friendship circles,
colleagues) or in the context of other associational activities.

While joining religious sects that are deeply hostile to the secular world may
not require strong networks, the opposite seems to hold for adhesion to radical
political organizations. Available evidence suggests that the more costly and dan-
gerous the collective action, the stronger and more numerous the ties required
for individuals to participate. Studying recruitment to the civil rights project
Freedom Summer, aimed at increasing blacks’ participation in politics in the
southern states of the US in the 1960s, McAdam (1986) suggested that joining
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was not correlated with individual attitudes but rather with three factors: the
number of organizations individuals were members of, especially the political
ones; the amount of previous experiences of collective action; the links to other
people who were also involved with the campaign. In her study of a similarly
risky, though very different, type of activism, della Porta (1988) found that
involvement in terrorist left-wing groups in Italy was facilitated by strong inter-
personal linkages, many to close friends or kin. A recent study of the role played
by single members in the development of the Nazi party in 1920s Germany (i.e.,
members who were not associated with any local chapter: Anheier 2003) adds a
further dimension to this argument. At one level, Nazi political entrepreneurs
were far from isolated. On the contrary, they were strongly embedded in the
broader networks connecting right-wing, nationalistic, and paramilitary organi-
zations in the turbulent years that had followed defeat in the First World War.
At the same time, those were strongly “concentric” (Simmel 1955) networks: i.e.,
networks that were dense internally, but secluded from other types of social or
political organizations.

Embeddedness in social networks not only matters for recruitment; it also
works as an antidote to leaving, and as a support to continued participation. For
example, members of voluntary associations in America whose social ties are
mostly to other organization members are more likely to remain committed to
those organizations than are those who instead have a greater share of connec-
tions to nonmembers (McPherson, Popielarz, and Drobnic 1992). In his study of
dropouts from Swedish temperance organizations, Sandell (1999) also discovered
substantial positive and negative bandwagon effects, as people tended both to join
and leave in clusters, and to be affected more heavily by their closest links (see
also Sandell and Stern 1998; Tindall 2004).

The relevance of these findings is not restricted to recruitment to social
movements or religious organizations. Similar mechanisms seem to exist in
organizations, such as charities and volunteer groups, with no explicit political
goals, and/or which are reluctant to include protest and direct action among their
tactical options (Wilson 2000); the same seems to apply to established interest
representation groups such as unions (Dixon and Roscigno 2003). Accordingly, it
is advisable to approach the issue by considering network mechanisms in refer-
ence both to radical, grassroots organizations and other types of association
(Knoke 1990c; Knoke and Wisely 1990; Kitts 2000; Oliver and Marwell 2001; Passy
2001, 2003; Diani 2004b).

How do social networks affect decisions to participate in collective action?
Through what mechanisms do they operate? Florence Passy (2003) has drawn a
distinction between the socialization, structural connection, and decision-
shaping functions of networks in the mobilization process. In the first instance,
networks operate to create predispositions to action. Being linked to people who
are already committed to a certain cause enables individuals to feel part of a “col-
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lective we,” to elaborate systems of meaning that render collective action both
a meaningful and a feasible undertaking, to perceive certain issues as socially rel-
evant and worthy of collective efforts. At the same time, social networks often
create opportunities for transforming predispositions into action (what Passy
calls the structural connection function). People with certain predispositions will
be more likely to contact organizations and come across opportunities for par-
ticipation if they are connected to people already involved. Finally, holding
certain views and having opportunities to act does not guarantee that mobiliza-
tion will occur. Decisions to act will also be affected by one’s network ties. Indi-
viduals do not make decisions in isolation but in the context of what other people
do, hence the importance of network connections (Passy 2003: 23–7). Passy also
showed how these functions take different forms depending on the traits of the
organization trying to recruit, and its visibility in the public space. For example,
the social connection function is more important for adhesion to organizations
that are not very visible in the public space, like the Third World solidarity group
Bern Declaration studied by Passy, than for organizations with a strong public
presence, like the Swiss branch of WWF.1

Recognizing the role of networks in facilitating recruitment and sustaining
participation in collective action has been crucial for the development of sounder
interpretations of protest behavior, because it has enabled scholars to challenge
views of protest and countercultural behavior as unruly and deviant. Still in the
early 1970s, established academic wisdom regarded individual involvement in
social movements as the result of a “mix of personal pathology and social dis-
organization” (McAdam 2003: 281). At the micro level, collective action was
explained by the marginal location of the individuals involved in protest activity,
and the lack of integration in their social milieu; at the macro level, by the dis-
ruption of routine social arrangements, brought about by radical processes of
change and modernization. Both explanations posited a fundamental opposition
between protest politics and democratic politics (Kornhauser 1959; Lipset 1960;
Buechler 2004).

The separation of protest and routinized politics was challenged by scholars
who claimed that grassroots, contentious collective action was ultimately “poli-
tics by other means.” From this perspective, social movements were merely one
of the options that challengers could draw upon to pursue their policy outcomes
and their quest for membership in the polity (Tilly 1978). In contrast to accounts
of participation in social movements as dysfunctional behavior, social movement
activists and sympathizers were portrayed as rich in both cognitive resources and
entrepreneurial and political skills (Oberschall 1973; McCarthy and Zald 1977).
Most important to us, they were also found to be rich in relational resources, i.e.,
well integrated in their communities, and strongly involved in a broad range of
organizations, from political ones to voluntary associations and community
groups (Snow et al. 1980; McAdam 1986; Diani and Lodi 1988). The development
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of cross-national surveys analyzing individual participation has largely backed
this argument with reference to both institutional politics and protest politics, as
participation in the two is strongly correlated (Barnes, Kaase, et al. 1978; Jennings
et al. 1990; Norris 2002).

Mass society theorists posited that associations would discourage radical col-
lective action because of their capacity to integrate elites and ordinary citizens,
socialize their members to the rules of the game, give them a sense of political
efficacy, and provide them with primary attachments and a more satisfactory life.
Now we know that organizational participation can work in the opposite direc-
tion as well: for instance, membership in associations can also socialize people
to orientations critical of the status quo rather than supportive of it; it can put
people who sympathize with a certain cause in touch with fellow citizens with
the necessary political skills for mobilization; it can cause individuals to experi-
ence feelings of moral pressure if they do not participate when their 
close acquaintances are active in a given cause (Pinard 1968: 683; Kitts 2000; 
Passy 2003).

Mobilization in social movements frequently occurs through mechanisms of
“bloc recruitment” (Oberschall, 1973): cells, branches, or simply significant
groups of members of existing organizations are recruited as a whole to a new
movement, or contribute to the start of new campaigns (as in Antonio’s case,
where the local branch of Lotta Continua was instrumental to the foundation of
a Green List in the area). Far from necessarily preventing social conflict, inter-
mediate structures also have mobilizing effects, and can motivate and legitimate
both individual and collective participation. Another argument vigorously put
forward by mass society theory, namely that formal organizations are bound to
become the most important reference group for their members in contemporary
society, has also been proved wrong; to the contrary, primary groups and social
networks within small communities often play that role for individuals (Pinard
1968: 684; see also Bolton, 1972; Pickvance, 1975; Fantasia 1988; Lichterman
1995a).

Recognizing the impact of social networks on both individual participation
and overall levels of collective action among a given population also provides the
foundations for a critique of structuralist theories of collective action (including
deterministic versions of Marxism). They explained action as the result of the
shared attributes of a given population (whether a class, a nation, or an other-
wise defined group). By this token, the overall mobilization capacity of a given
social group should be related to its dimensions, and so should its changes over
time; for example, the diminished levels of mobilization by the working class in
Western democracies are imputed to its contraction and its overall reduced cen-
trality in the economic process.2 In contrast, many students of social movements
nowadays associate collective action with catnets, i.e., with the co-presence in a
given population of cat(egorical traits) and net(works). Sharing certain class loca-
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tions, gender, nationality, or religious beliefs certainly provides the elements on
the basis of which recognition and identity-building may take place. But it is
through the channels of communication and exchange, constituted by social net-
works, that the mobilization of resources and the emergence of collective actors
become possible (Tilly 1978).

5.2 Do Networks Always Matter?

The role of networks in recruitment processes has been questioned from differ-
ent angles. On logical grounds, the network thesis would be inconsistent with
the fact that those most inclined to action are young people, biographically avail-
able because their original family ties no longer bind them as they used to, and
new family and professional ties are still developing (Piven and Cloward 1992:
308–9). Most fundamentally, the network thesis would also be largely tautologi-
cal, given the spread of ties across groups and individuals: “lateral integration,
however fragile, is ubiquitous, thus making opportunities for protest ubiquitous”
(Piven and Cloward 1992: 311). Rather than highlighting exclusively those cases
in which ties are found to be predictors of involvement, analysts should also look
at those cases when networks are present yet participation does not result.

It has also been suggested that focusing on networks diverts attention away
from the really crucial process for mobilization, namely the transmission of cog-
nitive cultural messages ( Jasper and Poulsen 1995). Although this may happen
through networks, it may also take place through other channels such as the
media. Campaigners may have to resort to “moral shocks” with strong emotional
impact in order to recruit strangers that they cannot access via personal net-
works. This may be particularly the case for movements who try to bring new
issues onto the political agenda, and/or whose leaders do not have a significant
political background:

The use of condensing symbols without social networks may mean that a move-
ment is more likely to employ extreme moralistic appeals that demonize its oppo-
nents. It may be more likely to rely on professional or highly motivated bands to
do much of its work, as with animal rights activists who break into labs. In con-
trast . . . movement organizers [who] can tap into an active subculture of politi-
cally involved citizens . . . can rely on earlier framing activity . . . They have
correspondingly less need of moral shocks administered to the public. 

( Jasper and Poulsen 1993: 508)

Sustained involvement in collective action may also be facilitated by the par-
ticipation, not necessarily planned or anticipated, in events that turn out to have
a powerful emotional impact – sometimes on entire collectivities, other times,
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on specific individuals (Turner and Killian 1987; Goodwin et al. 2001). We have
already come across Javier Auyero’s analysis of the mechanisms through which
a woman with no interest in politics nor ties to political activists turned into a
community leader in a small Argentinian town in less than a week, following her
occasional involvement in a blockade, promoted by local residents to complain
about joblessness and hardship in the region. Given her background, a network
explanation for such developments seems implausible. That this happened was
due in much larger measure to the interplay of several expressions of outrage:
at a judiciary system that was failing her in her struggle to secure help for her
kids’ upbringing from her estranged husband; at local politicians attempting to
manipulate local people’s protests to pursue their own political ends; at the
provincial governor’s framing of hungry people’s collective action as criminal
behavior; not to mention dismissive attitudes by male fellow protestors (Auyero
2004).

Empirically, we can identify several instances of mobilization both occurring
largely outside social networks, or not occurring despite the presence of social
networks. For example, only one-fifth of participants in anti-abortion mobiliza-
tions in California had been recruited through networks (Luker 1984); and we
have already seen that members of religious sects may have joined them largely
independently from their previous connections (Snow et al., 1980). Conversely,
Mullins (1987) showed that the wealth of interpersonal contacts in a Brisbane
local community did not result in mobilizations against plans for a freeway cross-
ing the neighborhood. Even when network effects are discovered, findings are
sometimes ambiguous. For example, Oliver (1984) found people acquainted with
their neighbors to be more likely to become involved in neighborhood associa-
tions, but network effects, overall, were mixed in her analysis. More recently,
Nepstad and Smith (1999) duplicated McAdam’s study of Freedom Summer by
looking at participants and dropouts in the Nicaragua Exchange Brigade in the
1980s. In that case, ties to people directly involved were the most powerful pre-
dictor of participation, but the number of prospective participants’ ties to other
organizations did not matter. However, the relationship was reversed for people
who joined after the organization’s third year in existence, with the number of
organizational links being important and ties to actual participants no longer
helping.

These criticisms have prompted analysts of social networks to substantially
qualify their points. It is now widely recognized that, when looking at the rela-
tionship between networks and participation, it is important to specify its terms.
Questions such as “What networks actually explain what?” and “Under what con-
ditions do specific networks become relevant?” are crucial in this regard. At the
moment, however, we have no conclusive answers to such questions. At times,
it is the position one occupies within a network which matters, rather than the
mere fact of being involved in some kind of network. In one of their explorations
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of participation in Freedom Summer, Fernandez and McAdam (1989) looked at
individual centrality in the network, which consisted of all the activists who had
applied to take part in the campaign in Madison, Wisconsin. Joint memberships
in social organizations of all sorts represented the links between individuals.
Those who were more central in that network (i.e., who were either linked to a
higher number of prospective participants, and/or were connected to people
who were also central in that network) were more likely to go through the 
training process undeterred, and eventually to join the campaign. In that case,
involvement in networks did not count as much as one’s location within them.

The context in which mobilization attempts take place is also very important,
as local conditions affect how social networks operate. Kriesi (1988b) studied
recruitment to the 1985 People’s Petition campaign, which collected signatures
against the deployment of SS20 cruise missiles in the Netherlands. In areas where
countercultural milieus were weak, people already had to be members of local
political organizations in order to mobilize in the campaign; where counter-
cultural milieus were strong, and the overall attitudes toward collective action
were in general more favorable, there was less need for links to members of spe-
cific political organizations to encourage adhesion: more people were recruited
through personal friendship networks or even in other forms not based on net-
work links at all (e.g. self-applications: Kriesi 1988b: 58). Strong countercultural
milieus seemed to have an autonomous capacity to motivate people, which in
turn made specific organizational connections less necessary. Along similar lines,
McAdam and Fernandez (1990) found that recruitment to the Freedom Summer
campaign depended more strongly on membership in organizational networks
on a campus with a weak tradition of activism like Madison, Wisconsin, than on
a campus with a strong tradition of alternative politics like Berkeley.

We have already seen (section 5.1) that radical activism often needs dense sup-
porting networks. At the other extreme, participation in organizational activities
that are not very demanding might not necessarily require the backing of strong
social networks. For example, adhesion to cultural associations or even religious
groups that promote practices fairly close to market activities (e.g., individual
meditation, alternative health practices like yoga, etc.) may easily occur even
though people’s decisions to get involved are not supported by specific social net-
works (Stark and Bainbridge 1980). Even public interest groups, like those active
in the environmental movement, may rely on networks to a variable extent,
depending on their levels of moderation and institutionalization. For example,
Diani and Lodi (1988) found that recruitment to organizations in the more estab-
lished conservation sector depended more on private networks than recruitment
to more critical groups, which largely took place through ties developed in pre-
vious experiences of collective action. They explained this difference by sug-
gesting that exclusively private ties (i.e., ties developed in contexts detached from
collective action milieus) may be enough to facilitate adhesion to organizations
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that have widely accepted policy goals (for example, supporting a local group
campaigning to create new green spaces in the neighborhood). In contrast,
joining organizations with some radical stances, like political ecology ones, may
require people to overcome higher barriers. Accordingly, this may be easier if
people are linked to acquaintances met during specific experiences of collective
action rather than in more generic settings like one’s neighborhood. However,
adhesion to very demanding forms of collective action may also occur without
networks playing a major role. In the case of world-rejecting religious sects, who
require of their members a total break with their previous lifestyles and habits,
involvement may be easier for isolated individuals than for people who are well
embedded in social networks. In all likelihood, network links would exert some
kind of cross-pressure, thus discouraging prospective adepts from joining (Snow
et al. 1980).

Increasingly, researchers have recognized that people are involved in multiple
ties, and that while some may facilitate participation, others may discourage it
(Kitts 2000). Taking this possibility into account, McAdam and Paulsen (1993)
tried to determine what dimensions of social ties are most important, and how
different types of ties shape decisions to participate. Their conclusions substan-
tially qualified earlier arguments (including their own: McAdam 1986) on the link
between participation and former organizational memberships. As such, embed-
dedness in organizational links did not predict activism, nor did strong ties to
people who already volunteered. Instead,what mattered most was a strong
commitment to a particular identity, reinforced by ties to participants, whether
of an organizational or private type. Having been a member of, say, left-wing
groups in the past did not represent a predictor of participation in Freedom
Summer unless it was coupled with a strong, subjective identification with 
that milieu.

Being directly linked – mostly via organizational ties – to people who already
participate may thus not be an essential precondition for recruitment. Lack of
direct ties may be overcome if prospective participants are embedded in organi-
zational networks compatible with the campaign/organization they are consid-
ering joining (Kriesi 1988b; McAdam and Fernandez 1990; McAdam and Paulsen
1993). However, we can also think of the reverse situation, with people mobiliz-
ing through contacts developed in contexts not directly associated with partici-
pation, but that nonetheless create opportunities for people with similar
presuppositions to meet and eventually develop joint action. Research on adhe-
sion to two action committees campaigning against low-flying military jets in
two German villages (Ohlemacher 1996), showed that recruitment attempts
were far more successful for the committee whose members were mostly part
of neutral organizations in their village rather than of explicitly political ones.
Membership in apparently innocuous organizations such as parent–teacher asso-
ciations or sport clubs enabled members of the committee to reach, and gain the
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trust of, a broader range of people than they could have had they been members
of organizations with a more clear-cut political identity. Similar mechanisms may
also influence involvement in nonprotest actions. For example, Becker and
Dhingra (2001) illustrated how membership in religious congregations, and the
resulting ties to fellow members, enabled people to engage in a variety of activ-
ities in the community, but without any bearing on levels of involvement in the
congregational activities. Congregations offered individuals the opportunity to
form close links of friendship and support, but the resulting social capital seemed
to exert its effects mainly beyond the boundaries of the congregation.

To sum up, studies of the relationship between networks and participation
have gone a long way toward specifying its terms. Questions such as “what net-
works account for what type of participation?” have been addressed from a
variety of perspectives. Although findings are not always consistent, nor neces-
sarily comparable, it is possible to identify some recurring themes. First, the role
of networks seems to vary, depending on the costs attached to the action which
they are supposed to facilitate. Whether costs defined in terms of personal risks,
or of the energy and commitment required to join a specific action or organiza-
tion, more demanding forms of action have often (but not always: Snow et al.
1980) been backed by stronger and more specific networks. Number and inten-
sity of ties to other participants have been found to play a role in recruitment to
dangerous actions of the violent (della Porta 1988) as well as of the peaceful
(McAdam 1986, 1988a) kind. A central position in the networks linking prospec-
tive participants has also been identified as an important predictor of actual par-
ticipation (Fernandez and McAdam 1989).

The extent to which the mobilizing messages and the cultural orientation of
a movement differ from, and are at odds with, the dominant orientations in
society also seems to make certain networks more effective than others. Private
networks, consisting for example of ties to friends or acquaintances without
involvement in specific organizations or subcultural milieus, have been found to
matter most in cases when the message of a movement was well accepted in the
social milieus in which prospective participants lived and operated – whether con-
servation styles of environmental activism in 1980s Milan (Diani and Lodi 1988),
radical civil rights action in 1960s Berkeley subcultures (McAdam and Fernandez
1990), or peace campaigns in Dutch cities in the 1980s (Kriesi 1988b). Networks
more directly embedded in political and at times radical organizations and sub-
cultures have been found to count relatively more for recruitment to organiza-
tions whose message was less mainstream, although not necessarily antagonistic,
in their specific context (such as political ecologists in Milan, civil rights activism
in Madison, or peace action in Dutch cities with a weak presence of alternative
subcultures).

Finally, not only do different networks matter in different contexts, they also
perform different functions, ranging from socialization to the creation of con-
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crete opportunities to become involved, and to influencing prospective partici-
pants’ decisions at crucial points in time (Kitts 2000; McAdam 2003; Passy 2001,
2003; Tindall 2004). The relevance of such functions may change, depending on
whether we are looking at recruitment rather than at the strengthening of com-
mitment and the extension of militancy over long periods of time. The different
public exposure of different organizations may also affect the relative weight of
specific types of networks over others (Passy 2003).

5.3 Individuals and Organizations

As the story of Antonio, with which we opened this chapter, illustrated well, the
importance of social networks for collective action in movements goes beyond
their support of individual activism. On the contrary, by participating in the life
of a movement and, in particular, in that of its various organizations, activists
create new channels of communication among them and increase the scope for
promoting common campaigns. Links founded on multiple allegiances are also
important as they create channels of communication between movements and
their environment. There are, of course, exclusive allegiances in which a single
organization monopolizes the commitment and the affective investment of its
individual members; but the inclusive model is more common.

5.3.1 Exclusive affiliations

In some movements, participation implies committing to specific organizations.
Exclusive organizations demand a long novitiate, rigid discipline, and a high level
of commitment, intruding upon every aspect of their members’ lives (Zald and
Ash 1966; Curtis and Zurcher 1974). In general, the greater the degree to which
an organization is founded on symbolic incentives – either ideological or soli-
daristic – the more exclusive it will be.

The most obvious illustrations of this pattern include self-referential com-
munities or sects whose main characteristics are closure in the face of the outside
world, a totalitarian structure, incompatibility with other forms of collective
engagement, and the view – among themselves – that adherents are the reposi-
tories of truth (Wallis 1977). Though they are not necessarily residential com-
munities, the lifestyle of these groups is markedly separate. Interaction with
other groups is usually limited, while the tendency to concentrate on activities
internal to the group is very strong. Organizations active in neoreligious or 
neocommunitarian movements often easily fall into this category; but politi-
cal fundamentalist and radical organizations are not dissimilar (Blee 2002; 
Anheier 2003).
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In these cases, the single adherent/activist inhabits a world in which rela-
tionships and norms are highly structured: this leads to a radical transformation
of personality (see chapter 4 above). The prevalence of sectarian organizations
within a movement sector produces networks which are highly, if not completely,
fragmented. The only significant level of interaction is among adherents to a spe-
cific organization. In some cases (for example, those sects which can count on
numerous local groups, such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, but also political organ-
izations with a strong territorial presence) these contacts can also develop over
a wide geographical area. However, contacts rarely extend beyond the confines
of the single organization. The “movement network” consists therefore of a
series of cliques3; that is to say, groups of actors – members of a given organi-
zation – who are strongly linked to each other and barely or not at all with adher-
ents to other groups.

5.3.2 Multiple affiliations

In most cases, however, participation takes place in inclusive organizations that
allow multiple memberships and have no aspiration to monopolize their
members’ commitment. Already in the early 1970s, Curtis and Zurcher (1973)
regarded individual activists as interorganizational links, and thus as basic struc-
tural features of movement “organizational fields” (see also Di Maggio and
Powell 1983; Di Maggio 1986). Along similar lines, Bolton (1972) talked of “chains
of group affiliations” in relation to the structure of overlapping memberships in
voluntary organizations. Many empirical investigations have followed, adding
details to the broad picture. Diani and Lodi (1988) have documented multiple
commitments in Italian environmentalism, with 28 percent of activists being
involved in several other environmental organizations, and the same percentage
active in both environmental and other political or social groups. Looking at
Dutch environmentalism, Kriesi (1993: 186) found 43 percent of core activists to
have personal links to other movement activists (25 percent in Italy according to
Diani and Lodi), and 67 percent to be connected to other new social movement
participants. Patterns of multiple participation seem to be affected by organiza-
tional features. Investigating members of voluntary associations in the US,
McPherson (1983) found that bigger organizations not only were able to secure
their members’ commitment for a longer time, but could also rely on more ties
to other groups, generated by their members’ overlapping affiliations. However,
other data (e.g. Diani 1995a: 113) suggest a more ambiguous relationship
between an organization’s size and its members’ propensity to engage in multi-
ple activities.

Multiple affiliations play an important role in integrating different areas of
a movement. To belong to the same movement organizations ( just as, more 
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generally, to organizations of other types) facilitates personal contact and the
development of informal networks which, in turn, encourage individual partic-
ipation and the mobilization of resources. Personal contacts are also instrumen-
tal in linking organizations to each other. As happens in economic organizations
(Stokman et al. 1985; Mizruchi and Schwartz 1987), political organizations are
often connected by the fact that they share certain activists; or else by personal
relationships and friendships among their members and leaders.

Carroll and Ratner’s (1996) study of movement activism in the Greater 
Vancouver area exemplifies these processes well. By looking at the joint affilia-
tions of over 200 activists in 7 social movements (labor, urban/antipoverty,
gay/lesbian, feminism, environmentalism, peace, aboriginal) they have been able
to document not only the extent of overlapping memberships, but their pat-
terning. Among Vancouver activists, only 27 percent were active in a single
organization, whereas 28 percent collaborated with multiple organiza-
tions within the same movement, and 45 percent with multiple organizations in
several movements (Carroll and Ratner 1996: 605). Activists in peace and
urban/antipoverty movements were the most inclined towards multiple mem-
berships (67 percent and 71 percent were involved in multiple organizations in
multiple movements), while gay/lesbian, feminist, environmentalist, and abo-
riginal activists seemed to be the least so (34, 32, 39, and 42 percent of them,
respectively, were actually committed to a single organization). Overlapping
memberships constituted a core bloc of labor, peace, and urban/antipoverty
organizations. Feminist and environmental organizations were linked to this bloc
through their connections to labor and peace movements (1996: 605–6). While
the specific pattern of linkages discovered by Carroll and Ratner need not be
taken as the norm, and it may well vary substantially in different periods and
localities, the Vancouver study still shows the potentiality of a network approach
to the study of movement sectors.

Recent data on people who demonstrated against the Iraq war on February
15, 2003, in 8 Western countries4 likewise indicate the extent of multiple mem-
berships. Of the demonstrators who were members of peace organizations
before February 15, 53 percent were also active in other organizations mobiliz-
ing on transnational issues such as Third World development or migrants’ rights;
45 percent in social, cultural, or religious organizations; 35 percent in classic inter-
est representations organizations such as parties and unions; 32 percent in envi-
ronmental or women’s organizations. Among first-time peace protestors, rates
of involvement fell drastically, though they remained far from negligible (11, 29,
15, and 13 percent respectively in the four categories we have just mentioned:
Diani 2005b).

Overlapping memberships contribute to social movement activity in a variety
of ways. In many ways, one could say that they do for movement organizations
what interpersonal networks do for individual activists. First, they facilitate the
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circulation of information and therefore the speed of the decision-making
process. This is essential, inasmuch as the speed of mobilization compensates at
least in part for the lack of organizational resources over which movements have
control. In the absence of formal coordination among organizations, mobiliza-
tion becomes possible through informal links among activists (Killian 1984;
Knoke and Wisely 1990). Persons working across organizations also facilitate the
development of shared representations of conflicts. Among Vancouver activists
there were different ways of framing the conflicts, one based on a political-
economy perspective, another based on an identity perspective, and a third based
on a liberal perspective. The distribution of these frames varied depending on
activists’ commitment to overlapping memberships: those who acted as linkages
between different movements and organizations were disproportionately close
to a political-economy frame, whereas adopters of an identity frame were 
more inclined to concentrate on individual organizations (Carroll and Ratner
1996: 611).

Another important function of multiple memberships lies in their contribu-
tion to the growth of mutual trust. Whether it is a question of economic activ-
ities or of political mobilization, committing resources to a joint initiative
involving other actors is always, to some extent, risky. In each case, the route to
mobilization requires actors to conduct some exploration of, or “investigative
process” with regard to (Diani 1995a: ch. 1), their environment, in search of trust-
worthy allies. This process is much simpler if there are ongoing links between
the central activists of the various organizations concerned. This does not mean
that other alliances are not possible, or even more frequent. But the relative 
cost of forging these other alliances will usually be higher, inasmuch as con-
tacts between the different groups are not “routinized” through interpersonal 
connections.

The hypothesis that cooperation among organizations is more likely where
personal contacts exist among their leaders has been supported by a few studies,
dedicated both to movements and to political organizations in the wider sense.
In both cases it has become clear that the leaders of organizations who work or
campaign together tend to be linked by shared experiences which precede the
formation of the coalition itself (Galaskiewicz 1985: 293; Turk 1977; Diani 1990
and 2003c). The denser the relationships among the leaders and the activists of
various movement organizations, the higher the chances of cooperation among
them (Zald and McCarthy 1980). There is no reason to think that the impact of
networks which pre-date the emergence of a particular movement is limited to
individual decisions to participate; rather, they also influence opportunities for
cooperation among organizations.

Finally, looking at activists’ multiple affiliations can constitute a useful way of
comparing the structure of particular movements in different periods, and of
tracing its modifications over time. In their pioneering study of the organiza-
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tional affiliations of 202 key figures in the women’s movements of the state of
New York between 1840 and 1914, Naomi Rosenthal and her collaborators recon-
structed the structure of the interorganizational networks in three different his-
torical phases, identifying the central organizations in each phase (Rosenthal 
et al. 1985; Rosenthal et al. 1997). A phase of powerful activism between 1840
and the end of the 1860s saw numerous overlaps between participation in
women’s organizations and in antislavery or temperance organizations. The fol-
lowing phase, until the end of 1880, saw a reduction in conflict, and in contrast
to the previous phase was characterized by the disappearance of many organi-
zations and by the difficulty of revitalizing organizations of national importance.
Between 1880 and 1914, there was a revival of activism and a new intensification
of multiple affiliations, corresponding to campaigns for universal suffrage.

The configuration of networks seems to have depended significantly on the
characteristics of the environment in which the movements were operating and
on the availability of resources for mobilization. In local networks, where
resources were usually limited, the integration and density of relationships were
higher. As it was essential to use available resources to best effect, there was little
space for factionalism and core activists distributed their multiple memberships
fairly evenly across the board of local women’s organizations. In contrast, organ-
izations with national structures and which were therefore able to count on
greater organizational resources, could be more tempted to accentuate their
rivalries and ideological distinctions. As a result, the networks created by multi-
ple memberships were more fragmented and consisted of different subgroups
(or cliques) barely connected to each other.

In another exploration of the same data, Rosenthal et al. (1997) looked at mul-
tiple memberships in women’s organizations in four different milieus (three local
communities, plus one network of women active at state level in New York)
between 1840 and 1920. They highlighted the different roles played by national
and local women’s organizations (e.g., in terms of their different relationship to
other radical movements); the division of labor between few multi-issue organ-
izations and the multiplicity of groups operating on a smaller scale and in semi-
isolation; the limited contacts between suffrage organizations and charitable
ones.

While most studies of the duality of individuals and groups focus on rank-
and-file activists, we can also apply this perspective to relationships between
movement leaders, eventually extending the analysis to the ties involving
members of other sectors of the elites. For example, Schmitt-Beck (1989)
explored the connections between central figures in the German peace move-
ment of the 1980s. Data about the overlapping memberships linking core activists
of peace movement organizations to members of other political groups docu-
mented the strong integration of the movement leadership with churches, trade
unions, university, media, and other established social and political organizations
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(see also Schou 1997). On the other hand, movement activists who are well con-
nected to external actors may also increase the centrality of their own organiza-
tions in their specific movement networks. For example, looking at transnational
environmental movement organizations, Caniglia (2001) found that their cen-
trality and influence in the environmental network depended in no small
measure on the extent of their members’ informal ties to key officials of United
Nations agencies or other international governmental organizations.

5.4 Individual Participation, Movement
Subcultures, and Virtual Networks

Individual participation in a movement’s life is by no means restricted to mem-
bership in specific (mainly political) organizations. By going places, being con-
nected to several groups or associations, patronizing specific venues, cafes, or
bookshops, individuals create and reproduce dense webs of informal exchanges.
As a result, informal social networks constitute subcultural oppositional dynam-
ics. These help to keep collective identities alive even when open challenges to
authority may not be taking place (when, in Melucci’s [1989, 1996] words, 
movements are going through phases of “latency”). In this sense, networks
provide the structure of social movement “free spaces” (Polletta 1999), i.e., areas
of social interaction in which holders of specific worldviews reinforce mutual
solidarity and experiment with alternative lifestyles (see also Haunss and Leach
2004).

Taking part in the life of several organizations and coming into contact with
their activists and supporters, individuals construct a series of unique social rela-
tionships. In these, the political dimension of action intersects and overlaps with
the private dimension, to generate the foundations of a specific form of subcul-
ture. In a movement network, individuals pursue goals which are not only con-
cerned with political ends but also and often more significantly with personal
self-realization. Even individuals who are not members of any specific organiza-
tion may come together from time to time for specific initiatives and activities
organized by cultural operators, service structures, and so on. Affiliation to a par-
ticular movement area can therefore be seen as a strictly personal choice, which
brings with it a low level of identification with movement organizations. Simi-
larly, the adoption by movement activists of alternative symbolic codes does not
automatically create a homogeneous identity, nor does it provide the legitimacy
for rigid organizational structures. Some degree of shared identity certainly char-
acterizes a movement understood in its entirety, but this is then articulated with
extreme variability and flexibility by different actors (Melucci 1984a).

Different versions of these models can be found in the movements which have
emerged since the 1960s. In the 1980s, Melucci and associates documented how
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in Milan the end of a Leninist model of politics, based on mass, “revolutionary”
organizations with a rigid structure, had given way to a style of movement par-
ticipation that was largely individualistic and saw people’s involvement in several
types of cultural and political activities, from consciousness-raising groups 
to single issue campaigns. Some sectors of the contemporary global justice 
movement and of the direct action sector also reflect this model (Wall 1999;
McDonald 2002; J. Jordan 2002; T. Jordan 2002). These sectors express a radical
indifference, if not hostility, to the role of organizations as promoters and/or
coordinators of collective action. For people involved in these networks, politi-
cal activism is first and foremost a matter of lifestyle, the expression of deeply
felt cultural and political orientations rather than adhesion to any specific polit-
ical project and the organizations that could support it.

In these cases, participation in a movement life most of the time consists of
involvement in cultural and/or social activities – music concerts, dramatic per-
formances, happenings, always with a critical edge and an element of symbolic
and/or political challenge to some kind of authority – rather than of public
demonstrations. The latter are far from absent, and some may be massive and
with a great public impact – think of the demonstrations taking place in the
context of G8 or WTO meetings (Smith 2001; della Porta et al. 2005; Pianta
2001a, 2002), but also of the anticapitalist riots that shattered the City of London
on June 18, 1999. But demonstrations are not the most important activity, nor
are they associated with the idea of formal organization. When pooling resources
is required, this tends to take the form of “affinity groups” (McDonald 2002;
Bennett 2004b) that form to pursue a specific goal (stop a new road, save a tree,
mount a boycott to the local branch of a global brand) and disband within a short
period of time. The street parties promoted by the Reclaim the Streets network
in the late 1990s in the UK provided opportunities for radical challenges to dom-
inant ideas of urban space which were public yet did not rely on any organiza-
tional structure, depending instead on the dense subcultural networks of the
participants ( J. Jordan 2002). While it is far too simplistic to conclude from these
examples that a radical transformation of collective action has actually taken
place (McDonald 2002), it is certainly important to recognize the presence of
these forms alongside others – the vast majority – in which organizations and
organizational identities still play a major role (Diani 2005a; Diani and Bison 2004;
Rootes 2003).

The debate on the role of subcultural and countercultural activities within
contemporary social movements has become even livelier since the 1990s, with
the spread of computer-mediated communication (henceforth, CMC). Questions
whether organizations still have a role in grassroots mobilization, whether dense
face-to-face community networks are still necessary to support collective action,
whether identity bonds still need some kind of shared direct experience and/or
“real” interaction to develop, have all been made more acute by technological
developments.
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The extent of this impact is more debatable. Some have been particularly
vocal in arguing that new technologies will generate – better, have already gen-
erated – the multiplication of personal identities and the differentiation and seg-
mentation of the self (Rheingold 1993; Turkle 1995; Castells 1997). Many
conclude from this that patterns of political action would be deeply affected too
(e.g. Castells 1996, 1997; see also Washbourne 2001; Bennett 2004a, 2004b). In
relation to political and social participation, we may safely expect CMC to
operate as a powerful facilitator through “the maintenance of dispersed face-
to-face networks,” the development of cultural and “socio-spatial enclaves,” and
technical support to interest group activity (Calhoun 1998: 383–5). And it is cer-
tainly reasonable to expect the internet to play a decisive role in connecting all
sorts of communities that are either geographically dispersed (Rheingold 1993;
Pini, Brown, and Previte 2004) or forced to operate underground by the very
nature of their activities (e.g. hate groups).

However, the contribution of CMC to the creation of new types of identities,
and in particular collective identities, is far from clear. First of all, most instances
of personal interaction in electronic discussion groups actually miss some of the
requirements usually associated with the concept of social relations (Cerulo
1997; Cerulo and Ruane 1998). Participants in those lists often hide their personal
identity, participate occasionally, are not tied by any sort of committed relation-
ship, and are mostly involved in dyadic or at most triadic interactions. For skep-
tics, this seems unlikely to generate the levels of trust and mutual commitment
that past research suggests is required of participants in costly and potentially dis-
ruptive collective action (Calhoun 1998: 380; Diani 2000b; Tilly 2004a: ch. 5). For
others, however, the internet creates a specific set of interactions rather than
being the mere interface of “real” social life. In that context, recourse to hidden
identities, anonymity, etc. may represent in its own right a specific way to chal-
lenge power and destabilize it (Wright 2004: 84; Bennett 2004a).

Empirical evidence on the type of ties established by CMC so far is mixed. It
is certainly true that there are now several illustrations of social links which imply
some degree of solidarity and mutual trust, and which developed between people
who got in touch through the internet (e.g. Freschi 2000, 2003; Nip 2004). On
the other hand, examples of community networks suggest that virtual networks
operate at their best when they are backed by real social linkages in specifically
localized communities, while their capacity to create brand new ones is uncer-
tain (Virnoche and Marx 1997; Pickerill 2000; Hampton and Wellman 2001;
Tranvik 2004). As for transnational networks, again, there is strong evidence that
they contribute to the efficient coordination of global campaigns (Bennett 2004a;
Van Aelst and Walgraave 2004). But they seem mostly to link people (an inter-
national activist elite) who also know each other and meet in person on the occa-
sion of meetings and other events, rather than ordinary “virtual citizens” (Keck
and Sikkink 1998; Lahusen 2004). To sum up, the jury is still out on the issue of
whether CMC has mostly facilitated the action of activists and organizations by
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reinforcing existing links, or whether it has created new types of alternative com-
munities from scratch.

5.5 Summary

In this chapter we have illustrated some aspects of the impact on recruitment
and participation processes and on the overall structure of social movements, of
the networks in which social movement activists are embedded. First, we have
showed that individuals often become involved in collective action through their
personal connections to people already involved. Those connections help them
overcome the innumerable obstacles and dilemmas that people usually face when
considering whether to become active on a certain cause. Not only that: the
amount and type of individual networks also affect the chances of people remain-
ing active for a long time, or instead reducing their commitment, or cutting it
altogether, after brief spells. In reaction to criticisms of the role of networks in
individual mobilization, researchers have qualified their arguments by exploring
what types of networks are more likely to affect what types of collective action,
and how the relationship between the two may change under different social and
political circumstances.

We have also paid attention to the fact that individuals not only become active
in a movement through their previous connections, but also create new connec-
tions by the very fact of being involved in multiple forms of activism and asso-
ciations. From this perspective, individual activists operate as bridges between
different organizational milieus, linking, for example, social movement organi-
zations to established political actors or institutions, or organizations mobilized
for different causes. By doing so, they affect the overall structure of social move-
ment “industries” (McCarthy and Zald 1987a) or “families” (della Porta and
Rucht 1995). At the same time, though, ties resulting from overlapping mem-
berships are not always restricted to organizations; individual movement activists
are also frequently involved in countercultural or subcultural practices. This 
may take the form of “real life” experiences, through personal participation 
in specific activities, but also develop through involvement in virtual com-
munities, such as those made possible by the diffusion of computer-mediated 
communication.
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6

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND
ORGANIZATIONS

Neoliberal globalization has many enemies – or at least critics – in the
southwest of England at the start of the new millennium. Even in a city
with a reputation for its moderate and nonconflictual political culture like
Bristol, the spectrum of organizations challenging neoliberal policies,
highlighting their negative impact on people’s welfare as well as on the
integration of local communities, advocating alternative economic options
and greater respect for human rights by global companies and national gov-
ernments alike, is very broad indeed (Diani 2005a). Let us take a closer look
at some of them. On the one hand we have organizations like Oxfam, a
big charity active nationwide, with many ramifications overseas. Oxfam
promotes both advocacy on behalf of dispossessed populations and service
delivery. It has a formal structure and a huge fee-paying membership
which, combined with a range of marketing strategies and substantial help
from unpaid volunteers, results in an impressive capacity to mobilize
resources on specific projects. Also active on global justice issues is the local
chapter of Greenpeace. Consistently with the strategy of this particular
organization, local activities are mostly meant as a contribution to the
high-profile campaigns that the organization promotes on a global scale.
The running of the latter relies on voluntary work only to a very limited
extent. Greenpeace indeed operates mostly as a professional protest group.
Small left-wing parties, critical of New Labour, are also very active on the
issue. Once again, these are organizations with a fairly defined structure,
membership criteria differentiating between who is and who is not a
member, and a clear organizational identity alongside the identity of the
global justice movement as a whole.

At the same time, globalization in Bristol is opposed by sectors of
radical activists who adopt very loose forms of organization. While the
city has become known over the years for its countercultural scene and its



 

openness towards alternative forms of participation on issues such as the
environment, animal and human rights, and feminism (i.e., the classic
issues associated with “new social movements”), the transformation of the
potential for grassroots activism in organizational forms, even of the
radical type, has proved problematic (Purdue, Diani, and Lindsay 2004).
Radicals mobilizing on globalization – and indeed on a number of other
issues, from road-building to live animal export to asylum-seekers to
workers’ rights – have mostly refrained from involvement in specific organ-
izations. Rather, they have adopted looser, more informal methods of coor-
dination. They rely on personal ties, helped along by the fact that the core
of activists is no more than a few dozen (i.e., those who can be regarded
as virtually full-time campaigners, if on a totally nonprofessional basis);
they use as meeting points alternative cafes or other cultural and leisure-
time venues; they coordinate through newsletters, fanzines, or email lists.
In these cases, the organizational model very much overlaps with the style
of individualized subcultural or countercultural participation we described
at the end of the previous chapter.

In between these two poles of organizational structure fall organiza-
tions with varying degrees of internal complexity and formalization:
neighborhood groups interested in better integration between white and
nonwhite local residents; associations of ethnic minorities – including
many women’s associations – aiming at improving private and 
public opportunities for their group; cultural associations promoting alter-
native lifestyles in areas such as food or health, for instance through fair
trade practices; groups of professionals – e.g. lawyers – willing to offer their
services to deprived groups or people without basic rights, such as
migrants.

While all the different organizational forms we have just described are
functional to specific activities of interest to organization members – or,
in the case of informal activist networks, to those who are involved in them
– they often converge in broader campaigns and coalitions on specific
issues. In the last few years, examples of such actions include campaigns
on asylum seekers’ rights, the cancellation of developing countries’ debt,
and of course opposition to the Afghan and Iraqi wars. Moreover, the
density of ties between organizations with a strong interest in transna-
tional issues such as globalization, Third World debt, migration, peace and
war, is actually much higher in Bristol than the density of ties between
organizations with other issue priorities (Diani and Bison 2004). On top of
that, extensive links run between the various sectors of Bristolian civil
society through the activities of their members, their multiple member-
ships, their personal acquaintances (the links we described in the previous
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chapter). And of course, the connections of these groups are by no means
restricted to the local area: either through formal links to national head-
quarters, like in the case of Oxfam, or even transnational ones, like Green-
peace, or through involvement in transnational networks such as Jubilee
2000, Drop the Debt, or the Climate Action Network, or through informal
exchanges with organizations based in other countries, Bristol organiza-
tions are part of much broader mobilization networks.
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What we found in Bristol is certainly not new. Social movements have long been
identified with loosely structured collective conflict, in which “hundreds of
groups and organizations – many of them short-lived, spatially scattered, and
lacking direct communication, a single organization, and a common leader-
ship – episodically take part in many different kinds of local collective action”
(Oberschall 1980: 45–6). Far from being a unique case, Bristol provides an excel-
lent example of both the role of organizations in promoting and sustaining col-
lective action, and of the different organizational logics that one can locate within
social movements (Edwards and Foley 2003; Andrews and Edwards 2005; Davis,
McAdam, Scott, and Zald 2005). Even though social movements do not equate
with the organizations active in them (see chapters 1 and 5 above), organizations
often play very important roles within them. Like any kind of organization,
organizations active in social movements fulfill – if to varying degrees and in
varying combinations – a number of functions: inducing participants to offer
their services; defining organizational aims; managing and coordinating contri-
butions; collecting resources from their environment; selecting, training, and
replacing members (Scott 1981: 9). Social movement organizations must mobi-
lize resources from the surrounding environment, whether directly in the form
of money or through voluntary work by their adherents; they must neutralize
opponents and increase support from both the general public and the elite (see
e.g. McCarthy and Zald 1987b [1977]: 19).

Organizations are also important because they act as powerful sources of
identity for a movement’s own constituency, its opponents, and bystander
publics. No matter how aware people may be of the complexity and hetero-
geneity of any movement, its public perception is likely to be associated with its
most conspicuous characters. These need not necessarily be organizations, as the
role of people like Martin Luther King in the US civil rights movement of the
1960s, or of Vandana Shiva or Jose Bove in the global justice movement, reminds
us. Nevertheless, it is often organized groups that are associated with a move-
ment, for better or worse: for instance, Greenpeace or WWF with environmen-
talism, Amnesty International with human rights activism, Attac or the so-called
“Black Block” with the global justice movement.



 

For people committed to a certain cause, organizations are an important
source of continuity, not only in terms of identity, but also in terms of action.
At times of collective effervescence, when enthusiasm is high and the will to par-
ticipate is strong, it is easier to mobilize people and resources even informally as
individuals. But when opportunities for action are more modest and it gets more
difficult to attract people spontaneously “to the streets,” then organizations can
secure continuity to collective action precisely because of their tendency to self-
perpetuation. Of course not all organizations survive the end of protest waves
of particular intensity (Minkoff 1995), yet without organizations collective action
would be subject to extreme levels of variability, and challengers’ political weight
would be far more limited than it actually is. The role of organizations as sources
of identity and as actors securing continuity to collective action also results in
them playing representation and, to some extent, leadership roles on behalf of a
movement. One of the reasons why political actors have trouble dealing with
social movements, and media actors struggle to represent them in their accounts,
is the lack of recognized movement representatives. With variable levels of
acceptance from movements’ grassroots, organizations often end up playing such
a role simply by virtue of their greater visibility and greater ease of access (Diani
2003b).

At the same time, organizations perform their tasks by taking up very diverse
forms. Following Scott’s classic treatment (1981: ch. 2), we can look at organiza-
tions as rational, natural, and open systems. The first approach sees organiza-
tions mainly as collectivities oriented to relatively specific goals, with a relatively
formalized social structure; the second approach maintains that organizations are
collectivities whose members/participants are little influenced by formal struc-
tures or official goals, but share an interest in the survival of the system and
engage in activities, coordinated informally, to secure such survival; the third
approach conceives of organizations mainly as unstable coalitions of interest
groups that determine goals through a negotiation process: the structure of the
coalition, its activities, and its outcomes are strongly affected by environmental
factors.

It needs to be made very clear that these are analytical models and not empir-
ical descriptions of specific types of organizations; in other words, we may also
apply the three different logics to the same organization in order to identify dif-
ferent aspects of its way of operating and address different problems. For
example, it may make eminent sense to look at Greenpeace by focusing on their
explicitly stated goals and structure (adopting, in other words, a rational system
perspective); by looking at the informal practices through which the people 
operating within Greenpeace ensure the reproduction of the organization (i.e.,
taking a natural system perspective); or by looking at how Greenpeace may be
the result of tensions and struggles between different actors within it, and how
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such struggles may also be affected by the social, economic, and political envi-
ronment in which the organization operates (thus following an open system
model).

From our point of view, however, it is also legitimate and useful to recognize
that each model best suits one of the organizational forms we have just identi-
fied. More specifically, in the Bristol global justice movement, as well as in any
other movement, we can either focus on the characteristics of the groups and
organizations who are mobilized within it, or on the organization of the move-
ment as a whole, i.e., on the way that the different groups, organizations, and
even individual activists interested in globalization issues relate to each other. If
we take the first line of inquiry, we are likely to look first and foremost for varying
combinations of rational and natural systems approaches. In general, a rational
system approach makes more sense for heavily bureaucratic organizations with
relatively specific goals such as firms or hospitals, than for organizations advo-
cating broader and often vaguely defined social changes, like many of those
involved in social movements. However, it can also provide useful insights in rela-
tion to the most formalized organizations active in movements (in our example,
the likes of Oxfam and Greenpeace).

The more we refer to loose organizational forms, like those reflected in infor-
mal networks of radical activists, the more the natural systems perspective seems
useful. The aspirations to radical change held by those activists are unlikely to
be fulfilled; accordingly, for the reproduction of activism over time, internal sol-
idarity and identity – and hence the informal links between the people involved
– are of paramount importance (Wall 1999; McDonald 2002; Routledge 2003;
Doherty, Plows, and Wall 2003). Finally, if our interest lies in the organizational
structure of a movement taken as a whole, then the open system approach is
likely to generate very useful insights. Again, it is all too obvious that negotia-
tions about goals, instability of the coalitions, and strong exposure to environ-
mental effects may shape any specific organization; however, these dynamics are
probably most visible when we are talking about a broad range of different
organizations, such as those making up social movements.

In our discussion of organizational dynamics in social movements we shall
distinguish between organizations taken as individual specific actors and the
organization of the movement taken as a complex system of connected, inter-
dependent organizations. More specifically, our argument will develop as follows:
first, we shall introduce a number of alternatives or organizational dilemmas 
that organizations face; then identify a few basic organizational models; 
then look at patterns of organizational change, focusing first on the relationship
between organizations and the institutional structure in which they operate, 
and later on the impact of technological change (the internet revolution) on
social movements’ organizational forms. Finally, we shall analyze the factors
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behind the segmentation of the networks that link different organizations to 
each other.

6.1 Organizational Dilemmas in Social
Movements

In social movement analysis, the acronym SMO (standing for “social movement
organization”) has proved one of the most popular (McCarthy and Zald 1977).
But it has also proved very ambiguous, as it has taken very different meanings
among different authors. Its original proponents defined the social movement
organization as a “complex, or formal, organization which identifies its goals
with the preferences of a social movement or countermovement and attempts
to implement those goals” (McCarthy and Zald 1987 [1977]: 20), a conception
that only fits highly structured and formal organizations. Conversely, another def-
inition sees SMOs as “associations of persons making idealistic and moralistic
claims about how human personal or group life ought be organized that, at the
time of their claims making, are marginal to or excluded from mainstream society”
(Lofland 1996: 2–3), but that hardly seems applicable to strong organizations such
as Greenpeace, Amnesty International, or the like. Still others (e.g. Rucht 1994)
distinguish social movements (and thus SMOs) from parties and interest groups
because of their main source of power and legitimacy (protest-mobilizing capac-
ity as opposed to votes and influence respectively), but this does not necessarily
imply distinct organizational forms.

Although most researchers in the field would not go as far as suggesting
getting rid of the SMO label altogether (but see Burstein 1999; Burstein, Ein-
wohner, and Hollander 1995; Burstein and Linton 2002; Diani 2004a), it is defi-
nitely important to be aware of the heterogeneity of organizational forms
adopted by social movement activists (Rao, Morrill, and Zald 2000). In a sys-
tematic analysis of such forms, drawing on the experience of the west European
new social movements of the 1980s, Hanspeter Kriesi (1996) has described their
internal structuration as deriving from: (1) formalization, with the introduction
of formal membership criteria, written rules, fixed procedures, formal leader-
ship, and a fixed structure of offices; (2) professionalization, understood as the
presence of paid staff who pursue a career inside the organization; (3) internal
differentiation, involving a functional division of labor and the creation of terri-
torial units; and (4) integration, through mechanisms of horizontal and/or ver-
tical coordination.1 The degree to which specific SMOs meet those criteria
reflects some basic organizational dilemmas, that are not peculiar to social move-
ments only (see e.g. Janda [1970] on political parties), but are certainly very
important to our understanding of movement dynamics. Let us focus on three
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of them, without claiming to provide an all-encompassing review (see instead
Lofland 1996).

6.1.1 Mobilizing people or resources?

Political organizations – in our case, specifically SMOs – may try to mobilize the
largest possible support from the general public, and therefore the resources
which are essential to the maintenance of a semi- or quasi-professional group.
Available strategies range from calling upon broadly supported sets of values to
the provision of selective incentives to prospective members/subscribers in the
form of services, leisure-time activities, discount packages, etc. But this is not the
only option: SMOs may also try to mobilize smaller but more carefully selected
groups of committed activists. These are essential for the more demanding tasks
of movement participation, including persistent organizational commitment and
the promotion of costly forms of collective action.

Putting it differently, there is a basic alternative between the mobilization of
people’s “money” or “time” (Oliver and Marwell 1992). These options are not
easily compatible. Emotional messages, which provide a clear-cut definition of a
movement’s identity and opponents, are essential to mobilize core activists
(Gamson 1992a). Yet, their sharpness may alienate sectors of sympathizers and
prospective supporters with less clear-cut orientations and motivations (Fried-
man and McAdam 1992). It may also discourage potential supporters among
established actors, not only public agencies but also “concerned” private spon-
sors, whose contribution will be easier to attract the larger the size of public
support for a given movement.2 The choice of whether to mobilize time or
money has important implications for SMOs: the two options require different
“mobilization technologies” and therefore different organizational models
(Oliver and Marwell 1992).

SMOs differ in the opportunities available for their grassroots members’ par-
ticipation. Many of them emphasize participation and direct democracy, oppose
delegation of power, and privilege consensual decision-making. This applies to
contemporary Social Forums (Agnoletto 2003; Baiocchi 2001, 2002a; della Porta
2005b) as well as to virtually all social movements who have followed each other
from the 1960s (Breines 1989; Rosenthal and Schwartz 1989: 46; Polletta 2002).
A participatory structure also favors internal solidarity. Having only limited
access to material resources, social movement organizations may substitute for
this with symbolic resources. Accordingly, many SMOs give particular impor-
tance to internal relations, transforming the very costs of collective action into
benefits through the intrinsic rewards of participation itself. As well as formal
organizations, small groups held together by personal relations survive during
periods of latency, providing important bases for the revival of movement 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND ORGANIZATIONS 141



 

activities (Taylor 1989; Melucci 1996). In particular, a small group of activists
“uses naturally occurring social relationships and meets a variety of organiza-
tional and individual needs for emotional support, integration, sharing of sacri-
fice, and expression of shared identities” (Gamson 1990: 175). Within cohesive
groups the conditions for the development of alternative value systems are con-
stituted and “communal associations become free spaces, breeding grounds for
democratic change” (Evans and Boyte 1986: 187). In these “free spaces,” a “sense
of a common good” develops alongside the construction of “direct, face-to-face,
and egalitarian relationships” (Gamson 1990: 190–1). Thus, an all-embracing par-
ticipation tends to permeate every aspect of activists’ everyday lives. “In the
climate of the late 1960s,” Whalen and Flacks note with reference to the US
student movement, “commitment to revolution had implications for carrying out
virtually every detail of daily life: to be a revolutionary was to dress, eat, make
love, and speak in certain ways and not others” (1989: 249). Where politics
“marks every moment of the day,” fellow militants become a “family,” as it is
sometimes put on the extreme left in Italy (della Porta 1990: 149–50). So much
so that, in their value system and lifestyle, “those who participated in the youth
revolt continue to be affected by it” (Whalen and Flacks 1989: 247).

6.1.2 Hierarchical or horizontal structures?

The distribution of power within an organization also needs to be considered.
Power can be more or less centralized, as the literature on political parties in par-
ticular has revealed. National structures can have greater or less weight; there
can be greater or lesser participation in decisions concerning resource allocation,
goal definition, candidacies, or disciplinary procedures; and there can be greater
or lesser centralization of leadership ( Janda 1970: 104–12). Social movement
organizations have different styles of leadership. Many organizations from reli-
gious sects to student movements, via revolutionary parties like the Bolsheviks
or the Nazis, have displayed charismatic forms of leadership whose legitimacy
was dependent above all on leaders’ ability to manipulate ideological resources
and to embody the movement as a whole, contributing to the creation of its col-
lective identity (see, for example, Alberoni 1984). Overall, however, several dif-
ferent leadership styles have been noted in the literature: agitator, prophet,
administrator, or statesman (Lang and Lang 1961); charismatic, administrator, or
intellectual (Killian 1964); charismatic, ideological, or pragmatic (Wilson 1973);
instrumental or affective (Downton 1973).

Given their participatory nature and – frequently – democratic orientation,
social movement organizations have always faced the dilemma of how to rec-
oncile leadership roles with the requirements of grassroots democracy. They
often reject authority and hierarchy on principle (Pearce 1980; Diani and Donati
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1984; Brown 1989; Lichterman 1995a: 196), but this does not necessarily elimi-
nate the need for leadership functions, such as coordination and public repre-
sentation (Melucci 1996: 344–7). If we think of social movement leadership in
relational terms (Melucci 1996: 335–8; see also Downton 1973), then “leadership
roles need not entail control over a unified organization, or explicit recognition
of charisma from followers. They may also, far less obtrusively, result from
certain actors’ location at the center of exchanges of practical and symbolic
resources among movement organizations. This will not generate domination,
if by that we mean actors’ capacity to impose sanctions over others in order 
to control their behavior, but rather varying degrees of influence” (Diani 
2003b: 106).

From this perspective, rather than with charisma or authority, “leadership”
may be associated with actors’ ability to promote coalition work among move-
ment organizations, or to establish connections to the media and political insti-
tutions, which in turn lead to operating de facto as movement “representatives”
(see e.g. Diani and Donati 1984; Rosenthal et al. 1985, 1997; Staggenborg 1988;
Mushaben 1989; Schmitt-Beck 1989; Diani 1995a, 2003b; Schou 1997). The plu-
rality of functions important for social movement mobilization also means that
playing influential, “leadership” roles depends on possession of constantly chang-
ing resources. Recently, for example, experts have often replaced ideologues as
social movement leaders (Moore 1995). Involved as they are in technological
issues, contemporary movements assign a very important role to natural scien-
tists and engineers: “challenging sophisticated technologies . . . such organized
protests are dependent on recognized experts to interpret the issues and achieve
public credibility” (Walsh 1988: 182). As a result of these multiple roles and
requirements, leadership in social movements is often ad hoc, short lived, relates
to specific objectives, and is concentrated in a limited area of the movements
themselves (Diani and Donati 1984; Barker, Johnson and Lavalette 2001; Morris
and Staggenborg 2004).

6.1.3 Challengers or “service providers”?

Not all social movement organizations are directly concerned with external chal-
lenges, oriented on political powerholders. Organizations may also act mainly
with reference to the needs of social movement constituencies, and/or to
support cultural and symbolic challenges or the practice of new lifestyles. Kriesi
(1996) called these organizations movement associations, but other terms have
also become popular (e.g. halfway houses [Morris 1984] or abeyance structures
[Taylor 1989]). Communes, therapy groups, and rape crisis centers were formed
through the feminist movement, for example (Ryan 1992: 135–44; Minkoff 1995;
Kaplan 1995; Daniels and Brooks 1997). Within student movements, used-book
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stalls and advice centers of various kinds offered logistical support to sympa-
thizers, allowing protest action in favor of the right to education to be combined
with concrete activity aimed at “putting the goal into practice,” while at the same
time they helped widen support. Movement associations, too, are diverse in
terms of levels of organization, internal power distribution, and degree of par-
ticipation. Self-help groups, for example, tend to be informal, decentralized, and
are frequently totalizing, while associations offering services to a wider public
may adopt a more formal structure, and a hierarchical distribution of power, and
fuse symbolic and instrumental incentives (see e.g. Taylor 1996; Taylor and van
Willige 1996).

Besides groups involved in political mobilization and movement associations,
both predominantly inward-looking, supportive organizations (Kriesi 1996) are
also part of the social movement organizational structure. These consist of
service organizations such as newspapers, recreation centers, educational insti-
tutions, or publishing presses, which contribute to a movement’s aims but at the
same time work on the open market. The film clubs, theaters, publishing houses
created within several movements in order to further collective mobilization
increasingly became market-oriented commercial enterprises with audited
accounts, salaried staff, and a competitive market ethos. The same applied to
natural food and health shops, originally set up by sympathizers if not activists
of environmental movements.

The spread of this kind of structure contributes to the creation of movement
countercultures in which political engagement permeates the whole of life.3 The
Italian social centers (centri sociali) that originated from the autonomist and anar-
chist movement sectors of the late 1970s, have over time evolved from inward-
looking countercultural communities towards an organizational model which is
closest to that of supportive organizations (although this has not happened
without conflicts and dissension between different orientations within the sector:
Dines 1999; Ruggiero 2000; Mudu 2004). The fair-trade businesses and ethical
banks that have developed in parallel with the global justice movement also fall
under this heading (Micheletti 2003; Micheletti, Follesdal, and Stolle 2003; Diani
2005a; Aguiton 2001). So does a network of alternative media operators linked
together through various websites, like Indymedia (see also section 7.4.). Several
neoreligious organizations over the last decades have also adopted organizational
models combining elements from the movement associations and the support-
ive organizations types. For example, Hank Johnston (1980) characterized the
Transcendental Meditation group as a “marketed social movement.” While refer-
ring to a “marketed social movement organization” might have been more accu-
rate, Johnston’s analysis nonetheless captured important aspects of the role
played by organizations providing specific services to “clients” longing for per-
sonal and social change.
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6.2 Types of Social Movement Organizations

Different responses to the dilemmas illustrated above generate different organi-
zational models. Here we introduce some of them, without any aspiration to
generate systematic typologies (for examples, see Kriesi 1996; Diani and Donati
1999; Rao et al. 2000).

6.2.1 Professional movement organizations

A professional social movement organization is characterized by “(1) a leadership
that devotes full time to the movement, with a large proportion of resources
originating outside the aggrieved group that the movement claims to represent;
(2) a very small or non-existent membership base or a paper membership (mem-
bership implies little more than allowing a name to be used upon membership
rolls); (3) attempts to impart the image of ‘speaking for a constituency,’ and 
(4) attempts to influence policy toward that same constituency” (McCarthy and
Zald 1987a [1973]: 375).4 Ordinary members have little power and “have no
serious role in organizational policymaking short of withholding membership
dues. The professional staff largely determines the positions the organization
takes upon issues” (McCarthy and Zald 1987a [1973]: 378).

However, professional SMOs do not necessarily address themselves to their
“natural” constituents, i.e., those groups (whether dispossessed like the unem-
ployed or the homeless, or fairly well-off like in many new middle-class mobi-
lizations) whose interests they promote, the way a normal pressure group would.
Rather, they have a “conscience constituency” composed of those who believe
in the cause they support. Their leaders are entrepreneurs whose “impact results
from their skills at manipulating images of relevance and support through the
communication media” (McCarthy and Zald 1987a [1973]: 374). They rely more
on their reputation for technical expertise on specific matters than on mass mobi-
lization (McCarthy and Zald 1987a [1973]: 379; 1987b [1977]: 29).5

There are recognizable advantages associated with professional organizations.
Back in the 1970s, in his comparative analysis of American social movements,
Gamson (1990 [1975]) found that challengers are more likely to win when they
possess a well-structured organization. Formal organizations would appear
better placed to mobilize “because they facilitate mass participation, tactical inno-
vations, and rapid decision-making” (Morris 1984: 285). Structured organizations
are also more likely to survive beyond a wave of protest to favor mobilization in
succeeding waves (McCarthy and Zald 1987b [1977]). Professional organizers
often spread mass defiance rather than dampening it, and “professionalization of
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leadership and the formalization of movement organizations are not necessarily
incompatible with grass-roots protest” (Staggenborg 1991: 154–5; also Jenkins
1985). Moreover, long-term survival is favored by the presence of motives for and
methods of action which are already legitimated (Minkoff 1993, 1995; Clemens
and Minkoff 2004).

However, there are also problems. While professional organizations can gen-
erate a constant flow of funding they are bound by the wishes of their benefac-
tors. “The growth and maintenance of organizations whose formal goals are
aimed at helping one population but who depend on a different population for
funding are ultimately more dependent upon the latter than the former”
(McCarthy and Zald 1987b [1973]: 371). Patrons provide important resources, but
they are usually available only for groups with low-level claims and consensual
legitimacy – the disabled rather than the unemployed, for example (Walker 1991).

Similar consequences may result from growing collaboration with authori-
ties: “The establishment of a working relation with the authorities also has
ambivalent implications for the development of the SMO: On the one hand,
public recognition, access to decision-making procedures and public subsidies
may provide crucial resources and represent important successes for the SMO;
on the other hand, the integration into the established system of interest inter-
mediation may impose limits on the mobilization capacity of the SMO and alien-
ate important parts of its constituency, with the consequence of weakening it in
the long run” (Kriesi 1996: 155–6; see also Lahusen 2004)

Echoing Robert Michels’ analysis of the bureaucratization of socialist parties,
Piven and Cloward (1977) have been most explicit in considering the develop-
ment of formal organizations as hampering goal attainment in protest move-
ments of the poor. Investment in building a permanent mass organization was
seen as a waste of scarce resources. Moreover, such organizations tended to
reduce the only resource available to the poor: mass defiance. It is certainly true
that even professional bureaucratic organizations may promote radical chal-
lenges and defiance, and engage in various forms of vicarious activism on behalf
of a fee-paying passive membership (see e.g. Greenpeace, Diani and Donati
1999). But organizations focused entirely on fund-raising and the attraction of
financial resources are likely sooner or later to face problems with their capacity
to mobilize people (Donati 1996; Diani and Donati 1999). All in all, according to
critics, professionalization might lead to defeat by taming protest (Piven and
Cloward 1977; see also section 9.1 and, for a broader argument, Skocpol 2003).

The same dilemmas characterize an organizational type that has recently
gained increasing attention, the “transnational social movement organization”
(TSMOs). Jackie Smith defines TSMOs as “international nongovernmental
organizations engaged in explicit attempts to [change] some elements of the
social structure and/or reward distribution of society” (1999: 591), and shows
how they grew from 110 in 1953 to 631 in 1993 (see also chapter 9 below). Their
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growth has exceeded that of international nongovernmental organizations at
large (Anheier and Themudo 2002). TSMOs comprise a small number (some-
times referred to as “the Big Ten”) of organizations with numerous national
chapters, membership in the millions, and strong levels of bureaucratization.
These include the likes of Amnesty International (over a million members,
formal chapters in 56 countries, 7,500 action groups in nearly 100 countries:
Anheier and Themudo 2002: 193), Greenpeace (between 2 and 3 million), Friends
of the Earth (a federation of 61 national associations that coordinates about 5,000
local groups and a million members [Anheier and Themudo 2002: 203]), WWF
(5 million), or Oxfam (a confederation of 12 organizations). These organizations
display many traits of the professional organization, even though participation is
encouraged – if largely in the form of voluntary work and contributions to spe-
cific projects, rather than in decision-making processes, and with low levels of
investment in the building of internal solidarity. However, TSMOs also include
organizations with a distinctive profile but much smaller in terms of resources,
and less neatly fitting the professional model. Well-known examples include
ATTAC, an organization that campaigns against the deregulation of financial
markets, founded in 1997 in France though it has made significant inroads in
other Western countries (Ancelovici 2002; Kolb 2004); ACT UP, active since the
1980s in challenging the consequences of AIDS (Gould 2002); or conservation
organizations such as Conservation International or the Environmental Defense
Fund (Lewis 2000).

6.2.2 Participatory movement organizations

We use the plural deliberately, to refer to different organizational types that can
be grouped under this broader model. In particular we differentiate between
mass protest organizations and grassroots groups.

Mass protest organizations

This model combines attention to participatory democracy with certain levels of
formalization of the organizational structure. In the social movements of the
1970s, many political organizations like the communist K-Gruppen in Germany,
the New Left parties in Italy, the Trotskysts in France, had adopted fairly rigid
and hierarchical organizational structures, close to the model of the Leninist
party (della Porta 1995: ch. 4; Lumley 1990). Gradually, however, this model fell
out of favor for its excessive emphasis on the professional revolutionary role, and
its indifference to grassroots democracy. With the crisis of the 1970s protest
movements, alternative forms of organization developed, as exemplified by the
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emergence of green parties. These were formed for the most part during the
1980s campaigns on environmental issues, and nuclear energy in particular,
although they have never been the official political representatives of the envi-
ronmental movement (Rootes 1994). In seeking to defend nature, these parties
also sought to apply the “think globally, act locally” principle to their organiza-
tions. The greens rejected, initially at least, any structured organizational power,
just as they rejected centralizing technologies. They developed a ritual of direct
democracy by introducing consensual decision-making, rotation of chair roles,
and so on.

The model of open assemblies and always revocable delegates did not survive
long, however. Participatory democracy may often reduce the decision-making
efficiency of assemblies and lead to very long periods of confusion and incerti-
tude. Particularly after they entered first regional and then national parliaments,
the greens began to develop stable organizational structures, with membership
cards, representative rather than direct democracy within the party, and a stable
leadership. Public funding of the parties created a constant and generous flow of
finance which was used to develop a professional political class, set up newspa-
pers and supportive associations. The green parties’ structure thus became
formal and centralized. Participation moved towards excluding membership of
other organizations, and ideological incentives began to predominate. Recently,
however, grassroots democratic practices have been revitalized in the context of
the growth of global justice mobilizations, and also extended to nontraditional
unions such as the Cobas in Italy or Sud in France (see chapters 2 and 9 in the
present volume).

It is not difficult to identify the processes behind these recurrent switches.
They not only have to do with the oligarchic tendencies to be found in any sort
of organization, but also with problems associated with the model of participa-
tory organizational democracy. In fairness, the concrete realization of the orga-
nizational principles of grassroots democracy has never been a simple matter.
Many activists have complained of the de facto oligarchies which tend to form
and impose their will when collective decision-making becomes difficult. An
organized minority can win out in an assembly by wearing down the majority,
and forcing them to give up and leave after hours of strenuous discussion. In a
few extreme cases physical force has been used by some groups to occupy impor-
tant decision-making positions such as the chair of meetings. Even without
reaching those excesses, the risks of a “tyranny of emotions,” whereby the most
committed activists profit from the lack of formal procedures and secure control
of decision-making processes, have been pointed out in reference to several
movements of the recent and not-so-recent past (Breines 1989: 49; Polletta 2002).
They have also been restated in reference to the global justice movement (Epstein
2001; see also section 9.4 below).
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Grassroots organizations

In contrast to the mass protest model, the grassroots model combines strong par-
ticipatory orientations with low levels of formal structuration. The existence of
organizations of this kind depends on their members’ willingness to participate
in their activities. Such participation may be encouraged through different com-
binations of ideological and solidaristic incentives. Oftentimes this is related to
locality. For example, the local groups that opposed road building in many
corners of Britain in the 1990s (Doherty 1999; Wall 1999; Drury et al. 2003) could
not rely on a strong ideological profile given the heterogeneity of their partici-
pants, and instead emphasized shared concerns in specific issues; so do the single-
issue citizens’ committees that characterize so much political activity in
contemporary democracies (della Porta 2004c) or the residents’ associations
promoting environmental justice collective action in deprived urban areas
(Taylor 1995; Lichterman 1995a). Other times, shared critical attitudes play a
stronger and more explicit role in motivating participation, as in the semiformal
direct action groups that have developed in the context of growing opposition
to neoliberal globalization (Doherty, Plows, and Wall 2003), or in the local inde-
pendent women’s groups that marked the spread of feminist movements in the
1970s and 1980s (Rupp and Taylor 1987; Whittier 1995).

Despite their lack of resources, there are innumerable examples of grassroots
organizations that have been successful in the pursuit of their goals, both in coun-
tries lacking a vibrant civil society (Desai 1996; Broadbent 1998; Ray 1999) and
in Western countries. For example, grassroots environmental mobilizations have
proved a constant feature of Western democracies, stopping threatening projects
on innumerable occasions (Rootes 2003; della Porta and Rucht 2002). At the same
time, depending so heavily on their members’ voluntary participation, grassroots
organizations’ capacity to act with continuity over time is obviously limited.
Many of them actually see an alternation of phases of activism and latency, com-
parable to those identified by Melucci and his associates (Melucci 1984a) for social
movements as a whole. They operate as “intermittent structures,” i.e., “organi-
zations or organizational units which are deployed and then “folded up” until
their period of activity arrives again” (Etzioni 1975: 444, quoted in Lindgren
1987). “Intermittent social movement organizations” (Lindgren 1987), that resur-
face each time their issues of concern become salient political topics again,
remind us that permanent stable structures are not necessarily a requirement for
success.

Grassroots organizations may also face problems if they rely too heavily on
ideology to secure their members’ cohesion and commitment. Ideological incen-
tives are an important surrogate for the lack of material resources, but their use
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increases the rigidity of the organizational model because transformations have
to be incorporated into the normative order of the group (Zald 1970). Moreover,
organizations employing symbolic incentives will run a greater risk of internal
conflict (McCarthy and Zald 1987b [1977]: 33). Especially for grassroots groups
with very critical views of mainstream society, closure to the external world helps
the formation of identity but also reduces the capacity to handle reality and iden-
tify reasons for failure.6

6.3 How Do Social Movement 
Organizations Change?

6.3.1 Patterns of change

Just as the organizational characteristics of social movements vary, there is no
single model accounting for organizational changes. A Weberian approach,
focusing primarily on bureaucratization, initially dominated in the sociology of
social movements as in other areas. Michels’ “iron law of oligarchy,” which states
that in order to survive as an organization a political party increasingly pays atten-
tion to adapting to its environment rather than to its original goals of social
change,7 was also held valid for social movements. Institutionalization used to be
considered a natural evolution for social movement organizations. Recurrent life-
cycles were identified in the histories of a number of movements. Herbert
Blumer (1951: 203), for example, distinguished four stages in the typical social
movement lifecycle. The first, or “social ferment,” stage would be characterized
by unorganized, unfocused agitation during which great attention is paid to the
propaganda of “agitators.” In the second phase, of “popular excitement,” the
underlying causes of discontent and the objectives of action are more clearly
defined. In the third phase, of “formalization,” disciplined participation and
coordination of strategies for achieving the movement’s aims are arrived at by
creating a formal organization. Finally, in the “institutionalization” stage the
movement becomes an organic part of society and crystallizes into a professional
structure.

Others have questioned the “necessity” of such an evolution, however. Even
organizational sociologists point out that adaptation is only one evolutionary
possibility among many. In fact, an organization need not react by moderating
its aims when conflict with the surrounding environment arises. It can also
become more radical, hoping that a small but powerful nucleus of dissent will
form in this way ( Jackson and Morgan 1978). Moreover, rather than adapt to
external demands it may simply reduce contacts with the outside world (Meyer
and Rowan 1983). Although he referred to the Michelsian hypothesis (and
emphasized that “there are organizational characteristics that dictate organiza-
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tion maintenance over every other possible goal”), Ted Lowi (1971: 31) noted that
“the phenomenon has little to do with goal displacement. Rather, the goals of
an organization have become outwon with the need of maintaining the 
organization.”

In fact, SMOs rarely get institutionalized. In the first place, few of them actu-
ally survive for a significant time spell (Minkoff 1995: ch. 3). Some dissolve
because their aims have been achieved. Organizations formed to coordinate spe-
cific campaigns, for example, tend to disappear as soon as that campaign is over
(Zurcher and Curtis 1973).8 Leadership splits during downturns in mobilization,
and the resultant processes of disintegration and realignment cause others to dis-
appear. In the case of SMOs, whose life expectancy is short and whose aims are
limited, an interest in the organization’s continuing existence may not even
develop. In other words, their members’ first loyalty continues to be to the 
movement and the organization is simply seen as a temporary instrument for 
intervention.

Moderation of an organization’s aims is not, of course, the only possible
development even for those organizations that actually do survive in the long
term. Other social movement organizations become more radical. Their aims
become more ambitious, the forms of action adopted less conventional, and they
become increasingly isolated from the outside world. One outcome of 1968,
although certainly not the only one, nor the most important, was the formation
of clandestine organizations which grew out of the student movement in Italy
and Germany and adopted increasingly radical forms of action, including in some
cases murdering political opponents. They are a tragic and extreme example of
how reacting to a hostile environment can bring about an increasing closure of
channels of communication with the outside world (della Porta 1995). In less
extreme cases, spontaneous groups such as the German Spontis and the Indiani
Metropolitani (literally, “metropolitan indians”) in Italy, illegitimate offspring of
the student movement in decline, increased rather than diminished their use of
symbolic incentives, primarily in order to reinforce internal solidarity (Lumley
1990; della Porta 1996a).

The direction taken by a social movement, therefore, may be that of moder-
ation, but equally that of radicalization; of greater formalization, but also of pro-
gressive destructuration; of greater contact with the surrounding environment,
or of sectarian “implosion.” One must not forget that changes in specific organ-
izations do not necessarily all take the same direction: the institutionalization of
one organization can go along with the radicalization of another, and the overall
profile of a social movement sector may remain relatively stable over time as a
result. For example, in their analysis of changes in environmental organizations
in the 1990s, Diani and Donati (1999) showed that trends towards institutional-
ization and professionalization went along with the emergence of new grassroots
radical actors, and that established organizations had played a key role in 
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environmental movements since the rise of environmental mobilization in the
late 1980s.

Mapping all the possible factors behind changes in social movements’ orga-
nizational forms exceeds the scope of this volume (see e.g. Scott 1981). Here we
shall focus on three determinants of change that have attracted a lot of attention
recently. Let us look first at the role of institutional factors (Edwards and
McCarthy 2004).

6.3.2 Institutional factors and 
organizational change

The availability of public or semipublic resources may facilitate the creation of
powerful lobbies with links to social movements. Research on the civil rights
movement in the United States, for example, has shown that funds from federal
and local government agencies and programs such as the Community Action
Programs or Volunteers in Service to America stimulated the creation of move-
ment organizations at the same time as the Peace Corps and alternative military
service provided paid positions for activists. The conditions governing access to
public and private funding, tax exemptions, or advantageous postage rates influ-
ence the organizational structure of groups who wish to benefit from these pos-
sibilities. Thus the terms “funded” (McCarthy and Zald 1987a: 358 ff.) or
“registered social movement organizations” (McCarthy, Britt, and Wolfson 1991:
68) have been used.

In many countries, organizations wishing access to a series of material
resources must respect a long list of laws and regulations, first and foremost in
their organizational structure. In the US these include “federal tax laws and poli-
cies and their enforcement by the Internal Revenue Service, the actions of formal
coalitions of fundraising groups, United States Postal Service Regulations and
their consequences for access to the mails, the rules and actions of private organ-
izations monitoring groups, the dynamics of combined charity appeals, and state
and local level fundraising regulations and their enforcement” (McCarthy et al.
1991: 46; Andrews and Edwards 2004). In particular, “not-for-profit” or “nonpar-
tisan” organization status, usually necessary for access to the above-mentioned
resources, involves adherence to models considered legitimate for such organi-
zations, such as the presence of a governing body and an annual audit (McCarthy
et al. 1991: 61). From this point of view certainly, increased availability of insti-
tutional resources accentuates the presence of formal, centralized organizations,
as American public interest groups (such as Common Cause), with thousands of
contributors and hundreds of local branches, demonstrate (McFarland 1984:
61–92; Andrews and Edwards 2004; for a comparative perspective, Salamon and
Anheier 1997).
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The openness of other institutional structures may also favor the development
of formal organizations (Rucht 1994). In Europe, in contrast to the US, parties
originating from social movements have often obtained remarkable results
thanks partly to the rules regulating challengers’ access to decision-making pro-
cedures. Proportional representation, for example, can promote the formation
of movement parties, as happened when the various organizations of the new
left in Italy fielded candidates at administrative and political elections in the
1970s,9 or when green parties enjoyed success in countries like Belgium,
Germany, or Italy in the 1980s (Richardson and Rootes 1994).

At the same time, however, formal organizations with a clear structure are not
necessarily the outcome of an open, inclusive political environment. Often, formal,
hierarchical structures have been established to better fight a hostile state appara-
tus. A repressive, centralized state may well produce well-organized movements
(Rootes 1997), with solid alliances between different organizations and movements
(McCarthy and Zald 1987b), sometimes with radical repertoires of action (della
Porta 1995). For example, the Italian student movement of the 1970s found itself
involved in an extremely polarized political conflict. The political system’s closure
and frequent physical clashes with neofascists and police favored the development
of the centralized and bureaucratic organizations of the new left. However, 30
years later, the events in Genoa 2001, and the violent behavior of police even
towards peaceful demonstrators, did not result in a growing militarization of the
global justice movement and in the adoption of organizational forms suited to con-
ducting violent clashes with police (della Porta et al. 2005).

Conversely, an open, decentralized political system may also facilitate similar
trends towards decentralization and informality among movement organiza-
tions. In Germany, again in the 1970s, and in contrast to Italy, institutional open-
ness (particularly when Social Democrat Willy Brandt was chancellor) apparently
favored the proliferation of decentralized movement organizations, such as the
Bürgerinitiativen (della Porta 1995: ch. 4). Similar considerations have also been
suggested in relation to the American social movement sector (Rucht 1996), in
contrast to the hypothesis that the American institutional system should be con-
ducive only to formal, bureaucratic organizations. To sum up, rather than posit-
ing a rigid relationship between the form that social movement activists give to
their organizations, and the traits of the institutional system in which they
operate, it is wiser to recognize that multiple organizational forms may be
accommodated within the same system.

6.3.3 Organizational cultures and 
organizational change

Although social movement actors have margins of choice when they are trying
to adapt creatively to their environment, such margins are subject to limitations.
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Just as we may speak of repertoires of forms of protest (chapter 7), we may do
so for organizational forms (Clemens 1996). In any given country and at any
given time, the repertoire of organizational forms is restricted. It can be
expanded by borrowing from other countries or domains, but such transforma-
tions are slow. A particular organizational model is more likely to be adopted,
“to the extent that the proposed model of organization is believed to work,
involves practices and organizational relations that are already familiar, and is
consonant with the organization of the rest of those individuals’ social worlds”
(Clemens 1996: 211).

Thus, the organizational resources already present within the social move-
ment sector tend to influence the evolution of single organizations and, more
generally, the forms of protest adopted. The dominant organizations in any given
phase tend to contribute organizational resources to later mobilizations, thus
contributing also to the definition of their strategies. Adopting the terminology
of the resource mobilization approach, the SMOs created during a particular
phase of mobilization “manufacture” resources for succeeding phases, 
influencing, or at least attempting to influence, their character (see also chapter
9 below).

Organizational choices, therefore, are influenced by the preexisting structures
within which movements form, inheriting ideas, constraints, and facilities as well
as allies and opponents. Thus earlier historical movements or “early riser” move-
ments help produce their “spin-offs.” During periods of mobilization new insur-
gents assimilate inputs from existing movements. The student movement
provided the organizational resources for the formation of groups with objec-
tives as diverse as defending the rights of the poor (Delgado 1986) and those of
animals ( Jasper and Nelkin 1992). Similarly, the women’s movement, formed
within its student predecessor, would later transmit ideological frameworks, tac-
tical innovations, organizational structures, and leadership to the peace move-
ment (Meyer and Whittier 1994). Today, global justice movement organizations
also draw, if often critically, on the experiences of the organizations that in the
recent and not-so-recent past have mobilized transnationally on issues such as
the environment, human rights, or Thirld World development (Anheier and
Themudo 2002). Over time, then, a sort of collective memory on organizational
possibilities is passed down from one generation of militants to the next or from
one movement to another: “one movement can influence subsequent 
movements both from outside and from within: by altering political and cultural
conditions it confronts in the external environments, and by changing the 
individuals, groups and norms within the movement itself ” (Meyer and 
Whittier 1994: 282; Isaac and Christiansen 2002). For this reason, it can be very
difficult to change certain initial organizational traits, as they come to form a
kind of genetic patrimony for movement organizations (see, among others,
Panebianco 1988).
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6.3.4 Modernization, technological innovation, 
and organizational change

One should also consider the relationship between modernization and organi-
zational change. In general terms, economic progress may have a beneficial effect
on the organizing capacity of social movements, since “as the amount of dis-
cretionary resources of mass and elite publics increases, the absolute and relative
amount of resources available to the SMS [Social Movement Sector] increases”
(McCarthy and Zald 1987b [1977]: 25). These resources include time and money,
but also political freedom, means of communication, transportation, etc. As they
grow, the amount of resources available for new organizations and movements
is also likely to increase. Economic development, and the economic and time
resources it creates, should lead to a growth in professionalized, formal group-
ings: “The larger the income flow to an SMO, the more likely that cadre and staff
are professional and the larger these groups are” (McCarthy and Zald 1987b
[1977]: 35).

However, technological change has attracted most attention of late, as it has
influenced the organizational structure of social movements as well as their
tactics. The expansion of both printed and electronic means of communication
has permitted an “externalization” of certain costs (Tarrow 1994: 143–5). If
organizations were previously required to be highly structured to get a message
across, today a lightweight one may be adequate, provided it can gain media
attention. The impact of the internet on social movement organizing is beauti-
fully illustrated by a authoritative, nonacademic source like the Canadian Secu-
rity Intelligence Service: “The internet will continue a large role in the success
or failure of antiglobalization protests and demonstrations. Groups will use the
internet to identify and publicize targets, solicit and encourage support, organ-
ize and communicate information and instructions, recruit, raise funds, and as a
means of promoting their various individual and collective aims” (quoted in Van
Aelst and Walgrave 2004: 121).

Websites operate with information, mobilization, or community-oriented
functions (Rosenkrands 2004: 72–3). In the case of antiglobalization sites, they
provide an easy way for information to circulate not only through email lists but
through links between websites (van Aelst and Walgrave 2004). It seems reason-
able to suggest that the major no-global initiatives of the late 1990s and early
2000s have been made possible by the internet (Bennett 2004a: 133), even though,
as Seattle demonstrates, it is combination of local grassroots organizing and 
web-based information diffusion that has done the trick (Bennett 2004a: 145; 
Van Aelst and Walgrave 2004: 101; see also Seattle activists’ accounts on 
www.wtohistory.org).
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In some cases, computer-mediated communication simply expands the capac-
ity to act of already solid organizations such as Greenpeace or Oxfam; in other
cases, however, it brings together networks of activists with very informal orga-
nizational structures, if any. Two examples are the Cokespotlight or McSpotlight
websites, which expose Coca Cola’s environmental record or McDonald’s indif-
ference to workers’ rights and food quality; another example is the independent
information network Indymedia, the first site of which was born during the 1999
Seattle campaign, and then spread to form other networks, including the Euro-
pean Counter Network that connects anarchists and autonomists and centri sociali
(Wright 2004). In still other cases, specific organizations are created that would
not exist without the internet: e.g., Subversive Enterprises International, which
is actually little more than a website that connects likeminded people interested
in mobilizing support for the anticapitalist movement, with no hierarchical struc-
ture of any kind (Anheier and Themudo 2002: 210).

It has been suggested that changes in both technology and conceptions of
political activity will result in the disappearance of traditional organizational
forms. Some have stressed the role of media as independent sources of organi-
zational resources. For example, Walgrave and Massens (2000) showed how the
media played a major autonomous role in the success of the White march that
took place in Brussels in 1996 to voice people’s anger at the authorities’ handling
of the Dutroux pedophilia case. The opportunities for the formation of affinity
groups, consisting of people who share a broad vision of political and social
engagement, and come together on specific issues of interest and short-term
campaigns, have also been greatly enhanced by new communication technolo-
gies. For example, mobile phone communications between private citizens have
been credited with the success of the demonstrations that in January 2001 forced
Philippine president Joseph Estrada to resign (Tilly 2004a: ch. 5). For some radical
critics of the role of traditional political organizations, “affinity groups” (i.e., self-
organized and self-governing groups based on a commonality of values and inter-
ests) represent a major organizing principle behind the global justice movement,
which denies any space to organizational identity and to organizations themselves
(McDonald 2002; see also Finnegan 2003). Skeptics would counter, however, that
affinity groups’ attempts to solve the problem of maintaining members’ loyalty
in a nonbureaucratic way lead to difficult decision-making and ultimately inef-
fective performance (Gamson 1990; for an insider’s account, see also Klein 2002).

6.4 From Movement Organizations to Social
Movement Networks

The network nature of social movements has long been highlighted. In a few
seminal contributions, Luther Gerlach pointed out that social movements are:
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(1) segmented, with numerous different groups or cells in continual rise and
decline; (2) polycephalous, having many leaders each commanding only a limited
following; and (3) reticular, with multiple links between autonomous cells
forming an indistinctly bounded network (Gerlach 1971; Gerlach and Hine 1970).
Recently he qualified his argument by stressing the undirected, acephalous,
rather than polycephalous, nature of such networks (Gerlach 2001).

Movements so frequently take network forms because political organizations
rarely manage to monopolize the representation of a certain complex of inter-
ests and values. When this happens, that usually spells the end of a social move-
ment process and its replacement with organizational processes. Normally, a
multiplicity of organizations operates on the same issues and on behalf of
similar, if not identical, political and ethical projects. Exploring the nature of
the relationships between them is crucial for our understanding of social 
movements.

Even though alliance-building seems a generally sensible and desirable option,
in practice, however, interorganizational relationships can vary markedly in both
content and intensity. One way to capture those differences is by asking whether
organizations are in competition for the acknowledgment and support of the
same social base; whether, that is, they are trying to acquire essential resources
for action by tapping the same (limited) mobilization potential. By combining
the presence or absence of cooperation and presence or absence of competition
we can elaborate a typology of forms of interorganizational relationships 
(figure 6.1).

We have first of all to recognize that many citizens’ organizations, despite
broadly dealing with similar problems, are basically involved in a relation of neu-
trality (or indifference) to each other, whereby an absence of cooperation corre-
sponds to lack of competition. Such situations occur when organizations’
definitions of issues make cooperation difficult, but at the same time they do not
have to compete for members and support, because they appeal to diverse sectors
of public opinion. The environmental movement of the 1970s in Italy was close
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to this model. Its conservation and political ecology components were ideolog-
ically far enough apart to make it difficult for them to cooperate with each other.
This did not lead to conflict, however, as both sectors were somewhat eccentric
in relation to the principal, class-based conflicts in that period (Diani 1995a).
Similar remarks may apply to environmentalism in a country with a far lower
salience of the left–right divide like Britain. There, a political-ecology sector
hardly developed at all in the 1970s, as new left groups were focusing strictly on
traditional class issues while paying little attention to environmental problems
(Lowe and Goyder 1983).

High levels of competition and low levels of cooperation among movement
organizations are instead likely to produce factional relationships. In such cases,
the struggle to represent the same constituency leads to fragmentation and sec-
tarian divisions. Cooperation among movement organizations is thus hindered,
despite the proximity of their cultural models and styles of action. Donatella
della Porta (1990) and Sidney Tarrow (1989a) have shown how the competitive
dynamics within Italian movements eventually produced outcomes of this type
at the end of the 1970s. The Italian situation was characterized at that time by
transition from models which were predominantly cooperative, although also
competitive, to models where cooperation was absent. The reduction of the
potential to mobilize played a crucial role in this context, as it brought various
organizations into open competition with each other, emphasizing their 
ideological differences. As a result, the potential for conflict within movement
areas grew (for other instances of factional dynamics, see e.g. Lichterman 1995b;
Balser 1997).

Intense exchanges between organizations with different natural constituen-
cies produce noncompetitive cooperation. Movement organizations are not
appealing to the same political market but have, at the same time, sufficient inter-
ests and motives for convergence to activate joint mobilizations. Cooperation is,
moreover, limited, to the extent that it neither presupposes nor requires the devel-
opment of a homogeneous perspective or of a “strong” and (semi)exclusive
notion of collective identity. Relationships between central organizations with
diverse concerns in the Italian environmentalist field in the 1980s were close to
this model: political ecology groups such as Legambiente cooperated with 
conservationist groups such as Italia Nostra without coming into competition,
inasmuch as their potential sources of support differed substantially (Diani 
1995a: ch. 5).

Where collaboration develops between organizations competing for the same
base of support, situations which we will define as competitive cooperation
occur. In such cases, two (or more) movement organizations concerned with the
same issues are keen to develop joint initiatives, based on compatible definitions
of the issues and some degree of identity; but at the same time they find them-
selves facing stiff mutual competition for the same support base, and for similar
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sectors of public opinion whose interests they wish to represent. The resulting
model of interaction may be characterized by a degree of interorganizational
polemic, but that does not lead to a breakdown of resource exchanges and com-
munication. The new left groups which in the 1970s competed for control of
radical youth movements in Italy adequately illustrate this model (Tarrow 1989a;
della Porta 1995); so do the relationships between women’s organizations sup-
porting abortion rights in the USA (Staggenborg 1991). When collaboration
between organizations takes place, ties may be largely instrumental, restricted to
the exchange of resources for practical purposes, or may involve mutual obliga-
tion and a shared identity. This provides the foundation for the distinction
between coalitional and social movement processes that we introduced in
chapter 1 (see also Diani and Bison 2004). Both coalitional and social movement
processes generate extended networks of interaction between distinct social
actors.

Social movement action on a large scale has always been organized in network
forms. Examples may be found throughout the history of modern contention,
from nineteenth-century working class (Thompson 1963; Ansell 1997, 2001) and
women’s organizations (Rosenthal et al. 1985, 1997), to antiwar or antipoverty
coalitions (Bagguley 1991; Hathaway and Meyer 1993–4; Barkan, Cohn, and
Whitbaker 1995; Rochon and Meyer 1997; Lavalette and Mooney 2000), to envi-
ronmental or women’s movements (Philips 1991; Sawer and Groves 1994; Diani
1995a; Ansell 2003), to mention just a few. Recently, however, the spread of global
justice mobilizations has made the role of networks particularly visible. Increas-
ingly, we see examples of coalitions that involve both transnational actors and
networks and local actors on issues such as environmental protection, depriva-
tion, or human rights, thus expanding the range of forms of transnational con-
tention (Bennett 2004b; Rothman and Oliver 1999; Reimann 2001; Subramaniam,
Gupte, and Mitre 2003; Rohrschneider and Dalton 2002).

In many cases, network dynamics remain purely informal. Often, however, a
hybrid model of “network organization” develops, combining elements of for-
mality with those proper to a loose network structure. In contrast to classic
formal organizations, which are based on the vertical integration of multiple
units, the “network organization” model in organization theory points at another
way of coordinating activities, based on the independence of the single compo-
nents, horizontal integration, flexibility in goals and strategies, and multiple
levels of interaction with the possibility of communitarian elements (Powell
1990; Podolny and Page 1998; Gulati and Gargiulo 1999). Most frequently 
associated with the novel forms of production introduced by firms like Benetton
or IBM (Castells 1996: ch. 3), the “network organization” model, when it is
applied to a social movement as a whole, also allows a greater degree of speci-
ficity and a more specific definition of goals than the network metaphor does
(Diani 2003a).
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Network organizational models are useful to coordinate efforts around spe-
cific campaigns or policy issues, in which many different activists and organiza-
tions have a stake. They do so while being neither dependent on the
organizations that originally set them up, nor able to exert a leadership role
beyond the boundaries of their specific domain. Many network organizations are
inherently temporary – they do not survive the specific mobilization or campaign
they are supposed to coordinate; however, some of them may convert into full-
fledged organizations, increasingly independent from their original founders, and
with a distinct identity. For example, in the environmental justice movement of
the 1990s, many grassroots groups preferred to coordinate through an informal
networking strategy, rather than relying on the intermediation of the rigid envi-
ronmental bureaucracies who had so far secured “ownership” of those issues
(Taylor 1995; Schlosberg 2002: ch. 5). Many organizations mobilizing on a
transnational scale also have a network form. Recent examples include the Rain-
forest Action Network, that campaigns to protect the rainforest and targets finan-
cial actors backing destructive projects; the People’s Global Action network, that
connects hundreds of grassroots organizations worldwide; or the Alliance for
Sustainable Jobs and the Environment, that played a visible public role in the 1999
Seattle anti-WTO demonstrations in bringing together environmentalists,
working-class activists, and local community organizers (Bircham and Charlton
2001: 271–89; see also Rose 2000 on cross-class coalitions). The most visible
example of network organization, however, is probably the Social Forum model.
Inspired by the experience of the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, this model
has then been extended to coordinate in a flexible and negotiated way the mul-
tiplicity of actors involved in global justice campaigns at the continental, national,
and local levels (see chapter 9 below for a thorough discussion).

Just to make the difference clear: we speak of “network organizations” in ref-
erence to relatively bounded organizational forms such as the European Counter
Network or the Climate Action Network (Waddell 2003), defined by the interest
in specific issues or by a distinct cultural perspective; but we also speak of net-
works in reference to whole movements, like the global justice movement or the
environmental movement. Either way, many have long regarded flexible and
decentralized network forms of organizing as particularly effective in achieving
the aims of protestors. The ability to coordinate action and promote joint cam-
paigns facilitates the diffusion of protest, and increases the relevance of certain
themes on the political agenda and the opportunities to disseminate new inter-
pretations of political and social conflict. The existence of a significant number
of allies increases the chances of success for groups promoting protest (Laumann
and Knoke 1987: 387; Knoke 1990a: 208). Network links also make movement
organizations better equipped to deal with emergencies and threats coming from
their environment. In particular, such structures should avert the danger of sup-
pression by opponents (so much easier when the leadership is concentrated in a
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few people), maximize adaptability, allow the escalation of action by distributing
the effects of one group’s activities to all of them, promote innovation, and
reduce the negative effect of failures (Gerlach 1971). A network organization also
allows some kind of mediation between the participatory ethos behind grass-
roots organizing and the coordination guaranteed by formal structures.

On the other hand, the problems associated with this model – as well as with
various coalition forms – have also been highlighted. For example, loose net-
works increase the resources available to social movement organizations but also
the danger of internal conflict, both between different organizational units and
different ideological factions (Kleidman 1993: 39–40). In general, the life of many
network organizations is shorter and less stable – if often very effective in the
short term – than that of organizations adopting more bureaucratic forms. For
instance, Jubilee 2000, a network which originated in the UK in 1996 and then
spread worldwide, and which campaigns for debt cancellation, collected about
24 million signatures on one petition, but failed to secure the cohesion of the dif-
ferent components of the network. In the early 2000s it fell apart and was
replaced by Drop the Debt and other organizations acting on similar issues, yet
with an altogether more limited impact (Anheier and Themudo 2002: 192–3).

6.5 Summary

The organizations engaged in social movements have often been described as
loosely structured, decentralized, and prone to engage in contentious political
challenges or countercultural practices. However, research has shown that, in
reality, a plurality of organizational models co-exist within any social movement.
Organizations differ, sometimes to a very high degree, in their response to dilem-
mas such as whether focusing on the mobilization of people or other types of
resources, adopting some kind of formal hierarchy or a totally informal struc-
ture, targeting their efforts at opponents or also providing services and life oppor-
tunities to their own constituents. In this chapter we presented a minimum
number of basic models, out of many more that could be identified: the profes-
sional social movement organization and the participatory movement organiza-
tion (more specifically, two versions of it, the mass organization and the
grassroots organization, that differ in levels of bureaucratization).

Later, we showed that not even the evolution of social movement organiza-
tions is unidirectional: some organizations become institutionalized, turning
themselves into political parties or interest groups; others become more radical
and turn to violent forms of action; some turn commercial and involve them-
selves in the market; yet others turn inward, becoming similar to religious sects.
Again, rather than searching for general laws or all encompassing accounts, we
identify some factors likely to affect organizational change: in particular, the
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impact of the opportunities offered by the configurations of the political system;
the weight of organizational cultures; and the role of technological change, most
notably, the spread of information and communication technology.

In the final part of the chapter, we discussed the nature of network forms of
organization as a useful corrective to the deficiencies of both formal and loose
organizational models. Although always present in contemporary history, those
forms have proved particularly adequate to coordinate and support mobilization
in the global justice and other transnational movements.
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7

ACTION FORMS,
REPERTOIRES, AND 

CYCLES OF PROTEST

November 30, 1999. Seattle, a city which, thanks to Microsoft, has become
emblematic of the New Economy, saw some 50,000 demonstrators protest
against the third WTO conference assembled to launch the Millennium
Round, a new series of negotiations aimed at increasing market liberal-
ization, in particular of investment and public services. The protest had
been called for a few months before in Geneva by a committee of organ-
izations from various backgrounds that had already (successfully) mobi-
lized to prevent the signing of the Multilateral Agreement on Investment
(MAI). As with the MAI, the WTO negotiations were criticized for restrict-
ing individual states’ power to intervene on social and environmental issues
in the name of free trade. No fewer than 1,387 groups (including NGOs,
trade unions, environmentalists, and a number of religious organizations
of various affiliations) signed the call to demonstrate against the Millen-
nium Round. Thousands of meetings in many countries and a global 
information campaign were organized to prepare for the protests. The
demonstrators marched to slogans such as “the world is not for sale”; “No
Globalization Without Participation”; “We Are Citizens, Not Only Con-
sumers”; “WTO = Capitalism without Conscience”; “Trade: Clean, Green
and Fair.”

From the morning of the very first day, a series of sit-ins, coordinated
by the Direct Action Network (DAN), stopped most of the 3,000 delegates
from 135 countries from reaching the inaugural ceremony. Organized 
into “affinity groups” only loosely linked with each other, some 10,000 
demonstrators sat tied together in chains on the ground, using so-called
“lock down” and “tripod” techniques that made the work of the police in
removing the blockages more difficult (Smith 2000). When the police
arrived to clear the streets leading to the summit, the demonstrators made
no move to resist but applied the tactics they had learned during courses



 

in nonviolence. In the streets of Seattle, thronged with musical bands 
and theater groups, Greenpeace activists appeared with gigantic condoms
bearing the legend “Practice Safe Trade,” while French farmers gave away
some 250 kilos of roquefort cheese, subject to customs duties in the 
United States, in a tit-for-tat measure against the EU’s restrictive legislation
against “hormone beef.” Activists of Jubilee 2000, a coalition of groups
(including many religious-based ones) whose aim was to cancel third-world
foreign debt, linked up in a human chain. A massive march was called by
the AFL-CIO (American Federation of Labor–Congress of Industrial 
Organizations) mobilizing over 20,000 workers, in particular dockers and
public-service workers, demanding worldwide application of workers’
rights. Farm-worker organizations banded together with consumer
activists and environmentalists to demand that food products be kept out
of liberalization agreements in the name of precaution.

More than 200 demonstrators dressed as sea turtles – an 
endangered species – wandered through the crowd with the task 
of troubleshooting any violence. As Ben White, designer of the colorful
costumes and an activist with the Sea Turtle Restoration Project, explains:
“Since the dawn of time, turtles have always been a symbol of wisdom.
They never fight, they don’t use violence. We represent them and we must
be their voice . . . anyone who acts aggressively, even if it’s only vocal, has
to take his costume off . . . we’re not only nonviolent ourselves, we’re 
also against the use of violence by others. Wherever the turtles come
across violence they try to make peace” (in Reimon 2002: 73). On the 
fringes of the demonstrations, however, small groups did turn violent,
smashing the windows of shops dealing in multinational products such as
Nike, Levi’s, and McDonald’s, accused of using child labor or unhealthy
products. Before the anarchists started to damage property, the police
stepped in en masse against the nonviolent blockages, deploying tear gas
and pepper spray (Smith 2000: 13; also Morse 2001). After local authorities
declared a curfew, blockades and police charges continued for three days
and nights until the intergovernmental summit broke up without any
agreement having been reached. Among the 600 people arrested were
activists from Global Exchange who had used their passes to get 
into the inaugural ceremony and spoke from the podium to the few 
delegates who had managed to get in, criticizing the WTO. A petition
being circulated over the internet in protest against the lack of trans-
parency of the talks managed to gather in just 24 hours the signatures 
of 1,700 groups of various kinds, many from the world’s South (Kaldor
2000: 112).
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Seattle has been defined as a turning point but also the high point of an aggre-
gation process involving groups and organizations active in countries all over the
world: blue-collar workers and farm workers, consumers and environmentalists,
churches and feminists, pacifists and human-rights associations. In fact even
before Seattle, heterogeneous and initially loosely connected groups had mobi-
lized together, mainly against international organizations, using different strate-
gies: from lobbying to marches, from boycotts to petitions, from strikes to
netstrikes. In Seattle and afterwards, demonstrators from many countries chal-
lenged the legitimacy of the decisions of some international governmental
organizations and sought to hinder their plans. They did not do so through
normal diplomatic channels or through elections. Rather, they sought to influ-
ence public opinion in various ways.

In fact, as we shall see in section 7.1, a characteristic of protest is its capacity
to mobilize public opinion through unorthodox forms of action and so put pres-
sure on decision-makers. The brief outline given above of the protest in Seattle
describes a series of different actions which, taken together, form what we will
define in section 7.2 as a repertoire of collective action. In section 7.3 the global
justice movement will be referred to in order to illustrate that tactics very dif-
ferent in terms of their radicalism and the “logic” driving them co-exist within
contemporary repertoire of protest. For social movement actors, choices con-
cerning the forms of action to adopt are important but difficult decisions, involv-
ing strategic calculations but also considerations of values and culture. In fact,
as we shall see in section 7.4, the necessity to simultaneously address different
types of public creates a number of tactical dilemmas. In addition, such choices
are influenced both by internal variables and by interactions with other actors
(section 7.5), inside as well as outside national borders (7.6). The mutable 
character of these decisions leads, in section 7.7, to an analysis of the cyclical
dynamics of protest and the nature of changes over time.

7.1 Protest: A Definition

In the protest in Seattle and afterwards, activists marched and arranged blockades;
there were concerts and vigils. People went around masked as nearly extinct
turtles; others wore black masks. They occupied real and virtual spaces. What,
then, do all these actions have in common? In the first place, they are forms of
protest: i.e. nonroutinized ways of affecting political, social, and cultural
processes. In fact, “social movements employ methods of persuasion and coercion
which are, more often than not, novel, unorthodox, dramatic, and of question-
able legitimacy” (Wilson 1973: 227). Protests are “sites of contestation in which
bodies, symbols, identities, practices, and discourses are used to pursue or prevent
changes in institutionalized power relations” (Taylor and van Dyke 2004: 268).



 

According to the principles of representative democracy, the decisions of a
government can be challenged immediately by the parliamentary opposition or
punished subsequently by the voting choices of citizens in elections. Aside from
military intervention, the channels for exerting pressure on a foreign government
include bilateral diplomacy or negotiations in one of the many international gov-
ernment organizations (IGOs). However, particularly since the 1970s, increasing
numbers of citizens have come to affirm the legitimacy of other forms of pres-
sure on governments. When faced with laws or decisions considered to be unjust
these citizens adopt forms of action that challenge established norms. Especially
from the 1960s on, a “new set of political activities has been added to the citi-
zens’ political repertoire” (Barnes et al. 1979: 149).1 In fact, researchers added a
long list of new and unconventional forms of political participation – including
signing petitions, lawful demonstration, boycotts, withholding of rent or tax,
occupations, sit-ins, blocking traffic, and wildcat strikes – to the more traditional
ones, such as following politics in the newspapers, discussing politics with others,
working for political parties or their candidates, attending political meetings, con-
tacting public officials, or persuading friends and acquaintances to vote in par-
ticular ways. These newer forms have become increasingly legitimized: “In
advanced industrial societies direct political action techniques do not in fact bear
the stigma of deviancy. Nor are they seen as antisystem-directed orientation”
(1979: 157).

This expansion of the repertoire of political participation appeared to be a
“lasting characteristic of democratic mass publics” (1979: 524). Indeed, more than
two decades later, Pippa Norris (2002: 221) observed, on the bases of World Value
Surveys polls, that “There are many reasons to believe that the shift from tradi-
tional interest groups to new social movements has influenced the agencies,
repertoires, and targets of political participation . . . The analysis of protest pol-
itics shows that many of these forms of activity, such as petitions, demonstra-
tions, and consumer boycott, are fairly pervasive and have become increasingly
popular during recent decades. Protest politics is on the rise as a channel of polit-
ical expression and mobilization.” According to Norris’s data (2002: 197), in
“older democracies” 60.7 percent of the population have signed a petition, 19.1
percent have attended a demonstration, and 17.1 percent have joined in boycotts.
In eight postindustrial societies (Britain, West Germany, the Netherlands, Austria,
the United States, Italy, Switzerland, and Finland), the percentage of those who
have signed petitions rose from 32 in the mid-seventies to 60 in the mid-nineties;
of those who had demonstrated, from 9 to 17; of those who took part in boy-
cotts from 6 to 15, of those who occupied buildings from 1 to 2, those who took
part in unofficial strikes from 2 to 4 (ibid.: 198).

An important characteristic of protest is the use of indirect channels to influ-
ence decision-makers. As Michael Lipsky noted (1965), protest is a political
resource of the powerless. The events that shook the United States in the 1960s
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– from the “Freedom Summer” campaign to register black voters in the South-
ern states, launched by civil rights activists in 1964, to the “March on Washing-
ton” in support of ethnic minority civil rights – all had something in common:
“They were engaged in by relatively powerless groups; and they depended for
success not upon direct utilization of power, but upon activating other groups
to enter the political arena. Because protest is successful to the extent that other
parties are activated to political involvement, it is one of the few strategies in
which even politically impoverished groups can aspire to engage” (Lipsky 1965:
1). Indeed, in Seattle the people that took part in the demonstrations felt them-
selves to be the “losers” of economic neoliberal policies. Even if not exactly
“powerless,” the unions, NGOs and grassroots groupings that launched the
protest were outsiders (or, in Tilly’s words, challengers) in a world politics where
representatives of IGOs, powerful nations, and big corporations are insiders.

Protest, then, sets in motion a process of indirect persuasion mediated by
mass media and powerful actors. As figure 7.1 suggests, powerless actors must
mobilize the support of more powerful groups. In fact, protest mobilizes a
variety of actors. Those directly interested in political decisions comprise a
protest constituency. From this constituency a leadership emerges to lead action
and maintain external relations. The mass media spreads their message, a
message directed in the first instance at the reference public of the decision-
makers. The latter are the true targets of protest. In order to succeed, protest
must produce positive stimuli, winning the sympathies of those who have more
resources to invest in the arenas where decisions are taken. While collective
action by groups who already possess power can be aimed directly at decision-
makers, the powerless must seek to involve those who have the possibility of
influencing them. In addition, the influence exerted by social movements can be
either positive, creating sympathy for their cause, or negative, threatening (for
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Figure 7.1 The communication process of protest
Source: Adapted from Lipsky 1965: 163–82.



 

example) to create disorder. This is why the characteristics of the mass media,
and of channels of communication in general, are particularly relevant for social
movements: their capacity to address public opinion is indeed a crucial compo-
nent of their action.

Social movements certainly do not use protest alone and do not have a
monopoly on protest. Other actors, such as political parties or pressure groups,
also make use of protest action and occasionally make alliances with social move-
ments for particular campaigns. However, protest (particularly at its most inno-
vative and radical) has been considered a form of action typical of social
movements because, unlike political parties and pressure groups, they have fewer
channels through which to access decision-makers. Forms of action are particu-
larly important for them since social movements are “often remembered more
for the methods of persuasion adopted by them than for their objectives” (Wilson
1973: 226).

7.2 Repertoires of Action

The marches, boycotts, occupations, and other forms of action used in the cam-
paigns for global justice have something else in common. They are all part of a
modern repertoire of collective action, defined as the “whole set of means [a
group] has for making claims of different types on different individuals” (Tilly
1986: 2). Charles Tilly has made an important contribution to the study of col-
lective action by identifying the differences in types of contentious action2 in par-
ticular historical periods. Protest was certainly not unheard of prior to the
formation of the nation-state: peasants burnt down mills in protest against
increases in the price of bread; subjects dressed up in order to mock their sup-
eriors; funerals could be turned into the occasion for denunciations of injustice.3

The tactics adopted by protestors varied from the utilization of irreverent symbols
and music (as in charivari) to field invasions and grain seizures. However, they all
had two characteristics in common: “Broadly speaking, the repertoire of the mid-
seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth century had a parochial scope: it addressed
local actors or the local representatives of national actors. It also relied heavily on
patronage – appealing to immediately available power holders to convey grie-
vances or settle disputes, temporarily acting in the place of unworthy or inactive
power holders only to abandon power after the action” (Tilly 1986: 391–2).

The forms taken by collective action began to change in the nineteenth
century when the old parochial and patronage-dependent repertoire was
replaced by one which was national (“though available for local issues and
enemies, it lends itself easily to coordination among many localities”) and
autonomous (“instead of staying in the shadow of existing power holders 
and adapting routines sanctioned by them, people using the new repertoire tend

168 ACTION FORMS, REPERTOIRES, CYCLES OF PROTEST



 

to initiate their own statements of grievances and demands” – Tilly 1986: 391–2),
involving actions such as strikes, electoral rallies, public meetings, petitions,
marches, insurrection, and the invasion of legislative bodies. In the past, assem-
blies converged on the private residences of the crowd’s enemies, whereas today
the preferred targets are the seats and symbols of national public power (Tilly
1986: 392–3). The older repertoire tended to use the same type of action as the
authorities, either in the form of caricature or temporary substitution; the new
one invented autonomous forms. People used to participate in the traditional
repertoire of collective action as members of preconstituted communities,
whereas they do so as representatives of particular interests in the modern reper-
toire. The old repertoire took advantage of official celebrations or occasions; the
new involves the deliberate organization of assemblies and occasions for action.
This transformation in the form of protest followed from the creation of the
nation-state, the development of capitalism, and the emergence of modern
means of communication. As Tilly (1986: 395–6) puts it:

As capitalism advanced, national states became more powerful and centralized
local affairs and nearby patrons mattered less to the fates of ordinary people.
Increasingly, holders of large capitals and national power made the decisions that
affected them. As a result, seizure of grain, collective invasions of fields and the
like became ineffective, irrelevant, obsolete. In response to the shifts of power and
capital, ordinary people invented and adopted new forms of action, creating the
electoral campaign, the public meeting, the social movement, and the other ele-
ments of the newer repertoire.

The new repertoire responded therefore to a new situation in which politics
was increasingly national in character, the role of communities diminished and
organized association spread, particularly among the laboring classes (Tilly 
1984b: 309). There is another characteristic typical of the modern repertoire
besides its national scale and autonomous character: its modular quality, i.e. the
possibility of being used by a variety of actors to achieve a variety of objectives.
In traditional societies the repertoire was specific, direct, and rigid: “In a society
divided into orders, isolated by poor communication and lack of literacy and
organized into corporate and communal groups, it was rare to find forms of col-
lective action distinct from the conflicts that gave rise to them” (Tarrow 1994:
35). The consolidation of the nation-state, the expansion of the means of com-
munication (whether roads or newspapers), and the growth of private associa-
tions favored instead the development of a new, general, flexible, and indirect
repertoire. This in its turn facilitated the diffusion of protest and the mobiliza-
tion of new and diverse groups within the population.

According to Tilly and Tarrow, the modern repertoire which emerged with
the French Revolution has changed little since. Boycotts, barricades, petitions,
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and demonstrations are all still present (and indeed probably dominant) in the
panorama of protest. However, if we look back at the example that opened this
chapter, a number of new elements can be identified – elements that can be
explained by transformations in the very characteristics held to be essential for
the emergence of the modern repertoire. First, capitalism developed from
nation-state-based industries to multinational corporations. Second, while the
nation-state has certainly not disappeared, it is now flanked by sub- and supra-
national entities possessing increasing powers (see chapters 2 and 9 in the present
volume). Mobilizations such as the one in Seattle are transnational in nature.
Third, new media such as television, but especially more recently fax, mobile
phones, and the internet, have transformed the ambitions and communication
capacity of social movements. In particular, the internet is exploited for online
mobilization and acts of dissent: the term “electronic advocacy” refers to “the
use of high technology to influence the decision-making process, or to the use
of technology in an effort to support policy-change efforts” (Hick and McNutt
2002: 8). Also, in part thanks to the internet, transnational campaigns have grown
longer, less centrally controlled, more difficult to turn on and off, and forever
mutable in terms of networks and goals (Bennett 2003).

7.3 The Logics and Forms of Protest

The citizens and organizations opposing neoliberal globalization did so in a
variety of ways. First, the forms of action presented at the beginning of the
chapter were more or less radical in nature, ranging from more conventional
petitioning to more conflictual blockades, and including a number of episodes
of violence. Opinion poll research has ordered forms of participation on a single
continuum from least to most extreme, singling out various thresholds: “The first
threshold indicates the transition from conventional to unconventional politics.
Signing petitions and participating in lawful demonstrations are unorthodox
political activities but still within the bounds of accepted democratic norms. The
second threshold represents the shift to direct action techniques, such as boy-
cotts. A third level of political activities involves illegal, but nonviolent, acts.
Unofficial strikes or a peaceful occupation of a building typify this step. Finally,
a fourth threshold includes violent activities such as personal injury or physical
damage” (Dalton 1988: 65).

Second, although the forms of action adopted concentrated to a large extent
on the political system, it should be noted that movements also made use (to dif-
fering degrees) of cultural strategies aimed at changing value systems. While
political strategies seek, above all, to change external realities, cultural strategies
seek an interior transformation. As already noted, some social movements are
directed primarily to value systems, while others concentrate on the political
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system (for example, Rucht 1994). Moreover, movements themselves alternate
between phases of greater “politicization” and retreat into countercultural activ-
ity (Melucci 1984a; on Italy, della Porta 1996a). In addition, both cultural and
political strategies are also characterized by varying degrees of extremeness,
ranging from moderate subcultural evolution to radical countercultural chal-
lenge in the first case and from negotiation to confrontation in the second 
(Rucht 1990a).

However, as we shall seek to demonstrate more fully in what follows, forms
of action can also be distinguished according to the “logic,” or modus operandi,
which the activists assign them.

7.3.1 The logic of numbers

The logic of numbers, to which James DeNardo referred in Power in Numbers
(1985), underlies numerous forms of protest. Since “there always seems to be
power in numbers” (1985: 35), a movement’s destiny depends to a great extent
on the number of its supporters. As DeNardo notes, the “size of the dissidents’
demonstrations affects the regime both directly and indirectly. Naturally the dis-
ruption of daily routines increases with numbers, and the regime’s ability to
control crowds inevitably suffers as they grow larger. In addition to the immedi-
ate disruption they cause, demonstrations by their size also give the regime an
indication of how much support the dissidents enjoy” (1985: 36). Just as political
parties attempt to increase the number of electors who support them and pres-
sure groups seek to maximize the number of their adherents, social movements
should seek to mobilize the greatest number of demonstrators possible.

From this point of view, protest stands in for elections. The logic behind it is
the same as that behind representative democracy: implementation of the major-
ity’s decisions. Protest serves to draw the attention of elected representatives to
the fact that, at least on certain issues, the majority in the country is not the same
as the majority in parliament. Thus, the fear of losing electoral support should
push the people’s representatives into changing their position, realigning them-
selves with the country “at large.”

Marches are one of the main tactics designed to demonstrate the numerical
strength behind protest. The Seattle demonstration started a new wave of “pol-
itics on the street” with large marches that had seemed just a memory of the
past. Large demonstrations are organized during countersummits, defined as
arenas of “international-level initiatives during official summits and on the same
issues but from a critical standpoint, heightening awareness through protest and
information with or without contacts with the official version” (Pianta 2002: 35).
After some preliminary experiences in the 1980s, countersummits multiplied 
over the succeeding decade, simultaneously with large-scale UN conferences,
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supported by the frenetic activism of NGOs that claimed to represent not only
their hundreds of thousands of members, but more generally the interests of bil-
lions of citizens without a public voice. Millions of people joined the interna-
tional day of protest against the Iraq war on February 15, 2003 (della Porta and
Diani 2005; Waalgrave and Rucht forthcoming).

Petitions (as well as referendums) are also used to demonstrate the numeri-
cal strength of support for movements. In the eighties, petitions and demands
for referendums were presented in all of the countries affected by the deploy-
ment of cruise and pershing missiles. Millions of signatures were collected in
Italy, the Netherlands, Germany, and the United States. In 1984 and 1985, paci-
fist groups in a number of European countries suggested that voters demand
guarantees on peace issues from the electoral candidates of all parties. In the
nineties, the campaign led by Jubilee 2000 collected 24 million signatures under
a petition asking to drop the debt of the poorest countries (Anheier and The-
mundo 2002). The use of petitions has been facilitated by the internet: transna-
tional campaigns against multinational corporations such as De Beers, Microsoft,
Monsanto, Nike, etc., run especially via online petitions, with the collection of
signatures via mailing lists and websites.4

Netstriking also follows a “logic of numbers,” and is another form of online
protest that has proliferated in recent years among radical organizations as a
“virtual practice for real conflicts” (according to the association StranoNetwork:
see Freschi 2000: 104; della Porta and Mosca 2005). A netstrike is “comparable to
a physical procession that occupies a road to make it inaccessible” (www.net-
strike.it). Netstriking consists of a large number of people connecting simulta-
neously to the same domain at a prearranged time, in order to “jam” a site
considered a symbolic target, and to make it impossible for other users to reach
it. The mobilization and its motivation are normally communicated in advance
to the owner of the site targeted by the protestors. When a netstrike is in progress
online protestors activate a channel of communication (generally a chat-line or
a mailing-list) in order to coordinate their protest action. Netstriking can accom-
pany nonvirtual protest that ideally links offline and online environments – for
instance, a netstrike was promoted against the WTO website during the protests
in Seattle (T. Jordan 2002). Similar to the netstriking, but less used, is mail-
bombing, which consists of sending emails to a website or a server until it 
overloads and gets jammed.

The logic of numbers is coherent with the principles of representative democ-
racy: an attempt is made to influence public opinion, the final repository of polit-
ical power. Given that demonstrators are also voters, it is assumed that their
representatives will change their position rather than risk not being reelected.
However, the bombing of Iraq by the international war coalition led by the
American administration, in defiance of massive protest, demonstrated that 
the logic of numbers does not always work. Despite opinion polls in most of the
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countries involved demonstrating that a majority opposed the war, the govern-
ments of European countries (such as Italy and Spain) offered their troops in
support of the American occupation.

Indeed it would be naive to assume that the opinions of elected representa-
tives simply follow those of the general public on every occasion (McAdam and
Su 2002). First, voting is structured by a whole series of questions and depends
on a balance between different motivations. It is far from certain that an indi-
vidual will abandon their traditional electoral choice on the basis of a preference
on a particular issue, even when the individual agrees with the movement on
that issue. Movement activists have, therefore, not only to increase support, but
also to produce “strong preferences” in favor of their claims. Second, protest
campaigns have a limited duration and, as a result, their political influence is less
direct. Indeed, “the problem with all movement alliances, but especially those
with the parties, is how to keep commitment firm once the persuasive sounds of
the marching thousands have become a distant echo” (Rochon 1988: 174). Third,
even mass events – such as online petitions, campaigns, and netstrikes – are often
ignored by those they target (Rucht 2003a), their impact on observers depending
on how much they capture the attention of the mass media (Gurak and Logie
2003: 26). Moreover, as the Seattle events again signaled, power is shifting towards
decision-makers that are less and less accountable to public opinion and citi-
zens–electors (see chapter 8 below). As the numerous defeats in social move-
ment-inspired referendums demonstrate, a further and perhaps more decisive
factor counts against the logic of numbers: protestors (sometimes referred to as
“active minorities”) do not always reflect the opinions of a majority of the public
(Wisler and Kriesi 1998). Thus, it would be extremely dangerous for social move-
ments to depend solely on such a logic; a logic which does not in any case fully
reflect their own concept of democracy, which emphasizes participation, not
majority vote (see chapter 9 below). We can add, however, that beyond exter-
nally oriented strategic considerations, the logic of numbers also plays an 
important symbolic function for the movement activists themselves. Large
demonstrations empower participants by spreading the feelings of belonging to
a large community of equals.

7.3.2 The logic of damage

The logic of inflicting material damage, in a modus operandi analogous to war,
must be considered alongside the logic of numbers. This logic is reflected, in its
most extreme form, by political violence. The Black Block in Seattle and else-
where has used targeted, small-scale violence. Long before Seattle, urban bread
riots in Latin America as well as in Africa had dramatically contested free-trade
policies, and the austerity measures connected with them, demanded by the
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International Monetary Fund, and asked for “Work, bread, justice and liberty”
(Walton and Seddon 1994; see also Eckstein 2001 on Latin America and Bennani-
Chaibri and Fillieule 2003 on Islamic countries). In violence against property the
costs are still largely economic, but the logic becomes increasingly “military” in
violence against persons. In all these events, however, violence has both symbolic
and instrumental aims. Violence is justified often as a symbolic refusal of an
oppressive system, but it is also used, as in the anti-austerity riots, to win specific
battles, or to obtain media attention. In the words of a Black Blocker, “As a protest
tactic, the usefulness of destroying property is limited but significant. It gets
newspaper reporters running to where it’s taking place and sends out the
message that certain apparently unassailable companies aren’t really so unassail-
able after all. Those who take part in the protest and the others sitting at home
in front of the TV can see how one small brick in the hands of a really deter-
mined person can break down a symbolic wall. Breaking a Nike window doesn’t
place anybody’s life in jeopardy” (cited in Notarbartolo 2001: 81). Urban riots
staged by excluded ethnic minorities as well as exclusionary riots against 
ethnic minorities have usually aimed at specific concessions, and rioters usually
practiced much more self-restraint than is often admitted (Hobsbawm 1952;
Bergmann 2002).

Using violence also has many limitations and constraints. In the first place,
violent action may cause an escalation in repression and alienate sympathizers.
Violence polarizes the conflict, transforming “relations between challengers and
authorities from a confused, many-sided game into a bipolar one in which people
are forced to choose sides, allies defect, bystanders retreat and the state’s repres-
sive apparatus swings into action” (Tarrow 1994: 104). Although it is true that a
lack of resources may encourage the use of more extreme tactics, “this impulse
is constrained . . . by the erosion of support occasioned by repression and moral
backlash. The crucial question, therefore, is whether the government’s additional
responsiveness to violent protest will provide sufficient compensation for the
movement’s smaller size” (DeNardo 1985: 219). While direct action has on occa-
sion been associated with substantive successes, it has also been noted that
violent action often leads to an escalation in conflict.5 In a democratic regime the
state holds a monopoly on the legitimate use of force and most challenges to
that monopoly are doomed to fail, transforming political conflict into a military
confrontation in which the state has by far the greater firepower (della Porta
1995). This is why, in the global justice movement in the northern hemisphere,
nonviolence dominates as both an option of value and a strategic choice. Refer-
ences to Gandhi and Martin Luther King are frequently made by the groups espe-
cially concerned with the development of nonviolent techniques, which often
requires specific training.

Leaving aside violence, however, a certain amount of material disruption is
present in many forms of protest. The action taken by social movements is often
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inherently disruptive in the sense that it obstructs the normal course of events
by threatening disorder (Tarrow 1994: 103). Their challenge to the elites accen-
tuates uncertainty and by so doing produces tangible, and on occasion material,
losses. Some protest strategies stress economic damage. Typical is the labor
strike, oriented to suspend production, and therefore reduce the profits of the
factory owners. By striking, workers halt production and inflict damage on their
employer; this economic cost should lead a rational employer to reach agree-
ment with the workforce. More extreme forms of action such as wildcat or
rolling strikes and industrial sabotage are sometimes used to increase pressure
on the employer by exacerbating the economic cost.

The logic which underlies the industrial strike is difficult to translate into non-
industrial contention. In these cases the opposing party is less easily identified,
and disruption tends to work through the trouble it causes to third parties not
directly responsible for public decisions and who may turn against the protestors
as a result. Strikes in public services are, indeed, particular delicate as their imme-
diate victims are the citizen-users. Thus, one of the principal dilemmas of protest
lies in the often contradictory requirements of threatening disorder on the one
hand, while on the other seeking to avoid stigmatization by public opinion.
Indeed, unions in the service industries are themselves becoming more cautious
about using the strike weapon, knowing that they risk losing public support
rather than undermining the legitimacy of government decisions.

Boycotts (a tactic that became very popular in the global justice movement)
also aim at reducing the sales, and therefore the profits, of targeted firms. The
underlying logic of many movement campaigns is “naming and shaming” which,
especially when conducted against multinationals, aims at making public opinion
aware of especially glaring cases of ignoring human rights by spreading detailed
information about them, and often asking people to punish the companies
involved by boycotting their products. For instance, the Clean Clothes Campaign
– launched in 1993 by a coalition of student associations, religious groups, human
rights organizations, and trade unions – boycotted department stores like C&A,
Peek&Cloppenburg, and M&S Mode, whom, it was alleged, were selling prod-
ucts manufactured using extreme worker exploitation, with low salaries and
unsafe conditions, in countries like South Korea, Bangladesh, Hong Kong,
Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras (Mies 2002). Other later examples of boycotts
aimed at multinationals were to involve Shell, criticized for polluting the North
Sea and the Niger river (and indirectly for the brutal repression of protests staged
by the Ogoni people); Nike, accused of subcontracting production to small enter-
prises in Indonesia and Vietnam that use child labor as well as highly polluting
products; Nestlé, which by promoting the use of powdered milk in developing
countries, was accused of abetting the spread of children’s diseases by lowering
their immune response; Monsanto, for producing sterile seeds; , of intro-
ducing genetically modified soy beans into the market; Del Monte, after the
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broadcasting of a videotape showing the slaughter of dolphins during tuna
fishing; McDonald’s, for allegedly using the meat of animals raised extensively
on antibiotics (which produces an addiction effect on consumers); Bridge-
stone/Firestone, who were obliged to rehire workers they had fired; and the
Pfitzer pharmaceutical company to relinquish patent rights on life-saving anti-
AIDS drugs in poor countries in Africa and Brazil. The boycott, producing direct
damage to the targeted economic enterprises, adapt to a situation in which
multinational companies have growing power (according to the activists, even
more power than many nation-states). The boycott of specific multinational com-
panies follows this logic, also exploiting the need for, that rely more on their logo
than on the quality of their products, to have a clean image. A similar tactic is
used by online activists who mock international organizations by building fake
websites in order to attract users looking for the official websites or create 
websites with similar names.

These forms of protest, although not as stigmatized as the violent ones are,
have some shortcomings. For instance, the boycott is very much dependent on
mass-media coverage in order to be effective in producing a “loss of face” (Vegh
2003; Gamson 2004: 258). Moreover, they have to be managed carefully in order
to limit the risk of negative effects on the workers of boycotted firms or coun-
tries. In fact, even potential allies can become the unplanned victims of a boycott:
the boycott against French roquefort cheese threatened during a wave of protest
against French nuclear testing in the nineties risked hitting the French peasants,
who were to protest against the WTO in Seattle. Moreover, when practiced by
individual citizens, unconnected to each other, boycotting may become solipsis-
tic, and “a poor way to sustain a sense of injustice and indignation” ( Jasper 
1997: 265).

7.3.3 The logic of bearing witness

Forms of protest which might be defined as based on a logic of bearing witness
have developed alongside those based on the logic of numbers or the logic of
inflicting damage, particularly since the 1970s. Such action is not designed to con-
vince the public or decision-makers that the protestors constitute a majority or
a threat. Rather, it seeks to demonstrate a strong commitment to an objective
deemed vital for humanity’s future. This logic is perhaps most in accord with the
concept of participatory democracy that is widespread among social movement
activists (see chapter 9 below). The right to influence decision-making processes
comes from neither formal investiture nor intrinsic power but from force of com-
mitment. In actions of this kind, activists are willing to run personal risks to
demonstrate their convictions and reinforce the moral message being conveyed
by their protest.

176 ACTION FORMS, REPERTOIRES, CYCLES OF PROTEST



 

Bearing witness is expressed, in the first instance, through participation in
actions which involve serious personal risks or cost. Civil disobedience, know-
ingly breaking what are considered to be unjust laws, rests on this logic. Typical
actions of this type of repertoire have been the destruction of fields of geneti-
cally modified maize by the Confédération Paysanne, Greenpeace raids against
whaling boats, the blockages of nuclear sites, but also episodes of passive resist-
ance to police intervention. While attempting to penetrate “red zones” during
countersummits, demonstrators in Prague, Gothenburg, and Genoa were per-
fecting what in Great Britain is called “pushing and shoving,” namely the shoul-
der-to-shoulder pressing that police and strikers do in picket lines. Symbolic
provocation is also crucial in the revival of civil disobedience in demonstrations
against globalization. In the words of the prominent activist Naomi Klein, “Con-
frontations are staged at the fence – but not only the ones involving sticks and
bricks: tear-gas canisters have been flicked back with hockey sticks, water cannon
have been irreverently challenged with toy water pistols and buzzing helicopters,
mocked with swarms of paper airplanes” (Klein 2002: xxv). Part of the global
justice movement, the Disobedients stage conflicts by covering their bodies with
protective materials and using plastic shields to protect themselves against police
batons, but they proceed with their hands up in the air as a sign of nonaggres-
sion. In many such actions, the risk of arrest testifies to the conviction that some-
thing had to be done about a decision considered profoundly unjust, even if this
involved running very serious costs indeed.

A further characteristic of action based on the logic of bearing witness is its
sensitivity to alternative values and culture. Conferences, journals, concerts, and
documentaries have the task of educating the public to a different understand-
ing of the world. Although in the majority of cases contemporary social move-
ments seek to bring about political transformations they share the conviction that
reform cannot come from above. Changes in individual consciousness must
accompany the transformation of political structures. Thus cultural as well as
political strategies must be adopted. This logic is especially visible in the con-
sumer activism that indeed “challenges our sense that money and morality
cannot be mixed” (Micheletti 2003: 3). Presenting consumption as a potentially
political act, ethical consumerism stresses the central role of individuals in taking
responsibility for the common goods in their everyday life. Boycotts of bad prod-
ucts, but also buycotts of fair ones (environmentally friendly and solidaristic) as
well as socially responsible investments are ways not only of resocializing wrong-
doers and changing business activities, but also of practicing certain values
(Follesdal 2004). As Micheletti (2003: 150) stresses, political consumerism defends
a normative stance; “virtues should be embedded in market transactions. Demo-
cratic political consumerism is a virtue practicing activity.” Moreover, it is a form
of action that resonates with an individualized culture (Stolle and Hooghe 2004:
273), as “cosmopolitan citizens in global societies process their political choices
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increasingly in terms of how those choices affect their own lifestyles” (Bennett
2004a: 102).

The capacity of directly transmitting their message is a characteristic of forms
of action which rely most heavily on the logic of bearing witness. Because they
oppose the idea that the ends justify the means, contemporary social movements
have sought forms of action that reflect the objective to be obtained as closely
as possible. The attention paid to the immediate impact of symbols seeks to facil-
itate the diffusion of the social movement message in a situation where the media
tends to report superficially: “If the message is embedded in the activity, then a
report of the activity makes people think about the issue as well” (Rochon 1988:
120). “Guerrilla theater” and other uses of drama “embody preferred frames in
the symbolism they used – in effect performing the frame through costume,
props, puppets, and other visual images” (Gamson 2004: 253).

The logic of bearing witness also leads to an accentuation of the emotional
intensity of participation. The peace movement has often borrowed from and
adapted the old repertoire of public demonstration in this direction. Inspired by
religious tradition (and, in particular, the model of pilgrimage), pacifists organ-
ized numerous long-distance marches, as well as masses, vigils, torchlight pro-
cessions, communal prayers, and the Stations of the Cross on Good Friday.
Human chains connected places of symbolic importance, meetings of the
world’s leaders were symbolically besieged, and street demonstrations were
turned into theatrical “happenings,” acting out the consequences of nuclear war.
Later on, the global justice movement “uses some of the tropes of earlier reper-
tories – giant puppets, satirical masks . . . – but it slants these in innovative ways,
often as a result of broad coalition participation in protests” (Whittier 2004: 539).
Direct action was, for instance, inherited by the women’s movement, but with
the attempt of “developing complex means of assuring equal participation by all
group members in consensus decision-making, and emphasizing both logistical
and emotional connections among participants” (ibid.).

7.4 Strategic Options and Protest

Forms of protest, then, are extreme to different degrees and, most importantly,
follow different types of logic. How and why is one form of protest chosen rather
than another? A first answer can be sought in the complexity and multiplicity of
the objectives protest is meant to achieve. If we look again at figure 7.1, Lipsky
notes that “protest leaders must nurture and sustain an organization comprised
of people with whom they may or may not share common values. They must
articulate goals and choose strategies so as to maximize their public exposure
through communications media. They must maximize the impact of third
parties in the political conflict. Finally, they must try to maximize chances of
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success among those capable of granting goals” (Lipsky 1965: 163, emphasis in
the original). As Rochon (1988: 109, emphasis added) observes in connection with
the peace movement, “the ideal movement strategy is one that is convincing with
respect to political authorities, legitimate with respect to potential supporters,
rewarding with respect to those already active in the movement, and novel in the
eyes of the mass media. These are not entirely compatible demands.”

First, given that every action has an attached cost but can also be a benefit in
and of itself (Hirschman 1982), it is important for social movements to find tactics
which are also suitable for realizing internal aims. Many forms of protest “have
profound effects on the group spirit of their participants,” since “in the end, there
is nothing as productive of solidarity as the experience of merging group pur-
poses with the activities of everyday life” (Rochon 1998: 115). Protest action has
an important internal function: creating that sense of collective identity which is
a condition for action towards a common goal (Pizzorno 1993). In fact, “move-
ment strategists are fully aware that at least some of their tactics must widen the
pool of activists and develop ‘solidarities,’ rather than ‘merely’ having an impact
on politicians” (Rochon 1998: 159). For the labor movement strikes had more
than a simply instrumental function (Fantasia 1988), and this is also true of occu-
pations for the student movement (Ortoleva 1988), both reinforcing a sense of
identity. Solidarity is born out of shared risks on the barricades: “As they faced
off against hostile troops or national guardsmen, the defenders of a barricade
came to know each other as comrades, developed a division of labor of fighters,
builders and suppliers, and formed social networks that would bring their sur-
vivors together in future confrontations” (Tarrow 1994: 44). The peace camps,
which spread throughout Europe in the wake of the First European Convention
on Peace and Disarmament in Brussels in 1981, similarly played an important
role in the elaboration of a pacifist identity. According to participants, one of the
main benefits of the many transnational countersummits has been increasing
mutual knowledge and understanding (Pianta 2001a). In particular, the United
Nations-sponsored intergovernmental summits on women’s issues, environ-
ment, and poverty served as arenas for networking, frame-bridging, and protest
training (for a review, Smith 2004b: 322). Nonviolent direct action strengthens
the feeling of belonging; “a community that is formed in the process of strug-
gle is a very precious thing, and fulfills a lot of needs that are not met in daily
life” (Epstein 1991: 8).

However, actions that strengthen internal solidarity not always serve to create
support outside the movement. Looking at figure 7.1 it can be remarked that, if
leaders of protest often must favor more radical action in order to maintain rank-
and-file support, these are precisely the kinds of action that risk alienating poten-
tial allies. Protest leaders must avoid action that is too extreme if they are to win
over their target groups within the public, but in doing so they run the risk of
losing the confidence of their protest constituency.6 Opinion polls have shown
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that the more peaceful and institutional a course of unconventional political
action is (petitioning, for example) the greater the level of public approval.
Approval falls where the action taken is direct but nonviolent, and is minimal
where violent action is concerned (Barnes et al. 1979).7 If the protest on global
justice sensitized the public opinion to the goals of the activists, their forms of
protest were often criticized as too radical (della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, and
Reiter 2005). Especially in relation to sympathetic governments, radical tactics
risk being counterproductive (Cress and Snow 2000: 1097–8).

Similar problems develop in the relations between activists and the media, as
the latter play an important role in determining the resonance given to, and
therefore the effectiveness of, protest. Even though it is debatable to what extent
protest events are first of all “newspaper demonstrations,” i.e. oriented mainly
on media coverage (Neveu 1999: 28 ff.), media are indeed the most obvious
shaper of public sensitivity ( Jasper 1997: 286). The success of protest action is
undoubtedly related to the amount of media attention it receives, and this also
affects the character of social movement organizations (Gitlin 1980).

As careful research on protest coverage has demonstrated (McCarthy,
McPhail, and Smith 1996), in order to obtain media coverage, action must involve
a great many people, utilize radical tactics, or be particularly innovative. It should
be remembered that it is the content of the message transmitted as well as the
quantity of publicity received which is important for a social movement. Jour-
nalists can be particularly demanding as concerns protest: on the one hand they
demand “news,” and therefore novelty; on the other, they tend to conform to
accepted standards of “good taste” (see also chapter 8 below). Though their obli-
gation to the wider community may lead many journalists to sympathize with
certain demands, they will, nonetheless, condemn extreme forms of action. On
the other hand, more moderate action, although it might garner greater support,
is rarely “newsworthy.”8 Thus, “Conformity to standards of news worthiness in
political style, and knowledge of the prejudices and desires of the individuals
who determine media coverage in political skills, represent crucial determinants
of leadership effectiveness” (Lipsky 1965: 170). Successful movements are often
those that are able to develop controversies in such a way that they are more
newsworthy by using symbols and images that capture attention – “the secret 
of movement access to the media is to engage in colorful protest” (Rochon 
1998: 180).

Beyond visibility, social movements have the problem of having their mes-
sages spread by media often more interested in scandals than information:

One difficulty for political movements is that the media generally present images
of their protest without any elaboration of the substantive issues involved. Demon-
strations are described as large or small, well-behaved or unruly, a cross section of
the populace or composed of fringe elements. But the issues that brought the pro-
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testors together are presented in terms of one-line slogans, if at all. The problem
is not so much one of political bias as it is a matter of the exacting criteria used by
the media to determine what is newsworthy. Size, novelty, and militancy are news-
worthy. Critical policy perspectives are not. 

(Rochon 1988: 102)

In conclusion, for the most part social movements use forms of action which
can be described as disruptive, seeking to influence elites through a demonstra-
tion of both force of numbers and activists’ determination to succeed. At the
same time, however, protest is concerned with building support. It must be inno-
vative or newsworthy enough to echo in the mass media and, consequently, reach
the wider public which social movements (as “active minorities”) are seeking to
convince of the justice and urgency of their cause. Forms of protest must there-
fore adapt as occasion requires to the needs of potentially conflicting objectives
such as threatening elites and winning over the public (through the intervention
of a third actor, the media, which has an agenda of its own).

In order to overcome these limitations, social movement organizations indeed
try to hone their communicative skills and pay careful attention to communica-
tion campaigns, press conferences, and, especially, carefully written dossiers (for
instance, on ecological associations, see della Porta and Diani 2004). Moreover,
movements develop their own media: labor movements had dailies and publish-
ers; more recent movements have developed their own radio stations as well as
websites (see chapter 8 below).

7.5 Factors Influencing Repertoire Choice

The leaders of social movement organizations find themselves faced with a series
of strategic dilemmas in choosing the form that protest should take. Any form
of action needs to cover a plurality of sometimes contradictory objectives. In
addition, strategic options are limited by a series of factors internal as well as
external to protest itself. Material resources constrain strategic choices, but reper-
toires are not just instruments: they belong to, and represent, a movement
culture, and are therefore linked to the activists’ values. The aims, in this sense,
do not fully justify the means, and much of the debate inside social movements
about issues of repertoires does not only address their efficacy but also their
meaning and symbolic value. Indeed, stressing the euphoria and pleasure
involved in protest, James Jasper (1997: 237) observes that “tactics represent
important routines, emotionally and morally salient in these people’s lives’.”

The repertoire of action is finite, constrained in both time and space. The
“technology” of protest evolves slowly, limited by the traditions handed down
from one generation of activists to the next, and crystallized in institutions. The
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public march is a good example: although, as we saw, there have been changes
in the rituals, it is still one of the principal forms of protest in the campaign
against neoliberal globalization. Having developed out of the practice of elec-
toral banqueting, the technique was slowly perfected and institutionalized by the
elaboration of rituals and structures such as the closing rally and the stewarding
of marches (Favre 1990). 

Repertoires are the byproduct of everyday experiences: for instance, the bar-
ricades derived from the tradition of using chains in order to block access to
neighborhoods at night or in moments of turmoil. As Traugott (1995: 47) writes
of the “Day of the Barricades,” a people’s revolt against the French king Henri
III, “The great innovation of 12 May 1588 was to fortify the line of demarcation
represented by the chains and to use the barriers thus created to impede the
movements of King Henri III’s Royal Guards.” The success of those first barri-
cades contributed to keep that form of action alive for more than four centuries.

Thus, repertoires are handed down, reproduced over time, because they are
what people know how to do when they want to protest. The forms of action
used in one protest campaign tend to be recycled in subsequent ones. The anti-
Vietnam War movement in the United States adopted tactics that had earlier been
used by civil rights campaigners. The youth movement in mid-1970s Italy inher-
ited (in a radicalized form) the modes of protest used by the student movement
of the late 1960s (della Porta 1995). The global justice movement mixed forms
of nonviolent direct action developed by the peace movements with the large
marches and petitions strategies coming from the nineteenth-century repertoire:
“In fact, demonstrations that include violent and nonviolent factions and a range
of constituencies and cultural styles addressing shared opposition to globaliza-
tion constitute an innovative combination of tactics drawn from previously-
separated movements” (Whittier 2004: 539).

In addition, the choice of tactics symbolically expresses proximity to previous
movements. The adaptation of older forms of action legitimizes protest by refer-
ring to myths and heroes of the past, since “the use of standard protest forms
also evokes past political movements whose struggles have long since been vin-
dicated as just” (Rochon 1988: 110). For instance, protestors against the World
Bank meeting in Washington in 2001 wore gas masks in order to refer to a history
of police repression (Whittier 2004: 540).

Such references to the past are a constraint on social movements as well as a
resource. In any given period, knowledge concerning “what is to be done” to
protest against a decision by those holding power is limited, and this limits col-
lective action: “The existing repertoire constrains collective action; far from the
image we sometimes hold of mindless crowds, people tend to act within known
limits, to innovate at the margins of the existing forms, and to miss many oppor-
tunities available to them in principle” (Tilly 1986: 390). Rooted in the shared sub-
culture activism, repertoires contain the options considered practicable, while
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excluding others: “These varieties of action constitute a repertoire in something
like the theatrical or musical sense of the word; but the repertoire in question
resembles that of commedia dell’arte or jazz more than that of a strictly 
classical ensemble: people know the general rules of performance more or less
well and vary the performance to meet the purpose at hand” (Tilly 1986: 390).

These limitations on the range of protest forms are only part of the story:
although some forms of action can be adapted to more than one situation, many
others cannot. They divide, among other, along social-group lines: prisoners
climb onto the roofs of jails; soldiers refuse rations; students organize “alterna-
tive” courses; the unemployed occupy a factory and start working. One of the
most common forms of collective action taken today, the strike, was until
recently considered a tactic adapted almost exclusively to the working class. In
fact, repertoires depend to a great extent on the cultural and material resources
available to particular groups. The most militant styles of action will be most
widespread among those groups which face particular difficulty in obtaining
material rewards and for whom symbolic gratification acts as a substitute. More-
over, the particular subcultures to which movements refer contribute to the cre-
ation of distinctive repertoires. Religious organizations, for example, employ and
modify rituals typical of their faith. The peace movement is nonviolent because
the use of violence is too close a reminder of the militarism they wish to
condemn. Hackers look for forms of online protest that express their specific
concerns about having free access to information (in particular, free software)
and rights to privacy (Castells 2001: ch. 2; Freschi 2003; T. Jordan 2002). Finally,
repertoires change from state to state. It is more common to build barricades in
France than in Switzerland; on the other hand, direct democracy is resorted to
more frequently in Switzerland than in France (Kriesi et al. 1995).

While the weight of tradition must be acknowledged, there is also innovation
in protest as in other forms of action: “contenders experiment constantly with
new forms in the search for tactical advantage, but do so in small ways, at the
edge of well-established actions. Few innovations endure beyond a single cluster
of events; they endure chiefly when associated with a substantial new advantage
for one or more actors” (Tilly 1986: 7). Forms of action initially restricted to par-
ticular actors (and condemned by others) become generalized: white-collar
workers go on strike, shopkeepers block the streets. New tactics are constantly
being created in order to meet media criteria of “newsworthiness.” Particularly
in phases when collective action is on the rise, given forms of action spread from
one social group to another, and often from one country to another. Nonviolent
direct action was imported to Martin Luther King’s America from Gandhi’s India
(Chabot 2002). The student movement brought sit-ins across the ocean to
Europe. In the wake of a massive wave of labor mobilization in Italy in the late
1960s, the use of striking quickly became widespread among many different sec-
tions of the population. In the peace movement dozens of camps sprang up
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around nuclear missile bases after the initial example of Greenham Common.
The global justice movement also adopted a series of protest forms which had
originated in other traditions: vigils from religious groups, civil disobedience
from the women’s movement, and so on.

It should be added that socialization in protest tactics is not a matter of blind
reflex but a critical learning process. Thus, not all forms of action carry over from
one period to the next, one social group to another, or from one country to
another. It is, above all, those considered successful or particularly well adapted
to a movement’s context or culture which are most easily transferred from one
movement to the next (Koopmans 2004: 26; Soule 2004: 302). During the 
campaign against neoliberal globalization, the rapid spread of boycott tactics
(Micheletti 2003: 83) can be explained by its previous use against international
corporations such as Shell or Nike. Protest forms that have proved unsuccessful
have far less probability of surviving. In Italy, for example, the movement against
cruise missiles marked a major change in tactics by left-libertarian movements.
While the late 1970s had been characterized by violent escalation, the peace
movement emphasized nonviolence with the specific objective of marking its dis-
continuity with the past and contributing to dissociate the 1980s protest from the
bloody memory of the preceding decade in the collective imagination (della
Porta 1996a).

Beside success, however, different generations can develop different tastes for
specific forms of action ( Jasper 1997: 250). Interestingly enough, the ritual of
marches has changed to adapt to modern (or “postmodern”) times: from those
intended to show unity and organization to more theatrical forms, emphasizing
a colorful expression of diversity and subjectivity (see, for instance, Rucht [2003b]
for an analysis of the Labor Day marches in Germany). In recent demonstrations
of the global justice movements, the younger cohorts of activists have 
transformed the images of marches with their more playful and spontaneous
outlook.

Repertoires also emerge, and are transformed, in the course of physical and
symbolic interactions. Changes take place in encounters with the authorities, in
a series of reciprocal adjustments. Political violence, for example, is rarely
adopted overnight or consciously. Rather, repeated clashes with police and polit-
ical adversaries gradually, and almost imperceptibly, heighten extremism, leading
to a justification for ever more violent forms of action. In Italy during the 1970s
extremist tactics emerged in the course of an escalation of the use of force during
marches and demonstrations (della Porta 1995). The interventions of the police
and carabinieri became increasingly determined, while extreme left and right
groups clashed with ever more lethal weapons: stones, molotov cocktails, tools,
and eventually guns. Radicalization develops in a spiral of negative and unfore-
seen feedback. Those involved (particularly the police and demonstrators) inter-
act, causing escalation through a series of vicious circles.9 In these situations
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participants react according to their own worldview, gambling that the outcome
will be as they expected. Their choices, however, are often based on erroneous
calculations. This circle of action and reaction becomes a routine until a more
or less casual event (such as an accidental killing of a demonstrator or a police
officer during low-intensity clashes) produces a qualitative leap in the level of vio-
lence (Neidhardt 1981). Violence does indeed have a relational component –
deriving from interchanges between people – as interpersonal processes
“promote, inhibit or channel collective violence and connect it with nonviolent
politics” (Tilly 2003: 20).

Protest does not always develop towards violence, however: waves of con-
tention might follow different paths (Koopmans 2004: 29). A learning process on
the part of both movement activists and the police defused the forms of conflict
that had characterized the 1970s. In the 1980s, despite moments of (sometimes
severe) tension, particularly during direct action such as the blocking of gates at
military bases, peace activists and police were experienced enough to avoid esca-
lation into violence: “Demonstrations are carefully choreographed in advance.
Similarly, activists who expect to participate in actions of civil disobedience, such
as blockades, are usually required to undergo training in passive resistance and
nonviolence. The police they face have been trained in crowd control and in
dealing with nonviolent protest. The image so frequently broadcast of police car-
rying a demonstrator off to jail looks like an image of conflict. It is. But it is also
an instance of two sets of professionals carrying out their jobs with precision”
(Rochon 1988: 186–7).

True, violence escalated in Seattle, and then in Prague, Gothenburg, and
Genoa. But there were also attempts by the large majority of nonviolent activists
to keep violence under control through tactical innovation: they went from the
definition of “violence-free zone,” to the division of marches into blocks, accord-
ing to the adopted tactics; and the separation, on the same bases, of different
movement areas in different localities. After the violent escalation in Gothenburg
and Genoa, a learning process developed within the global justice movement
bringing about the invention of new forms of marshal bodies (“armed” only with
video cameras) and a stricter implementation of nonviolent tactics (della Porta
and Reiter 2004a and 2004b).

There is a further variable (to be dealt with at greater length in the next
chapter) that affects the strategic choices made by social movements. Lipsky
noted that protest must be in a position to mobilize potential allies and influ-
ences elites. It is normal that the greater the possibility of widening their range
of alliances, the greater the attention social movements will pay to the prefer-
ences of potential supporters. For the global justice movement, the support of
many well-known and respected NGOs as well as prominent individuals both
attracted media attention and often discouraged coercive intervention on the part
of the police (Andretta, della Porta, Mosca, and Reiter 2002 and 2003).
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7.6 The Cross-National Diffusion of Protest

Particularly relevant in the process of strategic adaptation are processes of cross-
national diffusion. More and more, ideas about forms of action (as well as ide-
ology and organizational repertoires) travel cross-nationally. Like scientific or
technological innovations, social movement ideas set in motion processes of dif-
fusion:10 “Protest makers do not have to reinvent the wheel at each place and in
each conflict . . . They often find inspiration elsewhere in the ideas and tactics
espoused and practiced by other activists” (McAdam and Rucht 1993: 58). Ideas
concerning organizational structure, strategies of action, or definitions of the
world “travel” from movement to movement, sector to sector, city to city, center
to periphery, and, on occasion, periphery to center. Diffusion can be either direct
or indirect depending on whether it comes about through unmediated contacts
between movement members or is mediated by the mass media (Kriesi et al.
1995: 185). In addition, diffusion can come about through either unconscious or
conscious imitation. In the past it has been claimed that collective behavior spread
through “circular reactions,” the responses of each individual reproducing the
stimuli coming from his neighbor (Blumer 1951: 170), without much attempt by
individual participants to evaluate the situation and rationally respond to it.
However, since the 1970s it has been recognized that the “interpretative interac-
tions,” based upon a conscious evaluation of the situations, underlying more
institutional forms of political participation are also present in protest. More
“interpretative” processes such as identification and imitation are also present
alongside mechanisms such as suggestibility and circular reaction (Turner and
Killian 1987). The greater awareness of the actors involved should favor, although
it cannot automatically ensure, the success of mobilization.

Cross-national diffusion is not new. The student movement in the 1960s, the
feminist movement in the 1970s, and the peace movement and the ecological
movement in the 1980s are all examples of what have been called “global” move-
ments, developing contemporaneously throughout the world and displaying 
significant similarities in different countries. Going further back in time, the rev-
olutions of 1848 and the antislavery movement were collective phenomena
which grew to cover more than one continent. However, it is also true that the
process of diffusion does not involve all movements equally, nor is the exchange
always symmetrical.

First, it is more likely that diffusion will take place between countries that are
close together geographically. In fact, interaction will tend to be strongest
between neighboring countries. There are more links between the Scandinavian
countries than between Denmark and Italy, for example. Geographical proxim-
ity is not always important, however. The past must also be taken into account.
It is more likely that diffusion will take place between movements from coun-
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tries with a history of past interaction; between movements in Italy and France,
for example, rather than between movements in Italy and Ireland. Besides direct
interaction itself, the “cultural understanding that social entities belong to a
common social category [also] constructs a tie between them” (Strand and Meyer
1993: 490). Similarities in social and political structure must also be taken into
account. Thus, diffusion is more likely between Great Britain and the United
States than it is between Great Britain and India, say, even if the latter is a part
of the British Commonwealth. Finally, the status of the “transmitting” country
also has a certain importance. In fact, although there are exceptions, in the social
movement sector as in others, moving from center to periphery, from the “first”
to the developing world, brings a reduction in influence.

All of the characteristics just mentioned influence both the direct diffusion
through personal interaction emphasized by the traditional literature, and the
indirect diffusion by way of the media noted in more recent studies (Strand and
Meyer 1993). As far as direct interaction is concerned, geographical proximity,
historical interaction, and structural similarities all tend to produce language and
norms which facilitate direct contacts between the activists of parallel move-
ments. Unmediated exchanges are rendered more probable by the existence of
cross-border associations, cultural exchange programs, linguistic knowledge, or
even a common language.

The various levels of proximity discussed above also favor the development
of more formal contacts and organized channels of communication. More par-
ticularly, relations will become more formal after personal contacts have per-
mitted initial exchanges to take place and as the movements become increasingly
structured. Diffusion of ideas can then take place through the translation of
movement documents, the organization of international conferences, the crea-
tion of computer-mediated networks, and so on. Mediated forms of diffusion
therefore take on increasing importance. It has been noted that in the 1960s the
process of diffusion between student movements was initiated through personal
contacts, but that “once established, this identification enabled diffusion to take
place via a variety of nonrelational channels. These channels included television,
newspapers, and writings of both a scholarly and a radical nature” (McAdam and
Rucht 1993: 71). Countersummits and supranational social forums are indeed
praised by activists, especially as occasions for exchanging ideas and networking
(Pianta 2002).

Geographical and cultural proximity is also important in producing functional
equivalence, similarity in the situation of the “transmitting” and “adopting”
movements being a factor in facilitating this process of diffusion. Furthermore,
the same elements facilitate the social construction of that similarity, the defini-
tion of their situation as similar to that of the transmitter on the part of adopters
(Strand and Meyer 1993). Regardless of actual similarities, the subjective percep-
tion of common circumstances leads to an idea being considered relevant and
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adopted. The passage of ideas from the American student movement (the trans-
mitter) to its German counterpart (the adopter) was facilitated by the similarities
in the definition of the collective identities of the two groups (McAdam and Rucht
1993). Similarly, appeal to global identities facilitates cross-national campaigns
against neoliberal globalization (della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, and Reiter 
2005).

The traditions of particular movements also help to explain a greater or lesser
propensity to exchange information and to “copy” each other at the international
level. Despite appeals to internationalism, for example, the conviction that their
destinies were more closely linked to those of capitalists in their own country
than they were to workers in other countries appears to have prevailed in national
labor movements for a long time. Environmentalist groups, on the other hand,
have always been conscious of the difficulties in providing national solutions to
environmental problems, which spread from country to country by way of pol-
luted rivers and air. The rich and various repertoire of action of the global justice
movement is indeed the product of enhanced occasions for transnational 
encounters.

7.7 Cycles of Protest, Protest Waves, and
Protest Campaigns

The strategic choices made by social movements evolve over time and are the
result of interaction between a number of different actors. In fact, a final concept,
particularly useful for analyzing evolution over time, must be introduced to con-
clude the analysis of forms of collective action: the protest cycle. Though varying
in dimension and duration, protest cycles have had a number of common char-
acteristics in recent history: they coincide with “a phase of heightened conflict
and contention across the social system that includes: a rapid diffusion of
collective action from more mobilized to less mobilized sectors; a quickened 
pace of innovation in the forms of contention; new or transformed collective
action frames; a combination of organized and unorganized participation; and
sequences of intensified interactions between challengers and authorities which
can end in reform, repression and sometimes revolution” (Tarrow 1994: 153). If
some scholars criticize the use of the concept of a cycle as seeming to imply a
regular, “periodically recurrent sequence of phenomena” (Koopmans 2004: 21),
they nevertheless confirm the unequal distribution of contention over time:
“periods of relative quiet alternate with waves of intense mobilization that
encompass large sections of societies, and quite often affect many societies simul-
taneously” (ibid.: 21). Waves of protest are often composed of interrelated cam-
paigns – i.e. a series of interactions connected to each other from the thematic
point of view and oriented towards a common aim (Della Porta and Rucht 
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2002a and 2002b). Examples of campaigns are protests on abortion rights in the
women’s movements, or against the deployment of cruise and pershing II mis-
siles in the peace movement, or for “dropping the dept” of less-developed coun-
tries in the global justice movement. The global justice movement has indeed
adopted the campaign as a formula which is particularly effective in linking het-
erogeneous social movements and movement organizations.

The concepts of cycles, waves, or campaigns all attempt to describe and
explain periods of intensified protest. As in cultures and the economies,11 there
is indeed a recurrent dynamic of ebb and flow in collective mobilization. In par-
ticular, by demonstrating the vulnerability of the authorities, the first movements
to emerge lower the cost of collective action for other actors. In addition, the
victories they obtain undermine the previous order of things, provoking coun-
termobilization. Repeatedly, spin-off movements contributed to the mobilization
of other groups, inventing new forms of action, enlarging the protest claims, and
winning some concessions, but also pushing elites and countermovements 
to form law-and-order coalitions (della Porta 1998b). Mobilization proceeds 
in waves,

from institutional conflict to enthusiastic peak to ultimate collapse. After gaining
national attention and state response, they reached peaks of conflict that were
marked by the presence of movement organizers who tried to diffuse the insur-
gencies to a broader public. As participation was channeled into organizations, the
movements, or part of them, took a more political logic – engaging in implicit bar-
gaining with authorities. In each case, as the cycle wound down, the initiative
shifted to elites and parties. 

(Tarrow 1994: 168)

This pattern has consequences for the repertoires of collective action. In the
initial stages of protest the most disruptive tactics are often to the fore. New
actors invent new tactics as emerging collective identities require radical action
(Pizzorno 1978). As the cycle of protest continues, the reaction of the authori-
ties produces simultaneous processes of radicalization and institutionalization.
Evolution in protest tactics, therefore, accompanies changes in the external 
environment:

When disruptive forms are first employed, they frighten antagonists with their
potential cost, shock onlookers, and worry elites concerned with public order. But
newspapers gradually begin to give less and less space to protests that would have
merited banner headlines when they first appeared on the streets. Repeating the
same form of collective action over and over reduces uncertainty and is greeted
with a smile or a yawn. Participants, at first enthused and invigorated by their 
solidarity and ability to challenge authorities, become jaded or disillusioned. The
authorities, instead of calling out the troops or allowing the police to wade into a
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crowd, infiltrate dissenting groups and separate leaders from followers. Routiniza-
tion follows hard upon disruption.

(Tarrow 1994: 112)

The analysis of protest cycles is particularly useful for an understanding of
the development of political violence, frequently one (though not the only nor
the most important) of protest’s outcomes. In fact, the forms of violence used
tend to vary according to the stage of the cycle. At the outset of protest, violent
action is usually limited in its presence, small in scope, and unplanned. Typically
violence in these phases is an unforeseen result of direct action such as sit-ins or
occupations. As protest develops, violent forms of action initially spread more
slowly than nonviolent ones. They frequently take the form of clashes between
demonstrators and police or counter-demonstrators. Starting out as occasional,
such episodes, nonetheless, tend to be repeated and take on a ritual quality.
During this process small groups begin to specialize in increasingly extreme
tactics, build up an armory for such action, and occasionally go underground.
The very presence of these groups accelerates the exodus of moderates from the
movement, contributing to a demobilization which only the most violent groups
escape (at least temporarily). The final stages of the cycle thus see both a process
of institutionalization and a growing number of violent actions.

A glance at the development of the global justice movement would confirm
at least some of these dynamics. The incubatory stages of mobilization were
characterized by activity which concentrated prevalently on information cam-
paigns and lobbying, with only a handful of symbolic demonstrations carried out
by small activist networks. The movement extended beyond its initial base during
this phase, mobilizing groups involved in earlier movements (the women’s move-
ment and the environmental movement, but also the labor movement) or in
political parties and religious associations. Each of these actors contributed par-
ticular forms of action to a common repertoire: the feminist groups brought the
practices of civil disobedience they had honed in the campaign to legalize abor-
tion; the religious associations brought with them the gospels; the environmen-
talists the practice of nonviolent occupation they had previously used against
nuclear power-station sites; the parties of the left mobilized a mass following and
offered channels of communication with public institutions. Although the het-
erogeneity of the various constituencies involved inevitably led to disagreements
over what forms of action should be adopted, this diversity enriched rather than
hindered the movement’s capacity for mobilization during its expansionary
phase. After their initial indecision, governments reacted by ordering police inter-
vention, particularly to suppress the attempts at blocking the sites of interna-
tional summits. While remaining on the whole peaceful, nonviolent civil
disobedience escalated on some occasions, above all when police reacted in a
muscular fashion to attacks by fringe anarchist groups.
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At least two tendencies must be added to the cyclical evolution described so
far. First, each cycle broadens the repertoire of collective action. This was as true
of the Warsaw Pact countries in the years around 1989 as it had been of the waves
of protest which swept Europe and the United States in the 1930s and the 1960s.
It is indeed especially at the peak of a wave of mobilization that citizens develop
new forms of collective action: “The factory occupations that marked the French
1936 strikes were similar to the sit-down strikes of Flint and Akron; while the
university occupations of Berlin, Turin and Paris in 1968 linked students to their
American homologues. As for Solidarity, its most striking feature would prove to
be the roundtable discussions between Solidarity leaders and the government
that foreshadowed the forms of negotiations that swept Eastern Europe in 1989”
(Tarrow 1994: 167–8).

Second, the most radical forms of action declined, at least among left-wing
activists. In the 1970s there had been a tendency to maintain media attention and
“threat potential” through an accentuation of extreme forms of action. Since the
1980s, various forms of protest have spread to institutional as well as noninsti-
tutional actors, and most types of new social movements testify to a growing
moderation in the repertoires of collective action (della Porta 1996a, 1996b, and
1996c; also Raschke 1988: 322–32). Indeed, in this area the logic is more dynamic,
with a growth in the first instance in actions which involve serious personal risks
or cost. Civil disobedience, knowingly breaking what are considered to be unjust
laws, rests on this logic.

This does not mean, however, that the use of violence as a political means
declined. As Charles Tilly (2003: 58) sadly summarized, since 1945 “the world 
as a whole has taken decisive, frightening steps away from its painfully achieved
segregations between armies and civilian populations, between war and peace,
between international and civil war, between lethal and nonlethal applications 
of force. It has moved toward armed struggle within existing states and 
towards state-sponsored killing, deprivation, or expulsion of whole population 
categories.”

7.8 Summary

The present chapter has been dedicated to the analysis of the principal forms of
action adopted by social movements; in other words, to forms of protest. Protest
has been defined as nonroutinized action in which indirect channels of influence
are opened through the activity of a series of collective actors. Although protest
forms are so widespread that it would be difficult to define them as unconven-
tional, it is still true that protest goes beyond the routinized forms of participa-
tion in representative democracy. It has been said that the tactics used by 
social movements form repertoires with specific characteristics. In particular, a
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repertoire of national, autonomous, and modular forms of protest has developed
since the nineteenth century. More recent transformations in both the distribu-
tion of power at national and international level and in the structure of mass
communications are reflected in the development of new forms of protest such
as countersummits and transnational boycotts, as well as in internet protest
actions. In distinguishing in this chapter between the various forms of protest,
the fact that different logics of action were simultaneously present in each reper-
toire was stressed: the logic of numbers, which seeks to display the strength of
support for a movement; the logic of material damage, based on the capacity to
interrupt everyday routine; and the logic of bearing witness, which seeks to
demonstrate the emotional commitment of protestors.

Social movement leaders face a series of strategic dilemmas in choosing one
or another form of action, because each sends messages to different publics with
different demands: the movement activists who seek to reinforce internal soli-
darity; the media, in search of “news”; potential allies, who prefer more moder-
ate forms of action; and, finally, decision-makers, who seek partners whom they
can trust. However, repertoires of actions are not just instruments of protest, but
also reflect the activists’ values. Historical traditions fostered through institutions
and socialization limit the range of options that can be considered, but forms of
protest travel from one movement to the other and from one country to the
other, with frequent innovation and learning processes. Additionally, repertoires
are produced via relational mechanisms, during interactions between various
(movement and nonmovement) actors. Series of cyclical dynamics create a suc-
cession of waves and troughs in protest, and radicalization and institutionaliza-
tion in the forms of action adopted. Alongside these cyclical fluctuations,
however, two more stable tendencies appear to apply, at least as far as Western
democracies are concerned, with a broadening of the repertoire of protest action
and simultaneously a growing rejection of political violence.
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8

THE POLICING OF 
PROTEST AND POLITICAL

OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

The 2001 G8 summit was held in Genoa between July 19 and 22. A year
earlier, at the international meeting in Port Alegre of what came to be
known as the global justice movement, it had been decided to mobilize on
an international scale against the neoliberal version of globalization. About
800 organizations combined into the Genoa Social Forum (GSF), which
organized the protest together with other groups.1

Given that international summits over the previous two years had some-
times been met with violent protests, the government’s preparations for
the G8 concentrated on keeping demonstrators out of the area, and the
most radical away from the city itself. In addition to installing high barri-
ers to protect the so-called “red zone” around the summit meetings, the
airport, railway stations, and freeway exits were closed, and both con-
firmed and suspected activists were returned to the city limits. In his tes-
timony to a Joint Parliamentary Commission, Chief De Gennaro of the
Italian Police spoke of 140,000 checks made and more than 2,000 people
turned back. Expulsion orders were used to keep some militants from
entering Genoa. With the city center closed and access to the city tightly
controlled, Genoa emptied: two days before the start of the summit, elec-
trical consumption and waste disposal had dropped by 40 percent.

Despite the imposing show of force and the tension caused by some
attacks before the start of the summit, as well as somewhat alarmist infor-
mation from the Secret Service (in the Joint Parliamentary Commission
[minutes of August 28, 2001: 66], former head of the political police, the
UCIGOS, La Barbera, spoke of “a flood of information mostly failing to
provide any result”), the peaceful march on July 19 included 50,000 people.
However, this situation changed radically the following day due to what
newspapers described as the provocations of the radical Black Block, fol-
lowed by indiscriminate police responses. According to press estimations,



 

between 400 and 1,000 Black Block members were involved; the police
spoke of 500 Italians and 2,000 foreigners. On the morning of July 20 they
were unchallenged in attacking banks, shops, the prison, and public build-
ings. For the entire day, events followed a similar pattern: after the Black
Block attacks, the police responded by setting upon those in or near peace-
ful protests, including doctors, nurses, paramedics, photographers, and
journalists.

The fight with the so-called “civil disobedience protestors,” encircled
and repeatedly charged, started in this fashion. After the police charge,
some groups of demonstrators reacted by throwing stones, provoking the
police to use armored cars. During one incursion, a carabinieri jeep became
stuck and its occupants were attacked by demonstrators. One of the cara-
binieri inside opened fire, killing 23-year-old Genovese activist Carlo Giu-
liani. Within the red zone, the police used water cannon loaded with
chemicals against demonstrators from the transnational ATTAC and the
Italian trade unions, who were banging on the fences and throwing cloves
of garlic. The Democrats of the Left (DS) mayor Pericù, who had tried to
negotiate with the organizers, complained about the absence of negotia-
tors from police headquarters. In the evening, the movement’s spokesper-
sons were careful to distance themselves from the Black Block, but also
criticized the police actions. According to the government, the responsi-
bility for the disorder was the GSF’s. The largest center-left party, the DS,
withdrew its support for the following day’s demonstration, instructing its
members not to go to Genoa.

At the July 21 demonstration, between 200,000 and 300,000 demonstra-
tors gathered. (Organizers claimed that 100,000 people were expected,
while the police chief claimed that no more than 40,000 attended.) Again,
there were attacks by the Black Block, which the demonstrators tried to
prevent. The police this time used armored cars and tear gas fired from hel-
icopters and kept themselves at a distance from the demonstrators. The first
charge, at 2:25 p.m., took place as the march was about to set off; similar
charges took place at 2:50 and 5:35 p.m. The daily papers – and not just
those supporting the demonstrations – reported numerous attempts by the
movement, which had formed its own rudimentary security force, to push
back violent protestors and to rescue demonstrators and lawyers being
beaten by police. The day’s totals came to 228 injured (including 78 police
officers) and 60 arrests.

On the evening of July 21, the police burst into the Diaz School, where
the GSF, its legal advice team, the Indymedia press group, and a dormitory
for protestors were based, searching for weapons. The press described the
behavior of the police as particularly brutal – a description supported by
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some members of parliament who were present. According to the report
by Interior Ministry Inspector Pippo Micalizio: “Of the 93 persons detained
and arrested in the building, 62 (around 66 percent) [had been injured and]
were referred with varying medical prognoses: 24 percent up to 5 days
recovery; 36 percent between 6 and 10 days; 11 percent between 11 and 20
days; 18 percent from 21 to 40 days; 6 percent were given the all-clear.
However, prognoses were uncertain for the remaining 5 percent.” The
charge was conspiracy to commit acts of plunder; but magistrates imme-
diately released 92 of the 93 detainees. The police confiscated the hard disk
from the lawyers’ computer, while the Indymedia computers were
destroyed.

In the days that followed, various testimonies were published recount-
ing civilians’ mistreatment in the Bolzaneto barracks, where a center for
identifying detainees had been set up, operated by a group of penitentiary
officers from the GOM (Mobile Operations Unit). Witness statements,
many of them from foreigners, described physical and psychological
assaults. Using tear gas and truncheons, and forcing detainees to stay on
their feet for hours, police compelled those being held to repeat fascist and
racist slogans. The police handling of the demonstrations raised protests
in Italy and abroad. In December 2004, 28 Italian policemen, including
senior riot and antiterrorist officers, were tried on charges of abuse of
authority, slander, and involvement in severe damage for their role in the
assault on the school. The announcement of the trial came at the conclu-
sion of preliminary hearings, where it was alleged that police had planted
two molotov cocktails they claimed to have found at the school. The claim
by one senior police officer that an activist had tried to stab him was also
discredited. All the activists arrested during the raid at the school were
released without charges.

The Genoa demonstrations represented a major break (albeit a predictable one)
with the image of social movements in the 1980s and 1990s, which had portrayed
them as integrated and “civilized,” more at ease at the bargaining table than in
the streets. After decades of predominantly peaceful activities, emphasis has now
been put on the dangers of the radicalization of political and social conflict. In
recent countersummits there have been frequent clashes between police and
demonstrators, including at the demonstrations against the WTO in Seattle in
1999; in Davos at the World Economic Forum; in Prague and in Washington at
the meeting of the international committee of the World Bank and the IMF in



 

2000; in Quebec City at the NAFTA meetings; and in Gothenburg at the EU
summit in June 2001.

What accounts for this evolution in the characteristics of mobilization and the
responses to it? Naturally, the particular strategies of social movements can have
an impact on the size and form of mobilization. As noted in earlier chapters, ide-
ology, repertoires, and structures constitute material and cultural resources for
action, which vary from country to country. Moreover, social structure, the
degree of civic culture, and economic development, have helped in explaining
protest (Moore 1966; Skocpol 1979; see also chapter 2 above). In attempting to
select the most influential of the many determinants of collective action, quite
a number of comparative analyses of social movements have concentrated on
political variables. It has already been noted that the activities of social move-
ments are in part expressive; in part instrumental; in part directed at their own
members; in part designed to transform the external environment. In their
protest activities social movements are eminently political: as such they are influ-
enced by and influence first and foremost the political system. As was noted in
the introductory chapter, the concept of political opportunity structure has
become central to interpretations of interaction between institutional and non-
institutional actors.

By taking illustrations principally from countersummits against neoliberal
globalization, what follows will seek to identify the main variables of the politi-
cal system and suggest some hypotheses on the way they influence particular
characteristics of social movements. A problem in the research on political oppor-
tunities is a lack of clarity concerning the explanandum (recently also discussed
in Meyer 2004). The political dimension has been investigated in order to 
explain a growing number of dependent variables. Political opportunities 
have been used to explain social movement mobilization (Eisinger 1973), the
emergence of the protest cycle (Tarrow 1983), the relationship between allies’
attitudes and movement behavior (della Porta and Rucht 1995), and the 
predominance of either confrontational or assimilative protest strategies
(Kitschelt 1986: 67–8). And, indeed, from what has been said here it is clear that
the character of institutions, prevailing strategies, varieties of repression, and
alliance structures are all useful for explaining one or other of the characteristics
of social movements. Few attempts have been made until now, however, to
address the question of which variables in the complex set of political opportu-
nities, explain which (of the numerous) characteristics of social movements. In
what follows, we shall try to single out the specific effects of specific opportu-
nities on emergence of movements, levels of mobilization, protest repertoires,
and chances of success. Beginning with an analysis of the policing of protest
(8.1), we shall then identify some characteristics of the institutional opportu-
nities (8.2) as well as prevailing strategies (8.3). The role of political parties 
as potential allies will be discussed in depth (8.4). As we shall stress, however,
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political opportunities are far from structural, in the sense of both immutable
and “given”: not only are their effects filtered through the activists’ perceptions,
but moreover they interact with “discursive oppor-tunity” (8.5).

8.1 The Policing of Protest

As the Genoa example illustrates, an important aspect of the state’s response to
protest is the policing of protest, or police handling of protest events – more
neutral terms for what protestors usually refer to as “repression” and the state
as “law and order” (della Porta 1995, 1996c; Earl, Soule, and McCarthy 2003).
Protest policing is a particularly relevant issue for understanding the relationship
between social movements and the state. According to Lipsky (1970: 1) the

study of the ways police interact with other citizens is of primary importance for
anyone concerned with public policy and the just resolution of contemporary
urban conflict. Police may be conceived as ‘street-level bureaucrats’ who ‘represent’
government to people. And at the same time as they implement government poli-
cies, police forces also help define the terms of urban conflict by their actions. The
influence of police on political attitudes and developments is fundamental because
of the unique role of law enforcement agencies in enforcing and reinforcing the
norms of the system.

One can add that, in their turn, protest waves have had important effects on
police organizations (see, for example, Morgan 1987; Reiner 1998).

In fact, the various styles of police intervention have received some attention
in the sociological literature. Gary T. Marx (1979), working from a phenomeno-
logical perspective, distinguished acts of repression according to their purpose:
creating an unfavorable image of opponents; gathering information; restricting
the flow of resources for movements; discouraging activists; fuelling internal
conflicts within the leadership and between groups; sabotaging specific actions.
Charles Tilly (1978: 106–15) classified political regimes according to the degree
of repression or “facilitation” they manifest towards different collective actors
and actions.

Research has picked out three main strategic areas for protest control, favored
differently by the police in various historical periods (della Porta and Reiter
1998a): coercive strategies, i.e. use of weapons and physical force to control or
disperse demonstrations; persuasive strategies, meaning all attempts to control
protest through prior contacts with activists and organizers; informative strate-
gies, consisting in widespread information-gathering as a preventive feature in
protest control; and the targeted collection of information, including use of
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modern audiovisual technologies, to identify law-breakers without having to
intervene directly.

Police actions can vary in terms of force used (brutal or soft), extent of
conduct regarded as illegitimate (ranging between repression and tolerance),
strategies for controlling various actors (generalized or selective), police respect
for the law (illegal or legal), moment when police act (preemptive or reactive),
degree of communication with demonstrators (confrontation or consensus),
capacity to adjust to emerging situations (rigid or flexible), degree of formaliza-
tion of rules of the game (formal or informal), degree of training (professional
or improvised) (della Porta and Reiter 1998b: 4).

It has been noted that the combination of these dimensions tends to define
two different, internally consistent models for controlling public order. The esca-
lated-force model gives low priority to the right to demonstrate, innovative forms
of protest are poorly tolerated, communication between police and demonstra-
tors is reduced to essentials, there is frequent use of coercive means or even illegal
methods (such as agents provocateurs). The negotiated control model, by contrast,
sees the right to demonstrate peacefully as a priority; even disruptive forms of
protest are tolerated, communication between demonstrators and police is con-
sidered basic to peaceful conduct of protest, and coercive means are avoided as
far as possible, emphasizing selectivity of operations (McPhail, Schweingruber,
and McCarthy 1998, 51–4; della Porta and Fillieule 2004). To these dimensions
one might add the type of information strategy police forces employ in con-
trolling protest, with a distinction between generalized control on all demon-
strators and control focusing on those possibly guilty of an offense.

In Western democracies, a radical transformation in strategies for controlling
public order and associated operational practices and techniques, from the esca-
lated-force model to negotiated control, can be noted, particularly following the
great protest wave that culminated in the late 1960s. While the widespread con-
ception of rights to demonstrate one’s dissent has tended to become more inclu-
sive, intervention strategies have moved away from the coercive model until then
predominant. During the 1970s and 1980s, though with pauses and temporary
reversals, we may note a trend towards growing tolerance and breaches of the
law being regarded as minor. Among changes apparent in strategies for control-
ling public order is a reduction in the use of force, greater emphasis on “dia-
logue,” and the investment of large resources in gathering information (della
Porta and Reiter 1998a). These strategies, officially called de-escalation (or also,
in the Italian case, prevention), are based on a number of specific pathways and
assumptions. Before protest events, demonstrator representatives and the police
have to meet and negotiate in detail on routes and conduct to be observed during
demonstrations (including the more or less symbolic violations permitted to
demonstrators), charges are never to be made against peaceful groups, agree-
ments reached with demonstration leaders are never to be broken, and lines of

198 THE POLICING OF PROTEST



 

communication between them and the police must be kept open throughout the
demonstration. The police must first and foremost guarantee the right to demon-
strate peacefully; violent groups must be separated from the rest of the march
and stopped without endangering the security of the peaceful demonstrators
(Fillieule 1993a; Fillieule and Jobard 1998, McPhail et al. 1998, Waddington 1994,
Winter 1998, della Porta 1998a).

What was seen by many as the consolidated “post-68” standard, no longer
subject to debate, proved fragile when faced with the new challenge of a transna-
tional protest movement. The Genoa G8 reignited an almost forgotten debate
on the fundamental rights of citizens and the question of how much power the
state is allowed in protecting the rule of law (Andretta, della Porta, Mosca, and
Reiter 2003, ch. 4). What produced the escalation in Genoa and previously in
Seattle, Washington, Quebec City, Prague, and Gothenburg, as well as the many
accusations of police brutality against the demonstrators? Various explanations
could be suggested. First, even “policing by consent” (Waddington 1998) is a
police strategy to control protest, albeit while respecting demonstrators’ rights
and freedoms as much as possible. There are frequent conflicts between demon-
strators and police: Situations may be particularly tense when the territory in a
protest has a particular symbolic and strategic value – as is the case, for instance,
with the “red zones” closed to the demonstrators around international summits.
Moreover, even if coercive control is rarely used, its use easily leads to escalation
due to the psychological dynamics connected with physical fights in conditions
of relative anonymity (ibid.). The events of the 1990s led to the militarization (in
terms of type of equipment, training, and deployment) of some police units spe-
cializing in counterterrorism or fighting violent organized crime; these tools
were then often deployed in everyday policing.

We have to add that the development of negotiating strategy has always been
selective. Even in established democracies, escalated force survived at the
margins, in particular in the control of young squatters or hooligans. In fact,
research has pointed to the survival, in police knowledge about protest, of a dis-
tinctions between “good” demonstrators (peaceful, pragmatic, with a direct
interest in the conflict and a clear aim, etc.) and “bad” demonstrators (predom-
inantly young, misinformed, destructive, professional troublemakers with no
direct interest in the conflict, etc.) (della Porta 1998a; della Porta and Reiter
1998b). Participants in emerging movements, such as the global justice move-
ment that became visible in Seattle and Genoa, tend indeed to carry the stigma
of “bad,” and often “dangerous,” demonstrators.

But what are the effects of protest policing? Changes in the repressive capa-
bilities of regimes are an important factor in explaining the emergence of social
movements. In France, Russia, and China, social revolution broke out when polit-
ical crisis weakened state control and repressive power (Skocpol 1979). Likewise,
an inability to maintain social control facilitated the rise of the civil rights 
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movement in the United States (McAdam 1982).2 And in Italy, the protest cycle
of the late 1960s first emerged as a more tolerant style of policing was develop-
ing (della Porta 1995).

As far as levels of mobilization are concerned, the harshest styles of protest
policing ought to increase the risk of collective action and diminish the disposi-
tion of actors to take part. However, it should be added that many forms of
repression, particularly when they are considered illegitimate, could create a
sense of injustice that increases the perceived risk of inaction (e.g. Khawaja 1994).
It is not surprising therefore that these two divergent pressures produce contra-
dictory results, and empirical research indicates a radicalization of those groups
most exposed to police violence in some cases and renunciation of unconven-
tional forms of action in others (Wilson 1976). In fact, the relationship between
the degree of violence in protest and coercive intervention by the authorities
would appear to be curvilinear (Neidhardt 1989).

Institutional control strategies influence protest strategies especially. First,
they affect the organizational models adopted within movements. This was the
case with French republicanism in the nineteenth century, where “intensified
repression typically reinforced the role of secret societies and informal centers of
sociability like cafés, vintners, and cabarets” (Aminzade 1995: 42); on the other
hand, “the extension of universal male suffrage and civil liberties as well as a new
geography of representation fostered the development of more formal organi-
zation” (1995: 59). In more recent times, too, repression has led to a process of
“encapsulation” of social movement organization, in some cases to the point of
going underground (della Porta 1990, 1995; Neidhardt 1981). In the global justice
movement, groups such as the Black Block that choose to use violent strategies,
adopt a very fluid and semiclandestine form of organization that is resistant to
police investigation. Strong repression is more likely to be successful when a cycle
of protest has not yet been initiated, and solidarities around movement identi-
ties are therefore not yet strong enough; “indiscriminate repression is likely to
provoke further popular mobilization only during the ascendant phase of the
protest cycle” (Brokett 1995: 131–2).

Strategies of repression also influence repertoires of action. A comparative
study of Germany and Italy (della Porta 1995), for instance, indicated that tough
policing techniques tend to discourage peaceful mass protest and at the same
time encourage the more radical fringes of protest. Radicalization among social
movements in Italy in the 1970s coincided with a period of harsher repression
during which the police killed a number of demonstrators at public marches.
Moreover, the belief that the state was conducting a “dirty war” poisoned rela-
tionships between elected politicians and movement activists. In Germany, on the
other hand, the reformist attitudes of the social democrat and liberal govern-
ment and a tolerant, selective, and “soft” style of protest policing were reflected
in a comparatively lower level of radicalization in the social movement sector. In
both countries the high point of repression coincided with a shrinking of the
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movements’ more moderate wing, a decline that indirectly helped the most
extreme elements to prevail, particularly in Italy during the 1970s. The lower
levels of violence in the 1980s corresponded instead to an increasing tolerance
of protest. In the global justice movement, escalation developed again in the
course of physical interactions with the police forces deployed in order to block
demonstrators from entering the part of the cities where IGO meetings were
taking place.

Police intervention influences the very aims of protestors, whose focus shifts
from single issues and policy demands to the “meta-issue” of protest itself. In his
study of the Chicano movement in Los Angeles, Edward Escobar has stated that
in “a dialectical relationship, while the Los Angeles Police Department’s tactics
partially achieved the goal of undermining the Chicano movement, the police
and their tactics became an issue around which Chicano activists organized the
community and increased grass-roots participation in movement activity”
(Escobar 1993: 1485). In conclusion, more tolerant and selective styles of protest
policing have facilitated the integration of social movements within a complex
structure of political bargaining. This has legitimated certain forms of protest
and led to the stigmatization of violence, increasingly viewed as a form of
deviancy (della Porta and Reiter 1998b).

Finally, as far as movement success is concerned, Tilly (1978) has suggested
an inverse relationship between the opportunities for access to the system and
coercion. This relation does not always seem to hold true, however. Compara-
tive openness to access from below does not necessarily correspond to minor
repression: on the contrary, the availability of instruments of direct democracy
might delegitimize protest in the eyes of the government and the public opinion,
producing calls for law and order (as has been the case, for instance, in the
German-speaking part of Switzerland; see Wisler and Kriesi 1998).

8.2 Political Institutions and 
Social Movements

The police are of course not autonomous: in varying degrees and forms, they
depend on political institutions that might (and often do) react to protest not 
only via police deployment, but also with policy reforms. Public-order responses
are therefore linked to the political response given to the movement in 
question. Here we move to another level of analysis, addressing the political 
institutions.

Alexis de Tocqueville’s famous contrast between “weak” American govern-
ment and “strong” French government is usually an implicit or explicit starting
point for analyses which link institutional factors and social movement develop-
ment (Kriesi 2004: 71). Postulating an opposition between state and civil society,
Tocqueville considered that a system in which the state was weak and civil society
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strong (the United States) would face a constant but peaceful flux of protest from
below. Where the state was strong and civil society weak (France), on the other
hand, episodic and violent revolt would result. Sidney Tarrow (1994: 62–5) has
convincingly criticized this hypothesis, claiming that Tocqueville’s analysis was
partial even in respect of the historical situation to which the author referred.
Not only does the American Civil War raise doubts about the capacity of a
“weak” state to integrate conflicting interests, but also recent studies of the
French Revolution have demonstrated the existence of a very robust civil society
in that country. As Tarrow remarks, in both countries the state and the rights of
its citizens grew in steps: conscription mobilized citizens as soldiers, stimulating
new demands; the unified fiscal system created a single target for protest; con-
flict within the elites pushed the various parties involved to appeal to public
opinion, extending the franchise; the means of communication built by the state
were also used by challengers; new forms of aggregation and expression were
legitimized by elections; the creation of new administrative units led to the cre-
ation of new collective identities.

If Tocqueville appears to have “exaggerated” the characteristics of both
France and the United States in order to construct a dichotomy between the
“good” and the “bad” state, the idea that the strength or weakness of states influ-
ence social movement strategies remains central to the literature on collective
action in general and on revolutions in particular. This approach, “à la Toc-
queville,” has frequently been linked to a pluralist conception that a large number
of points of access to the political system are an indication of “openness.”

Many case studies which use categories that refer to the “power of the state”
are really referring to the power of the central executive. In general, a system
has been considered more open (and less repressive) the more political decisions
are dispersed. The prevalent belief is that the greater the number of actors who
share political power (the greater the checks and balances), the greater the chance
that social movements gain access to the system. However, while a weak execu-
tive may ease access to the decision-making process, it will have little hope of
implementing policies to meet social movement demands.3 The hypotheses con-
cerning the effects of institutional variables on the evolution of social movements
cover three main areas: territorial decentralization of power, functional disper-
sal of power, and the extent of power in the hands of the state (Kitschelt 1986:
61–4; Rucht 1994: 303–12; Kriesi 1995).

A first set of hypotheses concerns territorial decentralization. The basic sug-
gestion is that the more power is distributed to the periphery (local or regional
government, states within a federal structure), the greater the possibility indi-
vidual movements have of accessing the decision-making process. The “nearer”
an administrative unit is to ordinary citizens (in a conception of democracy very
common in American social science, but also within social movements them-
selves), the easier it will be to gain access. Thus, all else being equal, the greater
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the degree of power passed from the national government to the regions, from
the regions to the cities, from the cities to local neighborhoods, the greater the
openness of the political system to pressure from below. Following the same
logic, federal states are considered more open than centralist ones (see, for
example, Kitschelt 1986; Kriesi 1995; Giugni 1996). In fact, decentralization of
power to regional and local bodies often increases the opportunities for social
movements mobilizing at the local level. As research in, for instance, Italy and
France (see, respectively, della Porta and Andretta 2002; della Porta 2004c) indi-
cates, citizens’ committees protesting against the construction of infrastructure
for high-speed trains or hazardous waste significantly increase their chances of
victory when they can ally themselves with influential local administrators.

As far as the functional separation of powers is concerned, the system can
broadly be considered more open the greater the division of tasks between leg-
islature, executive, and judiciary. Moreover, looking at each of these powers sep-
arately, the greater the autonomy of individual actors the more numerous will
be the channels of access to the system. In the first place, the parliamentary arena
has been considered more open the greater the number of seats assigned by pro-
portional representation, so increasing the possibilities for access by a variety of
actors (see, for example, Amenta and Young 1999). From the general proposition
that “a higher number of autonomous actors equals greater openness of the
system,” it follows that, as far as the characteristics of the executive are con-
cerned, the possibilities for access will be fewer in a presidential system than in
a parliamentary one because there are fewer decision-makers. In the arena of
government, it can generally be expected that elite attitudes to challengers will
depend on whether the government is homogeneous or a coalition. The more
fragmented the government or the greater the differences between the parties
that compose it, the easier it will be to find allies, although the chances of actu-
ally implementing policies will be fewer. Cultural variables such as traditions of
loyalty to the leadership or personalistic divisions within parties and the preva-
lence of individualistic or collective mediation of consensus also influence gov-
ernment stability and compactness. The openness of the system to pressure from
below should also increase in proportion to the power of elected organs.4

The characteristics of the public bureaucracy also influence social move-
ments. Kriesi et al. (1995: 31) note that “the greater the amount of resources at
its disposal, and the greater the degree of its coherence, internal coordination
and professionalization, the stronger it will be. Lack of resources, structural
fragmentation, lack of internal coordination and of professionalization, multiply
the points of access and make the administration dependent on its private inter-
locutors in the system of interest-intermediation.” A further element of rele-
vance for the functional distribution of power is the autonomy and powers of
the judiciary. A strong judicial power can intervene in both legislative and 
executive functions, as when the Constitutional Court or the magistracy become
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involved in legal controversies between social movements and countermove-
ments or state institutions. The greater the independence of the judiciary, the
greater the possibility of access for social movements.

The last matter to be dealt with concerns the overall amount of power in the
hands of the state, as compared with other actors such as pressure groups, polit-
ical parties, the media, and ordinary citizens. For example, returning to public
administration, the possibility of outside intervention varies a great deal from
state to state. In general, where public administration is rooted in Roman law,
which rejects external contacts, there tends to be greater resistance to pressure
from noninstitutional actors (not simply social movements but political parties
also). The Anglo-Saxon model of public administration, on the other hand, with
more numerous channels of access for noninstitutional actors, tends to be more
open. In this respect the institutional structure of political opportunity will be
more open (and the state weaker) where citizens maintain the possibility of inter-
vening with the legislature and executive independently of mediation through
political parties, interest groups, or bureaucrats. The greater the degree of citi-
zens’ participation through referendums for the proposition or abrogation of par-
ticular measures and the procedures for appealing against the decisions of the
public administration, the more open the system.

In the 1990s, the general trends in the evolution of political institutions, where
they can be said to exist, were somehow contradictory in terms of the open-
ness/closedness of political opportunities. Devolution at the subnational levels
and a growing autonomy of the judiciary has certainly increased the points of
access to public decision-making. However, the shift of power from legislative
assemblies to administrations has made decision-making processes less transpar-
ent and decision-makers less accountable to the electorate. The neoliberal shift
of the 1990s significantly reduced the space for political intervention (see chapter
9 below). The privatization of public services and the deregulation of the labor
market have in fact limited the possibilities for citizens and workers to exert pres-
sure via political channels.

More importantly, movements face a shift in the locus of power from the
national to the supranational (see chapter 2 above), with increased power wielded
by a number of international organizations – especially economic ones (WB,
IMF, WTO) – as well as a number of macroregional organizations (first and
foremost the EU) (Haas 1964; Sharpf 1997). International governmental organi-
zations have been both tools for economic globalization, through policies liber-
alizing trade and the movement of capital, and the result of an attempt to govern
processes that can no longer be handled at national level. In this sense, global-
ization has not just weakened the power of politics over economics, but has gen-
erated transnational conflicts on the policies of international institutions,
producing different results depending on the organization and field of interven-
tion involved. In particular, opposition has arisen to the neoliberalist policies of

204 THE POLICING OF PROTEST



 

the so-called international financial institutions that wield strong coercive power
through the threat of economic sanctions and conditionalities on international
credit. More generally, parallel to the acquisition of power by these largely non-
representative, nontransparent bodies, criticism has centered on their manifest
“deficit of democracy.”

But what are the effects of all these institutional properties on the character-
istics of social movements? In the first place, since they tend to be stable over the
long term while protest evolves cyclically, it is improbable that, beyond a certain
level of democratic development, institutional assets do much to explain the
emergence of movements. Similarly, institutional arrangements do not appear to
have much weight in relation to levels of mobilization either, since this appears
as more sensitive to contingent circumstances than to structural variables.
Opinion polls as well as cross-national comparative analyses of specific move-
ments (for instance, the antiwar movement in 2003) indicate that the existence
of protests cannot be easily explained by institutional variables such as the degree
of functional or territorial distribution of power (Waalgrave and Rucht forth-
coming; della Porta 2004d and 2005a).

Second, depending on whether or not a movement has allies within the
central executive power, the openness of the institutional system would appear
to have ambivalent effects on the possibilities of success for social movements.
To begin with, it has frequently been observed that in decentralized states chal-
lengers can rely on a variety of actors to penetrate the system. Concerning the
antinuclear movement, Nelkin and Pollack (1981: 179) stated that the “German
decentralised decision-making context has provided ecologists with greater polit-
ical opportunity, because they can play one administration against the other.”
Unlike their counterparts in other countries, the German environmentalists were
successful in using the judicial system. While the centralized system in France,
for example, favored political control by the government, in Germany the wide
distribution of power “allowed some courts to take a very powerful and inde-
pendent role in nuclear disputes” (Nelkin and Pollack 1981: 159).

However, decentralization of power does not always work in social move-
ments’ favor: “multiple points of access is a two-edged sword . . . , as multiple
points of access also means multiple points of veto” (Amenta and Caren 2004:
472). Dispersal of power increases the chances of access not just for social move-
ments but also for all political actors, including countermovements.5 It can
happen that a movement’s allies find themselves in government at national level
and take decisions favorable to that movement, only to find these decisions
blocked by either decentralized bodies governed by other political forces or by
other arms of the state such as the courts. Both of these things happened in
Germany in the 1970s on the issues of abortion and nuclear power. Even the 
use of referendums can favor the opponents of social movements as well as the
movements themselves.6 Similarly, the public bureaucracy can be influenced by
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political parties and pressure groups as well as by social movements; the mirror
image of this is that a strong and independent bureaucracy increases the
autonomous points of access to the decision-making process for social move-
ments but also for other collective actors (Amenta and Young 1999). Thus, the
early accommodating responses by institutionally open states to the antinuclear
movement did not always have much effect on later developments in the con-
flict. In fact, it was precisely in more open states that powerful pro-nuclear inter-
est groups could regroup and regain lost ground (Flam 1994b: 317, 321; see also
Flam 1994a).

In a more interactive perspective, the institutional context influences which
strategies are more effective, but not if and when a movement will be success-
ful: “as political circumstances become more difficult, more assertive or bolder
collective action is required to produce collective benefits” (Amenta and Caren
2004: 473).

Institutional variables may have a stronger influence on the strategies adopted
by social movements, however. Social movements, in fact, tend to use the chan-
nels of access made available to them by “weak” states. In Switzerland, where
there is a strong tradition of referendums, 195 per 1,000 inhabitants were mobi-
lized in forms of action involving the use of direct democracy, compared with
only 4 per 1,000 in Germany and none in France and the Netherlands (Kriesi 
et al. 1995: 45).

As will become clear in what follows, as far as the relative moderation of
repertoires is concerned, institutional openness must be combined with tradi-
tional political culture (itself naturally codified, at least partly, in legislation).

8.3 Prevailing Strategies and 
Social Movements

Social movements are permeated by the political culture of the systems in which
they develop. The strategies adopted by collective actors are influenced by the
mutable and flexible spirit of the times – the Zeitgeist – which echoes develop-
ments within the economic cycle (Brand 1985), and also by certain relatively stable
characteristics of national political cultures (Kitschelt 1985: 302–3). The more
egalitarian, liberal, inclusive, and individualistic the political culture, the less the
opposition should be antagonistic and confrontational. Taking further the analy-
sis of those aspects of political culture relevant to interaction between social
movements and institutions, Hanspeter Kriesi has emphasized the importance of
prevailing strategies, which he defines, following Scharpf (1984: 260), as “an
overall understanding, among those who exercise effective power, of a set of
precise premises integrating world-views, goals and means.” Referring in particu-
lar to the procedures used by members of a system when dealing with “chal-
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lengers,” he claims that “national strategies set the informal and formal rules of
the game for the conflict between new social movements and their adversaries”
(1989a: 295). According to this hypothesis, countries with a strategy of exclusion
(that is, repression of conflict) will tend to have an ideologically homogeneous
governing coalition and polarization of conflict with opponents. Where there is a
strategy of inclusion (co-optation of emergent demands), on the other hand, gov-
ernments will be ideologically heterogeneous and open towards external actors.

A country’s democratic history also influences its prevailing strategies. Past
authoritarianism often reemerges in times of turmoil. Young democracies tend
to fear political protest, and also have police forces which remain steeped in the
authoritarian values of the preceding regime (Flam 1994c: 348; on Italy, see Reiter
1998; della Porta and Reiter 2004a and 2004b). In fact, it has been argued that in
each country new social movements have “inherited” consequences from the
reactions reserved originally for the labor movement. In Mediterranean Europe,
France, and Germany, absolutism and the late introduction of universal suffrage
led to a divided and radicalized labor movement. In the smaller, open-market
countries, in Great Britain and in Scandinavia, on the other hand, where there
was no experience of absolutism and universal suffrage was introduced early,
inclusive strategies produced a united and moderate labor movement. As a com-
parative study of American, British, and German unions show:

State repression of the rights of workers to combine in the labor market appears to
have had three related consequences for unions. First and most obviously, repression
politicized unions because it compelled them to try to change the rules of the game
. . . A second consequence of repression is that, if sufficiently severe, it could reduce
differences among workers originating in their contrasting capacity to form effec-
tive unions . . . Finally, . . . repression politicized unions in an additional and more
subtle way, by giving the initiative within the labor movement to political parties. 

(Marks 1989: 14–15, passim)

These (self-reproducing) prevailing strategies influenced the way in which the
conflict between labor and capital was played out, leading to exclusion in certain
cases and integration in others (Kriesi 1989a). Initially elaborated in response to
trade unionism, these strategies developed their own self-perpetuating logic
through political socialization and interaction: “Once the relationship between
the union and party-political wings of the labor movement had been molded, it
was difficult to break” (Marks 1989: 175). The tendency of national strategies to
live on beyond the conditions that gave rise to them helps to explain reaction to
new social movements. Political systems characterized by inclusion are more
open to these new challengers, just as they had been to the old; systems with
exclusionary strategies, in contrast, continue to be hostile to newly emerging
claims. In fact, the difference in elite attitudes to challengers would appear to be
linked to prevailing conceptions of relations with interest groups. The following
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has been said concerning the antinuclear movement: “The speedy and substan-
tial responses came in the nation-states whose political and bureaucratic state
elites have either long ago (Sweden, Norway) or immediately after the Second
World War, if not earlier (Austria, the Netherlands, West Germany) learnt to rec-
ognize as legitimate and even formalized interest group representation and the
influence that trade unions and employers exert over governmental decision
making” (Flam 1994b: 309). The elites in these countries tend to recognize the
legitimacy of interests lying outside the party system, knowing that the move-
ment of today may be the interest group of tomorrow. In other countries, France
for example, an exclusionary attitude has prevailed.

What, then, can be explained by this set of variables? First, it should be reit-
erated that an aspect that tends to remain constant cannot help explain the (cycli-
cal) emergence of protest. In terms of its success, what was said concerning
institutional openness also applies here, at least in part. While strategies of
accommodation and inclusion may favor social movement access to the system,
they will do the same for its opponents too. In an inclusive system, governments
hostile to social movement claims can be forced to compromise; on the other
hand, a government inclined to be friendly might also be constrained to follow
a more moderate policy than they would otherwise.

The relative predominance of either a strategy of inclusion or a strategy of
exclusion may also have contradictory effects on levels of mobilization. On the
one hand, the anticipated costs of mobilization will be lower in traditionally
inclusive countries; on the other hand, the advantage expected from protest
would be smaller, since inclusive countries tend to value consensus. Cross-
national comparisons do not offer strong support here either. In the 1970s and
1980s, the overall levels of mobilization in Switzerland and the Netherlands, both
traditionally inclusive countries,7 are similar to those in France and Germany,
countries with long traditions of repression (Kriesi et al. 1995). Added to that,
according to opinion poll evidence, the number of citizens who have taken part
in direct action is particularly high in France; higher than in Great Britain, a tra-
ditionally inclusive country.8 Moreover, the so-called “old” movements, and the
labor movement in particular, have been more active in France and Germany
than in the Netherlands and Switzerland. This would seem to confirm that
neither the degree of exclusion nor the prospects for accommodation have an
unequivocal effect on mobilization levels. Although exclusionary strategy height-
ens the costs of collective action, it also renders it in a certain way more neces-
sary. The other side of the coin is that accommodatory strategies lessen the costs
of action but also the costs of inaction.

The link between prevailing strategies and repertoires of action seems
stronger: repertoires of protest are more conventional in traditionally 
inclusive countries. In a comparison of political repression in nineteenth-century
Europe, for example, it has been noted that “those countries that were 

208 THE POLICING OF PROTEST



 

consistently the most repressive, brutal, and obstinate in dealing with the conse-
quences of modernization and developing working-class dissidence reaped the
harvest by producing opposition that was just as rigid, brutal, and obstinate”
(Goldstein 1983: 340). In general, the most radical ideologies and strategies devel-
oped in countries characterized by low parliamentarization and the political 
isolation of the labor movement (Bartolini 2000: 565–6). On the other hand, 
institutionalization of collective bargaining contributed to depoliticize conflicts
on social inequality by constraining them within industrial relations (Gallie 
1989). In fact, “repression stimulated working-class radicalism; whilst political
relaxation and a structure of free collective bargaining encourages reformism”
(Geary 1981: 179). However, individual participation in protest action, including
the most extreme forms, on occasions turns out to be relatively high in 
traditionally inclusive countries and, vice versa, low in countries with a tradition
of exclusion. For example, in a comparison of eight democracies, the Dutch 
had the highest propensity to participate in direct action. They also had a greater
disposition than citizens in many countries with exclusionary traditions, such 
as Germany, to participate in radical protest: wildcat strikes, writing graffiti,
refusal to pay rent or taxes, damage to property, and violence against the 
person.

While acknowledging a certain influence of past experiences on social move-
ment strategies, it should be remembered that a country’s “traditions” are hardly
set in stone. The nineteenth-century French elites, for example, were considered
open to change, while their German counterparts were hostile to any and every
reform:

Where a national bourgeoisie is weak or tied to an existing and authoritarian state,
as in Russia before the First World War, or countries in which the middle class
increasingly abandons liberal values and comes to support a semi-authoritarian
political system, as was to some extent the case in Imperial Germany and prewar
Spain, there the prospect of working-class liberalism appears to be weaker, while
political radicalism on the part of labor becomes more marked. Conversely, the
Republican traditions of at least some sections of the French bourgeoisie and 
the buoyant liberalism of the British middle class enabled a fair proportion of the
workers to remain in the liberal camp. 

(Geary 1989: 2–3)

The picture changes in the second half of the twentieth century, however. In
fact, after the Second World War, the collapse of Nazism and the Allied Occu-
pation led to a rethinking of past repressive traditions in Germany and the adop-
tion of inclusive strategies towards the labor movement. In France, on the other
hand, the absence of such a historical rupture allowed strategies of exclusion to
be maintained until at least the 1960s. Similarly, it has also been noted that past

THE POLICING OF PROTEST 209



 

elite behavior is not enough to explain recourse to repressive strategies in rela-
tion to the antinuclear movement (Flam 1994c: 345).

In conclusion, while national strategies do have a certain influence on the
repertoires of action adopted by social movements, they are not sufficient to
explain the strategic choices they make. In the first place, they are not equally
long-lived in every country. Second, they do not have the same effects on all move-
ments. Third, they appear to affect some movement strategies and not others.

8.4 Allies, Opponents, and Social Movements

So far, we considered relatively constant political opportunities: both institutions
and political cultures change slowly. For social movement activists these are
mainly givens. However, another more dynamic set of variables – susceptible to
change in the short term and the object of pressure from social movements – is
also considered part of the political opportunity structure. Indeed, as already
noted, among the first definitions of the political opportunity structure were
those looking at changes that could cause sudden ruptures in the system. Atten-
tion has therefore concentrated on aspects such as electoral instability or elite
divisions (see, for example, Piven and Cloward 1977; Jenkins 1985; Tarrow 1983,
1989a).

8.4.1 Social movements in a 
multi-organizational field

Social movements move in a multi-organizational field, interacting with a variety
of other actors. They find both allies and opponents within the public adminis-
tration, the party system, interest groups, and civil society. During a cycle of
protest, social movement organizations, political parties, interest groups, and vol-
untary associations frequently enter into relations of conflict or cooperation both
on specific issues and the more general one of the right to protest. Many actors,
including institutional actors, become involved in protest campaigns on particu-
lar demands such as peace or abortion, but coalitions also form on the issue of
“law and order” on the one side, and “civil rights” on the other (della Porta 1998b).

In fact, institutional factors are mediated by two intervening sets of variables:
the alliance structure and the opposition structure. Considering the field of
action within which social movements move, the alliance structure can be
defined as composed by those political actors who support them; the opposition
structure as composed by those political actors who are against them (Kriesi
1989a and 1991; Klandermans 1989b and 1990; della Porta and Rucht 1995).
Alliances provide resources and political opportunities for challengers; opposi-
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tion erodes them. Institutional actors (such as political parties and interest
groups) and other social movements can be found on both sides. The configu-
ration of power – that is, the distribution of power among the various actors
operating within the party or interest group system – will influence the result of
the conflicts (Kriesi 1989a). While it is elections that determine whether the party
allies or opponents of a social movement will be in power, the attitudes of the
various actors mentioned above are influenced by other factors.

When looking at the opponents of social movements, we can start observing
that they can be either institutional or noninstitutional actors. In fact, the term
countermovements has been coined in relation to these latter actors. Counter-
movements arise in reaction to the successes obtained by social movements, and
the two then develop in symbiotic dependence during the course of mobiliza-
tion. In general, the relationship between movements and countermovements
has been defined as one of loosely coupled conflicts, in which the two sides rarely
come to together face to face (Zald and Useem 1987; cf. also Lo 1982). To use
Rapoport’s typology (1960), conflicts between social movements and counter-
movements resemble debate to the extent that they are based on an attempt to
persuade opponents and the authorities, and games to the extent they are based
on rational calculations of costs and benefits. Sometimes, however, as was the
case in Italy in the 1970s, their interaction resembles far more a battle in which
the objective is to annihilate the enemy. Interactions between movement and
countermovement lead to a strong sense of conflict and the prevalence of a
manichean view of politics (Klandermans 1989b; della Porta 1995). Moreover, the
two tend to imitate each other, reciprocally adapting particular tactics and the
choice of arenas in which to act (see, for example, Rucht 1991c; Meyer and
Staggenborg 1996; Bernstein 1997). The presence of nonviolent countermove-
ments chiefly affects the chances of success for social movements; the presence
of violent countermovements, on the other hand, leads to radicalization of their
repertoires of action.

As for the institutional opponents, it must be stated at the outset that the state
cannot be identified merely as an enemy of social movements. Rather, the state
is “simultaneously target, sponsor, and antagonist for social movements as well
as the organizer of the political system and the arbiter of victory” ( Jenkins and
Klandermans 1995: 3). State agencies may be either allies or opponents: Gov-
ernment agencies can support or oppose movement claims, since some of the
agencies might believe in movement goals and others hold opposing beliefs (Gale
1986: 205). Both can offer important resources to their respective sides. Not all
public agencies are aligned, however, and, as the chapter that follows makes clear,
many of them become arenas for transactions between different collective actors,
social movements among them.

The greater the closure of institutional opportunity, the more impor-
tant is the presence of allies for movements gaining access to the 
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decision-making process. Such allies come in a variety of forms. First, as noted
in chapter 6, the resource-mobilization approach has emphasized the role of
“reform professionals” (bureaucrats from certain public agencies, charities, reli-
gious organizations, and so on) in helping some social movements. In the United
States, for example, the churches, certain foundations, and the agencies involved
in federal antipoverty programs supported the civil rights movement (Morris
1984; McAdam 1982). Religious associations and third-sector groups were among
the organizers of the Genoa Social Forum, and shortly before the G8 meeting
many more established Catholic church institutions met to pray for a “more just” 
globalization.

In addition, the trade unions have often been an important ally for emerging
actors, such as the student movement or the women’s movement, particularly in
Europe. With a wide social base and very often privileged channels of access to
institutional decision-makers (both directly through the public administration
and indirectly through the political parties), the trade unions can increase the
mobilization capacities and chances of success for social movements. It is prob-
able that the weaker the institutional recognition of workers’ representatives in
the workplace and the decision-making process, the greater will be their propen-
sity to assume a political role, allying themselves with social movements and
taking part in public protest. The more influential interest groups are, the smaller
will be the space for relatively unorganized movements because “a well-
resourced, coherently structured, and professionalized system of interest groups
may also be able to prevent outside challengers from having access to the state.
Moreover, highly institutionalized, encompassing arrangements of policy nego-
tiations between the public administration and private interest associations will
be both quite inaccessible to challengers and able to act” (Kriesi et al. 1995: 31).
According to this point of view, neocorporatism – that is, a model of interest
representation with monopolistic, centralized interest organizations (Schmitter
1974) that participate in public decision-making (Lehmbruch 1977) – should
reduce the incidence of protest. Access to the institutional system of public 
decision-making would facilitate agreement between different social groups and
the state without the need for noninstitutional forms of collective action. Both
control over the formation of social demand (Schmitter 1981) and the capacity
to satisfy that demand (Nollert 1995) would have the effect of discouraging
protest. However, if a neocorporatist structure undoubtedly reduces strikes in
industry,9 its effect on protest in other sectors is far from clear. In fact, guaran-
teeing privileges to powerful interests could lead to rebellion by their weaker
rivals and thus to the rise of powerful new movements (Brand 1985).10 On the
other hand, neocorporatism could as easily create a tendency to incorporate
emerging groups within the structure of concerted policymaking. A comparison
between the American and German antinuclear movements revealed that 
the American system, with its multiple points of access and traditionally weak
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executive, favored legal strategies and pragmatic movements. The initial closure
of the German state (traditionally assertive of its supremacy over civil society)
towards interests that cut across its corporatist outlook, on the other hand,
favored strategies of direct action ( Joppke 1993). However, “once new issues and
interests pass the high hurdles of party and parliament, the German polity firmly
institutionalizes them” ( Joppke 1993: 201).

In Seattle, as in Genoa, various unions joined the demonstrations, asking for
protection for labor standards and social policies. Recent mobilizations on labor
issues, in the South and the North, have indeed initiated a trend of research on
“social movement unions” (see chapter 2 above). As Beverly Silver (2003) has bril-
liantly synthesized, in the last decades research on unions has stressed their
growing weakness, attributing it either to capital hypermobility and the result-
ing decline in national sovereignty (e.g. Castells 1997), or to post-Fordist frag-
mentation of workers (e.g., Jenkins and Leicht 1997: 378–9). On the other hand,
some more optimistic approaches stress the persisting role of unions, capable of
taking advantage of globalization and imposing a strengthening of workers’
rights in countries where capital was invested. In particular, unions appear quite
active in developing countries – as Silver (2003: 164) observes, “the deep crisis
into which core labor movements fell in the 1980s was not immediately repli-
cated elsewhere. On the contrary, in the late 1980s and 1990s, major waves of
labor militancy hit ‘showcases’ of rapid industrialization in the Second and third
Worlds.” As with Fordism, initially considered a source of unavoidable defeat for
the working class, post-Fordism would also present both challenges and oppor-
tunities for the workers’ organization. In fact, the WTO protest in Seattle has
been seen as a sign of the remobilization of labor.

8.4.2 Social movements and parties

Where social movement allies are concerned, however, it is on the political parties
that, especially in Europe, attention has mainly focused. Social movements’ rela-
tionship with parties evolved in time: from articulating party positions to perme-
ating parties in order to try to influence them; from co-optation to independence
(Hanagan 1998a). Movements have often developed special links with a political
party or party family: the labor movements rise from, or gave birth to, socialist
parties; ethnic movements often refer to regionalist parties for support; ecologists
tend to vote for the Greens; the pro-choice movement in the US tends to support
the Democrats, while the pro-life is oriented towards the Republicans. So strict
have been their reciprocal relations that “indeed in the United States and Europe,
political parties and social movements have become overlapping, mutually
dependent actors in shaping politics” (Goldstone 2003: 4). Past research has espe-
cially focused on new social movements, which have had, although with tensions,
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the left as an ally. For example, a survey of environmental groups revealed that
while only 11 percent claimed to have frequent contacts with political parties,
both the greens and the old and new left were mentioned (by 21, 38, and 29
percent respectively of those interviewed) as tending to represent the movement’s
interests (only 2 percent mentioned conservative parties in this context) (Dalton
1995: 308). In fact, the configuration of power on the left is particularly important
for social movements (Kriesi 1989a: 296). More particularly, a whole series of
potential exchanges develop between social movements and left-wing parties. As
mediators between civil society and the state, the parties of the left need to mobi-
lize public opinion and voters. For this reason they are far from indifferent to social
movement pressure. Indeed, the programs and membership of the institutional
left, be it British Labor, German Social Democrats, French Socialists, or Italian
Communists, have all been altered by interaction with social movements (see
Maguire 1995; Duyvendak 1995; Koopmans 1995; Koelble 1991).

The strategy adopted by the left towards social movements has, however, not
been unchanging over time and space. Hostility has sometimes prevailed, some-
times negotiation and sometimes co-optation. Recently, some left-wing parties
(among them prominently British New Labor) have supported the Iraq war;
others (such as the German Social Democrats) have firmly opposed it. Up to the
Genoa marches, most of the European institutional left considered free-market
globalization as the main and only way to fight unemployment; after Genoa
some doubts emerged, for instance between the Italian Left Democrats and the
French Socialists (Andretta, della Porta, Mosca, and Reiter 2002: ch. 5). What
explains the strategic choices made by the parties on the left? And second, what
are the consequences of their attitudes for the emergence, mobilization capac-
ity, repertoires, and chances for success of social movements?

In attempting to answer the first question, attention has been directed to polit-
ical cleavages. While some have suggested that a rigid left–right division retards
the development of new social movements (Brand 1985: 319), others have high-
lighted the stimulus provided by strong communist parties. Among the latter,
Tarrow has argued that the parties of the left, in particular the Italian Commu-
nist Party (PCI), acted as “offstage but creative prompters in the origins, the
dynamics, and the ultimate institutionalization of the new movements” (1990:
254). In general the old left appears more disposed to support social movements
where exclusionary strategies have impeded the narrowing of the left–
right divide. In southern Europe, for instance, left-wing governments made
several concessions to a left-leaning feminist movement (della Porta 2003a;
Valiente 2003).

Second, the existence of party divisions within the traditional left influences
attitudes to social movements. Where the left is divided between a social-demo-
cratic (or socialist) and a communist party, this increases the relevance of the
working-class vote, discouraging the addressing postmaterial issues (Kriesi 1991:
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18). On the contrary, the global justice movement, stressing the traditional
demands of social rights and justice, seems to have been more able to influence
the institutional left in countries such as Italy, France, or Spain, where the mod-
erate left feared the competition of more radical communist or Trotskyite
parties.

In fact, electoral competition is an important variable in explaining the reac-
tion of potential allies towards social movements. The propensity to support
protest has been connected with electoral instability, which renders the winning
of new votes particularly important. In fact, member–challenger coalitions are
most probable in closely divided and competitive political situations (Tilly 1978:
213–14). Political instability favors protest movements: “the political impact of
institutional disruptions depends upon the electoral conditions. Even serious dis-
ruptions, such as industrial strikes, will force concessions only when the calculus
of electoral instability favors the protestors” (Piven and Cloward 1977: 31–2). The
success of the United Farm Workers in the United States, for example, has been
explained by the electoral realignment which brought to power the liberal wing
of the Democratic Party, particularly well disposed towards social movements
( Jenkins 1985). From the 1950s on, the white, Protestant, upper middle classes
and the black electorate of the big cities began to abandon the Republicans and
became increasingly volatile. As patronage politics became less and less effective,
the traditional constituencies of New Deal politics (blue-collar workers, white
ethnics, the Jewish community, and Southerners) were also moving towards the
center ( Jenkins 1985: 224). It was above all electoral uncertainty that pushed the
Democratic Party to work with social movements. Later on, also in Italy, as well
as in Spain and France, the hope of winning the large slice of the electorate that
supported the peace movements, as well as some of the many activists that had
participated in the demonstration for global justice, pushed the institutional left
towards more critical position on issues such as privatization of public services,
deregulation of the labor market, or sending troops to Iraq.

Fourth, the position of the left towards social movements can be influenced
by whether or not they are in government. Kriesi (1991: 19; see also Kriesi 1989b:
296–7) has suggested that when in opposition social democrats take advantage
of the push provided by social movements; in power, on the other hand, they are
forced by budgetary and other constraints to limit their openness to emerging
demands. To maximize their reelection chances they must privilege those eco-
nomic questions that interest their hardcore vote. Out of power, the willingness
of the left to support social movements grows with its needs to mobilize people
around left-wing demands. However, there is not always a perfect correspon-
dence between participation in government and hostility towards social move-
ments. In both Italy and Germany, for example, left-wing parties have been
relatively sympathetic towards protest regardless of their “proximity” to gov-
ernment (della Porta and Rucht 1995). Neither does the empirical research 
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conducted by Kriesi and his colleagues provide unequivocal answers concerning
the degree to which the left supported protest in or out of government. In fact,
although in both Germany and the Netherlands the left facilitated protest action
more frequently when in opposition than when in government (strongly and
visibly in the first case, more weakly in the second), the exact opposite was true
of France (Kriesi et al. 1995: 79). This ambiguity in the relationship between allies
in power and protest is particularly true as far as movements close to the tradi-
tional left, the pacifist movement, or the movement against racism, are con-
cerned.11 In the United States, the frequency of student protest decreased when
the president or state governors belonged to the Democratic Party, but increased
with Democratic control over legislatures (van Dyke 2003).

Beyond being in government or not, the attitudes of the parties of the left
towards social movements are related to a fifth variable: their openness to reform
politics. According to a comparative analysis of social movements in Italy and
Germany, when both the PCI and the SPD were moving towards the center
between the 1970s and the 1990s, they became less available to channel new social
movements’ demands into the decision-making process (della Porta and Rucht
1995). Although the SPD–FDP coalition presided over by Willy Brandt in the
early 1970s in Germany, which had a broad program of reforms, was open to
dialogue with social movements, later on the same coalition, now led by Helmut
Schmidt, was driven to moderate its program of reforms by an economic down-
turn, and at the same time became “cool” towards noninstitutional actors. More
generally, whether in the opposition or in government, the European center-left
parties since the early 1990s have tended to trust market-driven economic poli-
cies and rejected traditional Keynesian interventions. When the global justice
movement emerged with its demands of more public investments, it was greeted
by skepticism and open criticism by its potential allies.

It should be added that the actions of left-wing parties in government depend
on their weight within the governing coalition. They are obviously freer to take
decisions when governing alone. When in coalition with more moderate parties
they will be forced to adopt policies less favorable towards the left-wing social
movements. When governing with other parties of the left, on the other hand,
they will tend to adopt attitudes closer to some new collective actors. In France,
for example, the early governments under François Mitterrand’s presidency
(coalitions with the Communist Party and with a majority in parliament) were
more open to reform than later governments involved in “cohabitation” with a
right-wing parliamentary majority. Many examples can also be found from the
German Länder, where Red–Green coalitions have showed more willingness to
accept social movement demands than coalitions of the SPD and FDP or, even
worse in this respect, coalitions of the SPD and CDU.

Some recent major changes in political parties, especially in Europe, have sig-
nificantly affected their interactions with social movements. In the past, partici-
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pation often developed within mass political parties, where common values per-
mitted the formation of collective identities. Social movements, therefore, devel-
oped in strong connection with parties: the labor movement had symbiotic
relationships with the socialist parties, ethnic movements with ethnic minority
parties. However, especially since the 1980s, even left-wing political parties have
moved from an organizational model based upon a large membership and an
important role for activists, who had a widespread presence through the party
ranks, to be “electoral” parties that address voters through mass media, activate
sympathizers only during electoral periods, and moderate their ideology toward
the center (Pizzorno 1978, 1981; Manin 1993; della Porta 2001). The weakening
of the identity-building functions of political parties has instead increased the
autonomous role of social movements as arenas of public debate on political
issues and construction of collective identities (see also chapter 9 below).

Turning to the second question, what consequences do the attitudes of poten-
tial allies have for social movements? It is widely held that the parties of the left
play an important role, easing access to the decision-making process and increas-
ing social movements’ capacity for mobilization and chances of success. When
the traditional left is hostile, on the other hand, social movements are politically
marginalized.

The alliance with the traditional left has, first and foremost, reinforced social
movements’ capacity for mobilization. It has been noted that placing oneself on
the left generally correlates positively with a willingness to use protest, particu-
larly civil disobedience (Wallace and Jenkins 1995: 126). Because “Leftism is con-
sistently associated with left-party support” (ibid.), the position taken by left-wing
parties tends to influence the levels of mobilization of their electorate, which is
in general more ready to use protest than the right-wing electorate. Indeed, left-
wing activists are frequently involved in social movements as well as their own
political party (see, for example, Kriesi and van Praag 1987). Conversely, leaving
aside the question of their openness to influence by social movements, partici-
pation by left-wing parties in government would appear to have a negative effect
on collective mobilization because it seems to discourage from actual protest
those who are potentially more protest-prone. In analyzing data on Germany,
France, Great Britain, and the Netherlands between 1975 and 1989, and on
Germany between 1950 and 1991, Koopmans and Rucht noted that right-wing
protest increases under left-wing governments and vice versa. Since the right is
generally less given to using protest, mobilization tends to be greater when there
is a right-wing government than when there is a left-wing government (two times
greater under Christian Democrat Chancellor Helmut Kohl than was the case
under the Social Democrat Helmut Schmidt) (Koopmans and Rucht 1995). If the
social movement literature has considered mobilization chiefly as a response to
growing hopes for change (see, for example, Tarrow 1989a), these results suggest
the importance of the potential risks of inaction. When faced with a government
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to which they feel closer, social movements (no longer “powerless”) tend to
increase their use of direct pressure and reduce the use of protest. On the other
hand, the risk posed by a politically opposed government leads them to consider
mobilization inevitable. Not by chance, the largest peace marches on February
15, 2003, happened in those countries (such as the UK, Italy, and Spain) whose
governments supported the war in Iraq. The antiwar stances of the French and
German governments reduced the number of protestors in those two countries.

The attitudes of potential allies also affect the strategies of social movements
themselves. First, the presence of powerful allies tends to have a moderating
influence on social movement tactics. It is no accident that in the second half of
the 1970s the moments of greatest political violence in Italy and Germany coin-
cided with hostility on the part of the SPD and the PCI towards social move-
ments (della Porta 1995; della Porta and Rucht 1995). Indeed, isolation and
radicalization tend to be mutually reinforcing. The more isolated a social move-
ment is, the greater the doubts that change can be realized in the short term, and
the greater the need for ideological substitutes for missing material incentives.
Thus, social movement strategies become more extreme. The more radical a
movement, the greater will be the propensity of traditional left parties, scared
by the risk of alienating their moderate voters, to assume a hostile attitude. The
wider the base of support, on the other hand, the more the risk of losing support
acts as a restraint on the use of violence.12 It should be added that attempts at
co-optation tend to transform the whole organizational and ideological structure
of social movement families. In Italy, for example, between the late 1960s and
the early 1980s, a tendency towards co-optation on the part of a powerful Com-
munist Party caused an ideology and an organizational structure heavily influ-
enced by the traditional left to prevail within the social movement sector (della
Porta 1996a).

If, then, support from the parties of the left appears to influence levels of
mobilization and the strategies adopted, the question relating to chances of
success remains open. Despite the difficulties involved in evaluating the results
obtained by social movements (to be dealt with in the next chapter), from every-
thing said so far it is more than probable that a left-wing government would be
more favorably disposed towards many of the demands put forward by the left-
wing social movements than a government of the right. In particular, memories
of repression experienced in the past tend to make the left more liberal in matters
of public order (della Porta 1998b). The left in power, however, tends to support
demands which are moderate, and on issues which are compatible with those of
their traditional voters (Kriesi et al. 1995: 59).

In conclusion, the presence of powerful allies is generally a factor facilitating
social movement success. In many cases alliances with the left considerably
enhance the mobilizing power of protest. However, the price of this is a kind of
tutelage on the part of the left that can lead, particularly when the left is in power,
to a diminution in protest.

218 THE POLICING OF PROTEST



 

8.5 Discursive Opportunity and the 
Media System

The studies already cited demonstrated the explanatory power of the concept of
political opportunity, but also raised some problems (see also chapter 1 above).
Among them is the (unacknowledged) role of cultural variables in the perception
of political opportunities and constraints, as well as in the choice of organiza-
tional models and repertoires of action. First, political opportunity approaches
are criticized for failing to recognize that “cultural and strategic processes define
and create the factors usually presented as ‘structural’ ” (Goodwin and Jaspers
2004a: 27). Cultural factors filter the external reality, so that the appearance of
opportunities might pass unperceived; or alternatively, activists might perceive
closed opportunities as being open (Kurzman 2004). Even former proponents of
the concept of political opportunity structures have recently written that
“Opportunities and threats are not objective categories, but depend on the kind
of collective attribution that the classical agenda limited to framing of movement
goals” (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001: 45).

8.5.1 Discursive opportunities

The debate, however, goes beyond the role of perceptions to address the restric-
tive effect that the focus on political opportunities has had on social movement
studies (Goodwin and Jasper 2004b). The emphasis on the political has in partic-
ular obscured the role of discursive opportunities, such as the capacity of move-
ments’ themes to resonate with cultural values. The political opportunity
structure has indeed been defined as “the playing field in which framing context
occurs” (Gamson 2004: 249).

While they are also structural (in the sense that they are beyond the move-
ment’s sphere of immediate influence), discursive opportunities are distinct from
political institutions (Koopmans 2004; Polletta 2004). Cultural environments
define the resonance of movements’ demands (Williams and Kubal 1999), with
changes possible only in transitional times (Schudson 1989). The deeply embed-
ded conception of citizenship as inclusive (that is, citizenship based on territorial
criteria – “soil”) or exclusive (citizenship based on the conception of Volk, or
“blood”) explains much of the mobilization of the racist as well as the antiracist
movements (Koopmans and Statham 1999): the abolitionist movement suc-
ceeded when it could link its moral claims to dominant values (d’Anjou and van
Male 1998); the way in which the abortion issue was discussed in Germany and
the United States resonated with general themes in their national political cul-
tures (Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards, and Rucht 2002); the return of public opinion
toward a general support of the public sphere (versus the private sphere) helped
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the development of the global justice movement (della Porta, Andretta, Mosca,
and Reiter 2005).

8.5.2 Media and movements

The issue of discursive opportunities is linked to the role played by mass media
as the main arena for the public expression of opinions and opinion formation.
It has already been noted that social movements depend on the media to get their
message across (see chapter 7 above). As Gamson (2004: 243) observes, “the mass
media arena is the major site of context over meaning because all of the players
in the policy process assume its pervasive influence – either it is justified or not.”
Control of the media and symbolic production therefore becomes both an essen-
tial premise for any attempt at political mobilization, and an autonomous source
of conflict. Increasingly, control of intellectual resources, traditionally indispen-
sable to the success of collective action, risks becoming an unattainable goal if it
is not supported by access to the means of mass communication (Gamson and
Modigliani 1989; Wasko and Mosko 1992; Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993; Eyerman
1994). The more autonomous and pluralistic the media structure, the greater the
possibility of access for challengers.

However, social movements have been described as “weak” players in the mass-
media sphere, and the relationships between activists and journalists have been
seen as competitive (Neveu 1999). The media demands of visible leaders may
distort movement democracy (Gitlin 1980). General tendencies ( journalistic pref-
erence for the visible and dramatic, for example, or reliance on authoritative
sources of information) and specific characteristics of the media system (a greater
or lesser degree of neutrality on the part of journalists, the amount of competi-
tion between the different media) both influence social movements (see, for
example, Kielbowicz and Scherer 1986). Recent trends towards journalistic
depoliticization and increasing commercialization (Neveu 1999) further reduce
activists’ access.

However, the media also offer space for the spread of movements’ ideas.
Movement organizations have become more skilled in influencing the media,
developing a specific savoir-faire as well as a reputation as reliable sources
(Schlesinger 1992). Moreover, activists also represent a target market for the
media (Neveu 1999: 59): the more widespread the support for the movements,
the more marketing strategies create mediatic space for their discourse, with the
effect of further widening the support for the movements. This sort of virtuous
circle operated, for instance, in Germany in the opposition to the Iraq war. Media
can also act as mobilizers of protest, especially on “highly emotional and sym-
bolic issues that create an atmosphere of consensus, emotion, and togetherness”
(Walgraave and Manssens 2000: 235) – such as the 1996 White March in 
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Brussels, which mobilized 300,000 Belgians to protest against institutional mis-
conduct in the investigation of a serial murderer who had killed several children.
We can add that, although the debate on the effectiveness of media manipula-
tion has not been conclusive (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Noelle-Neumann 1984;
Gamson 1992b; Lenart 1993), research has repeatedly indicated that the public is
not a passive receiver of news: “reading media imagery is an active process in
which context, social location, and prior experience can lead to quite different
decoding” (Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, and Sasson 1992: 375). Activists challenge
the symbolic power of the media, transgressing the borders between “media
world” and “ordinary world” (Couldry 1999; chs. 7 and 8). Radical media have
developed as alternative (counter-) public spheres (Downing 2001).

If attention to “counterinformation” is a constant concern for movements,
recent technological developments have facilitated the development of
autonomous media via the internet. The best-known alternative media is Indy-
media (www.indymedia.org), defined on its homepage as “a collective of inde-
pendent media organizations and hundreds of journalists offering grassroots,
noncorporate coverage. Indymedia is a democratic media outlet for the creation
of radical, accurate, and impassioned truth telling.” The raison d’être of the
network is the critique of the established media (Rucht 2003b) and promotion of
the “democratization of information” and “citizens’ media” (Cardon and
Granjou 2003). Open publishing is an essential element of the Indymedia project:
since there is no editorial board filtering information, everybody from inde-
pendent journalists to unknown activists can instantaneously publish the news
they gather on a globally accessible website (Cristante 2003; Freschi 2003).
Anyone who respects a few ground rules can create a local node of Indymedia.
During the Seattle protest, the Independent media center claimed to have
received 1.5 million hits. Meso-level media, which circulate information among
activists, have the uneasy task of reaching the mass media if they want their
message to be heard outside of audiences sympathetic to the movement (Bennett
2004b; Peretti 2004).

8.6 Summary

The policing of protest, the styles of which have changed historically and spa-
tially, influences social movement trajectories and characteristics. Coercive strate-
gies have often produced escalation. While democratic countries move towards
negotiated forms of control, recent global protests, although largely peaceful,
have been met by tough policing. Forms of policing derive in part from police
organizations and cultures; however, they are also sensitive to political opportu-
nities. Under this label, diachronic, cross-national comparative research has 
discussed the characteristics and effects of four groups of variables relating to:
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(1) political institutions; (2) political cultures; (3) the behavior of opponents of
social movements; and (4) the behavior of their allies.

The institutional variables most frequently discussed have related to the
formal openness of the decision-making process. Starting from the hypothesis
that the greater the number of points of access the more open the system, the
relevance of the distribution of power and the availability of direct democracy
have been discussed. Informal characteristics and, in particular, traditional strate-
gies of interaction with challengers were considered as well as structural char-
acteristics. In the last decades, devolution at the subnational level and more
autonomous competences of the public bureaucracies (and, in particular, the
judiciary) have increased the points of access, while the growing power of multi-
national corporations and IGOs has made access to decision-makers more diffi-
cult. Neither of these (tendentially stable) dimensions, however, is well adapted
to explaining conjunctural events such as the rise and decline of protest or the
mobilizing capacity of social movements. As far as the consequences of collec-
tive action are concerned, the formal or informal openness of the decision-
making system does not automatically privilege emergent demands because
institutions are also potentially open to social movements’ opponents. Although
the effects of the stable political opportunity structure in terms of social move-
ment success thus appear ambiguous, the effects on the strategies adopted by
movements seem less equivocal. The greater the opportunities of access to the
decision-making system, the more social movements tend to adopt moderate
strategies and institutional channels.

The conjunctural characteristics of conflict and alliances would appear to 
have a significant influence on the emergence of protest and on mobilization
potential. The strength of institutional opponents together with movement/
countermovement interaction, influence the rise of protest and movement
strategies. Alliances with the parties of the left and the trade unions have pro-
vided important resources for social movements and increased their chance of
success in the past. The decline of mass parties, and with them of party activism,
challenge the potential alliances between parties and social movements.

If the concept of political opportunity has assumed a central role in social
movement research, little attention has been paid to subjective perceptions of
reality. Recent research has begun to address the way in which cultural variables
filter political opportunities, and discursive opportunities influence movements’
strategies and chances of success. Pluralism of the mass media and the richness
of meso-level media emerge as important conditions for the spread of movement
messages.
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9

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 
AND DEMOCRACY

In 1988 the city government of Porto Alegre, a Brazilian metropolis with
1,360,000 inhabitants, initiated a project of participatory decision-making
on the city budget, with the aim of strengthening participation through
the creation of a public space for the expression of citizens’ demands (Gret
and Sintomer 2002: 26). Participatory budgeting has been defined as the
most significant Latin American innovation for increasing citizen par-
ticipation and local government accountability: an experiment in which
citizen assemblies in each city district determine priorities for the use of a
part of the city’s revenues (Souza 2000). It is a system of governance where
“regular citizens” make binding decisions on several areas of governmen-
tal action, most notably those affecting the city’s new capital investments
(Baiocchi 2002a). Every year, between March and June, there are wide-
spread interactions between citizens and the administration. Large city
assemblies as well as decentralized neighborhood ones discuss and vote on
spending priorities, electing delegates to the Council of the Participatory
Budgeting as well as to thematic committees. Each thematic committee
then elects representatives to the Council of the Participatory Budgeting,
in which representatives of unions, neighborhood associations, and the
government also take part. In July and August, city experts, together with
the assemblies’ delegates, help in translating the demands into projects.
Between September and December, the delegates meet and prepare a
General Proposal on the Budget and a draft of the Investment Plan that
will be discussed with the City Council and then approved (Allegretti 2003:
116–17). The decision procedures involve both direct and delegate democ-
racy, with mandatory delegation in neighborhood forums. The election of
the delegates stimulates participation, being proportional to the number
of people taking part in the assemblies (one delegate to 10 participants).
There is also a delegation of power to representative institutions, both the



 

city council and the thematic participatory budgeting committees (on
transport, health and social security, culture, education and leisure, eco-
nomic development, and urban development).

In a trial-and-error process, participatory budgeting acquired a complex
structure in order to achieve two different but complementary aims: more
social justice, but also more participation. The enterprise is focused on 
the goal of reducing social inequalities, and allocation takes into account
both the priority established by the citizens, and the relative levels of dep-
rivation in the various neighborhoods. The precise timing of the process
aims at reducing the acknowledged limitations of assemblyism, especially
in terms of decision blocks, without giving up the advantages of direct
democracy, especially in terms of citizens’ empowerment.

Although far from involving the whole population, the experiments 
had some success in terms of participation. Involvement in the participa-
tory budgeting process in fact increased from less than 1,000 people 
in 1990 to more than 30,000 in 2002 (Allegretti 2004: 204). Moreover, it
allowed formerly excluded groups to decide on investment priorities in
their communities and to monitor government responses (Souza 2000).
Although education and social class are relevant in acquiring leading posi-
tions as delegates, the poorest groups are overrepresented in the rank-and-
file assemblies. But participation is especially facilitated by previous
involvement in associations and social movement organizations. Districts’
participation is in fact proportional to the richness of associational life
(Baiocchi 2001); individual participation increases with associational 
membership (although the number of participants with no associational
affiliation grew from one-quarter of the participants in 1995 to less than
one-third in 2002) (Allegretti 2003: 206). To minimize inequalities resulting
from differences in speaking ability, the discursive setting (for instance, by
allowing for very short intervention) discourages formal speech-making,
which privileges the better educated (Baiocchi 2001). Authority within
meetings does not come from education or class, but involves other sorts
of social status such as respect within the community, often linked with
membership (or even leadership) in various local groups (Baiocchi 2002).
In terms of the concrete effects of the experiments, it might be worth
noting that Porto Alegre seems to have gained in terms of standards of
social justice, as it now ranks sixth of 5,507 towns in Brazil ranged on a
scale of social exclusion (a rank of one being the least exclusive) and
seventh in terms of quality of life (Allegretti 2003: 74–5). The UN has rec-
ognized participatory budgeting as one of the world’s 40 “best practices”
(Allegretti 2003: 173).
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Various conditions facilitate the Porto Alegre experiment. First, the new
Brazilian constitution of 1988 decentralized tax collection to the city level,
providing resources for the financing of the participatory budget. The new
city statutes, following the new constitution, also opened a window of
opportunity for participation at the local level (Allegretti 2003: 110). More-
over, Porto Alegre has long been governed by the Workers’ Party, a 
socialist party in search of a support base to address the country’s democ-
ratization process and its extreme poverty. Even more important, Porto
Alegre has a long tradition of associationism, especially at the community
level. The neighborhood associations, which survived the country’s author-
itarian periods, represent an example of participatory democracy in the
world’s South which has deeper roots than Western representative models
of democracy (Sen 2003). Although some of these associations were part
of clientelistic networks of power, negotiating votes with powerful
patrons, a protest tradition nevertheless survived alongside the clientelis-
tic one. At the end of the 1980s, a wave of occupations of public buildings
strengthened the associative networks (Allegretti 2003: 107). According to
several observers, in contrast to a previous period of “tutelage” in which
neighborhood associations vacillated between acquiescence and conflict
with municipal government, the participatory reforms have fostered new
institutions in civil society, a greater interconnectedness between local
organizations, and a “scaling up” of activism away from solely neighbor-
hood to citywide concerns (Baiocchi 2002).

Participatory budgeting therefore represents an empowerment of indi-
vidual participation, but also an arena for the development of social move-
ments. Not by chance, Porto Alegre has also played a central role in the
global justice movement, hosting its first transnational assemblies. The
World Social Forums (WSF) (Schönleitner 2003) which took place there
also represent an experiment with “another democracy” – this time inter-
nal to the movement actors. Here, too, participation grew from the 16,400
participants at the first meeting in January 2001 to 52,000 in 2002 and about
100,000 in 2003. In thousands of seminars and meetings, more or less real-
istic and original proposals were hammered out for a bottom-up global-
ization; alternative politics and policies were debated and some of them
tested (including the “participatory budget” that was actively sponsored by
the Chart of the New Municipalities, formed during the second WSF).
Since 2002, in particular, the experience of the Social Forums as a place to
meet and engage in debate has been extended to the local and macro-
regional levels. In particular, in the autumn of that year, Florence hosted
the first European Social Forum, with three days of seminars attended by



 

60,000 participants. During the same period, debates on alternative devel-
opment models – building “sustainable societies” – were held in Bamako
at the African Social Forum, in Beirut at the Middle East Social Forum, in
Belem at the pan-Amazon version, and in Hyderabad, India, at the Asian
Social Forum. In November 2003, a second European Social Forum was
held in Paris; the third was held in London in October 2004.
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In what follows we will use the democratic experiments in Porto Alegre to illus-
trate the potential and limitations of research on the outcomes produced by
social movements. An analysis of their effects is an integral part of the study of
social movements as agents of social change. Different movements have achieved
different degrees of success, and discussion concerning what determines the 
outcomes they achieve has been central to the debate on social movements. 
A number of social movement characteristics have been frequently cited as 
particularly influential in this respect. In general, research has concentrated on
such questions as: are movements that propose radical change more successful
than those that propose moderate change or vice versa? Does violence work? 
Is a centralized and bureaucratic organization a help or a hindrance for social
movements?

First, we consider the difficulties movements (and analysts) face in identifying
victorious strategies (9.1). Changes in policies (9.2) and in politics (9.3) will then
be discussed. Section 9.4 will then address the specific attempts of (some) social
movements to change the conception of democracy, discussing the interactions
between normative theory of democracy and protest, while the actual inter-
actions between broad processes of democratization and social movements are
discussed in section 9.5.

9.1 Social Movement Strategies and 
Their Effects

In one of the first and most influential studies on the effects produced by the
strategies social movements adopt, William Gamson (1990) identified the factors
contributing to success as a minimalist strategy (“thinking small”), the adoption
of direct action, and a centralized and bureaucratic organization. Other scholars
of collective action have not unanimously accepted this, however. As already
noted in relation to forms of action, violence has appeared a promising strate-
gic choice at certain historical moments. Gamson himself has admitted (1990)
that wider objectives reinforce internal solidarity and favor the creation of



 

alliances. Finally, it has been pointed out that when organizations, including
social movement organizations, become bureaucratized, the desire for organiza-
tional survival comes to prevail over declared collective objectives. According to
Francis Fox Piven and Richard Cloward (1977: xxi–xxii), the effort to build organ-
izations is not only futile but also damaging: “by endeavoring to do what they
cannot do, organizers fail to do what they can do. During those brief periods in
which people are roused to indignation, when they are prepared to defy the
authorities to whom they ordinarily defer . . . those who call themselves leaders
do not usually escalate the momentum of the people’s protest.” The search for
material resources to ensure organizational survival leads inexorably towards the
elites, who are happy to offer such resources precisely because they know it will
serve to reduce the potential threat to the social order represented by its weaker
members. However, it has been remarked that no particular strategic element
can be evaluated in isolation and without taking into account the conditions
within which social movements must operate (Burstein et al. 1995) and the pres-
ence of alliances or opponents in power (Cress and Snow 2000).

Indeed, the identification of a “strategy for success” is an arduous task for
both activists and scholars. The World Social Forum in Porto Alegre provides
several examples of debates about the articulation of general demands for
“another possible world” in specific proposals for reforms, and the degree of
acceptable compromise. The range of organizational models chosen (and
defended) varies from highly structured associations (such as ATTAC) to infor-
mal affinity groups, including several examples of transnational alliances (such
as, for instance, Via Campesina, networking peasant protest groups from 50
countries). Although the movement is characterized by nonviolent strategies, the
use of specific forms of direct action such as the dismantling of McDonald’s
restaurants, the management of the land occupation by the Sem Terra, and the
local democracy practiced by the Zapatistas in the Sierra Lacandona are much-
debated issues. The very decision-making procedures of the WSF have been 
the target of criticism, which has accused it of privileging effectiveness over
equality and transparency.

The attribution of credit for obtaining substantive successes also faces a series
of obstacles (Tarrow 1994; Rucht 1992; Giugni 2004; Diani 1997; McVeigh,
Welch, and Bjarnason 2003). A principal problem is one well known to social sci-
entists: the existence of such close relationships between a set of variables that
it becomes impossible to identify cause and effect. Urbanization and industrial-
ization, for example, have facilitated organization by intensifying physical con-
tacts. They have weakened certain sources of socialization and solidarity and
favored the development of others (for an overview, see Sztompka 1993; also
chapter 2above). Better educational provision has increased awareness of griev-
ances and made defending one’s own interests appear legitimate. An increasingly
effective communications system spreads information on mass mobilizations
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throughout the world. Movements are born in the course of these transforma-
tions and contribute to them. Socioeconomic, cultural, and political instances of
globalization are the product of at the same time reactions to previous move-
ments and adaptation to movement pressures, settling new resources and con-
straints for protest.

Third, the presence of a plurality of actors makes it more difficult to attrib-
ute success or failure to one particular strategy (Diani 1997). Social movements
are themselves complex actors, composed of many organizations pursuing pro-
foundly different strategies. In particular, recent movements proceed via cam-
paigns in which various organizations contribute with the repertories they are
most skilled in using: environmental NGOs lobby IGOs; trade unions call strikes
against free-trade agreements; Sem Terra Brazilian peasants occupy unused
lands; hackers jam big corporations’ websites. It is difficult to single out each
group’s specific contribution to the final outcome.

Most importantly, movements are never the sole actors to intervene on an
issue. Rather, they do so in alliance with political parties and, not infrequently,
with public agencies. The policy choices of other social and political actors, for
instance, are important in explaining the development of the participatory expe-
rience in Porto Alegre, where the socialist party in government invested sym-
bolic and material resources in the project. Thus, “the outcome of bargaining is
not the result of the characteristics of either party, but rather is the function of
their resources relative to each other, their relationships with third parties, and
other factors in the environment” (Burstein, Einwohner, and Hollander 1995:
280). As we have mentioned (see chapter 8), the results obtained by social move-
ments (or their failure to obtain them) have often been explained by environ-
mental conditions, particularly the openness of political opportunities and the
availability of allies. It is difficult nonetheless to identify which of the many actors
involved in a given policy area are responsible for one reaction or another. If, as
suggested earlier, a large number of interactions characterizes a protest cycle, the
results obtained will be the effect of that large number of interactions. Thus, it
is always difficult to establish whether a given policy would have been enacted
through other institutional actors anyway.

Fourth, the difficulties created by a plurality of actors are added to by the dif-
ficulty of reconstructing the causal dynamics underlying particular public deci-
sions. On the one hand, events are so intertwined that it is difficult to say which
came first, particularly in moments of high mobilization. On the other, social
movements demand long-term changes, but the protest cycle stimulates imme-
diate “incremental” reforms. When social movements successfully place partic-
ular issues on the public agenda this “does not happen directly or even in a linear
fashion. In fact, as their ideas are vulgarized and domesticated, the early risers in
a protest cycle often disappear from the scene. But a portion of their message is
distilled into common frameworks of public or private culture while the rest is
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ignored” (Tarrow 1994: 185). This evolution is characterized by steps forward and
steps back, moments in which public policy approaches the demands made by
social movements and others in which the situation deteriorates.

Whether the results of protest should be judged in the short or in the long
term represents a further problem. Social movements frequently obtain successes
in the early phases of mobilization, but this triggers opposing interests and often
a backlash in public opinion. Thus, while it is true that there is a broad consen-
sus on many of the issues raised by social movements (peace, the defense of
nature, improvements in the education system, equality), mobilization can nev-
ertheless result in the polarization of public opinion. This normally produces a
growth in movement support, but very often also a growth in opposition. Fur-
thermore, as noted in the preceding chapter, movement success on specific
demands frequently leads to the creation of countermovements: the develop-
ment of neoliberalism as an ideology of the capitalist class has been explained
as a reaction to the labor movement victories in terms of social rights 
(Sklair 1995).

Particularly when one is comparing different movements or countries, the
problems outlined above hinder an evaluation of the relative effectiveness of par-
ticular movement strategies. There is also a problem, naturally, with the attri-
bution of particular results to more institutionalized actors such as political
parties and pressure groups.1 Factors particular to social movements such as their
distance from the levers of power, heterogeneous definition of their objectives,
and organizational instability further complicate matters. In what follows, there-
fore, we will not attempt to identify winning strategies but rather to consider
some of the consequences of interaction between social movements and their
environment.

9.2 Changes in Public Policy

A first area for measuring the effects produced by social movements is that of
actual policy, as the example with which the chapter opens showed. Generally,
social movements are formed to express dissatisfaction with existing policy in a
given area. Environmentalist groups have demanded intervention to protect the
environment; pacifists have opposed the culture of war; students have criticized
selection and authoritarianism in education; the feminist movement has fought
discrimination against women; the world social forums criticized neoliberal glob-
alization. Although it is usual to make a distinction between political and cultural
movements, the first following a more instrumental logic, the second more sym-
bolic, all movements tend to make demands on the political system.

A particular demand frequently becomes nonnegotiable, being the basis for a
movement’s identity. For example, in many countries the feminist movement has
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been constructed around the nonnegotiable right of women to “choose” con-
cerning childbirth; the halting of the installation of NATO nuclear missiles ful-
filled a similar role for the peace movement. In the first case mobilization was
pro-active, seeking to gain something new, the right to free abortion; in the
second it was reactive, seeking to block a decision (to install cruise missiles) which
had already been taken. One of the founding organizations of the World Social
Forum in Porto Alegre, ATTAC, emerged around the demands of a tax on
transnational transactions; also present in Porto Alegre, the debt relief campaign
asked for the foreign debt of poor countries to be totally written off. In all cases,
considerable changes in public policy were being demanded. Characteristic of
these nonnegotiable objectives is their role in the social movements’ definitions
of themselves and of the external world (Pizzorno 1978). Demands whose sym-
bolic value is very high, such as the Equal Rights Amendment in the case of the
American feminist movement, remain central for a movement even when their
potential effectiveness is questionable (Mansbridge 1986). The importance of
such nonnegotiable objectives is confirmed by the fact that although activists may
be willing to negotiate on other demands, even partial victories on these issues,
such as a woman’s right to voluntarily interrupt pregnancy, are considered as
defeats. Although the campaign Jubilee 2000 has been defined as “strategically
challenging, politically complex, relatively successful,” having “effectively pres-
sured creditor governments to make significant moves to write off unplayable
third world debt,” and having “focused unprecedented public scrutiny on official
macroeconomic policies” (Collins, Gariyo, and Burdon 2001: 135), many activists
have been unsatisfied with the institutional responses to their claims.

While nonnegotiable demands are particularly important in the construction
of collective identities, social movements rarely limit themselves to just these. In
the case of the global justice movement, the general aim of “building another
possible world” has been articulated in specific requests, from the opposition to
privatization of public services and public good (i.e., the campaign for free access
to water) to the rights of national governments to organize the low-cost pro-
duction of medicines in emergency cases; from the opposition to specific 
projects of dam construction to a democratic reform of the United Nations.
Cooperating in global protest campaigns, the ecological associations stressed the
environmental unsustainability of neoliberal capitalism, trade unions the nega-
tive consequences of free trade on labor rights and levels of employment, femi-
nist groups the suffering of women under cuts to the welfare state.

From the public-policy point of view, the changes brought about by social
movements may be evaluated by looking at the various phases of the decision-
making process: the emergence of new issues; writing and applying new legis-
lation; and analysis of the effects of public policies in alleviating the conditions
of those mobilized by collective action. Five levels of responsiveness to collec-
tive demands within the political system can be distinguished:
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The notion of “access responsiveness” indicates the extent to which authorities are
willing to hear the concerns of such a group . . . If the demand . . . is made into
an issue and placed on the agenda of the political system, there has occurred a
second type of responsiveness which can here be labeled “agenda responsiveness”
. . . As the proposal . . . is passed into law, a third type of responsiveness is attained;
the notion of “policy responsiveness” indicates the degree to which those in the
political system adopt legislation or policy congruent with the manifest demands
of protest groups . . . If measures are taken to ensure that the legislation is fully
enforced, then a fourth type of responsiveness is attained: “output responsiveness”
. . . Only if the underlying grievance is alleviated would a fifth type of responsive-
ness be attained: “impact responsiveness. 

(Schumaker 1975: 494–5)

Research on social movements has concentrated on the production of legis-
lation. As a recent review of the literature noted, most “studies focus on policy
responsiveness, fewer on access responsiveness, and very few on the political
agenda, outputs, policy impact, or structural change” (Burstein et al. 1995: 285).
Having identified a series of areas in which movements intervene, quantitative
and qualitative analyses attempt to measure the response of parliaments and gov-
ernments. Returning to the example of the human rights movement, transna-
tional norms emerged for the protection of indigenous people against torture
and advocating their democratic freedoms (Risse and Sikkink 1999). These norms
helped democratization by giving resonance in supranational forums to national
movements from authoritarian countries (Keck and Sikkink 1998).

An analysis of the concrete effects of social movements can begin, therefore,
from the production of legislation. This is not enough, however. As noted in 
discussion of social movements and political opportunities, different states have
different capacities for implementing legislation, and it is precisely from the
implementation of legislation that concrete gains are achieved. Even more rele-
vant, transnational norms set in international agreements require laws to be
enacted at the national level. As the cases of agreements on arms proliferation
and land mines, or the Kyoto Agreement to control climate changes, 
indicate, very often superpowers (first of all, the United States) refuse to sign or
implement international agreements. In order to evaluate the results produced
by a social movement, therefore, it is also necessary to analyze how the laws or
agreements they helped bring about are actually applied.

Real change, the effects produced by legislation however implemented, is even
more difficult to judge. Laws which seek to meet certain of the demands of social
movements may be limited in effect or even counterproductive, no matter how
well implemented. The Porto Alegre experiment, with its premium for more 
participatory districts, risked producing imbalances in spending. During the 
participatory budgeting, the initial investment in road construction, oriented to
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improving the condition of the poorest and most marginal areas, had negative
side-effects in terms of environmental sustainability (Allegretti 2003: 226). Only
later did an urbanization program based on the creation of open spaces that
could facilitate sociability fully develop (ibid.: 281).

Talking about norms already implies considering that, alongside structural
changes in the condition of those categories or social groups mobilized by col-
lective action, cultural transformation is a further important element in achiev-
ing and consolidating new gains. Although it is true that all movements tend to
want legislative change, this is neither their only, nor even perhaps their primary,
objective. Movements are in fact carriers of symbolic messages (Gamson 2004:
247): they aim to influence bystanders, spreading their own conception of the
world, and they struggle to have new identities recognized. The effects of social
movements are also connected with diffuse cultural change, the elaboration of
“new codes” (Melucci 1982, 1984a). Typically, new ideas emerge within critical
communities, and are then spread via social movements – as Rochon (1998: 179)
observes, “The task of translating the chronic problem as described by the criti-
cal community into an acute problem that will attract media attention is the
province of social and political movements.”

While the capacity of social movements for the realization of their general
aims has been considered low, they are seen as more effective in the importation
of new issues into public debate, or thematization. For instance, after Seattle, the
global justice movement seems to have been successful in placing on the public
agenda the topics of social inequalities and the opacity of transnational decision-
making. In June 2001, a short time before the G8 summit at Genoa, a national poll
(run by CIRM) revealed that as many as 45 percent of Italians sympathized with
the movement’s arguments, 28 percent did not, and 27 percent had no opinion (La
Repubblica 17/6/01). A later survey by Simulation Intelligence Research showed 
a large majority of the Italian citizens in favor of movements’ goals, such as 
canceling third world debt (81 percent), establishing “equality of economic and
working conditions for workers worldwide” (80 percent), unconditional opposi-
tion to the war (74 percent), doing away with tax havens (70 percent), prohibiting
genetically modified foods (70 percent), introducing a Tobin Tax (64 percent), and
freedom of movement for emigrants (55 percent). Overall, 19 percent of those
surveyed replied that the “no-global” movement was “very positive” and 50.9
percent “quite positive.” Only 16.1 percent felt it was quite or very negative (for
more details, see della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, and Reiter 2005, ch. 7).

It is useful, therefore, to look at a movement’s sensitizing impact, i.e. the “pos-
sibility that a movement will provoke a sensitizing of some social actor in the
political arena or the public arena, which goes in the direction of the goals of the
movement” (Kriesi et al. 1995: 211). Furthermore, social movements are more
aware than some better-resourced actors of their need for public support. Since
protest mobilization is short lived, social movements cannot content themselves
with legislative reforms that can always be reversed later. They must ensure that
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support for their cause is so widely disseminated as to discourage any attempt
to roll reforms back.

It should be added that social movements do not aim only to change public
opinion. They also seek to win support among those responsible for imple-
menting public policy, and change the values of political elites as well as those
of the public. Although mass mobilization may temporarily convince political
parties to pass a law, that law must also be implemented. In this case, too, social
movements do not always have sufficient means of access to the less visible areas
of policy implementation, and their chances of success therefore depend on
influencing the public agencies responsible for implementing the laws which
concern them. For instance, via direct contacts or brokers, experts within or near
movements have been able to infiltrate the international advocacy community,
and help spread dissent concerning neoliberal strategies within the political and
nonpolitical elite. In the mid-1990s, leaders of many Western states were moving
away from the pure liberalism of the Thatcher and Reagan years. In the inter-
national arena, opinions, sometimes from unexpected quarters, are making
themselves heard, calling attention to the issues of social services and market
reregulation (O’ Brian, Goetz, Scholte, and Williams 2000: 9).

9.3 Social Movements and 
Procedural Changes

Social movements do not limit their interventions to single policies. They 
frequently influence the way in which the political system as a whole functions:
its institutional and formal procedures, elite recruitment, the informal con-
figuration of power (Kitschelt 1986; Rucht 1992). Movements demand, and 
often obtain, decentralization of political power, consultation of interested citi-
zens on particular decisions or appeals procedures against decisions of the public
administration. They increasingly interact with the public administration, pre-
senting themselves as institutions of “democracy from below” (Roth 1994): they
ask to be allowed to testify before representative institutions and the judiciary, 
to be listened to as counterexperts, to receive legal recognition and material 
incentives.

Protest, only a small part of overall social movement activity, is undoubtedly
considered important, but also ineffectual unless accompanied by more tradi-
tional lobbying activities. Although contacts with government ministries and the
public bureaucracy may not be seen on their own as particularly effective in influ-
encing policy, they are considered useful for information-gathering and for 
countering the influence of pressure groups: for instance, the environmental
movement has been able to counter anti-environmentalists by building alliances
within the European Commission bureaucracy (Ruzza 2004). As we shall see in
what follows, social movements increase the possibilities of access to the 
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political system, both through ad hoc channels relating to certain issues and
through institutions that are open to all noninstitutional actors.

In the late twentieth century, social movements were indeed been able to
introduce changes that tend towards greater grassroots control over public insti-
tutions. In many European countries, administrative decentralization has taken
place since the 1970s, with the creation of new channels of access to decision-
makers. Various forms of participation in decision-making have been tried within
social movement organizations. If the rise of mass political parties has been
defined as a “contagion from the left” and the democracy of the mass media as
a “contagion from the right,” the new social movements have been acclaimed as
a “contagion from below” (Rohrschneider 1993a). Social movements have
brought about a pluralization of the ways in which political decisions are taken,
pushed by cyclical dissatisfaction with centralized and bureaucratic representa-
tive democracy (see below). In this sense, social movements have produced a
change in political culture, in the whole set of norms and reference schemes
which define the issues and means of action that are politically legitimate. Reper-
toires of collective action, which were once condemned and dealt with simply
as public order problems, have slowly become acceptable (della Porta 1998b).

In many countries direct democracy acts as a supplementary channel of access
to those opened within representative democracy. On issues such as divorce,
abortion, or gender discrimination, for example, the women’s movement was in
many cases able to appeal directly to the people using either popularly initiated
legislation or referenda for the abrogation of existing laws or the implementa-
tion of transnational treaties. Referenda have become an increasingly important
instrument of direct expression for ordinary citizens, particularly on issues that
are not directly related to the social cleavages around which political parties have
formed. Referendum campaigns present social movements with an opportunity
to publicize the issues that concern them, as well as the hope of being able to
bypass the obstacle represented by governments hostile to their demands.

Social movements also contribute to the creation of new arenas for the devel-
opment of public policy. These new loci of decision-making vary in terms of
their openness, duration, and extent of power. They have two things in common,
however: their legitimation is not based on the principles of representative
democracy and they have greater visibility than institutional spheres of decision-
making. Several new arenas of decision-making can be identified.

Expert commissions are frequently formed on issues raised by protest, and
social movement representatives may be allowed to take part, possibly as
observers. The “President’s Commission on Campus Unrest” which William
Scranton presided over in the United States (in 1970) is one example. Others are
the commission led by Lord Scarman into rioting in the United Kingdom in the
1980s and the commission of inquiry set up on “Youth Protest in the Democra-
tic State” in Germany (Willelms et al. 1993). After Seattle, commissions of inde-
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pendent experts have been set to investigate the social effects of globalization
(such as the Parliamentary Commission in Germany) as well as the police behav-
ior during transnational protest events (see the Seattle City Council Commission
on the Seattle events). Common to them all is the recognition that the problems
they address are in some way extraordinary, and require extraordinary solutions.
Although such expert commissions usually have a limited mandate and consul-
tative power only, they enter a dialogue with public opinion through press contact
and the publication of reports.

Besides commissions of enquiry, other channels of access are opened by the
creation of consultative institutions on issues related to social movement
demands. State ministries, local government bureaus, and other similar bodies
now exist on women’s or ecological issues in many countries, but also in IGOs.
Such institutions, which are frequently set up on a permanent basis, have their
own budgets and power to implement policies. Some regulatory administrative
bodies have been established under the pressure of movement mobilizations, and
see movement activists as potential allies (Amenta 1998); movement activists have
been co-opted by specific public bodies as member of their staff (or vice versa).
New opportunities for a “conflictual cooperation” develop within regulatory
agencies that are set to implement goals that are also supported by movement
activists (Giugni and Passy 1998: 85). The public administrators working in these
institutions mediate particular social movement demands through both formal
and informal channels and frequently ally themselves with movement represen-
tatives in order to increase the amount of public resources available in the policy
areas over which they have authority. They tend to have frequent contacts with
representatives of the social movements involved in their areas, the movement
organizations taking on a consultancy role in many instances, and they some-
times develop common interests. Collaboration can take various forms: from
consultation, to incorporation in committees, to delegation of power (ibid.: 86).

Informal negotiation has enabled some international governmental organiza-
tions to co-opt social movement associations that agree to work through discreet
channels. Nongovernmental organizations have thus been accorded the status of
actors, and on occasion important ones, in world governance, acknowledged as
participants in the development of international norms (such as those on human
rights) and on their implementation (Pagnucco 1996: 14). “International public
institutions are modifying in response to pressure from social movements, NGOs
and business actors, but this varies across institutions depending upon institu-
tional culture, structure, role of the executive head and vulnerability to civil
society pressure” (O’ Brien, Goetz, Scholte, and Williams 2000: 6). As early as
1948, the nongovernmental Conference of NGOs with consultative status
(CONGOS) was set up in the United Nations, and by the 1990s it had reached as
many as 1,500 members (Rucht 1996: 33). In the European Union, the parlia-
ment in particular but other bodies as well have held informal exchanges of
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information with various types of associations (e.g. Marks and McAdam 1999;
Mazey and Richardson 1993; della Porta 2004b; Ruzza 2004; Lahusen 2004).
Social movements have been recognized with regard to processual input on the
World Bank, with more emphasis on participation and the recruitment of some
progressive staff (Chiriboga 2001: 81). Besides a certain degree of institutional
recognition, NGOs specializing in development assistance have received funding
for the development programs they have presented, or for joining in projects
already presented by national or international governments (O’Brien, Goetz,
Scholte, and Williams 2000: 120). Many are also involved in managing funds ear-
marked for emergencies and humanitarian aid, which now make up more than
half the projects of the World Bank (Brecher, Costello, and Smith 2000: 114).
What is more, social movements have participated in institution-building at the
international level (in particular, on human rights as well as environmental pro-
tection), using their “soft power” in the form of knowledge and information
(Purdue 2000; Smith 2004b: 317).

In particular, social movement activists maintain direct contacts with decision-
makers, participating in epistemic communities made up of representatives of
governments, parties, and interest groups of various types and persuasions. In
particular, NGOs critical of neoliberalist globalization have resorted to pressure
both at the national and international levels, cultivating specific expertise. From
human rights groups to environmentalists, epistemic communities – composed
of activists and bureaucrats belonging to international organizations, as well as
politicians from many countries – have won significant gains in a number of
areas: for example, decontamination of radioactive waste, the establishment of
an international tribunal on human rights violations, and a ban on antipersonnel
mines (Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002; Klotz 1995; Risse and Sikkink 1999;
Thomas 2001). Some NGOs have not only increased in size, but also strength-
ened their influence on various stages of international policymaking (Sikkink and
Smith 2002; Boli 1999). Their assets include an increasing credibility in public
opinion and the consequent availability of private funding,2 as well their root-
edness at the local level. Their specific knowledge, combined with useful con-
tacts in the press, make many NGOs seem particularly reliable sources. With a
professional staff on hand, they are also able to maintain a fair level of activity
even when protest mobilization is low. Independence from governments, com-
bined with a reputation built upon solid work at the local level, enables some
NGOs to perform an important role in mediating interethnic conflict (Friberg
and Hettne 1998). Finally, they enhance pluralism within international institu-
tions by representing groups who would otherwise be excluded (Riddel-Dixon
1995) and by turning the spotlight on transnational processes, making gover-
nance more transparent (Schmidt and Take 1997).

Most important, so-called deliberative arenas have developed in the last two
decades, especially at the local level. These are based on the principle of partici-
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pation of “normal citizens” in public arenas for debate, empowered by informa-
tion and rules for high-quality communication. There are several examples
throughout Europe: Citizens’ Juries in Great Britain and Spain, Planungzelle in
Germany, the Consensus Conference in Denmark, Conférences de Citoyens in
France, as well as Agenda 21 and various experiments in strategic urban plan-
ning. At the supranational level, nongovernmental organizations have received
recognition as informal partners in consultation on policy decisions and partici-
pation in policy implementation. Among others, the White Paper on European
Governance (2001) advocates the principle of participation by means of open
consultation with citizens and their associations as one of the fundamental pillars
of governance in the European Union. Actors associated with social movements
have intervened in the development of some of these experiments, sometimes
as critical participants, sometimes as external opponents.

In addition to participatory budgeting, diverse experiments are presented as
part of an empowered participatory democracy model centered on participation,
quality of discourse, and citizens’ empowerment (Fung and Wright 2001). Exam-
ples include the inner-city Chicago neighborhood governance councils for polic-
ing and public schools, joint labor–management efforts to manage industrial
labor markets, stakeholder development of ecosystem governance arrangements
under the US Endangered Species Act, and village governance in West Bengal,
India. The focus of these experiments is the solving of specific problems through
the involvement of ordinary, affected people. It implies the creation of new insti-
tutions and devolution of decision-making power, but also includes coordination
with representative institutions. The objectives of these institutions include effec-
tive problem-solving and equitable solutions as well as broad, deep, and sustained
participation. In particular, the participatory budget has been credited with cre-
ating a positive context for association, fostering greater activism, networking
associations, and working from a citywide orientation (Baiocchi 2002a).

But what exactly do these new arenas offer social movements? According to
some authors, the presence of such channels of access presents more risks than
advantages. In the first place, movements are induced to accept the shifting of
conflict from the streets to less congenial arenas, where resources in which they
are lacking, such as technical or scientific expertise, are particularly important.
The organization of a commission may be nothing more than a symbolic, elite
gesture to constituencies and a means of delaying a decision until quieter times
prevail (Lipsky 1965). Indeed, the creation of new procedures and institutional
arenas can be seen as a means of co-opting movement elites and demobilizing
the grassroots (if they are naive enough not to notice the deception) (Piven and
Cloward 1977: 53). Mistrust in the real independence of NGOs is indicated by
the proliferation of such acronyms as GONGOs (Government-Organized
NGOs), BONGOs (Business-Organized NGOs), and GRINGOs (Government-
Run/Initiated NGOs). NGOs are predominantly based in the North of the world
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(two-thirds of UN-registered NGOs have their headquarters in Europe and North
America) (Sikkink 2002); and major associations, in particular, are organized hier-
archically with limited transparency in the way they work (Schmidt and Take
1997; Sikkink 2002). Intergovernmental organizations have, furthermore, pre-
ferred dealing with larger, more top-heavy NGOs, that are less monitored by their
base of support (Chandhoke 2002; Guiraudon 2002). While some NGOs were
the first to mobilize against international financial institutions (in particular the
World Bank, IMF, and WTO), protests developed due to skepticism regarding the
efficacy of lobbying, coupled with a perception that large NGOs’ reformist
approach had failed (Brand and Wissen 2002). In a time of cutbacks in public
spending, NGOs run the risk of being exploited to supplant an increasingly failing
public service (Chandhoke 2002: 43). Moreover, adroitly manipulated experts 
can be used to legitimate as most “scientifically appropriate” those solutions
which suit governments. Referenda address limited questions and mobilize 
public opinion only for very short periods; they also carry the risk that decisions
will be made by the “silent majority,” uninterested in (and uninformed about)
the issues and problems raised by social movements, and therefore easily influ-
enced by those with the most resources to devote to manipulating consensus.
Some studies conclude that citizen participation in policymaking increases 
efficiency, but others express doubts about its capacity to solve free-rider prob-
lems and produce optimal decisions or facilitate the achievement of the public
good (Renn et al. 1996; Petts 1997; Hajer and Kesselring 1999; Grant, Perl, and
Knoepfel 1999).

In addition, alternative participatory models of democracy are difficult to
implement. The levels of effective participation, plurality, and efficacy of new
arenas of decision-making are varied and far from satisfactory. As for the plural-
ism of the new participatory arenas, since resources for collective mobilization
are unequally distributed among social groups, poorer areas and groups risk being
excluded by the new institutions of policymaking. Their effective capacity for
decision-making is often minimal: for various reasons, new channels of
participation have usually been limited to “consultation” of citizens. If increasing
participation allows for more visibility – and accountability – of policymaking,
parallel (and more effective) decision-making seems to bypass public arenas.

On the other hand, social movements have frequently been able to profit
(partly through alliances with experts and policymakers) from the switching of
decision-making to ad hoc commissions, certainly more open to public scrutiny
than the normal arenas of policy implementation. New issues have been brought
onto the public agenda through the work of such commissions: “Commissions
were themselves part of the process during which the problems were defined and
the agenda set . . . Their very creation indicated that the normal praxis of the
political system to make decisions was insufficient, and that it was therefore nec-
essary to appeal to the experts belonging to the scientific institutions” 
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(Willelms et al. 1993). Although social movements have not always been on the
winning side in referenda, the latter have nonetheless contributed to putting new
issues on the public agenda and to creating public sympathy for emergent actors.
The ability to transform the rules of the political game, then, is a precondition
for influencing public policy. In other words, procedural victories come (at least
in part) before, and are indispensable for, successes on a more substantive level
(Rochon and Mazmanian 1993). Enlarging policymaking to encompass citizen
participation – in the forms of auditing, people’s juries, etc. – has often helped in
solving problems created by local opposition to locally unwanted land use (LULU)
(Bobbio and Zeppetella 1999; Sintomer 2005). As we have mentioned, the partic-
ipatory emphasis on good governance, as well as its confidence in popular edu-
cation (Baiocchi 2001), seems to have produced positive results in terms of
empowerment of citizens as well as improvement of their quality of life.

9.4 Social Movements and 
Democratic Theory

Leaving aside the results obtained on particular demands, it must be added that
the spread of new policy arenas has contributed to the realization of what has
been considered one of the principal aims, if not the principal aim, of many (if
not all: see below) social movements: the development of a new conception of
democracy. In fact, it has been claimed that social movements do not limit them-
selves to developing special channels of access for themselves but that, more or
less explicitly, they expound a fundamental critique of conventional politics, thus
shifting their endeavors from politics itself to metapolitics (Offe 1985). From this
point of view, social movements affirm the legitimacy (if not the primacy) of
alternatives to parliamentary democracy, criticizing both liberal democracy and
the “organized democracy” of the political parties: “The stakes and the struggle
of the left and libertarian social movements thus invoke an ancient element of
democratic theory that calls for an organization of collective decision making
referred to in varying ways as classical, populist, communitarian, strong, grass-
roots, or direct democracy against a democratic practice in contemporary
democracies labeled as realist, liberal, elite, republican, or representative democ-
racy” (Kitschelt 1993: 15).

According to this interpretation, social movements assert that a system of
direct democracy is closer to the interests of the people than liberal democracy,
which is based on delegation to representatives who can be controlled only at
the moment of election and who have total authority to decide between one
election and another. Moreover, as bearers of a neocommunitarian conception
of democracy, social movements criticize the “organized” democratic model,
based on the mediation by mass political parties and the structuring of “strong”
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interests, and seek to switch decision-making to more transparent and control-
lable sites. In the social movement conception of democracy the people them-
selves (who are naturally interested in politics) must assume direct responsibility
for intervening in the political decision-making process.

It is certainly the case that the idea of democracy developed by social move-
ments since the 1960s is founded on bases at least partly different to representa-
tive democracy. According to the representative democracy model, citizens elect
their representatives and exercise control through the threat of their not being
reelected at subsequent elections. The direct democracy favored by social move-
ments rejects the principle of delegation, viewed as an instrument of oligarchic
power, and asserts that representatives should be subject to recall at all times.
Moreover, delegation is comprehensive in a representative democracy, where rep-
resentatives decide on a whole range matters for citizens. In comparison, in a
system of direct democracy, authority is delegated on an issue-by-issue basis.
Whereas representative democracy envisages the creation of a specialized body
of representatives, direct democracy opts for continual turnover. Representative
democracy is based on formal equality (one person, one vote); direct democracy
is participatory, the right to decide being recognized only in the case of those
who demonstrate their commitment to the public cause. While representative
democracy is often bureaucratic, with decision-making concentrated at the top,
direct democracy is decentralized and emphasizes that decisions should be taken
as near as possible to ordinary people’s lives.

The global justice movement criticizes the functioning of advanced democ-
racies. It addresses in particular the oligarchic functioning of political parties, the
exclusionary implications of majority rule, the monopolization of public spheres
of communication, and the exclusion of marginal groups and issues from their
practice of democracy. Public decision-making processes have a low degree of
transparency; the extreme simplification of the political messages induced by
mass media formats is also criticized. However, movement organizations do 
not usually aim at abolishing the existing political parties, nor do they seek to
found new ones; they demand the democratization of the old politics and 
institutions, parties, and trade unions, and they propose the constitution 
of alternative, open public spheres where different positions can be devel-
oped, analyzed, and compared on an openly-stated ethical basis (such as 
social justice, in the case of the participatory budget in Porto Alegre). An effec-
tive, pluralist media contest would be a minimum requirement for the develop-
ment of this type of public sphere. In this sense, social movements are also a
response to problems which have emerged in the system of interest representa-
tion, “compensating” for the tendency of political parties to favor interests 
which pay off in electoral terms, and of interest groups to favor those social 
strata better endowed with resources while marginalizing the rest (see chapter 8
above).
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The principle of an empowered participatory democracy, mentioned above,
links the traditional conception of participatory and direct democracy with polit-
ical theorists’ emerging interest in deliberative democracy – in particular, the
quality of communication.3 Deliberative theories have developed from concerns
with the functioning of representative institutions; however, scholars of deliber-
ative democracy disagree on the locus of deliberative discussion, some being
concerned with the development of liberal institutions, others with alternative
public spheres free from state intervention (della Porta 2005b). The analysis of
the communicative quality of democracy is central to the work of Jürgen Haber-
mas (1996), who postulates a double-track process, with “informal” deliberation
taking place outside institutions and then, as it becomes public opinion, affect-
ing institutional deliberation. According to other authors, however, deliberations
take place in voluntary groups especially (Cohen 1989). A strong supporter of
the latter position and an expert in movement politics, John Dryzek (2000), has
argued that social movements are best placed to build deliberative spaces that
can keep a critical eye upon public institutions. Jane Mansbridge (1996) has also
argued that deliberation should take place in a number of enclaves, free from
institutional power – including that of social movements themselves. If social
movements nurture committed, critical attitudes towards public institutions,
deliberative democracy requires citizens “embedded” in associative networks
able to build democratic skills among their adherents (Offe 1997: 102–3). As the
experiment of Porto Alegre indicates, in the movements for globalization 
from below, deliberative practices have indeed attracted a more or less explicit
interest.

Trying to summarize various and not always coherent definitions, we suggest
that participatory democracy is empowered when, under conditions of equality,
inclusiveness, and transparency, a communicative process based on reason (the
strength of a good argument) is able to transform individual preferences and
reach decisions oriented to the public good (della Porta 2005d). Some of the
dimensions of this definition (such as inclusiveness, equality, and visibility) echo
those included in the participatory models we have described as typical of new
social movements, while others (above all, the attention to the quality of com-
munication) emerge as new concerns.

First, as in the movement tradition, empowered participatory democracy is
inclusive: it requires that all citizens with a stake in the decisions to be taken be
included in the process and able to express their voice. This means that the delib-
erative process takes place under conditions of a plurality of values, where people
have different perspectives on their common problems. Taking the participatory
budget as an example, assemblies are held in all districts and are open to all cit-
izens; the choice of the time and place aim at facilitating participation of all inter-
ested people (even kindergartens are organized in order to help mothers and
fathers to participate).
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Additionally, all participants are equals: deliberation takes place among free
and equal citizens (as “free deliberation among equals,” Cohen 1989: 20). In fact,
“all citizens must be able to develop those capacities that give them effective
access to the public sphere,” and “once in public, they must be given sufficient
respect and recognition so as to be able to influence decisions that affect them in
a favourable direction” (Bohman 1997: 523–4). Deliberation must exclude power
deriving from coercion, but also from an unequal weighting of participants as
representatives of organizations of different size or influence. In this sense, delib-
erative democracy opposes hierarchies and stresses direct rank-and-file partici-
pation. In the participatory budget, rules such as the limited time for each
intervention or the presence of facilitators are designed to allow equal opportu-
nities for all citizens to participate.

Moreover, the concept of transparency resonates with direct, participatory
democracy. In Joshua Cohen’s definition, a deliberative democracy is “an associ-
ation whose affairs are governed by the public deliberation of its members” (1989:
17, emphasis added). In deliberative democratic theory, public debate strives to
“replace the language of interest with the language of reason” (Elster 1998: 111):
having to justify a position before a public forces one to look for justifications
linked to common values and principles.

What is new in the conception of deliberative democracy, and in some of the
contemporary movements’ practices, is the emphasis on preference (trans)for-
mation, with an orientation to the definition of the public good. In fact, “delib-
erative democracy requires the transformation of preferences in interaction”
(Dryzek 2000: 79). It is “a process through which initial preferences are trans-
formed in order to take into account the points of view of the others” (Miller
1993: 75). In this sense, deliberative democracy differs from conceptions of
democracy as an aggregation of (exogenously generated) preferences. Some
reflections on participatory democracy have also included practices of consen-
sus: decisions must be approvable by all participants (unanimous) – in contrast
with majoritarian democracy, where decisions are legitimated by votes. Deliber-
ation (or even communication) is based on the belief that, while not giving up
my perspective, I might learn if I listen to another (Young 1996).

Consensus is, however, possible only in the presence of shared values and a
common commitment to the construction of a public good (such as the common
value of social justice in the participatory schema). In a deliberative model 
of democracy, “the political debate is organized around alternative conceptions
of the public good,” and above all, it “draws on identities and citizens’ interests
in ways that contribute to public building of public good” (Cohen 1989: 18–19).
A deliberative setting facilitates the search for a common end or good 
(Elster 1998).

Above all, deliberative democracy stresses reason: people are convinced by the
force of the better argument. In particular, deliberation is based on horizontal
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flows of communication, multiple producers of content, wide opportunities for
interactivity, confrontation on the basis of rational argumentation, and attitude
to reciprocal listening (Habermas 1981, 1996). In this sense, deliberative democ-
racy is discursive. According to Young, however, discourse does not exclude
protest: “processes of engaged and responsible democratic participation include
street demonstrations and sit-ins, musical works and cartoons, as much as par-
liamentary speeches and letters to the editor” (2003: 119).

Empowered participatory democracy has in fact been discussed as an alter-
native to top-down imposition of public decisions, which is increasingly seen as
lacking legitimacy and becoming more difficult to manage, given both the
increasing complexity of problems and the increasing ability of uninstitutional-
ized actors to make their voices heard. Deliberative processes should in fact allow
the acquisition of better information and produce more efficient decisions, as
well as fostering the participation and trust in institutions that representative
models are less and less able to provide. Indeed, scholars highlight a “moralizing
effect of the public discussion” (Miller 1993: 83) that “encourages people not to
merely express political opinions (through surveys or referendums) but to form
those opinions through a public debate” (ibid.: 89). Deliberation as a “dispas-
sionate, reasoned, logical” type of communication promises to increase citizens’
trust in political institutions (Dryzek 2000: 64).

As the Porto Alegre examples of both World Social Forums and participatory
budgeting illustrate, movements experiment with participatory, discursive
models of democracy both in their internal decision-making and in their inter-
actions with political institutions. Internally, social movements have – with
varying degrees of success – attempted to develop an organizational structure
based on participation (rather than delegation), consensus-building (rather than
majority vote), and horizontal networks (rather than centralized hierarchies).
The search for a participatory model of internal democracy assumes an even
more central role for the “global movement” that has mobilized transnationally,
with regard to the governance of the process of market liberalization, with
demands for a “globalization from below.”

Internal democracy also represents a challenge for social movements, posing
the always vivid dilemma of balancing participation and representation, strength-
ening the commitments of activists and including new members, identity-
building and efficacy. Social movement organizations, traditionally poor in mate-
rial resources, have to rely upon the voluntary work of their members – thus
developing a “membership logic.” Participatory models are adopted in order to
enhance the distribution of identity incentives; in particular, the assembly repre-
sents the ideal opportunity for an open and (in principle) egalitarian space, while
the small “affinity” groups stimulate the development of solidarity among equals.
As with other forms of “applied” democracy, however, the practical function-
ing of these organizational structures is much less than perfect. Unstructured
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assemblies tend to be dominated by small minorities that often strategically
exploit the weaknesses of direct democracy with open manipulation; “speech”
resources are far from equally distributed; the most committed, or better organ-
ized, control the floor; solidarity links tend to exclude newcomers. Consensual
models developed to contrast the “tyranny” of organized minorities have their
own problems, mainly bound up with extremely long (and sometimes “blocked”)
decision processes.

When protest declines (and with it, resources of militancy), movement organ-
izations tend to survive by institutionalizing their structure: they look for money,
either by building a mass paper membership, selling products to a sympathetic
public, or looking for public monies, in particular in the third-sector economy.
Movement organizations – as recent research has indicated – tend therefore to
become more and more similar to lobbying groups, with a paid, professional
staff; commercial enterprise, with a focus on efficacy on the market; and volun-
tary associations, providing services, often contracted out by public institutions
(della Porta 2003b). These changes have usually been interpreted as institution-
alization of movement organizations, with ideological moderation, specialized
identities, and the fading away of disruptive protest. This evolution produces crit-
ical effects: bureaucratization, while increasing efficiency, discourages participa-
tion from below; interactions with the state and public institutions raise the
question of the “representativity” of these new lobbyists.

As far as the social movement critique of existing democracy is concerned,
their search for an alternative cannot be considered to have concluded. Not all
students of social movement organizations agree that they have overcome the
risks of producing oligarchies and charismatic leaderships, the very problems at
the center of their critique of traditional politics. Although it maximizes respon-
siveness, the direct democracy model has weaknesses as far as representation and
efficiency are concerned (Kitschelt 1993). Problems of efficiency affect the success
of movement organizations themselves; problems of representation concern the
legitimation of new forms of democracy. The refusal by social movements to
accept the principles of representative democracy can undermine their image as
democratic actors, particularly when they begin to take on official and semi-
official functions within representative institutions, assuming the form of parties
or public interest groups. Social forums, bringing together heterogeneous actors,
pay great attention to the quality of internal communication, but with unequal
results.

These limitations notwithstanding, it should be recognized that social move-
ments have helped to open new channels of access to the political system, con-
tributing to the identification, if not the solution, of a number of representative
democracy’s problems. More generally, recent research has stressed the role
social movements can play in helping to address two related challenges to dem-
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ocratic governance. On the input side, contemporary democracy faces a problem
of declining political participation, at least in its conventional forms. The reduced
capacity of political parties to bridge society and the state adds to this problem,
while the commercialization of the mass media reduces their capacity to act as
an arena for debating public decisions. On the other hand, the effectiveness of
democracies in producing a just and efficient output is jeopardized, in part by
the increasing risks in complex (and global) societies. The two problems are
related, since the weakening in the ability of institutional actors to intervene in
the formation of collective identities reduces their capacity to satisfy (more and
more fragmented) demands. As Fung and Wright (2001) have stressed, “trans-
formative democratic strategies” are needed to combat the increasing inade-
quacy of liberal democracy to realize its goals of political involvement of the
people, consensus through dialogue, and public policies aimed at providing a
society in which all citizens benefit from the nation’s wealth.

9.5 Social Movements and Democratization

Can it be said, then, that social movements have contributed to the evolution of
democracy? Charles Tilly (2004a: 125) stresses the existence of

a broad correspondence between democratization and social movements. Social
movements originated in the partial democratization that set British subjects and
North-American colonists against their rulers during the eighteenth century. Across
the nineteenth century, social movements generally flourished and spread where
further democratization was occurring and receded when authoritarian regimes
curtailed democracy. The pattern continued during the first and twenty-first
century: the maps of full-fledged institutions and social movements overlap greatly.

If democratization promotes democracy via the broadening of citizens’ rights
and the public accountability of ruling elites, most, but not all, social movements
support democracy. In fact, in pushing for suffrage enlargement or the recogni-
tion of associational rights, social movements contribute to democratization –
“Gains in the democratization of state processes are perhaps the most important
that social movements can influence and have the greatest systemic impacts”
(Amenta and Caren 2004: 265). This was not always the case: some movements
– e.g., fascist and neofascist ones – denied democracy altogether, while others –
e.g., some New Left movements in Latin America – had the unwanted effect of
producing a backlash in democratic rights (Tilly 2004b). Identity politics, such as
those driving ethnic conflicts, often ended up in religious war and racial violence
(Eder 2003).
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Two different conceptions of the role played by social movements in the
process of democratization have been singled out (Tilly 1993–4: 1). According to
a “populist approach to democracy,” emphasizing participation from below,
“social movements contribute to the creation of a public space – social settings,
separate both from governing institutions and from organizations devoted to pro-
duction or reproduction, in which consequential deliberation over public affairs
takes place – as well as sometimes contributing to transfers of power over states.
Public space and transfers of power then supposedly promote democracy, at least
under some conditions. To the “populist” approach is counterpoised an “elitist”
approach according to which democratization must be a top-down process, while
an excess of mobilization leads to new forms of authoritarianism, since the elites
feel afraid of too many and too rapid changes.

We can agree that social movements contribute to democratization only
under certain conditions. In particular, only those movements that explicitly
demand increased equality and protection for minorities promote democratic
development. In fact, looking at the process of democratization it can be
observed that collective mobilization has frequently created the conditions for a
destabilization of authoritarian regimes, but it can also lead to an intensification
of repression or the collapse of weak democratic regimes, particularly when
social movements do not stick to democratic conceptions. While labor, student,
and ethnic movements brought about a crisis in the Franco regime in Spain in
the 1960s and 1970s, the worker and peasant movements and the fascist coun-
termovements contributed to the failure of the process of democratization in
Italy in the 1920s and 1930s (Tarrow 1995).

However, social movements often openly mobilized for democracy. They
formed transnational alliances in order to overthrow authoritarian regimes. In
Latin America as well as in Eastern Europe, although in different forms, social
movements asked for democratization, producing a final breakdown of neofas-
cism as well as socialist authoritarian governments. Research in various regions
has stressed that the first steps of democratization include a demobilization of
civil society and the developments of more institutionalized political actors, fol-
lowing the opening up of institutional opportunities. In recent democratization
processes, the availability of public and private funds in the third sector con-
tributed to an early institutionalization of movement organizations (Flam 2001).
However, this does not necessarily seem to be the fate of movements in phases of
democratic consolidation (Hipsher 1998). Presence of a tradition of mobilization,
as well as movements that are independent from political parties, can facilitate the
maintenance of a high level of protest – as illustrated by the shantytown dwellers’
movement in Chile (Hipsher 1998); the urban movement in Brazil (Sandoval
1998); or the environmental movements in Eastern Europe (Flam 2001).

Although with breaks and irregularities, democracy has brought about
decreasing inequalities and protection from arbitrary government interventions
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(Tilly 2004a: 127). Can we say that, in struggling for democracy, social move-
ments have succeeded in radically changing the power distribution in society?
Many signs discourage one from excessive optimism. Protest goes in cycles, and
what is won during peaks of mobilization is once again jeopardized during
moments of latency. The labor movement contributed to creating many social
and political rights, but the neoliberal turn at the end of the twentieth century
called into question the welfare state that had appeared to be an institutionalized
achievement from the 1970s. Social inequalities are again on the rise. If protest
is more and more accepted as “normal politics,” some forms of contentious pol-
itics are more and more stigmatized as uncivilized in public opinion and are
repressed by the police.

On a more optimistic note, we want to stress that a condition that is consid-
ered to limit social movement potential, at least as far as instrumental action is
concerned, is in the process of changing: weak organizational structures. In fact,
mobilization would appear to be a resource replenished by use. Analyses of the
evolution of left-libertarian movements has concluded that different movements
have developed in a similar direction, from the formation of a collective identity
to its utilization in the political system (see, for example, della Porta 1996a). New
movement organizations have emerged during this process and have, on 
occasions, survived the decline in mobilization. While public interest groups
exploit the opportunity offered by the creation of new channels of access, 
small counterculture nuclei keep alive and reelaborate movement values 
within a structure of networks. This process has important effects on social
movements.

Most social movements survive the decline of mobilization, oscillating
between visibility and latency (Melucci 1989: 70–3), continuing within a larger
family of movements, the organizational infrastructures and mobilization poten-
tial of which they help to increase. The “force” of collective identities can vary,
some stronger (the women’s movement), others weaker (the youth movement);
some relatively visible (the environmentalist movement), others less so (the peace
movement); some have a stronger presence at the national level (the antinuclear
movement), others at local level (the urban movements); some are more politi-
cal (federalist movements), others cultural (punks and skinheads). It rarely
happens that a movement disappears leaving no cultural or organizational trace
whatsoever. Instead, movements tend to reproduce themselves in sorts of virtu-
ous (or vicious) circles. As mentioned, during cycles of protest early-riser move-
ments set the examples for activating other movements either in support,
imitation, or opposition to themselves. Some movements depart from others, in
order to pursue more specific or otherwise related aims, with a spillover effect;
other rise from internal splits, as spin-offs (Whittier 2004: 534).

Social movement resources increase over time, therefore, and movements
become institutionalized, construct subcultural networks, create channels of
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access to policymakers, and form alliances. This organizational continuity means
that the experiences of “early-riser” movements are both resources and con-
straints for those that follow (Tarrow 1994; McAdam 1995). Processes of imitation
and differentiation, enforced repetition and learning, take place contem-
poraneously. Movement activists inherit structures and models from their prede-
cessors. At the same time, however, they learn from the errors of movements that
have preceded them and seek to go beyond them. The greater the success achieved
by early-riser movements and the greater the participation of ex-activists in sub-
sequent mobilizations, the greater will be the continuity with the past.

The tendency towards the institutionalization of social movements and their
diffusion as a form of organizing and mediating interests can be explained by the
diffusion, with each wave of mobilization, of the capacities required for collec-
tive action. In fact, mobilization is facilitated by the presence of networks of
activists willing to mobilize around new issues – where these are “compatible”
with their original identities, naturally. Moreover, the substantive gains made by
one movement can have beneficial consequences for the demands of other move-
ments, and their success encourages further mobilizations. It can be concluded,
therefore, that the importance of social movements tends to grow inasmuch as
there is an ever-increasing amount of resources (both technical and structural)
available for collective action. This surely contributed to the spread of participa-
tory conceptions of democracy.

9.6 Summary

Social movement mobilization has been followed by change in a variety of areas.
As far as public policy is concerned, a great deal of legislation has been produced
on issues raised during protest campaigns. Any evaluation of the significance of
the changes introduced by these laws requires analysis of their implementation
as well as of transformations in the value system and in the behavior of both
ordinary citizens and elites. Changes in public policy and public opinion have
been accompanied by procedural changes, with the creation of new decision-
making arenas no longer legitimated by the model of representative democracy.
Ad hoc commissions, new government ministries, and local government com-
mittees constitute channels of access to the decision-making process frequently
used by social movement organizations. Empowered participatory experiments
have developed from the participatory agenda in Porto Alegre, characterized by
attention to participation, good communication, and decisional power. Empha-
sis on participation over representation thus enriches the concept of democracy.
In fact, with various degrees of success, social movements have recently paid
attention to inclusive and equal participation, as well as consensus-building and
good communication.
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Although the variety of objectives, strategies, and actors involved in this
process renders it difficult to identify winning strategies for new collective actors,
it can, nevertheless, be said that in recent decades the structure of power in liberal
democracies appears to have been transformed in the direction of greater recog-
nition for new actors. Social movements have helped democratization in author-
itarian regimes, but also contributed to more participatory approaches in
representative democracies.
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NOTES

Chapter 1: The Study of Social Movements

1 Theories of frustration and deprivation – to which we will make only fleeting refer-
ence in the course of this book – have decreased in importance from the 1970s
onwards, and have become largely marginal in the analysis of social movements in
democratic societies. They have, however, maintained some relevance in compara-
tive, large-scale analyses of social conflict (Gurr and Harff 1994), and in the analysis
of adhesion to undemocratic movements (Anheier 2003). For recent accounts, see
Crossley (2002); Buechler (2004).

2 See Scott (1990: particularly ch. 3) for an excellent synthesis of the main positions
developed by this approach during its most creative phase.

3 For several applications of this perspective in empirical researches on contemporary
movements, see, for example, Touraine, Dubet, Hegedus, and Wieviorka (1981,
1983); Touraine, Hegedus, Wieviorka, and Strzelecki (1983).

4 In the most recent edition of this book, Turner and Killian (1987) integrated some
contributions of the resource mobilization school into their model.

5 Attention to the link between collective behavior and various indicators of social
change (for example, the tendency towards large-scale organizations, population
mobility, technological innovation, the growing relevance of the mass media, the fall
of traditional cultural forms) connects this view to functionalist perspectives, but the
interpretation provided is different. The processes of change reviewed are considered
to be emerging conditions which encourage individuals to mobilize, not in order to
reestablish an equilibrium which has been disturbed, but rather to develop new ways
of life and new types of social relationship.

6 Blumer comments: “Sociology in general is interested in studying the social order
and its constituents (customs, rules, institutions, etc.) as they are. Collective behav-
ior is concerned in studying the way in which the social order comes to existence in
the sense of the emergence and solidification of new forms of collective behavior”
(Blumer 1951: 169).

7 See, for example, Gusfield’s research (1963) into the prohibitionist movement, 
considered as an area of conflict between social systems, cultures, and groups of dif-
ferent status.



 

8 “Community” is here defined as a “relatively small community of critical thinkers
who have developed a sensitivity to some problem, an analysis of the source of the
problem, and a prescription for what should be done about the problem” (Rochon
1998: 22).

9 Charles Tilly (1978: 53) has spoken, in this context, of movements as “challengers,”
contrasting them to established members of a given polity.

10 In our notion, the idea of “collective goods” comprises both public goods à la Olson
and club goods. For Samuelson (1954) the key characteristics of public goods are: (1)
non-excludability and (2) nonrivalrous consumption, i.e., no scarcity once the good
is produced. A club good is: (1) non-excludable for club members but excludable for
outsiders, (2) possibly (but not necessarily) nonrivalrous for those with access
(Buchanan 1965).

11 We see consensus movements as forms of collective action that “are distinguished
from conflict movements in terms of the degree to which each recognizes and acts
on oppositions of objective social interests and seeks in direct and detailed fashion
to change social policy” (Lofland 1989: 163). We prefer this analytical definition to
others, simply taking the proportion of people supporting a given cause as the defin-
ing element (McCarthy and Wolfson 1992: 274).

12 See Hinckley (1981: 4–6), Lemieux (1997, 1998), Pakulski (1988), Jones, Hutchinson,
van Dyke, and Gates (2001). Of course nothing prevents a coalitional dynamic from
evolving into a social movement one, but it is still important to recognize the ana-
lytical difference between the two processes (see e.g. Warren 2001).

13 This makes it necessary to treat with some caution the results of surveys which claim
to measure the extent of movement membership (Kriesi 1992).

14 It goes without saying that the real influence of individual participants will depend
largely on their personal resources (competence, prestige etc.).

15 This logic of investigation may also be conveniently applied to the formation of
many contemporary parties, definitely those which emerged from the aggregation
of previously autonomous organizations (Panebianco 1988; Hedström, Sandell, and
Stern 2000).

16 They include, first, analyses dedicated to various types of collective behavior: from
religious movements (Wilson 1982; Robbins 1988) and counterculture (Yinger 1982)
to voluntary action (Pearce 1993; Wilson 2000); from political violence and terrorism
(della Porta 1990) to right-wing movements (Lo 1990; Ignazi 1994); not to mention
analyses of working-class action itself (for example, Pizzorno et al. 1978; Touraine
1985; Kimeldorf and Stepan-Norris 1992; Franzosi 1995; Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin
2003; Fantasia and Voss 2004). To these we must add research, conducted from a his-
torical perspective, into phenomena ranging from nationalism (Smith 1981; Breuilly
1993; Hobsbawm 1991) to revolutions (Skocpol 1979; Tilly 1993, 2004b); from social
conflict in the premodern age (Goldstone 1991; Somers 1993) to “nonclass” move-
ments of the modern period (D’Anieri et al. 1990; Amenta and Zylan 1991; Calhoun
1993; D’Anjou 1996). See also the increasing body of work devoted to contemporary
movements outside Western democracies (Eckstein 2001; Escobar and Alvarez 1992;
Shah 1990; Omvedt 1993; Joppke 1994; Foweraker 1995; Zirakzadeh 1997; Ray 1999;
Osa 2003a; Ferree and McClurg Mueller 2004; Reifer 2004).
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Chapter 2: Social Changes and 
Social Movements

1 See Markoff (1996) for a broad historical account of the development of social move-
ments in contemporary society.

2 The experience of so-called “industrial districts” – small areas characterized by spe-
cific industrial activities, which are based on densely interwoven networks of social
relationships (Piore and Sabel 1984; Streeck 1992; Trigilia 1984) – seems to contra-
dict the claim regarding the delocalization of economy. However, the conditions for
working-class action do not appear to be favorable in those contexts, given the density
of ties between different social groups and the resulting increased opportunities for
social control (Oberschall 1973).

3 On the new middle class – or service class, as some refer to it – see among many
others Bell (1973); Gouldner (1979); Goldthorpe (1982); Lash and Urry (1987); Esping-
Andersen (1993); Brint (1994).

4 See Giddens (1990) for a concise treatment of this point.
5 See, for example, the critique of psychiatric hospitals which developed in the course

of the 1960s; see Crossley (1998, 1999).
6 Historically the affirmation of the welfare state marks the passage from a notion of

(civil and political) rights understood, first, as “against” the state, to a notion of rights
which presuppose cooperation “with” the state (Barbalet 1988). With the rise of mul-
ticulturalism, however, and more generally with the critique of the colonialization
of the private sphere, the relationship with welfare and in general with state inter-
vention becomes at the same time one of cooperation (inasmuch as one can identify
positive elements in the expansion of welfare action) and of antagonism (in the need
to limit the effects of standardization and control).

7 The most systematic treatment of the relationship between social movements and
transformations in the private sphere is still that of Alberto Melucci, to which we
refer readers (1989, 1996).

8 See, among others, Garofalo (1992); Redhead (1993); Jordan (1994); McKay (1996).
Reference to recent countercultural or subcultural phenomena such as rap or rave
should not hide the broader relationship which can be found between musical genres
and different types of political protest (Eyerman and Jamison 1994, 1997).

9 Among students of social movements, even those who recognize the persistent
importance of structural processes differ in their use of the concept of class. Some
(for example Eder 1995) still regard it as a useful heuristic device, provided one
refrains from filling it with references to the historical experience of industrial society;
others (for example Melucci 1995) reject it precisely on the ground that historical
experience has infused it with meanings which prevent its useful application to a
modified context.

10 In the course of his long intellectual career, Touraine has proposed a number of ver-
sions of his approach (1977, 1981, 1984, 1985, 1992). Here we are referring principally
to the formulation put forward during the 1970s, which inspired the research
program “Intervention Sociologique” (Touraine et al. 1983a; Touraine et al. 1983b).
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For a synthesizing but systematic presentation of Touraine’s contribution see Rucht
(1991b), as well as Touraine’s response (1991).

11 Similar themes are found in the work of Habermas (1976); Melucci (1989); Giddens
(1990); among others. For a critical synthesis see Scott (1990).

12 See, in particular, Melucci (1989, 1994, 1996). For a critical but sympathetic discus-
sion, see Bartholomew and Mayer (1992). It has to be said that later developments in
Melucci’s work seem to focus much more on the structural processes – in particular,
the individualization process – which prevent the reproduction of traditional collec-
tive action, rather than on the structural preconditions for the development of new
forms of collective action. The latter is, rather, explained in the light of the presence
of interpersonal networks acting as facilitators, the relationship of which to struc-
tural dynamics is, however, somewhat underdeveloped.

13 While the rise of the new middle class has been a central theme of sociological debate
since the 1970s, the empirical investigation of its relationship with political action 
has been a major, albeit not exclusive (e.g. Bechofer and Elliott 1985), interest of
political scientists. See, among many others, Dalton (1988, 1994); Kitschelt (1989),
Kitschelt and Hellemans (1990); Jennings et al. (1990), Poguntke (1993), Nas (1993),
Rohrschneider (1988, 1993b), Inglehart (1990a), and Wallace and Jenkins (1995).

14 Individuals who fulfill a supervisory function, rather than managers in a narrow
sense, and semi-professionals and highly qualified craft workers are included in the
new middle class (Kriesi 1989b, 1993).

15 This definition includes human service professionals with other sociocultural spe-
cialist figures who were previously treated in a different way (Brint 1984). See also
Cotgrove and Duff (1980).

16 See Crompton (1993) for a summary of this traditional dilemma in class analysis,
opposing notions of classes as aggregates to notions of classes as collective actors.

17 This uncertainty could also depend on the various operationalizations of the concept
of new middle class adopted by the studies quoted here, not to mention the depend-
ent variable selected. While Kriesi analyzed the potential for mobilization in various
types of new social movements, studies such as that of Wallace and Jenkins concen-
trate on a form of action – political protest – which, though particularly widespread
among movements, is certainly not limited to them. Extreme caution in the com-
parison of results obtained in different studies is required. See Kriesi (1992) for a 
discussion of how different criteria for the operationalization of the potential 
for mobilization of the various social movements can influence the results of the 
analysis.

18 See, for example, Pizzorno (1981) and Tarrow (1994). From a different perspective,
see also Calhoun (1993) and D’Anieri et al. (1990).

Chapter 3: The Symbolic Dimension of 
Collective Action

1 We use the term “generation” here in the sense originally proposed by Karl
Mannheim (1946), not as a specific age group but as a cohort of the population which
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has experienced and remains influenced by particular historical events. See also on
this theme Braungart and Braungart (1992), Turner (1994), Pakulski (1995), Whittier
(1995, 1997), Johnston and Aareleid-Tart (2000).

2 This aspect of Inglehart’s analysis has also been criticized, for neglecting analogies
between the development of cultural change in the period following the Second
World War and other periods over the last two centuries in which expressive orien-
tations have led to change (Brand 1990; Inglehart 1990b).

3 Data on value change from 1970 onwards are available for six European countries
(France, Great Britain, Italy, West Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands; Inglehart
1990b). Surveys have gradually been extended to an ever-increasing number of coun-
tries, within and outside the Western world (Inglehart 1997; Inglehart and Norris
2003, 2005).

4 According to some critics: “Because [Inglehart’s] index assumes that one cannot
simultaneously embrace both postmaterialist and materialist values, the fundamen-
tal question of whether postmaterialist and materialist values necessarily exclude one
another . . . is simply assumed” (Brooks and Manza 1994: 546).

5 The inevitable reference here is to Utopia, used by Karl Mannheim (1946) to denote
the complex of symbolic challenges presented in various historical periods to ideol-
ogy as constituted at the time. Analogous themes have also been touched upon by
Ralph Turner (1969, 1994), referring explicitly to Ideology and Utopia; and Karl-Werner
Brand (1990), who has associated cycles of insurgency in collective action with the
Zeitgeist which characterizes the general climate of the time.

6 Derloshon and Potter (1982); Plumb (1993). This is not to forget the strong element
of economic, redistributive, and class conflict present in North American movements
– especially in the African American movements (Morris 1984) and generally in move-
ments of the poor (Piven and Cloward 1977).

7 This is, incidentally, a reason why the reception of mobilization messages from
virtual actors – e.g. through websites – is problematic unless their sources also have
a “tangible” identity (Diani 2000b; van de Donk, Loader, Nixon, and Rucht 2004).

8 See Tarrow (1998) for a broad analysis of the processes of production of interpreta-
tive schemata on the part of various movements in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries.

Chapter 4: Collective Action and Identity

1 We have reported the sources of the various quotations as published in the original
texts. This explains the discrepancy in the style of referencing.

2 Roseneil (1995); see also Johnston (1991b: ch. 7) on the relationship between nation-
alist and working-class identity in Catalonia.

3 See Seligman (1992) on the role of trust in the emergence of civil society and Tilly
(2002: ch. 14; 2004b) on trust networks in democratization processes.

4 But there are interpretations suggesting identity need not necessarily be associated
with the time dimensions, e.g. Somers’ (1993) analysis of the building of citizenship
in modern England.
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5 This is not always true, however: the research project directed by Alberto Melucci in
Milan in the early 1980s showed how adherents to local neo-oriental groups had often
been converted in less drastic ways (Diani 1984, 1986).

6 Calhoun (1994a: 26) has spoken, on this point, of “in-group essentialism.”
7 For a now classic critique of this view: Touraine (1981); Melucci (1982, 1989, 1996).
8 See Stoecker (1995) for an interesting discussion of the relationship between differ-

ent levels of identity: individual, community, movement, and organizational.
9 See DeNardo (1985) and Chong (1991) for discussions of the rationality of collective

action. See also Hargreaves Heap et al. (1992) for an introduction to rational-choice
theories.

10 This section is partially inspired by John Lofland’s (1995: 192 ff.) analysis of the cul-
tural forms of movements.

Chapter 5: Individuals, Networks, 
and Participation

1 Along similar lines, Kitts (2000) has differentiated between information, identity, and
exchange mechanisms. “Information” refers to the capacity of networks to create
opportunities for participation; “identity,” to the fact that social ties to significant
others create and reproduce solidarity; “exchange,” to the informal circulation of
social approval, rewards, and sanctions through networks. McAdam (2003) has iden-
tified four crucial mechanisms: recruitment attempts, identity–movement linkages,
positive and negative influence attempts (see also Klandermans 1984; Opp, 1989; Opp
and Gern 1993; Passy 2001; della Porta 1988).

2 For diverging views on the persistent role of class in politics see among others Esping-
Andersen (1993); Pakulski and Waters (1996); Devine (1997); Evans (1999).

3 Network analysts define cliques as groups of actors characterized by a particularly
high intensity of internal relationships: in the most extreme case, by the presence of
direct contact among all the components of the group in question (Knoke and 
Kuklinski 1982: 56).

4 The project was coordinated by Stefaan Walgrave at the University of Antwerp and
covered Belgium, England, Germany, Holland, Italy, Scotland, Spain, Switzerland,
and the USA (Walgrave and Rucht forthcoming; della Porta and Diani 2005).

Chapter 6: Social Movements 
and Organizations

1 Sources of funding and membership size are also related here.
2 While rather frequent for established interest groups, the mobilization of resources

from small groups of wealthy – individual or corporate – sponsors has traditionally
been rare in the case of social movements. However, in recent years cooperation
between movement organizations and, for example, the business world has gradu-
ally, albeit slowly, increased in areas like environmental or consumer protection
(Donati 1996).
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3 Roth (1994) has analyzed the role of such countercultures in the German Alterna-
tivenbewegung. It should be noted, however, that the phenomenon is not peculiar to
new social movements. In the labor movement, for example, “the party, unions and
cultural and service associations provided the physical and social space in which an
alternative community could develop” (Nolan 1981: 301).

4 McCarthy and Zald (1987b [1977]) distinguish between potential beneficiaries, who
directly gain from the movement accomplishing its aims, and conscience adherents,
who are part of a social movement but would not directly benefit from its success.
On this basis they then differentiate between “classical SMOs,” which focus upon ben-
eficiary adherents for resources, and “professional SMOs,” which appeal primarily to
a conscience constituency and involve very few of their members in organiza-
tional work.

5 Similarly, James Q. Wilson (1973) distinguishes between primary organizations,
where there is a high degree of member participation, and caucus organizations, in
which a large but inactive base finances a small number of active leaders.

6 This has been noted of the evolution of extremist organizations (della Porta 1995),
but also of other social movement organizations, particularly the most identity ori-
ented. On the United States women’s movement, for example, see Mansbridge (1986:
191) and Krasniewicz (1992).

7 The institutionalization of political parties implies a passage from a system of ration-
ality in which ideology dictates organizational goals, collective incentives predomi-
nate, and control is exercised over the environment, to one of interests, in which the
main goal is survival, incentives are selective, and the environment is adapted to
(Panebianco 1988).

8 On organizational dynamics during protest campaigns see Gerhards (1991, 1993),
Gerhards and Rucht (1992).

9 The suggestion that proportional representation electoral systems favor the emer-
gence of political parties linked to social movements (e.g. Brand 1985: 324) has been
confirmed by comparative research on European green parties. As Chris Rootes
notes: “In general, in countries with federal constitutions and proportional repre-
sentation electoral systems, the institutional matrix is much more favorable for the
development and success of Green parties . . . than it is in centralized unitary states
with majoritarian electoral systems” (Rootes 1994: 6).

Chapter 7: Action Forms, Repertoires, and
Cycles of Protest

1 Barnes et al. (1979), had already noticed that in Great Britain, the United States, and
West Germany the percentage of those who responded “unconventional political
action, like demonstration” to the question “What can a citizen do about a local reg-
ulation considered unjust or harmful?” had been increasing. In Great Britain the per-
centage thus responding had grown from 0.2 percent in 1959–60 to 7.1 percent in
1974 (6.9); in the United States the figure had risen from 0.5 percent to 6.9 (6.4); and
in West Germany it had increased from 0.7 percent to 7.8 (7.1) (Barnes et al. 1979:
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143). A similar trend existed in responses concerning unjust national legislation, with
the percentage of those willing to consider unconventional action rising from 0 to
4.3 percent in Great Britain, 0.3 to 3.6 percent in the United States, and 1.9 to 9.5
percent in West Germany (1979: 144).

2 Tilly defines contention as common action bearing directly on the interests of
another acting group (Tilly 1986: 382).

3 Examples of the parochial and patronage-based repertoire include food riots, collec-
tive invasions of property, destruction of toll gates and other barriers, machine break-
ing, charivaris and serenades; physical expulsion of tax officers, foreign workers, or
other outsiders; tendentious holiday parades; battles between villages; the pulling
down or sacking of private houses; mock or popular trials and turnouts (Tilly 1986:
392–3).

4 Among others, Carty 2002 on the antisweatshop movement and Nike boycott;
Rosenkrands 2004 on anticorporate online activities.

5 In research on the political integration of ethnic minorities, “positive radical flank
effects” have been mentioned: “radical groups may bring about a greater level of
responsiveness to the claims of moderates, either by making the latter appear more
‘reasonable’ or by creating a crisis which can be solved by the lesser concessions
required by the moderates” (Haines 1988: 167; see also Button 1978). These positive
effects are associated with direct action rather than rioting (Haines 1988: 171).
Gamson (1990) similarly noted that it was willingness to use noninstitutional rather
than violent means which favored social movement victories.

6 In considering the widespread debate on the civil rights movement of the time,
Lipsky observed that the leaders of protest often face a choice between two equally
risky paths: radicalism, which alienates external support, and moderation, which
undermines the solidarity of their base. A radical leadership style, the aim of which
is to win status through “acting tough,” will be effective in enhancing internal cohe-
sion. A moderate leadership style, which aims to broaden the welfare state through
peaceful action, will take greater account of external objectives.

7 While more moderate action has become increasingly legitimate, this is not true of
more radical forms. From 1974 to 1981 support for petitioning had grown from 22
percent to 63 percent in Great Britain and support for legal demonstrations from 6
percent to 10 percent. The equivalent figures were 30 percent to 46 percent and 
9 percent to 14 percent in Germany. Support for direct action such as occupations
remained rooted at around 1 to 2 percent (Dalton 1988: 65). See also Norris 2002,
quoted above.

8 A further observation can be made. Until now, in discussions about the strategic
choices open to social movements, their leaders have generally been treated as a
unitary group. In reality, social movements are composite actors: their organizations
and networks interact, choosing at least partially different directions. As already
noted, Greenpeace specializes in direct action while the Green grouping in the Euro-
pean parliament follows the logic of parliamentary democracy; some organizations
called for a boycott of French goods while others considered such action counter-
productive. This diversity of strategy may be positive since different organizations
will be able to speak to different sectors of public opinion. However, it needs to be
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remembered that the single organizations within a movement compete with each
other as well as cooperating. A particular organization’s choice of strategy is also
motivated, therefore, by the need to carve out a niche in the wider “market” of the
movement (McCarthy and Zald 1987b [1977]). These choices are not always benefi-
cial to the movement as a whole, as the damaging effects of terrorist organiza-
tions on the less radical groups from which they sprang tragically testifies (della 
Porta 1995).

9 For an example of such escalation see the very detailed description of student protest
at Berkeley in 1964 by Max Heirich (1971).

10 The concept of “diffusion” has been imported into social science from physics, more
exactly from studies of the diffusion of certain kinds of waves from one system to
another. In the social sciences it has been used to explain the transfer across time and
space of particular cultural traits, information, or ideas.

11 Cyclical patterns have been observed in strike activity, for example; and their rela-
tionship with Kondratieff ”s economic cycles studied. Similarly, cycles of revolution
have been linked to population growth and decline (Frank and Fuentes 1994).

Chapter 8: The Policing of Protest

1 The reconstruction of events is based upon Andretta, della Porta, Mosca, and Reiter
2002: ch. 1.

2 McAdam (1982) identified three important factors in the emergence and develop-
ment of the movement: its alignment within the larger political context (political
opportunity structure); the level of organization of the aggrieved population 
(organization potential); and its assessment of the chances of success (insurgent 
consciousness).

3 In his comparison of the French, German, Swedish and American antinuclear move-
ments, Herbert Kitschelt (1986: 61–4) distinguished between the conditions which
influence demands entering the political system and those influencing its output in
terms of public policy. On the input side, a large number of political parties, the
capacity of the legislature to develop and control policy independently of the exec-
utive, pluralist patterns of mediation between interest groups and the executive
branch, and the possibility of building policy coalitions (i.e., mechanisms for demand
aggregation) are indicators of openness. On the output side, the capacity of the polit-
ical system to implement policies is indicated by a centralized state apparatus, gov-
ernment control over the market, and a low level of judicial independence from the
other arms of the state.

4 In fact, in the United States Eisinger (1973) found a greater degree of openness in
local government regimes where electors had more control over administrators.

5 Kriesi notes that while on the input side the degree of formal access to the state
increases with territorial decentralization; the separation of executive, legislature,
and judiciary; low levels of coherence, internal coordination, and professionalization
in the public administration; and the presence of direct democratic procedures, the
same factors produce the opposite effects on the output side: “Federal, fragmented
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and incoherent states with direct democratic institutions find it particularly difficult
to arrive at decisions and to impose them on society” (Kriesi 1995: 172).

6 During the occupation of a community center in Zurich, for example, the local
authorities’ decision to leave management of the facilities with the young people in
occupation was twice overturned by a popular referendum (Kriesi 1984).

7 Both small countries open to international markets, the Netherlands and Switzer-
land adopted a system of consensual democracy, characterized by special protection
for minority rights, which has avoided the fragmentation of the state under the pres-
sures of ethnic differences (religious in the Netherlands, linguistic in Switzerland).
On consensual democracy, see Lijphart (1984); on the “small” democracies, Katzen-
stein (1985).

8 According to a poll taken in 1981 comparing France and Great Britain, 26 percent 
in the former and 10 percent in the latter had taken part in legal demonstrations. 
There was also greater tolerance in France for nonviolent illegal action such as 
unofficial strikes (10 and 7 percent) and occupations (7 and 2 percent) (Dalton 
1988: 65).

9 The number of days per 1,000 workers lost through strikes between 1965 and 
1974 was a great deal higher in countries with a pluralist system (1,660 in Italy, 
1,330 in the United States, 740 in Great Britain, and 810 in Finland) than it was 
in countries with a neocorporatist one (270 in the German Federal Republic, 70 
in the Netherlands, 40 in Switzerland, and 20 in Austria) (Wallace and Jenkins 
1995: 106).

10 According to Frank L. Wilson (1990), however, the level of neocorporatism has no
influence on indicators of mobilization such as public attitudes towards a social
movement, inclination to support a cause, or willingness to use nonconventional
protest tactics.

11 Moreover, changes in the attitudes of social democratic parties do not always coin-
cide with entering or leaving office. They can be anticipated where a perception of
electoral instability or conflict within elites open a “window of opportunity” for
social movements. On the other hand, a change in attitude may be delayed after
leaving government, particularly where too much openness towards new movements
is held responsible for electoral misfortune.

12 According to DeNardo, the effectiveness of violence is influenced by regime respon-
siveness and the distribution of preferences concerning dissidents’ demands: “When
the bulk of the movement’s potential support lies near its demands, however, the
constraints on escalations are relaxed considerably” (DeNardo 1985: 223).

Chapter 9: Social Movements and Democracy

1 Although one speaks of the “successes” obtained by a socialist party in government
or by a trade union, the same problems identified concerning social movements are
also likely to be met in such cases.

2 Just to give one example, Amnesty International – which has often adhered to
antiglobalization protests – could in 2000 count on the support, including funding, of
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over one million members organized in formal national branches in 56 countries
(Schneider 2000; Anheier and Themudo 2002: 193).

3 Similarly, concepts such as associative democracy (Hirst 1994) or radical democracy
(Mouffe 1996) also stress the need for complementing representative democracy with
alternative models of democracy.
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