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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

CONNY ROGGEBAND AND BERT KLANDERMANS

Students from divergent academic disciplines share an interest in the phenomena of social
movements and collective action. Through a variety of disciplinary approaches and tech-
niques, researchers seek to understand the emergence and development of social movements,
protest, and contentious politics. Their different perspectives have contributed to development
of research and theory in the field of social movements. The last few decades social move-
ment studies have proliferated enormously, covering a wide array of movements, issues and
places, as evidenced by the rapid growth of the number of journal articles on social move-
ments published since the 1980s (see Fig. 1.1).

The growing interest and importance of the study of social movements as an area of the
social sciences appears to be closely related to how its object of study developed in the
course of time. Over the last decades, social movements as a social phenomenon grew
rapidly. In the early 1960s, many sociologists believed society had reached a stage of devel-
opment in which pluralist, pragmatic consensus, instead of protest, would resolve social
conflict. Their expectations proved wrong and the 1960s became a decade of activism, riots,
demonstrations, sit-ins, strikes, and many other forms of collective action. Over the last
decades, social movements emerged as a common and central feature of the political land-
scape across the globe. Diverse and multifaceted forms of mobilization materialized; “left-
libertarian” movements such as the student, women’s, peace, and ecology movements and
right-wing organizations such as the pro-life movement, fundamentalist religious move-
ments, and the extreme right movement alike. In the 1970s, for instance, Islamic fundamen-
talist and Marxist movements mobilized in Iran, in Nicaragua the Sandinistas organized, and
in Germany and Italy a number of radical leftist terrorist groups were formed. These
instances of protest gained international visibility and in some cases sparked new mobiliza-
tions and counter-movements. Over the past two decades, we have witnessed further expan-
sion of the movement sector, but also new forms of mobilization such as the rise of
transnational protest, ethnic mobilizations, Internet protest, and Islamic movements. The
myriad of movements, issues, action forms, and strategies has clearly fueled the proliferation
of social movement studies.

The increasing interdisciplinary cooperation of the field has resulted in a crossing of the
various boundaries—disciplinary, thematic, historical, and geographic. Owing to the efforts
of social historians, political scientists, sociologists, social psychologists, and anthropolo-
gists from all parts of the world, our knowledge of the dynamics of collective action in past
episodes has extended tremendously. Geographically, social movement studies are no longer
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mainly the domain of European and North American scholars. The expansion of the field has
also been the result of an important internationalization of social movement studies. Cross-
national collaborations and networking have been important goals for social movement
scholars who since the 1980s have tried to bridge theoretical gaps and divides (Klandermans,
Kriesi, and Tarrow 1988). All this offers us the potential of making systematic comparisons
across time and also across space. Institutional infrastructures such as the International
Sociological Association (ISA), the International Political Science Association, and the
International Society of Political Psychology have enabled independent interaction and
networking of scholars across national borders. Internationalization has offered the opportu-
nity to learn about new cases, to test theoretical insights in different settings, and to study
cross-national similarities and differences. Such knowledge of cases across the globe helped
to determine what general variables apply across boundaries and what variables must be
specified and particularized with respect to different national–cultural settings and different
historical periods.

As a result of all these efforts, central concepts and frameworks have been developed
across disciplines and one could argue that social movement studies in itself contain what
Smelser (2002) calls a “hybrid subfield” with shared concept and approaches.

The proliferation of the field has led to increased theoretical debate and attempts to
synthesize the different theoretical perspectives (Goodwin and Jasper 2003; McAdam,
McCarthy, and Zald 1996; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001; Tarrow 1998). Nonetheless,
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2007) recently complained that “with expertise divided across
a confusing patchwork of disciplinary boundaries, geographic areas, historical era, and
nominal different types of contention” the field of social movement studies has become very
much fragmented.

Perhaps such a state of affairs is given with the object of study. Social movements are
phenomena that are not concerned about disciplinary boundaries. The study of social move-
ments is by definition interdisciplinary, as many scholars of social movements never tire of
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asserting. At the same time, real interdisciplinary research on social movements is rare,
because the awareness of what is available in the neighboring discipline is limited. Social
movement students from different disciplines often speak little beyond their discipline
and fail to connect their theories and concepts to that of neighboring disciplines. As a conse-
quence, wheels are invented for the umpteenth time and cross-disciplinary collaboration
can easily lead to mis-understandings, because researchers use an identical vocabulary with
different meanings and operationalizations.1 Moreover, different disciplines have different
subcultures, which may be overlooked by focusing on similarities and adopting common
conceptual frameworks.

Instead of a new attempt to integrate theoretical perspectives, this volume aims to revisit
the disciplinary roots of social movement studies. The focus is on sociology, political science,
anthropology, social psychology, and history, which we consider the central disciplines study-
ing social movements, although admittedly the field is much broader and still growing.2 The
various disciplines involved in the study of social movements raise their own specific ques-
tions and approach social movements from a variety of angles or perspectives. Moreover, each
discipline has distinctive working arrangements, vocabularies, and “standards of explanation”
to which students are exposed during their professional socialization, and which are enforced
by a variety of disciplinary gatekeepers, from journal editors to grant reviewers. Let us give a
few examples of questions characteristic to disciplines. While social psychologists focus
on the individual level and look at attitudes, motives, and identities of activists, they pay
little attention to the political or cultural context of mobilization or the impact of protest. Nor
do they provide explanations for the rise and decline of social movements or the role of
globalization. Political opportunities and the impact of protest are obviously topics political
scientists are exploring, while such topics as the rise and decline of social movements are
food for sociologists and historians. The role of culture in shaping protest and the cultural
consequences of social movements are central topics for anthropologist and sociologists.

We hold that knowing the specific questions and approaches of the various disciplines
will help us in our interactions with colleagues from disciplines other than our own. There-
fore, we invited scholars from what we defined as central disciplines of social movement
studies to elaborate on how their own disciplines approach and conceptualize the dynamics of
social movements. It is our conviction that genuine interdisciplinary research requires schol-
ars who are firmly rooted in a disciplinary tradition, but at the same time well aware of what
other social science disciplines have to offer. Despite the wealth of written material on social
movements, we are not aware of a comprehensive publication that takes the major disciplines
that are involved in the study of social movements as its point of departure. Most anthologies
instead provide synthetic examinations of a comprehensive set of movement-related issues or
focus on central theoretical perspectives on social movements such as resource mobilization,
political process approach, or framing (Buechler 2000; della Porta and Diani 1999; Snow,
Soule, and Kriesi 2004; Tarrow 1998).
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1 The concept of political opportunity structure is a case in point. McAdam (1996) demonstrated that this concept is
understood in multiple ways. Also, in many cases the concept is either narrowed or stretched, which leads respec-
tively to very limited or tautological explanations (Koopmans 1999). This volume makes clear that concepts such as
culture and identity are also interpreted and used very differently across disciplines.

2 Recently social movement and collective action have become the object of study in other disciplines like social
geography (Miller 2000), organizational studies (Davis et al. 2005), and communication studies (Downing 2000).
Also, social movement literature and theory are applied to areas of research as diverse as education policy, civil
wars, terrorism, health care, and international relations.



DISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

Distinctive disciplines have different approaches to the study of social movements. Guided by
our authors, we venture a first characterization of the approaches taken by the five disciplines
encompassed in this volume. We begin with sociology; after all, sociologists managed to turn
research on social movements into “one of the most vigorous areas of sociology” (Klander-
mans and Staggenborg 2002; Marx and Wood 1975). Sociological definitions of movements
stress qualities such as collective and innovative behavior, extra-institutionality, their network
character and multi-centeredness, the shifting and fluid boundaries of movement member-
ship, and the willingness of members to disrupt order (Gerlach and Hine 1970). A strong
emphasis has been on how social institutions influence people’s choices about how they live
and how people’s decisions and collective actions in turn bring about social change. During
the last decade, however, a growing divide developed between more structural and cultural
approaches of social movements (Eyerman and Jamison 1998; Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta
2001; Johnston and Klandermans 1995). Whereas the more structural approach emphasizes
the importance of mobilizing structures, the distribution of material resources, and political
opportunities for the emergence of social movements, the cultural approach instead concen-
trates on questions about how individuals and groups perceive and interpret these material
conditions and focuses on the role of cognitive, affective, and ideational roots of contention.
We have chosen to have two separate chapters on the structural and cultural approaches in
sociology, respectively.

The authors of the chapter on structural approaches, Jackie Smith and Tina Fetner, argue
that many structural analysts have considered the national state as the primary target or arena
against or within which modern social movements operate, which resulted in the development
of two central concepts: political contexts and mobilizing structures. Global structural
changes, however, have affected both the political contexts and mobilizing structures, which
makes it necessary to re-elaborate these concepts and examine how global integration is
affecting the character of the nation-state, as well as social movements’ attempts to influence
it. Smith and Fetner contend that the national state can exist only in a global context that rec-
ognizes national sovereignty and certifies national governments as legitimate actors on the
world stage. The nature of the state, moreover, is changing owing to the emergence of new
actors in the global arena and shifting power constellations among actors.

The strong focus on political contexts and mobilizing structures in social movement
studies led to a neglect of processes of meaning construction and the role of culture in mobili-
zations. The cultural approach developed in reaction to this neglect. According to Jim Jasper
(Chapter 3), a cultural approach focuses on “the shared mental worlds and their perceived
embodiments.” In his chapter, he discusses a number of specific embodiments such as words,
artifacts, artworks, rituals, events, individuals, and any other action or creation that carries
symbolic meanings. Culture, according to Jasper, also includes cognitive understandings of how
the world is, moral principles and intuitions about how the world should be, and emotions.
Analyzing the role of culture in social movements, Jasper argues, requires a fundamental
rethinking of structural concepts such as resources, rules, and opportunity structures.

Despite the different focus of the two approaches, there is a growing convergence between
them. Many “structuralist” analysts have integrated culture into their approaches. McAdam,
Tarrow, and Tilly (2001), who claim to come from a structural tradition, discovered “the neces-
sity to take strategic interaction, consciousness and historically accumulated culture into
account” (p. 22). Jasper (this volume) contends that both approaches, with some adjustments,
can be made compatible with one another.
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The emphasis on the importance of the political context of mobilization has enlarged the
contribution of political scientists to the field. Political science examines the role of social
movements as players in the political arena and how political opportunities may shape collec-
tive action. While the state often plays a critical role in political science social movement
literature, David Meyer and Linda Lupo (Chapter 4), argue that “state–movement interaction
is not always the focus of the [political science] literature” and that social movement studies
have not been developed as a specific area within political science. As a result, no specific
social movement framework has been developed. Instead, as Meyer and Lupo claim, the dis-
cipline offers a number of important insights in relation to social capital, political institutions,
political strategy, and the impact of collective action on public policy.

From a social psychological perspective the emphasis is on the individual’s role in social
movements and processes of construction and reconstruction of collective beliefs, the transfor-
mation of discontent into collective action, and sustained participation and disengagement. The
authors of Chapter 5, Jacquelien van Stekelenburg and Bert Klandermans, highlight four funda-
mental social psychological processes as they are employed in the context of social movement
participation: social identity, social cognition, emotions, and motivation that link collective
identity and collective action. These interacting mechanisms result in a specific motivational
constellation for participation in collective action. Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans continue
to discuss the phenomenon of social movement participation and examine processes such as
short-term versus sustained participation and the dynamics of disengagement.

Like the cultural approach within sociology, anthropology traditionally focuses on the
role of culture for social movements. According to the authors of Chapter 6, Ton Salman and
Willem Assies, anthropology aims to examine systematically the role of meaning and identity
in protest. In this effort, the cultural aspects of social movements and the “cultured disposi-
tions” of the various agents involved are central. The connection between social movements
and culture involves a range of themes such as the “cultural” characteristics of societies at
large, influencing both protesters and authorities, and the cultural narratives and symbols
(re)produced by social movements to justify their case and recruit supporters. Another distinc-
tive characteristic of anthropology is its emic and holistic approach to social movements. An
emic perspective, according to Salman and Assies, implies a “[focus] on the intrinsic cultural
distinctions that are meaningful within a society,” which are derived from the perceptions of
the individuals and groups that are involved in contention.

Historians principally study social movements as historical phenomena and look into
long-term developments such as changing action repertoires. According to Brian Dill and Ronald
Aminzade (Chapter 7), historians, in contrast to sociologists, do not provide explanations in
terms of general patterns or laws. Instead, their aim is to give a credible account of a sequence
of events leading up to collective action or the motives that impelled it. The explanations
offered are relevant only to a particular time and place. Dill and Aminzade suggest that, as a
result of this context-dependent approach, historians who study social movements have only
marginally engaged in relevant theoretical debates and made conceptual and/or theoretical
contributions. Historians, however, offer a crucial contribution to social movement studies by
their rich and detailed analyses of the origins, dynamics, and outcomes of a wide range of
mobilizations. They have examined not only some of the large-scale social movements
operating in the context of modern nation-states, but also a wide range small, isolated mobi-
lizations across the globe during different time periods.

So far, our authors are focusing on their respective disciplines. Framing the scholarly
approaches to a field along disciplinary boundaries raises, of course, the question of how
these disciplines communicate. Obviously, scholars from the various disciplines are aware of
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each other and do exchange views and insights, if only because some “fellow-travelers” chose
to cross the disciplinary borders. The dynamics of exchange between disciplines is a topic that
is interesting in itself. In an attempt to describe these dynamics, we have employed a network
model of reciprocal influence.

DYNAMICS OF INTERDISCIPLINARY
EXCHANGE

The relationships between the different disciplines studying social movements can be charac-
terized as a network model of reciprocal influence. Within this network, sociology functions
as the core discipline—numerically and theoretically. The former is the case because most
studies and students of social movements take a sociological perspective. The study of social
movements has grown to become one of the larger subfields of sociology, as the membership
of the sections on social movements and collective behavior within the American Sociologi-
cal Association (ASA) and ISA demonstrate. Other national and international disciplinary
associations such as the International Political Science Association, the American Psycholog-
ical Association, the World Council of Anthropological Associations, and the International
Historians Association (and regional counterparts) do not have similar, separate sections
dedicated to collective behavior or social movements.

As a result, sociology outnumbered any other discipline and became the largest and most
important discipline studying social movements. The centrality of sociology and, for that
matter the marginal position of the other disciplines, also has important theoretical implica-
tions. Sociology became the theoretical “home front” of social movement studies. Theoretical
innovations imported from the disciplinary “outskirts” are filtered, reformulated, and built
into sociological theories of social movements. Reconstructed in such a manner theory was
exported again to the neighboring disciplines including the discipline of origin. The dynamics
between the different disciplines that study social movements can be pictured as a network,
where sociology functions as the central node (Fig. 1.2).

As examples of such theoretical trading, Meyer and Lupo (Chapter 4)point to the fact
that “[some of the] key concepts for the analysis of social movements originated in politi-
cal science, but were far more fully developed in sociology. Michael Lipsky (1968) coined
the term ‘resource mobilization,’ but McCarthy and Zald (1973, 1977) developed the concept
into a broad theoretical framework that animated a great deal of additional research. Peter
Eisinger (1973) coined the phrase ‘political opportunity structure,’ and it has been employed
across disciplines, but far more extensively in sociology.” Another example provides the con-
ference organized at the University of Michigan by Aldon Morris and Carol Mueller in 1988.
The conference aimed “to explore social psychology in order to complement ‘the structural-
political framework’ of the Resource Mobilization approach” (Morris and Mueller 1992:ix).
Among the concepts that were discussed intensively were the notions of “collective action
frame” and “identity.” Gamson argued, for example, that social psychology was the discipline
best equipped to elaborate the concept of collective action frame, while Klandermans employed
his background in social psychology to elaborate the concepts of consensus formation and
consensus mobilization in the context of multiorganizational fields.

Since sociology has become the main producer in social movement studies and theory, other
disciplines follow developments in sociology, including sociological journals and conferences, to
trace new issues and developments in the field. Individual authors concerned with social move-
ments in other disciplines tend to borrow frameworks and paradigms from sociology, and adapt
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them again to fit their own discipline. This results in diffusion dynamics between “the core” and
the more “peripheral” disciplines, resembling a boomerang or perhaps even a Ping Pong game.
Sociologists who study social movements often use and adapt concepts and frameworks from
neighboring disciplines, which once further developed and established within sociology, are then
“back-imported” and adapted by the other disciplines.

It is important to note that no or few direct cross borrowing takes place between the
“peripheral” disciplines. If any exchange exists, it occurs via the core discipline of sociology.
As a consequence, concepts from the one “peripheral” discipline make it to the other in the
sociological reconstruction rather than in its original form.

Sociology, thus, appears to be the only discipline that has generated a critical mass that
managed to achieve standing and establish itself as a central field within the discipline,
thereby attracting and generating more resources such as students, funding. and voice. As a
result, sociology has been the domain that has made the most important contributions, at least
numerically, to social movement theory and research.

CROSS CUTTING AND DISTINCTIVE
ISSUES AND THEMES

A comparison of the central issues and themes of the different disciplinary approaches
reveals that, although there are important overlaps, the differences stand out as well.
A scrutiny of the central concepts that are employed in the different chapters makes clear

1. Introduction 7
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which issues dominate the agenda of social movement studies in the different disciplinary
approaches. The list includes culture, emotions, globalization, grievances, identity, mean-
ing construction, networks, resources, and strategy. Remarkably, the themes that dominated
the social movement studies in the 1980s and 1990s, the triad of collective action frames,
mobilizing structures, and political opportunities (labeled the “classic agenda” by
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001:14) now appear to occupy a less central position. The
“classic agenda” seems to have lost its centrality or is at least questioned and re-elaborated
from various angles. Within structural sociology, the increasing attention to processes of
globalization and transnationalization resulted in a critical examination of the usefulness of
the concepts of mobilizing structures and political opportunities. Cultural approaches have
sought to rethink these concepts from a cultural point of view, demonstrating their mean-
ingful character. Structures and opportunities depend on perceptions and interpretations of
the actors involved. Surprisingly, the third concept of the classic triad, collective action
frames or framing, appears to have almost completely dropped off the agenda, or perhaps
has been substituted by the related concepts of identity, cognition, and culture.

The decline of the “classic agenda” resulted in greater diversity, but also fragmentation of
the field of social movement studies. New dominant themes—such as globalization, culture,
identity, and emotions—have emerged, but their importance is highly dispersed across disci-
plines. While processes of globalization are important study topics in the structural sociological
approach, in anthropology and, to a lesser extent, in political science, virtually no attention is paid
to these processes in the cultural sociological approaches, history, and social psychology. The
recent character of these phenomena may explain the lack of attention to globalization processes
in history. The lack of attention to contextual factors and processes in social psychology may
explain the neglect of globalization by that discipline. Most remarkable, however, is its marginal
presence in the cultural sociological approach, since globalization clearly affects culture.

How processes of globalization affect culture is an important issue in both anthropology
and structural sociology. In anthropology, much attention is directed to the local effects of
globalization processes and reactions to this. Globalization processes have triggered initiatives
to protect, secure, or purify local cultural heritages. In addition, new forms of organizing
transnational mobilization have emerged from small local communities that connect local lead-
ers, activists, and intellectuals to transnational networks. In anthropology such local initiatives
are documented and analyzed. Structural sociology also studies how global integration affects
cultures and collective identities of communities, but the focus here is stronger on mapping
these structural changes and the processes involved, such as the extensive flow of information
and resources. Also, the consequences of these processes, such as feelings of relative depriva-
tion and defensive responses, or, more positively, transnational dialogue, communication, and
mobilization, are studied.

Next to globalization, identity is a second shared central theme, important in social psy-
chology, anthropology, and cultural sociology. While social psychologists carefully distinguish
collective identity, as a group characteristic from the identity of individual participants, this
distinction is absent in anthropology and cultural sociology. In cultural sociology, the concept
of identity concerns mainly collective identity and the focus is on the construction and negoti-
ation of collective identity. Even though social psychology is concerned with the relationship
between collective identity and individual identity, the emphasis is mainly on how individuals
identify with the collective. The construction of identities, at both the group and individual
level, receives less attention. Nor does social psychology examine the content of these identi-
ties. Cultural approaches in sociology and anthropology, instead, aim to reconstruct the ideas,
symbols, rituals, and emotions that are shared by a collective and are less concerned with the
individual and the extent to which (s)he identifies with the collective.

8 Conny Roggeband and Bert Klandermans



Both social psychology and cultural sociology link identity and emotions. So far, within
social movement research little is known about the role of emotions in movement participa-
tion. Emotions are important in motivating people to participate in collective action. A differ-
ence between the social psychological and cultural sociological approach is that cultural
sociology sees emotions as an important constitutive element of identity. According to Jasper,
emotions are central in identity construction and negotiations. He also stresses that in the
interaction between political players, characteristic emotions may arise that either advance
or hinder collective identities. From a social psychological point of view, identity precedes
emotions. The idea is that the stronger the group identification, the more people experience
group-based emotions. Social psychologists have a long history of studying emotions.
They have developed instruments to measure emotions and models to explain how emotions
influence cognition and behavior. We hold that importing social psychological expertise on
emotions into the sociology of social movements may further our understanding of the role of
emotions in protest behavior.

Culture and identity are concepts that are linked in the realm of anthropology and
cultural sociology. Each discipline conceives of culture and identity as intertwined concepts.
This is evidenced by the fact that identity is seen as a “carrier” of culture and as “culturally
constructed” by both disciplines, and that for both collective identities of social movements
supposedly reflect the culture surrounding the movement and react against the dominant
culture. Finally, both see the new identities that are constructed in the context of social move-
ments as contributing to cultural change. The two approaches differ as well; while current
anthropological research focuses mainly on how processes of globalization affect and mobi-
lize local identities, cultural sociology views collective identity mainly as a possible carrier of
culture among many others.

The (sometimes loose) connections that are constructed between these concepts suggest
that two prevalent lines are currently developing in the study of social movements. One is a
more macrostructural approach that focuses on the impact of globalization on economic and
political contexts and social movement organizations and networks, and the other emphasizes
the micro and meso levels and examines the relationship between cultural change and
processes of identity and meaning construction. The different disciplinary contributions in
this book do not suggest that clear theoretical frameworks have been developed that could
replace the “classic” approach.

Also apparent is a new focus on actor-oriented analyses that draw our attention to
the individual participants in movements. This focus is most clearly voiced in Chapter 6.
According to Salman and Assies “the actors that make the movements need to be studied
much more intensively. Insights in the doubts, aspirations, motivations, and even ‘improper’
considerations of these participants will help us to understand the movements as a polyvalent,
multilayered phenomenon, and will contribute to our insights in their successes and failures.”
The use of narratives as a central source of information in history and cultural sociology also
turns our attention to individual activists and leaders and may help to unravel the puzzle of
human agency. From a sociological perspective, Passy and Giugni (2000) have called for
more attention to the individual level in order to better understand the dynamics of sustained
participation and disengagement. Their perspective draws from social phenomenology and
symbolic interactionism, which both highlight the symbolic (subjective) dimensions of par-
ticipation and the structural positions of actors. This focus on the individual activist calls for
new cross-disciplinary partnerships and cooperation. Sociologists and political scientists
interested in individual social movement actors may draw from the insights of social psychol-
ogists and anthropologists.
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The authors of the different chapters also point to a number of unanswered questions
and emerging issues that may guide future (interdisciplinary) research. One first central issue
has to do with the changing context of mobilization. Scholars from different disciplines are
analyzing the processes and mechanisms of change that globalization involves. To understand
better not only the changes, but also the continuities that social movements face, the authors of
different chapters make an appeal for more spatial and temporal comparison. Such comparison
may help us to avoid treating a social movement as the only possible political formation with-
out inquiring into its form elsewhere or into its historical transformation (Tilly 2003:9–10).
Dill and Aminzade (Chapter 7) assert that such knowledge would enable social scientists to
understand better the scope conditions of various theories. Other authors in this volume stress
the importance of investigating the activist perceptions of globalization processes, what changes
they perceive, and whether these are framed as threats or as opportunities for mobilization. Van
Stekelenburg and Klandermans (Chapter 5) allude to the importance of identifying the condi-
tions that are important in affecting peoples’ subjective interpretations of their collective disad-
vantages in terms of identities, opportunities, or constraints and injustice.

A second theme, related to globalization, is diffusion. Increasing transnational ties and
information flows may result in more cross-national learning processes. One of the questions
raised is to what extent identities, ideologies, strategies, or mobilizing structures can be trans-
ferred to other contexts. We also need to explore the cultural dimensions of how new tactics
spread. What learning and discursive processes are involved? The authors of Chapter 6,
Salman and Assies, argue that we need to examine not only external influences on local
narratives and traditions, but also why such influence is denied. Local movements often claim
that their identities and strategies are rooted in local historical traditions. Anthropology might
be able to help decipher these reification mechanisms.

A third important theme for further investigation is the issue of identity. As different
authors note, despite the considerable attention given to this subject over the last years, many
unresolved questions remain. In the context of globalization, collective identities become more
local and transnational at the same time. We need to explore the relationships between
economic and political structures and processes of identity formation. What conditions make
transnational identity formation more likely and when do people recur to local identities? Also,
we need more research into the relation between collective identities, on the one hand, and the
appropriations and adjustments of made of these identities by individual participants, on the
other. How do people deal with inconsistencies and tensions between their self-perception and
identity and that of their group?

Finally, group dynamics in organizations; processes of negotiation; and deliberation over
strategic choices, identities, and organizational forms and struggles over leadership are impor-
tant issues for future research. Also, we need to explore the new ways of organizing that are
developing owing to the global availability of information technologies. We have witnessed a
number of innovative action forms and can expect new “virtual” ways of organizing. How do
different communication strategies impact on the organizational processes and negotiations in
looser networks and what new ties and loyalties are developing?

OUTLINE OF THE CHAPTERS IN THIS BOOK

Although the chapters on the various disciplines each have their own, unique appearance,
they all address the same set of issues. We asked the authors of the different chapters to
describe the core or focus of the discipline, to address the question of what is specific about
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the discipline’s approach to social movements, and what central issues and questions are dealt
with. In addition, we asked for a short overview of the development of the field in order to
understand why some issues have become core, while others remained marginal. Further-
more, we asked them to present exemplary studies as an illustration of how social movements
are typically studied within that discipline. The authors were also asked to address the over-
laps with other disciplines and the gaps and unanswered questions. Most chapters conclude
with a selection of suggested readings.

CODA: A PRIMER ON INTERDISCIPLINARY
COLLABORATION

The reason why we put together a collection of essays on disciplinary approaches to social
movements is to stimulate interdisciplinary collaboration. We contend that knowledge about
the basic assumptions and methodologies in each discipline is a necessary requisite for build-
ing bridges between disciplinary approaches. State-of-the-art reviews of the advances and
challenges within the social science disciplines hopefully stimulate debate and cooperation.
This handbook may be an important tool in advancing cross-disciplinary theoretical debates.
It is our firm belief that interdisciplinary collaboration produces innovation.

But as Smelser (2002) notes, interdisciplinarity has many different meanings and conno-
tations. It can refer to institutional embodiments; to cooperation of people from different
(social) sciences; to the use of the same concept, assumption, or framework in more than one
discipline; to the development of hybrid subfields; and to theoretical efforts such as seeking
conceptual analogies, cross-disciplinary generalizations, or principles (p. 645). Each of these
aspects applies to the study of social movements. Interdisciplinary collaboration is a compli-
cated matter. It is our hope that this handbook will be instrumental in encouraging genuine
interdisciplinary research on social movements.
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CHAPTER 2

Structural Approaches in the
Sociology of Social Movements

JACKIE SMITH AND TINA FETNER

Sociological research emphasizes how social institutions, such as the family, religion, corpo-
rations, and governments, influence people’s choices about how they live. While acknowledg-
ing that individuals have some freedom to pursue different paths, sociologists argue that this
freedom is limited in important ways by forces outside the control of individuals. Sociology,
therefore, asks how these broader forces operate to affect the actions and beliefs of individu-
als and groups. As the editors have noted, sociological research on social movements can be
classified as adopting either a structural or cultural emphasis. While the former focuses on the
distribution of material resources and the organizations and institutions that govern such dis-
tribution, the latter approach emphasizes questions about how individuals and groups perceive
and interpret these material conditions.

In practice, distinguishing between actual material conditions and popular understandings
of these can be difficult. For instance, categories such as gender, class, or ethnicity that classify
individuals are structurally defined, but their sociological relevance grows not simply from their
existence bur rather from the cultural work of individuals who help define group identities
according to these structural categories. As Buechler observed, “[c]ollective identity and politi-
cal consciousness are thus decisive factors mediating structures of power and collective action”
(2000:123). In other words, a group must somehow come to perceive itself as both distinct and
subject to unjust material or social conditions. Such “collective identities” are far from automatic,
because the “interlocking systems of domination” embedded in broader political and economic
structures affect possibilities for social groups to articulate and mobilize around social movement
identities. Thus, any attempt to understand social change requires attention to questions about
how the resources and power needed to define and defend group interests are distributed within
a society. Structural approaches recognize that inequalities are closely linked to macro-level
factors such as a country’s position in the world economy or to meso-level ones, such as class,
race, and gender. Thus, any attempt to reduce inequalities in society must include a consideration
of how these broad structures are shaping broader power relationships.

A key starting point for much sociological work is the observation that virtually all soci-
eties experience inequality. The benefits and risks of society are nowhere near equally distrib-
uted, and therefore we would expect that particular clusters of people would be more likely
candidates for participation in social movements. In particular, more aggrieved groups might
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be expected to be engaged in protests against the status quo. Important debates have taken
place among social movement scholars regarding the role of grievances in the generation of
social movements. Early research in social movements saw political protest as emerging from
groups that were relatively disadvantaged by the status quo. Structural inequalities generated
strains that led individuals to protest their conditions (e.g., Davies 1962; Gurr 1970; Rose
1982; for a review, see Gurney and Tierney 1982). But while it made intuitive sense to argue
that relative or absolute deprivation is a sine qua non of movement emergence, in reality very
few of the most deprived groups actually engaged in protest. And while social scientists did
quite well at mapping the causes and dimensions of deprivation, they were less successful at
predicting when and where resistance to structural inequalities would emerge.

Other analysts criticized deprivation theories for failing to consider how individuals experi-
encing deprivation are embedded within broader social structures. Society’s weakest and most
marginalized people are typically not well placed to engage in what can be highly risky political
actions. Lacking secure economic opportunities and savings, they cannot afford to take many
risks. Facing discrimination from a more powerful majority, they may seek to remain invisible or
to engage in symbolic forms of resistance as they go about their efforts to survive (e.g., Scott
1985). These people also tend to lack the time and political skills required to work for social
change, and their community organizations are more likely to lack the money needed to engage
in extensive political work. Thus, not only are certain groups materially deprived, but they are
also denied equal capacity to influence the political processes that help determine how society’s
resources are used and distributed (King, Cornwall, and Dahlin 2005; McCarthy and Zald 1977).

While debates about the role of deprivation in social movement mobilization developed
largely among political scientists, sociologists were beginning to articulate a model of social
movement mobilization that focused on the capacities of challengers to resist injustice rather
than on the conditions of inequality themselves. An important contribution in this regard is
Charles Tilly’s From Mobilization to Revolution (1978), which explored how the war-making
and tax-collecting activities of eighteenth century political elitists contributed to the institu-
tional elaboration of the modern national state. Tilly found that, as national states took shape,
popular groups adopted new forms of resistance that resembled their new, national targets
more than they resembled earlier protest forms. Thus, bread riots gave way to the emergence
of more structured associations for popular resistance. It is to the earliest days of the modern
state that Tilly traces common tactics in modern protest repertoires—including petitions, ral-
lies, blockades, and protest marches. In short, localized direct action against an immediate tar-
get gave way to more symbolic forms of protest designed to communicate with other political
actors and generate wider sympathy and support for challengers’ claims. Challengers had to
focus their efforts on the emerging states, which increasingly controlled key decisions about
the distribution of resources and power. In the course of this shift, they had to mobilize larger
numbers of people and resources than were needed for earlier types of challenges.
Challengers thus needed to expand their organizational capacities accordingly to compete
effectively in the emerging national polity.

Social and material inequalities have often formed the bases on which the largest social
movements have emerged. In the West, for example, we see a history of robust social move-
ments organized around labor, gender, and race. Each of these categories represents not only
a group of people wishing to improve their lot, but also a systemic social division in which
one group is allocated less than another. The structural approach to social movements brings
to the forefront of analysis the institutionalized injustices and inequalities over which con-
tested politics are fought. These include social barriers to material success, state policies that
treat groups unequally, or bureaucratic rules that favor one group (e.g., corporations) over
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another (workers). Social movement actors form organizations to influence states and institu-
tions. These structural elements of activism are of primary interest to structural approaches to
the study of social movements. Inequalities of political access have motivated some of the
largest and most successful social movements in the United States. For example, the women’s
suffrage movement was born out of the political exclusion of women. Although women’s suf-
frage activists were disadvantaged by their gender, they were able to leverage the class
privileges of some key activists (Banaszak 1996; King, Cornwall, and Dahlin 1996).
Significantly, they also took advantage of skills, ideologies, and networks that emerged in the
course of abolitionist struggles.

Structural approaches to social movements, in short, can be seen to cover an enormous
terrain that takes us from questions about the nature and causes of inequality to the creation
of social groupings to the causes of institutional change. The centrality of the modern state to
shaping the distribution of resources and capacities has led many structural analysts to con-
sider the national state as the primary target or arena against or within which modern social
movements operate. The national state not only defines the possibilities for groups to affect
social change, but it also structures the possibilities for different groups to articulate griev-
ances and organize in support of social change goals. Thus, we focus much of this chapter on
how understandings of the national state impact analyses of social change.

Two concepts that have emerged from what is largely a state-centric body social move-
ments research—political contexts and mobilizing structures—provide useful analytical
tools for helping scholars analyze the ways states and other actors and structures shape social
movement dynamics. The concepts’ usefulness grows in part from their effectiveness at
helping analysts assess the relative distribution of power across groups in a given society and
the possibilities for altering power relations. We therefore focus much of our discussion on
these concepts, identifying both how they have contributed to our knowledge of social move-
ments and how they have changed over time. We pay particular attention to the ways global
structural changes have affected both the political contexts and mobilizing structures.
Finally, we identify some remaining questions and demonstrate how structural approaches
can complement and contribute to cultural ones to enhance our overall understanding of
social movements.

We emphasize a global perspective in our discussion of the structural approaches to
social movements, because we find it increasingly difficult to ignore the ways that national
states are embedded within broader sets of relationships to other states and to global institu-
tions. If the modern state was key to the emergence of what we know as social movements,
then we must consider how global integration is affecting the character of the national state,
as well as social movements’ attempts to influence it. Our perspective, which views states as
interdependent actors embedded within a complex system of global relationships rather than
as free-standing, autonomous social entities, has important implications for how we think
about the state as actor and as movement target.

POLITICAL CONTEXTS

Structuralist accounts in sociology build on the work of Karl Marx, who saw basic material or
economic relationships as the key factor shaping the evolution of society. As Marx stated, “Men
[sic] make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please.” For social movement
analysts, this basic premise has led to research exploring how social structures affect the possi-
bilities for collective attempts to make history. The idea of political opportunities or alternately,
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political contexts,1 refers to the ways formal political institutions and more informal alignments
of relevant actors condition the prospects for relatively powerless groups to effectively challenge
the existing order. Factors such as the extent to which the political system is open to public par-
ticipation, the presence or absence of influential allies, state capacities to repress or respond to
movement demands, and divisions among elitists all shape the political opportunities and limi-
tations of movements. While some factors—such as state capacities and the degree of openness
of the polity—change little over time, others—such as constellations of potential and actual
allies and opponents—can shift more quickly to favor or hinder political activism. Political con-
texts affect both how people can try to influence political outcomes as well as how they can
come together as a group.

A key insight of research on political contexts is that we must look beyond movements
themselves if we are to understand how movements arise and under what conditions they suc-
ceed or fail. People such as Mohandas Gandhi or Martin Luther King Jr. may indeed have
been highly exceptional political leaders and strategists, but if they had lived at different his-
torical moments, we would not be recalling them today. Similarly, other Gandhis and Kings
have existed throughout history, but unless they were born into an era where political condi-
tions favored movement activism, they remain outside of our understanding of history (e.g.,
Wuthnow 1989).

Political Opportunities

Early formulations of the external dynamics relevant to social movements consider the vary-
ing levels of “openness” of a particular political context to a social movement. Charles Tilly
(1978) argues that social movements are likely to emerge when windows of opportunity for
access to the polity open. Thus, several early studies in political opportunities gauge the rel-
ative “openness” of political structures. Kitschelt’s comparison (1986) of antinuclear move-
ments in four democracies is a key example. Eisinger (1973), analyzing U.S. cities, argued
that the relationship between social movement emergence and political openness is an
“inverted-U” shaped curve. If a city is extremely open to input from political outsiders, this
will suppress social movements by rendering them unnecessary. At the other extreme, a very
closed system will also suppress social movement activity. Social movements, he argued,
would be most likely in states that fall between these two extremes. While later social move-
ment scholarship has supported these propositions, many scholars have sought to develop a
more multifaceted conceptualization of political opportunity (e.g., Gamson and Meyer 1996;
Kriesi et al. 1995; Tarrow 1996; for a review, see Meyer and Minkoff 2004).

Doug McAdam’s political process model of social movement emergence and decline is
a key work in developing this perspective (1982). He argued that shifts in the structure of
political opportunities promote the expansion of social protest and the emergence of social
movements (see also Tarrow 1998b; Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly 1975). His conceptualization of
relationships between large-scale structural forces, such as transformations of regional and
national economies, migration patterns, and institutional configurations, has been central to
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encouraging a proliferation of new research on political contexts. By making explicit the
connections between broad structural change and mobilization processes, McAdam’s work
contributed to the emergence of discussions about “social movement society” in the late twen-
tieth century. This concept helped analysts think about social movements not as aberrations,
but rather as constituent elements of routine politics. We discuss this concept further in rela-
tion to globalization later in this chapter.

Some have found it helpful to distinguish between more static, structural opportunities
and dynamic opportunities. Structural opportunities refer to the more stable features of polit-
ical institutions, such as bureaucratic agencies, formal mechanisms regulating access to polit-
ical authorities, and the capacity of state agents to implement changes. These opportunities
are relatively consistent across time, though not impervious to change. Dynamic opportuni-
ties are more volatile and particularistic. Important examples of dynamic opportunities that
have been linked to social movement success are divisions among elitists, social control
strategies by state actors, and momentary crises and events (Gamson and Meyer 1996). The
latter are significant only if social movement actors recognize them as opportunities and act
on them. Another possibility, however, is that movement actors fail to perceive opportunities
or openings in the system, and therefore fail to take advantage of these. Thus, many analysts
point to the problem of distinguishing between “objective” conditions and activists’ percep-
tions of those conditions, and some have addressed this with the notion that “signaling”
processes help link structure and action (more on signaling later).

Some contend that the opposite of an opportunity is a threat. Nonetheless, threats, too,
have been shown to contribute to efforts for social movement mobilization (Francisco 1996;
Rasler 1996; Staggenborg 1986; Van Dyke 2003). Movements, it is claimed, are sometimes
more focused on preventing bad ends than for securing good ones. Tilly (1978) argued that
groups may be more responsive to threats because they require less mobilization than oppor-
tunities. He argued that social movements can respond to threats using networks and practices
already in place, whereas opportunities require new forms of mobilization.

Some social movement scholars have raised concerns with political opportunities as an
analytic category. For example, Goodwin and Jasper (1999) argued that the concept of polit-
ical opportunity was so vague and pliable as to apply to anything at all external to a social
movement organization. They also argued that, as applied to studies of social movements,
political opportunity theory tends toward a tautology: any source that produces social move-
ment activity is post hoc identified as an opportunity (Gamson and Meyer 1996). They
also were concerned that cultural factors are either subsumed under this concept or ignored
altogether.

Some scholars responded to this criticism by further specifying their usage of the con-
cept political opportunities. For example, McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001) articulate two
key concepts: state capacity (the impact of the state on activities and resources) and democ-
ratization. With this model, states themselves are the unit of analysis, as well as a number of
clearly articulated dimensions along which states may vary. This framework can be used to
compare social movements in different state contexts. However, this framework is limited in
its ability to explain variation in patterns of mobilization among states that are similar in terms
of their capacities and levels of democratization.

Meyer and Minkoff (2004) also argued for retaining the political opportunity concept.
While they agreed that there are discrepancies in how different scholars operationalized polit-
ical opportunities, they argued for more conceptual clarity, as well as a clear explanation
of causal mechanisms, rather than a new framework. In particular, they argue that structural
political opportunities influence most strongly the policy-related outcomes of social movement

2. Structural Approaches in the Sociology of Social Movements 17



efforts. Other political opportunities serve to structure the cultural dimensions of social move-
ments’ work by signaling to activists and the public at large which issues and frames might be
successful at a given point in time (Tarrow 1996). These are most influential in the founding
of social movement organizations and in the formation of coalitions. For instance, Wuthnow
(1989) analyzed how the emergence of significant “communities of discourse” is shaped by
environmental conditions, institutional contexts, and sequences of actions. Koopmans’s analy-
sis (2005) of the “discursive frames” that affected right-wing mobilization in Germany,
Steinberg’s analysis (1995) of labor mobilizations in the nineteenth century, and Maney,
Woehrle, and Coy’s analyses (2005) of peace movement frames illustrate how political
contexts shape ideological work in social movements. Meyer and Minkoff (2004) called for
scholars to keep in mind the questions, “political opportunity for whom?” and “political oppor-
tunity for what?” as a method to avoid conceptual cloudiness.

From Political Opportunities to Political Contexts

Another approach has been to move away from the concept “opportunity” and instead focus
on political contexts (Kriesi 1996; Rucht 1996). This shift has allowed scholars to avoid the
limiting metaphor of the opening and closing “window” of opportunity and instead identify
both durable and variable aspects of the state relevant to a given movement at a particular
point in time. This approach centers on questions of how major political institutions structure
the contexts for political action by both challengers and authorities.

Kriesi and colleagues (1995), and later Amenta and colleagues (2002) argued that the
structure of the polity, ranging from highly centralized to highly dispersed, affects both social
movement forms and outcomes by creating more or fewer points of access to (as well as “veto
points” within) the polity (Skocpol 1992). Measures of democratization, such as suffrage, the
number of political parties, and “direct democracy” legislative processes (e.g., ballot initia-
tives) will also impact the number of social movements and their forms (Amenta et al. 2002).
State policies are also a critical component of the political context. They have the capacity to
shape the grievances of social movements as well as channel their actions (Burstein,
Einwohner, and Hollander 1995; Clemens 1998; Feree 1987; Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly
1999; McCarthy, Britt, and Wolfson 1991; Piven and Cloward 1979; Quadagno 1992;
Valocchi 1990; Western 1993). A final component of political contexts is state bureaucracies
and repressive capacities. Kriesi and colleagues (1995), studying “new” social movements in
Western Europe, argue that high levels of repression may effectively prevent protest, but the
impact of low levels of repression is unclear. Della Porta (1998) argued that a state’s failure
to invoke repressive action increases the likelihood that social movements will use peaceful
protest tactics. On the other hand, strong bureaucracies are likely to increase social movement
mobilization in that they increase the state’s capacity to implement social change (Amenta et
al. 2002). To the extent that bureaucrats support social movement goals, they may aid chal-
lengers directly (Orloff and Skocpol 1984).

Research on the ways states have worked to police public protests has shown that during
the 1960s and 1970s a system of “public order management” evolved as authorities worked to
balance their competing mandates to maintain public order while also protecting citizens’ rights
to speech and assembly (della Porta and Reiter 1998; McCarthy, McPhail, and Crist 1999). This
institutionalization of protest and state responses to it, however, is just one aspect of the ways
states have sought to neutralize threats from social movement challengers. For instance,
researchers have detailed the covert actions of the U.S. government to repress movements of
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both the left and right during the 1960s (Cunningham 2005), and contemporary news accounts
suggests that such practices may be expanding today. Davenport and his collaborators (2005)
call for a wider interpretation of state repression to account for the varieties of tools available
for modern states to channel and subvert challenges to their authority. One study in that volume
calls for an extension of the historical emphasis of McAdam’s political process approach to the
study of movements to address the decline phase of movements. Zwerman and Steinhoff (2005)
analyzed the effects of state repression on activism in the United States and Japan, and they
found that repression in both cases generated enduring and robust forms of militancy. They con-
cluded, “repression may have serious long-term costs not just for the activists it represses but
for the state that imposes it [ . . .]” (p. 102). These insights from research on state repression and
other forms of protest control demonstrate the need for structural analyses to account for the
ways interactions between challengers, authorities, and other actors shape the evolving contexts
for protest (Earl 2006; Jenkins and Klandermans 1995).

Further demonstrating the importance of adopting an interactive and dynamic approach
to understanding political contexts, newer analyses have shown that the system of “negotiated
protest management” observed over recent years has broken down in recent years, and this is
partly due to the expansion of the global neoliberal agenda and a related reduction in officially
sanctioned spaces of protest, known as the public forum (McCarthy and McPhail 2006). As
a result, more overtly repressive police tactics have been seen in many Western countries,
reversing the earlier trend toward more nonviolent policing strategies (della Porta, Peterson,
and Reiter 2007). Together this work illustrates the importance of understanding the ways
states are organized to both manage and resist challenges from social change advocates,
affecting the relevant political contexts.

Some critics wonder whether, if political contexts are so important to social change,
social movements might themselves be irrelevant to the process of social change (e.g.,
Goodwin and Jasper 1999). However, several studies have shown that the movements
themselves do matter to the process of social change (Burstein Einwohner, and Hollander
1995; Giugni 1998; Giugni et al. 1999; Piven and Cloward 1979). One study on the emer-
gence of Old Age Assistance in the United States tests this question directly by using
time-series and cross-sectional data (Amenta, Caren, and Olasky 2005). They find that the
pension movement did influence social policy by acting as an important mediator between
the favorable political conditions and the legislative process.

Not all movements are oriented to changing state policies or reforming state bureaucra-
cies. Some movements, for example, target the policies or practices of private corporations.
Nicole C. Raeburn’s (2004) study of lesbian and gay employee associations’ attempts to
secure domestic partner benefits is an excellent example of one such movement. This analy-
sis tracks the successes and failures of activists who are participating in a larger project of
bringing benefits to lesbian and gay families; however, each employee association is bounded
by the institution in which it operates. Even in this case, however Raeburn finds that contexts
are very important to securing these benefits, both the political and labor market contexts in
which the organization is embedded and the institutional context of the organization itself.

It is well established that political contexts affect mobilization, and research on political
contexts has contributed to a more nuanced understanding of the ways broad structures as well
as institutional practices affect the prospects for social change efforts to emerge. In particular, the
concept of political context highlights the role of the state’s more routine policies in channeling
the activism of social movement organizations. For example, McCarthy and colleagues (1991)
examined the role of federal tax law and postal service regulations in the United States. They
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found that the laws requiring non-profit organizations to be “nonpartisan” have a major impact
on the day-to-day organization of activities, as well as the framing of social movement claims.

In subsequent work, McCarthy and his colleagues showed how relationships between
protest groups and police have also served to channel forms of political protest. They found
that government restrictions on people’s rights to public assembly have evolved through a
process of give-and-take between authorities and challengers, whereby authorities have
sought to limit the time, place, and manner of public protests, while challengers have used the
courts and other institutional mechanisms to press for more expansive rights to assembly and
speech. This work highlights the ways states and other institutional actors “channel” social
movement activities through often subtle and indirect means (e.g., McCarthy et al. 1999).
Neoliberal economic trends over recent years have transformed public space even further, as
shopping malls have replaced town commons as the primary public gathering spaces. The
investment of public resources in the development of privately controlled consumer spaces,
and the expansion of private housing communities further constrains the public forum
(McCarthy and McPhail 2006).

In today’s era of enhanced global interdependence, we find analysts rethinking their
understanding of states and state power. The concept of political contexts can help us extend
our analytical lens from conflicts that are usefully viewed in more localized terms to more
global contexts. In particular, the notion that social movements are shaped by broad structural
forces that affect distributions of economic resources and political power and that institutions
play important roles to encourage, channel, and/or repress social change activism can be read-
ily applied to a polity that is viewed in global, rather than national, terms. As we argue below,
structural accounts of transnational, national, and local protest are critical to understand the
relative strength of states, the utility of transnational activism, and the multiple access points
for activists in this era of increasing globalization.

GLOBALIZATION AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 
FOR THINKING ABOUT POLITICAL CONTEXTS

Globalization is not a new phenomenon, and in reality it is simply a new label for long-
enduring social and economic processes (Arrighi and Drangel 1986; Chase-Dunn 1998;
Chirot and Hall 1982; Robinson 2004; Wallerstein 1976, 1980). Sociologists have devoted
extensive attention to the ways increasing interactions among national societies have
affected social life on many levels, through processes such as modernization, urbanization,
and secularization. The fact that we find similar patterns of behavior across many very
diverse societies suggests that these processes have common structural roots, and that these
roots extend beyond the national state context. For instance, Markoff’s historical analysis
(1996) showed that both social movements and democracy emerged through extensive
transnational (and even pre-national) interactions that helped spread new ideas about poli-
tics and forms of collective action. Emerging pro-democracy forces learned from their coun-
terparts around Europe, and practices diffused readily across national boundaries.

Popular politics has long spilled over national political boundaries, but the much more
rapid speed and more extensive volume of these interactions—now commonly referred to as
“globalization” have intensified transnational political activity. Some of the earliest organized
social movements brought together people from a variety of cultural backgrounds around
shared aims of, for instance, promoting an end to slavery, advancing equal political rights for
women, and limiting the barbarism of warfare (Finnemore 1996a; Wittner 1993, 1997).
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Nineteenth century transnational activism was similar to that of today in that it benefited from
technological advances (Hanagan 2002) while also advocating notions of humanity that tran-
scended geographically defined boundaries (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Rupp 1997). Today, we
find thousands of civil society organizations that cross national borders, and more frequent
and dramatic instances of transnational collective action. What forces are helping to push
popular politics outside their traditional, nationally defined boundaries?

Structural accounts of social movements have highlighted the need for contemporary
studies of social movements to consider states as actors within a broader system of players
that make up what is an increasingly coherent and institutionalized global political arena.
Most analyses portray national governments as embedded in networks of relationships with
other states and international institutions. The ideas governments have about what their inter-
ests are and how they will pursue those interests are strongly influenced by these networks of
relations (Boli and Thomas 1999; Finnemore 1996b; Frank et al. 2000; Meyer et al. 1997).
The very basis of states’ identity—the legal concept of sovereignty—is meaningful only in
the international context where states themselves grant each other recognition. Analyses that
do not account for this global system will fail to identify how global factors influence the
articulation and negotiation of what might otherwise appear to be nationally rooted conflicts.
And without considering how states are embedded within a broader system of relationships,
we will underestimate how variations in state power may affect their responses to challengers.
The next section summarizes the main elements of “globalization” and identifies how these
processes are relevant for our understanding of the contemporary global political arena.

Economic Globalization

Many popular discussions of “globalization” refer implicitly to the idea that national
economies are gradually becoming integrated into a single, global economy. While economic
factors reflect just one aspect of globalization, any attempt to understand global political
change must consider these underlying economic foundations. Analysts working in the
World-Systems tradition have argued that the system of states is highly unequal, and that the
global economic hierarchy is, for a variety of reasons, likely to persist, barring a major trans-
formation of economic relations. “Core” or early-industrializing states have enjoyed the most
benefits from the global expansion of capitalism, beginning with direct economic imperial-
ism and colonial occupation. The “periphery” states have been—through colonization or
some other form of unequal economic relations—relegated to a subordinate role in the world
economic system. Economic globalization institutionalizes and reinforces this inequality
(e.g., Bello 2000; Korzeniewicz and Moran 1997, 2006). “Semiperipheral” states lie some-
where in the middle, as they have substantial enough resources to influence world market
relations but they lack enough influence to play a leadership role in this system.

The organization of economic relationships in the core and periphery has meant that
these exploitative core-periphery relationships have persisted, even as periphery states for-
mally obtained their “independence.” As states in the core depend upon southern markets and
resources for their economic development, they have used their power to institutionalize their
dominant position in the global economic order. For instance, McMichael (2003) showed how
the post-WWII settlement shaped a “national development project” that gradually evolved
into a global market-oriented “globalization project,” serving to perpetuate and even expand
inequities between core and periphery states.
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World-system scholarship has informed more recent attempts to articulate class-based
analyses of global political and economic relations. Leslie Sklair (2001) analyzed the dis-
courses and structures of the world’s leading transnational corporations to assess whether we
can speak of an emergent “transnational capitalist class.” He argued that transnational corpo-
rate structures and the practices involved in reproducing and advancing a vision of globalized
capitalism has indeed generated a social grouping that may be called a transnational capital-
ist class. Sklair showed how agents operating as part of this class have systematically
advanced the interest of globalized capital over other interests and agendas. Similarly,
Robinson (2004) made the case that a collection of corporate actors and their political allies
have systematically altered relationships between states and citizens while shaping global
institutional configurations. Opposing the transnational capitalist class is a structurally disad-
vantaged labor movement, which has been limited in its influence by the compromise strat-
egy of business unionism used by organized labor in the global north, or the core countries
(O’Brien 2000). This approach may have suited the short-term interests of some workers, but
it has contributed to nationalist divisions in the labor movement that have contributed to
labor’s decline in the latter part of the twentieth century.2

An important conclusion from research on global economic relationships is that a
state’s position in the global economic hierarchy affects both its vulnerability to interna-
tional pressure as well as the domestic political context. Core states in the world economic
system depend on cheap labor and other resources from the periphery in order to support
both high levels of consumption among their citizens as well as the maintenance of their
predominant position in the world economy (Chase-Dunn 1998:42–3). Labor protests
helped establish workers’ rights in those countries, and protest mobilization throughout
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries helped expand democratic rights and protections
(Tilly 1995). Thus, citizens in core states have comparatively more opportunities and
resources for participating in social movements, and—perhaps more importantly their
governments have greater capacities for responding to citizens’ demands (Arrighi 1999;
Markoff 1999).

In contrast, citizens in periphery countries are far more likely to face violent repression
(Jenkins and Schock 1992; Podobnik 2004; Walton and Seddon 1994). Because core states
depend on cheap access to goods and labor from the periphery, they have an interest in main-
taining political conditions in those countries that suit their economic interests. This further
limits opportunities for political mobilization in the periphery. Not only are opportunities for
political participation more limited in the periphery, but because their governments are so
dependent on international finance and aid, their experiences are more strongly determined
by global-level processes than are the domestic opportunities of activists in core states. So the
policies of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund have more immediate conse-
quences for people in countries that borrow money from these institutions—the global
South—and yet the decisions taken in these organizations are determined by just a handful of
core states. This leaves periphery citizens dually disenfranchised, since they have limited abil-
ity to influence their own governments that, in turn, have little capacity to influence the global
policies that most affect them. As formal democracy has spread to periphery regions, some
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analysts have used the term “democratizing disempowerment” to describe the paradoxical
position of the people of the global South (Hippler 1995).3

Despite the relative powerlessness of the global South, it is here that some analysts see the
most promising developments in social movements. For instance, some analysts have identified
new forms of political organizing in global South countries that may reinvigorate institutional-
ized politics in those countries while also providing models for parties elsewhere (Baiocchi 2004;
Markoff 2003).4 Semiperiphery countries such as Brazil, South Korea, and South Africa are also
sites of labor movement revitalization, and transnational ties among labor groups as well as
between labor and other movement sectors are seen as one of the most promising developments
in contemporary global justice activism (Baiocchi 2004; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Levering 1997;
Moody 1997; Munck 2002; O’Brien forthcoming; Waterman and Timms 2004).

Political Globalization

Alongside global economic integration, we see the formation and strengthening of interna-
tional institutions designed to help states manage their external as well as internal insecuri-
ties. These insecurities are not only military, but also involve environmental, economic, and
public health concerns, among others. Some speak of this process as “internationalization,” in
contrast to economic “globalization” (Daly 2002; Tarrow 2001). Internationalization refers to
the development of formal cooperative relationships among states, usually through formal
treaties and the establishment of international organizations.

The expansion of intergovernmental agencies that address substantive issues creates both
challenges and opportunities for social movement actors. On the one hand, when governments
relinquish part of their authority to global institutions, they undermine the traditional channels
of political accountability. This leads to what is called the “democratic deficit” of international
institutions, which are typically staffed by appointed rather than elected officials who have few
if any ties to local or national constituencies (Evans 1997; Markoff 1999; Tilly 1995). In some
instances, particularly within the global financial institutions, international officials are
selected for their technical expertise alone, and institutional cultures either ignore or disdain
democratic values (Markoff and Montecinos 1993; Montecinos 2001; Stiglitz 2003). In fact,
the World Trade Organization (WTO) even posted on its Web site a “top ten list” of the main
benefits of the WTO, which included the supposed “benefit” of “protecting governments from
the influences of special interests” within their borders. Why is it that proponents of interna-
tional trade oppose more input and oversight from groups that are affected by policies?

While international institutions can undermine democracy, they can also be used
to strengthen democracy by enhancing transparency and providing opportunities and
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resources for social movements to strengthen their position vis-à-vis other more powerful
actors (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Korzeniewicz and Smith
2000; Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink 1999; Sassen 1998; Smith et al. 1997; Tarrow 2001). The
fact that international institutions are charged with addressing global problems relating to
peace, the environment, and human rights means that within these organizations, social
movements can find powerful allies as well as material and symbolic resources. In fact,
because international agencies lack the “natural” constituencies that support local and
national elected officials, international officials see a need to build direct links between
their agencies and popular groups. The fact that governments have signed international dec-
larations and treaties indicating their support for the values movements advance provides
both international and legal legitimacy for activists’ claims as well as political leverage
against states that would prefer to maintain reputations of good global citizenship.
Although governments may sign treaties with no intention of actually implementing them,
no government welcomes—and most actively resist—attempts to bring international atten-
tion to their violations of these treaties.5

The pattern of increased formalization and bureaucratization of interstate structures par-
allels the evolution of the modern state. Just as we saw with the rise of the modern national
state, we see that social movements have had a similar relationship to global institutions as
they do to national ones. They have pressed for the expansion of global institutions to estab-
lish citizens’ rights and to promote and protect social welfare, and they have reinforced these
institutions by making appeals to international authorities and norms (see, e.g. Smith 1995).
This process parallels the strategy of U.S. civil rights activists, who appealed to federal
authorities and the U.S. Constitution against repressive state and local officials. And as states
move political decisions into transnational political arenas, we find more and more evidence
that social movements are adapting their strategies to respond to—if not to affect—these
shifts in the locus of authority.

Scholars who have examined the ways social movements make use of international
political arenas in their struggles have used a variety of concepts to describe how internation-
alization affects movements’ mobilizing prospects. Marks and McAdam, for instance,
describe it as a system of “multilevel governance” arguing that,

Whereas the classic nation-state tended to define the ‘structure of political opportunities’ for all
challenging groups, the emergence of a multi-level polity means that movements are increasingly
likely to confront highly idiosyncratic opportunity structures defined by that unique combination
of governmental bodies (at all levels) which share decision making authority over the issues of
interest to the movement. So instead of the rise of a single new social movement form, we are
more apt to see the development and proliferation of multiple movement forms keyed to inher-
ited structures and the demands of mobilization in particular policy areas. (1996:119)

Rothman and Oliver (1999) used the notion of “nested political opportunity struc-
tures,” where “[l]ocal political opportunity structures are embedded in national political
opportunity structures, which are in turn embedded in international political opportunity
structures” (p. 43; see also Boyer and Hollingsworth 1997:470), creating possibilities for
complex patterns of relations among actors seeking political influence. Tarrow (2001) sees
a “composite polity,” whereby international agreements add another overlapping layer to an
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already existing national polity, creating “opportunities for coalitions of actors and states to
formulate common positions and overcome their diversity and dispersion to exploit its
political opportunities” (pp. 243–244).

The key point here is that as decisions of national governments become increasingly
subject to political processes beyond national borders, existing structures designed to pro-
vide for public input and accountability can no longer ensure democratic governance. We
must therefore understand the global political system as a set of interconnected and inter-
dependent national polities linked by a growing array of international institutions. As the
international political system expands and exerts more influence on people’s everyday
experiences, we see intensified demands for enhanced democracy in global institutions.
Social movements have increasingly cultivated transnational alliances to enhance their
influence in shaping the structures of global regulation and accountability (e.g., Clark
2003; Foster and Anand 1999; Fox and Brown 1998; Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002;
Smith, Chatfield, and Pagnucco 1997).

Social movements have long been involved in struggles to define the global political
context and to support and expand international law. Throughout history, social movement
actors have pressed governments to adopt new and different approaches to the world out-
side their borders. We now take for granted the idea that slavery is something that no soci-
ety should allow, that governments engaged in warfare must adhere to some minimal
standards of human decency, and that the world’s sea beds are the common inheritance of
all people. Without the tireless efforts of a relatively small number of dedicated citizen
advocates, governments are unlikely to have agreed to these formal rules that limit their
sovereignty (e.g., Chatfield 1997; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Levering 1997). More recently,
social movement pressures have led to the adoption of important new treaties such as the
International Convention to Ban Land Mines and the International Criminal Court (e.g.,
Glasius 2002; Price 1998; J. Smith forthcoming). Few analysts would disagree that without
the concerted efforts of citizens’ groups around the world, neither of these treaties would
have been adopted. And despite continued opposition from the United States, both treaties
were among the fastest to enter into force, setting new speed records in the evolution of
international law. Transnational social movements have proved an important antidote to the
glacial pace of many intergovernmental negotiations.

In addition to pressing for new laws that might limit and constrain state action, social
movements play key roles to bring pressure on governments to comply with international
norms and standards. Keck and Sikkink (1998) refer to this as the “boomerang effect,”
whereby citizens finding their governments unresponsive to domestic pressures appeal to
international allies and institutions to bring international pressure onto their governments.
Without such citizen efforts to engage “boomerangs” in many places around the world, the
correspondence of national practice with international human rights and other norms would
be very weak indeed. Key international human rights bodies rely on civil society groups to
“name and shame” governments into complying with human rights norms. The boomerang
process contributes to the “domestication” of international law (J. Smith forthcoming; Tarrow
2005). We should note, however, that these global-local pressures can also work in the other
direction. For example, Stewart’s analysis (2004) of an indigenous Guatemalan movement for
the proper burial of victims of a political massacre indicate that local transnational activism
can bring pressure to bear on global institutions, such as the World Bank, in addition to local
governments.
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Cultural Globalization

Global integration has important influences on the cultures and collective identities of com-
munities everywhere. For instance, the extensive flow of information about diverse cultures
helps encourage an appreciation for the diversity and richness of different peoples’ histories
and traditions. It can also foster perceptions of relative deprivation and rising expectations as
global marketing promotes images of consumption pattern that eludes vast portions of the
world’s population. This helps fuel defensive responses from groups that perceive such infor-
mation as threatening to their own cultural practices and identities (Barber 1995).

At the same time as it poses very real threats to many cultural traditions, the expansion
of what might be called a global culture or at least a global media market also facilitates
transnational dialogue and communication of all sorts. It helps create common grievances
and reference points and shared sets of ideas upon which social movements and other groups
can build. To unite individuals from very diverse political and cultural backgrounds, social
movements must cultivate some shared ideologies and identities that help define a joint pur-
pose and form a basis for trust and solidarity. Transnational associations cultivate group
identities that transcend the geographic ones defined by national states. They encourage peo-
ple, for instance, to emphasize their identity with their profession (i.e, the International
Sociological Association), their hobby (i.e., the International Chess Club), or their political
views (i.e., People’s Global Action) over political nationalities. And important mobilizations
have taken place in recent decades among diverse indigenous peoples around the world
(Brysk 2000; Passy 1999). Indeed, many participants in these groups find that they have far
more in common with the other members of the group than they do with many compatriots
(Minkoff 1997a; J. Smith 1998).

Cultural globalization is therefore reinforced by both economic and political processes,
and it helps provide a foundation upon which both of those processes build. While this chap-
ter emphasizes the more structural aspects of globalization, it must be said that the cultural
materials—the ideas, traditions, practices, and identities—that constitute culture have impor-
tant influences on the processes we examine here. And indeed these cultural artifacts are
shaped by the broader institutions and structures discussed throughout the chapter (Boli and
Thomas 1999; Inglehart and Baker 2000; Meyer 2003). Of particular importance is the notion
that transnational processes and interactions are helping to generate new ideas of citizenship
and loyalty that are challenging traditional, nationally bounded identities. These provide
important cultural foundations for transnational social movement mobilization.

Contextualizing the State

It is increasingly clear that the political contexts within particular states cannot be understood
independently of that state’s relations to other actors in the global system. There has been
fairly extensive debate about the relative importance of global, as opposed to national, struc-
tures and institutions on the trajectories of social movements (e.g., Imig and Tarrow 2001;
Koopmans and Statham 1999a; Laxer and Halperin 2003). Numerous analysts caution against
arguments suggesting that a growth in global level institutions and policies signals the demise
of the national state (e.g., Tarrow, 1998a). Some also show that earlier eras of global integra-
tion represented comparable or even greater levels of international trade and investment,
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questioning whether today’s globalization is fundamentally new or different (Hanagan 2002;
Laxer and Halperin 2003).

Without denying the continued importance of states, we emphasize the idea that the
complex web of global relations has significant impacts on state structures and capacities,
and this, in turn, influences the possibilities for movement mobilization and impact. Global
institutions, structures, and processes are simultaneously shaping both states and other
political actors, including social movements (and vice versa). Global institutions affect not
only the political and legal contexts that define opportunities and constraints for states and
all other actors, but they also influence the collective identities of those actors. Thus, the
practices of states vis-à-vis their own citizens are increasingly defined in global terms (e.g.,
Reimann 2002; Sassen 1998). Moreover, the notion of a state itself is irrelevant without an
interstate context of other states able to recognize the rights and legitimacy of a given
national authority. Collectivities define themselves in terms of broader sets of relationships,
and an interstate system provides the context that encourages and facilitates the elaboration
of both national and transnational identities (Boli and Thomas 1999). As Buss and
Hermann conclude,

To dismiss transnational activism as relevant only in terms of domestic politics overlooks the
extent to which international law and policy are important realms in their own right. The ‘interna-
tional’ is more than just the space ‘outside’ of the domestic. It has taken on a significance
as, among other things, a site of struggle over the shape and meaning of social relations in the con-
text of global change. (2003:134)

Gay Seidman’s analysis of anti-apartheid and labor activism leads her to conclude that
activists are capable of articulating multiple identities in the course of their struggles, or
“shifting the ground” on which they work, moving quite easily across national borders. The
fact that many conflicts are oriented around national political structures is merely an artifact
of the institutional arrangements in which people are embedded:

[ . . .] the institutional fact that international bodies are generally composed of national representa-
tives forces potentially global identities into national frames. But it need not blind us to the possi-
bility that activists might under other circumstances frame their concerns more globally. (2000:347)

While recognizing how global relations have transformed the nature of the state over
time, we must also avoid another conceptual pitfall of thinking that global politics must take
place in transnational contexts. Looking at women’s activism in India, Subranamiam and her
colleagues found that analyses of the global downplay the extent to which globally relevant
politics occur in local settings:

[Although] global processes are often viewed as taking place in a world context, above nation
states, networks can be anchored between and across all borders (villages, districts, states, and
nations) involving actors and groups at the grassroots. (Subramaniam, Gupte, and Mitra 2003:335)

These observations6 suggest that we must relax our traditional notions of borders and
instead see states as just a bundle of comparatively dense networks of relations that has a vari-
ety of diverse, and expanding, ties to similar national networks and to other transnational
actors around the world. This networked, multilayered political structure provides the context
in which social movements, states, and other political actors contend. As Tilly (1984, 1990)
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found in his research on the rise of the modern state, it is these contentious interactions that
are constantly shaping and reshaping social institutions at the local, national, and global lev-
els. Thus, through their interactions with states and other global actors, social movements are
helping to shape the course of globalization—even if the results aren’t completely consistent
with movement aims.

FROM ORGANIZATIONS 
TO MOBILIZING STRUCTURES

Another key concept in structural approaches to social movements is the notion of mobilizing
structures. This refers to the formal and informal organizations and networks that facilitate
routine communication and coordination among groups of people. Early research in this tra-
dition emphasized the importance of formal organizations—or social movement organiza-
tions or SMOs—to the development of social movements (McCarthy and Zald 1973, 1977).
Though important debates have been waged in the literature on the tensions between the
demands of building organizations and challenging predominant power relations,7 most ana-
lysts accept that without some effort to organize, no movement can mobilize a sustained flow
of resources and energy toward social change efforts.

Research in this area shows that SMOs have become routine and enduring features of the
modern political landscape, contributing to what scholars have referred to as a “movement
society.” As we discuss in more detail later, the movement society refers to the increased
prevalence in modern societies of formal and professionally staffed organizations advocating
for social and political change (Meyer and Tarrow 1998; Tarrow 1998b). While social move-
ment organizations have become more prevalent and professional, they still vary tremen-
dously along a number of important dimensions. This variation affects both the audiences an
SMO can reach as well as the likelihood that a given organization or movement will be suc-
cessful in realizing its goals. For instance, organizations adopt more or less formal structures,
work at different levels (e.g., local, national), depend on more or less volunteer labor, and
have differing access to the resources they need for their work (Edwards and McCarthy 2004;
Edwards and Marullo 1995, 2003; McCarthy and Wolfson 1996).

In addition, different movements and organizations vary in their strategic approaches to
policy processes. While some engage formal political institutions by mobilizing voters or lob-
bying policymakers, others engage in “outsider” strategies such as public demonstrations or
civil disobedience, and many groups use some combination of conventional and protest forms
of political action. Cross-nationally, we find even more variation in how movements are organ-
ized, and this variation is shaped in part by the formal political institutions that define the pos-
sibilities for political mobilization as well as by historical and cultural traditions. For example,
in authoritarian settings such as Kenya and China we find pro-democracy advocacy emerging
through organizations and activities framed in environmental terms (Economy 2004;
Michaelson 1994), whereas movements in core countries tend to form professional social
movement organizations specifically devoted to their social change aims. Another important
organizational difference seems to parallel class rather than national variation, as social move-
ments for the poor may tend to be larger and more formal and hierarchical in structure than
those of middle class activists (e.g., Lichterman 1996; Polletta 2002; Wood 2005).
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The concept of mobilizing structures takes the focus away from organizations specif-
ically devoted to promoting social change (SMOs) to emphasize the roles that groups such
as churches, unions, and others not explicitly focused on political advocacy play in most
social movements. It has also sensitized scholars to the ways particular organizations or
clusters of organizations (known as “populations”) relate to each other and to their environ-
ments as they struggle to maintain their organization and promote social change (Hannan
and Freeman 1977; McPherson and Rotolo 1996; Minkoff 1995, 1997b). This has led many
analysts to include in their analyses a range of other types of less formal groupings as well
as formal organizations that are not explicitly devoted to the aims of a movement.
Especially in repressive contexts, the key organizational structures and networks that are
engaged to challenge authorities are unlikely to be explicit in their oppositional stance. So,
for instance, opposition to authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and
South Africa emerged from religious institutions (Borer 1998; Chilton 1995; Mueller 1999;
C. Smith 1996; Thomas 2001).

Successful movements are not necessarily those that generate their own organizations
but rather they are ones that compete successfully for adherents within multi-organizational
fields (Campbell 2005). By mobilizing constellations of diverse organizations and networks
in society, social movements help to amplify the voices of less powerful groups by aligning
their interests and issues with a broader public agenda (e.g., McCarthy, Smith, and Zald
1996). Successful movements are thus those that find their way into what we might call the
structures of everyday life (Wuthnow 1998).

A variety of conditions—ranging from overt political repression to far more subtle
developments such as shifting party structures or living and working patterns—reduce the
time and space most citizens have to join political organizations. Thus, movements must work
against the tide to convince people that particular problems are both urgent and subject to
change. To convey such notions, movements must reach people within their daily routines of
earning a living and raising families. By cultivating connections to groups such as labor
unions, parent-teacher associations, churches, and other civic associations, SMOs can reach
a much broader audience than they otherwise could. Increasingly, both activists and analysts
use the term “networks” to characterize the broad and dense relationships among diverse
types of organizations coming together around particular goals (della Porta 2005; Diani 1995,
2003; Escobar 2003; Escobar and Alvarez 1992; Rucht 2004). The notions of fluidity and
contingency that networks imply shift the focus of research away from questions about
whether or not organizations help or hinder movements to questions about how particular sets
of relationships affect possibilities for social change.

Early Scholarship in Social Movement Organizations

The earliest scholars of collective action focused on the collective psychology and irra-
tional actions of crowd behavior at political protest rallies. This scholarship was seen as
critical of the activists, painting a portrait of irrational actors led by their emotions alone.
In the 1970s, a handful of scholars set about to correct this partial portrait of collective
behavior by documenting the rational, even bureaucratic, aspects of social movement activ-
ity. For example, Turner and Killian (1957) documented various types of social movements,
and Killian (1964) argued that successful social movements become institutionalized in
some way.
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RESOURCE MOBILIZATION. Against this backdrop of debate about the emotionality of
social movements, McCarthy and Zald (1973) borrowed from rational choice theory in their
seminal work that outlines resource mobilization theory. Resource mobilization argues that
social movements in the contemporary period have become professionalized. They see social
movements as part of the flow of normal politics, with cycles of protest and quiescence. They
demonstrate that much of the work of social movements is done by paid professionals in for-
mal organizations, whose jobs include collecting, channeling and managing money,
resources, and time. Their emphasis on social movement organizations meant that, rather than
considering social action from the perspective of the individual participant, we can under-
stand social movements to be the result of “social movement entrepreneurs” mobilizing indi-
vidual participation by fostering discontent and channeling it into formal social movement
organizations.

Resource mobilization theory focuses on the material resources, organizational capaci-
ties (including skills and networks), and tactics that enable organizations to mobilize support
to address these grievances. They develop a framework for understanding movement success
as a function of the resources available to social movement actors. Access to external
resources—money, media attention, institutional ties, is considered at least as important to
movement emergence or social movement outcomes as any individual processes. Gamson
(1990 [1975]) provided an important test of these propositions by analyzing the outcomes of
various social movements. He examined 53 “challenging groups” in the United States, and
found that success entailed groups with reformist objectives that make use of available chan-
nels of political participation, such as the electoral system and political lobbying, were more
successful than those who took to the streets. Lipsky (1968) posited that while powerful
groups can engage in direct confrontation, relatively powerless groups used protest as a lever-
age to increase their bargaining ability. Protest groups were successful to the extent that they
could gain the support of “reference publics” who would join the conflict in ways favorable
to their protest goals.

Oberschall (1973) similarly emphasized the role of material and organizational resources
in mobilizing people and channeling their action. In his analysis of the United States civil
rights movement, he demonstrated that sympathetic third parties, such as northern whites and
political insiders, were important to the effectiveness of civil disobedience as a protest tactic.
Jenkins and Perrow’s study (1977) of three farm worker union movements showed that sup-
port from third parties, such as labor unions and liberal interest groups were integral to move-
ment success.

MOBILIZING STRUCTURES. Resource mobilization’s focus on the institutionalization of
social movement activity has led researchers to consider the role of social movement organi-
zations in fostering mobilization, facilitating activism, and producing social change. Debates
in this area, however, have stressed the inherent tensions between movements’ need for flex-
ibility and the demands of organizational maintenance (e.g., Oliver 1989). Scholars have also
pointed to the wide variety of organizational forms that movement actors have used to build
their struggles, noting how these differ from conventional assumptions about formal organi-
zations (Ferree and Mueller 2004; Marwell and Oliver 1993; Staggenborg and Taylor 2005).
Also important is the central importance of alliance-building to social movements’ work,
which contributes to their relatively amorphous and variable structures. Thus, the concept of
mobilizing structures has been applied to help sensitize analysts to the importance of both for-
mal and informal organizations or networks to most social movements. The mobilizing struc-
tures concept emphasizes the fact that most social movements combine diverse sets of
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actors—some of which are explicitly organized around movement goals and others that are
organized for other social purposes (McCarthy 1996). How these diverse forms combine to
form particular movements, moreover, is largely affected by the broader political context
(Kriesi 1996). This concept was particularly useful in helping scholars explore relationships
between the professional social movement organizations that had become increasingly dom-
inant in the United States context and other organized and informal elements of movements.
Professional SMOs are formal organizations that tend to have paid staff members to help
organize fundraising, lobbying, and protest actions such as letter-writing campaigns
(McCarthy and Zald 1973). Such organizations themselves can be key agents of social
change, even when they have only limited participation by grassroots supporters. They can
help sustain movement foundations and develop movement critiques even in times of move-
ment abeyance (Rupp and Taylor 1987).

Such professional organizations are by no means the only example of mobilizing struc-
tures. Other classic accounts of mobilizing structures in social movements include Sara
Evans’ analysis (1980) of the informal friendship networks among women in the civil rights
and New Left movements that gave rise to the women’s liberation movement, and numerous
examples of the role that black churches played in fostering the civil rights movement
(McAdam 1982; Morris 1984). As we discuss later, global justice activists are inventing new,
networked structures to support diverse forms of activism and movement goals. It is widely
agreed that the organizational capacities of these various mobilizing structures deserve the
attention of social movements scholars.

Ironically, despite resource mobilization’s explicit emphasis on the organizational
dynamics of social movement activity, social movements scholars have paid relatively little
attention to the systematic study of organizations themselves (McCarthy and Zald 2002). And
most work tends to be case studies of particular movement groups. What literature exists
tends to focus on the level of formal organizational structure in social movements, as well as
changes in organizational forms over time (e.g. Rucht 1999; Staggenborg 1988; Voss and
Sherman 2000). This scholarship has found that, while many social movements do become
“professionalized,” meaning that they move from informal, grassroots organizations to cen-
tralized, bureaucratized organizations over time, there are numerous examples to the contrary
(Edwards and Foley 2003; Edwards and McCarthy 2004; Kriesi 1996). Further, professional-
ization is not a singular process, and the degree of formality and centralization can vary. There
is often a difference, for example, between the level of bureaucratization at higher organiza-
tional levels, such as a national office, than at local levels (Edwards and Foley 2003; Oliver
and Furman 1989).

Organizations in Recent Scholarship

More recent work has sought to bridge the fields of social movement studies with the sociol-
ogy of organizations. A small number of scholars have shown how analyses of organizational
populations can contribute to our understanding of various dimensions of social movement
organizational dynamics (McCarthy et al. 1988; Minkoff 1993). The emergence, growth and
decline of social movement organizations have been important topics of study for social
movement scholars (e.g., Zald and Garner 1994). Another important area of inquiry has been
the relationship between social movement organizations and social movements. Studies of
social movements over time often show that even when organizations are small or absent, the
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larger movement can carry on (e.g., Taylor 1989). Nonetheless, most scholars agree that
social movement organizations are important centers for social movement activity.

Some scholarship has moved beyond studies of organizational populations to draw
attention to the embeddedness of social movement organizations in various social, politi-
cal, and institutional contexts. A recent collection explores various connections between the
fields of social movements and organizational studies (Davis et al. 2005). This work
emphasizes the need to account for broader organizational “fields,” in which numerous
organizations operate, cooperate, and compete in order to understand social movement
dynamics. By examining social movements as players within these organizational fields,
scholars can recognize the diversity of organizational forms within social movements, the
response of social movement organizations to shifts in political contexts, and the relation-
ships among social movement organizations.

For example, examining the case of the environmental movement in North Carolina,
Andrews and Edwards (2005) looked at the relationship between an organization’s position
in the field and a number of aspects of their activism, such as the tactics they choose and
whether they participate in coalitions with other organizations. They consider local organiza-
tions’ affiliations with national groups, and their willingness to form coalitions with other
local groups. They find that local organizations are more likely to be affiliated with a national
organization than a state or regional organizations, but that they are less likely to ally them-
selves with organizationally distinct groups that share similar interests than state and regional
groups are. This finding suggests that the field of environmental organizations is structured in
such a way that inhibits coalitions between local groups, but facilitates cooperation between
mid-level state and regional groups.

A number of social movement case studies analyze the fields of activism as well. One
recent example is Elizabeth Armstrong’s (2002) analysis of the lesbian and gay movement in
San Francisco. Armstrong demonstrates that the emergence of a number of identity-based
organizations in the 1970s was reflective of a new social movement field crystallizing around
the concept of gay and lesbian identity, as opposed to the more radical New Left ideologies
that previous organizations held. Similarly, Raka Ray’s (1999) analysis of women’s move-
ment groups in India surveys the fields of activism in which movement organizations are posi-
tioned. This work shows the utility of the concept of organizational fields for understanding
how organizational identities and tactics develop over time, through interactions with move-
ment allies and opponents. The field-level analysis highlights a promising if underexplored
approach to understanding the inter-organizational dynamics that influence movement activ-
ities. It also points to important relationships between structural and cultural approaches to
the study of social movements.

Other scholars also consider the increasing importance of coalition building among
organizations, including the factors that foster coalitions among movement organizations. In
her analysis of six decades of student activism on college campuses, Nella Van Dyke (2003)
found that movement organizations are more likely to work across social movement bound-
aries in the presence of a threat that affects multiple movements, while they are more likely
to work together within movements in the presence of local threats. Gillian Murphy’s analy-
sis (2005) of the interdependencies of movement organizations suggested that there are unin-
tended consequences to coalitions, however. She argues that increased coalition activity
suppresses the emergence of new organizations, even as it optimizes the distribution of
resources among coalitions. Coalitions are a particularly important aspect of transnational
activism, which we discuss later.
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GLOBALIZATION 
AND MOBILIZING STRUCTURES

Studies of social movements in different parts of the world have generated important new
questions and insights into the factors shaping social movements. For instance, why do move-
ments in distant places tend to adopt similar forms, tactics, and ideologies? And why do we
see an increasing tendency of activists from different countries to come together around
common struggles? Marco Giugni (2002) summarizes three explanations for this. The first is
that changes at the global level—such as international economic and political integration—
generate common sets of complaints (e.g., loss of jobs due to trade competition) and targets
(e.g., transnational corporations or international institutions) around which movements mobi-
lize. Second, global political coordination has produced similar government structures within
states (Meyer et al. 1997), something analysts call “structural affinity.” Because the organiza-
tion of governments is more similar across different national contexts, activists can more
readily share useful knowledge and experiences across national borders. Third, the prolifera-
tion of international exchanges of all sorts—including international travel, communication,
and expanding use of the Internet—greatly enhances opportunities for citizens in all countries
to communicate with others around the world and to share ideas and experiences about polit-
ical participation, among other activities. Global interconnectedness also increases the vulner-
ability of governments to international pressures.

Global integration thus affects both the ways people engage in political participation and
state responses to popular pressures. Increasing flows of information and ideas as well as
growing numbers of ties between people and organizations from diverse nations affect the
character of societies and governments everywhere. First, they have helped produce a global
emergence of what analysts have called a “movement society.”8 Once thought to be sporadic
and short-term forms of political involvement, social movements are proving to be more per-
manent fixtures in all democratic political systems. A movement society perspective under-
stands social movements as central to politics and to the evolution of social and political
institutions at national and global levels.

Second, as we discussed earlier, increasing volumes of social, political, and economic
interactions that cross national boundaries challenges the abilities of governments to affect
conditions within their borders while making it increasingly difficult to separate national from
global policy processes. As each nation’s activities have more obvious impacts beyond their
national borders, more decisions that once were the sole domain of national governments are
now subject to international pressures and regulations. Social movements both contribute to
and respond to these two interrelated developments.

A Global Movement Society?

According to Mayer Zald, key characteristics of today’s movement society include “the
growth of a relatively continuous social movement sector, the development of [social move-
ment organizations] as enduring features of the society, the professionalization of movement
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leadership, and the transition from a search for [social movement] membership in the polity,
to the search for specific policy outcomes” (1987:321). In other words, we see an ongoing and
fairly stable mobilization of people and resources away from more conventional modes of
political participation and toward more protest-oriented forms (Norris 2002). At the same
time, movements are taking on a more formally structured character, adapting themselves to
become more stable features of the institutional environments in which they operate (Soule
and Earl 2005).

A movement society perspective thus anticipates that protest or movement politics will
only become more central to the operation of our political institutions. Long- term shifts in
the structure of our economies and political systems—such as urbanization, expansion of the
scope and scale of government, increases in professionalization and in the centrality of infor-
mation to economic and political life—make it easier for potential challengers to mobilize
resources and people to promote social change (McCarthy and Zald 1987). At the same time,
however, they also enhance the capacities of governments and corporate actors to resist
changes that threaten their economic and political interests (McMichael 2003).
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Box 2.1. Transnational Social Movement Strategies in Multilevel Politics

This section discusses how political decisions are increasingly shaped by global policy
arenas. This has altered the way many activists organize their political strategies. In
particular, it often requires that activists operate at multiple levels simultaneously, or at
least that they understand how politics at the global level impact the possibilities for
local activism. We can identify several distinct, “multilevel” strategies in contemporary
transnational campaigns. The first is the classic “boomerang” model discussed by Keck
and Sikkink (1998), whereby activists look outside the state to international institutions
to bring outside pressure on national governments. Such a strategy is evident in many
human rights campaigns, when human rights advocates bring their grievances to inter-
national organizations or other international audiences in the hopes that other govern-
ments and international agencies will raise the costs of continued rights violations
within their countries (e.g., Risse et al. 1999; Sikkink 1993). Such transnational coali-
tions activists’ interpretations of how global forces affect local conditions, and several
authors remind us of the mutual directions of influence between local human rights
groups and their transnational allies (e.g., Rothman and Oliver 2002; Stewart 2004;
Hertel 2006). In addition to seeking greater government adherence to international
norms, activists work to shape the international normative context itself. By proposing
and lobbying for new international agreements, and they help institutionalize new
norms as well as mechanisms for their enforcement. For instance, citizens’ groups were
at the forefront of new treaties to ban landmines and to form the International Criminal
Court (Glasius 2002; Price 1998). And indigenous communities have been very active
internationally to press for their rights to self-determination within the international
legal order (Brysk 2000; Passy 1999). Campaigns like that working to ban international
trade in toxic wastes work at both levels to help define international norms while also
pressing national governments to act (J. Smith 1999). And more recently we see more
examples of “defensive transnationalization” by groups aiming to defend existing
rights of democratic participation against encroachments by global institutions
(Sikkink 2005).



Because states are embedded within an increasingly dense web of relationships to other
states, they have adopted—not always voluntarily—similar ways of organizing social rela-
tions and state functions (Meyer et al. 1997). This “structural affinity” has allowed for the
development of a globalized movement society, since social change advocates everywhere
find that they face similar conditions within their national contexts, or that the targets of local-
ized grievances are interstate institutions (Giugni 2002; Walton and Seddon 1994). The need
to develop strategies and organizational resources in order to confront modern states helps
generate modularity among social movement forms that defies national and cultural differ-
ences (e.g., Tarrow 2005; Traugott 1995). And as the world capitalist economy unifies the
world labor market through processes such as proletarianization, urbanization, industrializa-
tion, professionalization, and casualization, it structures both the capacities of diverse groups
to resist exploitation as well as the specific conditions they are likely to protest (Boswell and
Chase-Dunn 2000). In the text that follows we explore in more detail how large-scale changes
in inter-state social institutions and processes have helped shape a global, movement society.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND ECONOMIC CHANGE. In the preceding text we discussed
above how military competition among states contributed to the expansion of state bureaucra-
cies that could generate revenues through taxation and provide a growing range of services
for citizens. States’ need for revenues made them dependent on favorable ties to economic
elitists, and most analyses of state formation treat the character of relations between state
authorities and capitalists as central to the emergence and stability of democracy (e.g.,
Markoff 1996; Moore 1966; Tilly 1978; Wolf 1982; cf. Centeno 2002).9

Today it is largely taken for granted that the state should be involved in promoting the
national economy, and today this often means that governments should help increase the
global competitiveness of their “national” corporations (McMichael 2003; Moody 1997;
Robinson 2004; Sklair 2001). But this assumption has not always existed, and it arose out of
competitive interactions among globalizing states, international organizations and their offi-
cers, advocates of neoliberal globalization, and other organized social interests such as labor
and other groups. Social movement challengers have long been involved in struggles to define
the role of government and the character of local and national economies, and we have noted
how they are increasingly mobilizing across national boundaries to transform global eco-
nomic relations. At the same time, the policies designed to encourage economic development
and to aid in the development of national states have also affected possibilities for social
movements. In particular, both national states and the economies they fostered depended on
mass media and education for their success. And these same institutions play central roles in
our attempts to understand social movement development as well.

Mass Media. Benedict Anderson’s work (1991) highlights the centrality of the promotion
of a mass print media to the development of the modern nation state. He argues that the intro-
duction of the printing press enabled emerging state authorities to cultivate national “imag-
ined communities,” such as France, where only locally defined communities had previously
existed. For people to feel some connection with remote others, they needed some common
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bond, and print media helped nurture such bonds. Together with systems of roadways that
made direct contact more likely across groups within a given set of territorial boundaries, the
print media helped expand people’s sense of community to a wider, national level.10

Sidney Tarrow builds further on this notion of imagined communities to demonstrate how
the print media also shaped the development of social movements. He argues that newspapers
and journals allowed citizens with no direct contact to cultivate a sense of solidarity and shared
experiences that made collective action more likely across very loosely connected networks.
Moreover, print media contributed to a political leveling of society. It fostered greater scrutiny
of political leaders who were once seen as “divine” rulers, and it expanded popular access to
knowledge. In a sense, just as states were encouraging people to think of themselves as part of
imagined national communities, social movement leaders were articulating other imagined
identities around the shared experiences of exploitation and resistance (Tarrow 1998b).

The mass media represent an important site of struggle between those who benefit from
the existing order and those who seek its transformation. To the extent that global processes
are fostering the emergence of a global economy and political institutions, we would expect
the mass media to be playing a similar role in cultivating shared assumptions and values as a
way of fostering global markets and commitment to global institutions such as the European
Union. We find what Leslie Sklair (2001) identifies as “consumerist elites,” including mer-
chants and mass media, to be an essential element of a “transnational capitalist class” that
promotes a global capitalist order. Movements also recognize the importance of the mass
media, even if they don’t have equal access to its most visible forms.

Today, the Internet has amplified the traditional media forms and has become an impor-
tant tool in this same process of disseminating information and fostering communication
that both promotes the aims of governments while giving rise to various challenges to them.
At the same time, the increasing privatization of the mass media reduces the space for pro-
gramming that serves noncommercial, public purposes. Public concerns that directly threaten
commercial interests, such as global warming and public health, receive limited and biased
coverage in corporate-owned media.11 Although the internet has helped create many new
openings for public dialogue and communication, access to this technology varies widely
cross-nationally and within countries. While the internet has facilitated access to information
by people in poor countries and communities, the same groups have relatively less access to
the technology and high-speed connections needed to make effective use of this medium
(Bissio 1999). And increasing amounts of online material is now available only to paid
subscribers, further exacerbating rich–poor inequalities in information access. Moreover,
legislation like the U.S. Telecommunications Act of 1996 has helped centralize broadcast
media in that country and constrained the diversity of and popular access to mainstream
media sources (Herman 1995; Herman and Chomsky 1988; Kimball 1994; McChesney
1999). More broadly, international trade agreements on services threaten national govern-
ments’ ability to influence media content and accessibility.
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Education and Professionalization in the “Information Society.” As governments have
become involved in an increasing array of complex issues, and as global integration increases
the complexity of economic and political life, the demand for expertise increases. Thus, states
are increasingly faced with the challenge of educating their populations to build a skilled and
globally competitive workforce. The professionalization and information-driven needs of
government can undermine democracy and the prospects for popular mobilization by turning
policy decisions into technical matters in which only experts can be involved. But most pro-
ponents of democracy would argue that many questions in which technical complexity is used
as an excuse to limit public involvement in policy decisions are in fact political rather than
technical ones. Experts can provide information relevant to policy debates—such as evalua-
tions of evidence about global warming or of the effects of global trade on employment
patterns—but they do not deserve a stronger voice than other citizens in the fundamentally
political questions about how the benefits or risks associated with different policy choices
should be distributed (e.g., Coleman and Porter 2000; Markoff and Montecinos 1993).

While the information needs of modern states can serve to exclude popular groups from
policy arenas, an important consequence of education and professionalization within contem-
porary societies is the emergence of professionally-oriented associations that cultivate new,
post-material identities and alliances that don’t privilege national boundaries (Inglehart and
Baker 2000; Melucci 1989). The expertise and professional credentials of such groups can
counter the legitimacy and authority of governments (Moore 1996). Some analysts discuss the
growing role of “epistemic communities”—or “networks of knowledge-based experts” in
global policy decisions (Haas 1992).

A highly educated workforce is likely to be more independent and less deferential to state
authorities than a less educated one. Educated citizens are better able to independently collect
and analyze information and are less easily swayed by appeals to traditional charismatic
authority. The availability of information and skills for analysis also makes governance more
transparent, even in authoritarian settings. Thus, in contemporary society especially, political
influence depends upon the effective mobilization of information (Florini 2003; Sikkink 2002).

The implications of these changes for social movements are numerous. First, the demand
in government and the economy for highly skilled workers means that skills related to the mobi-
lization and dissemination of information will be widely available in the population. Thus,
movements mobilizing around highly technical problems can depend upon a certain level of
knowledge within the population they seek to influence, and they also can hope to recruit
activists with expertise related to the problems around which they are organizing. As Zald notes,

The skills of networking, of meeting notification, of developing newsletters, have spread quite
remarkably in the society. Networking, fund raising, and organizational techniques for utilizing
the media are all transformed from techniques learned on the job to formally transmitted skills.
(1987:329)

Sidney Verba and his colleagues also found a relationship between the skills people learned
in the course of their everyday work routines and their participation in democratic politics
(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).

Of course, as many have observed, the distribution of professional skills is by no means
equitable, and we can expect to find higher concentrations of these capabilities among more
privileged classes and groups. Moreover, given the stratification in the global labor market,
we can also expect a higher concentration of such skills among populations in the richer
countries of the global North. But Verba and his colleagues also found that, outside the work-
place, participation in public associations such as churches and unions helped enhance
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people’s skills for political participation. A wide range of studies show that people who are
active in any form of association are also more involved in politics (e.g., Schofer and
Fourcade-Gournchas 2001). This is due in part to the impacts these groups have not only on
people’s understandings of issues and access to information, but also on the skills they have
in, for instance, public speaking, computing, policy analysis, coalition-building, etc.
(Baiocchi 2003; Norris 2002; Verba et al. 1995).

In sum, the activities of governments aimed at promoting economic development
expands the role of scientific professionals in government while also enhancing the pool of
resources available to potential challengers. Today’s economies depend on the rapid flow of
information across national boundaries, and they demand a highly educated workforce.
Structures that facilitate rapid communication and the development of technical skills also
provide a foundation that citizens can use to mobilize interests that may counter those of eco-
nomic and political elitists. And in the course of employing these resources in political con-
texts, challengers help transform political processes and institutions.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND CIVIL SOCIETY. While social movements are shaped by
global political and economic changes, they also help transform the social contexts in which
they operate (Rochon 1998). Political activism, according to Pippa Norris, is being reinvented
around the world through the creation of new forms of association, new repertoires, and new
targets for political action (Norris, 2002). Urbanization, education, communication, and other
changes described above have contributed to the emergence of new values that are impacting
political participation around the world (Curtis, Baer, and Grabb 2001; Inglehart and Baker
2000). Because these processes are global, they are producing parallel, although not identi-
cal, developments in different countries (Giugni 2002). To the extent that social movements
help articulate and spread identities that challenge traditional loyalties (such as to national
states or traditional political parties) and to the extent that they are active in promoting new
forms of organizing and action, they are important catalysts in this “reinvention” of political
action. Indeed, research on social movements shows that some protest tactics and movement
actors become institutionalized (Meyer and Tarrow 1998), that is, they become part of the
“normal” political process. Thus, the interactions between movements and more influential
players in the policy process generate new ideas and forms of political action that shape sub-
sequent action, organization, and policy (Kriesi 2004). So while movements might achieve
relatively little in terms of their specific policy goals, they have, over time, exerted enormous
influence over how we do politics today (e.g., Clemens 1996).

It is also important to remember that many different groups are seeking to mobilize pop-
ular support for their causes at any given time. While perhaps a majority of social movement
actors work either directly or indirectly to advance democratic aims, we must keep in mind
that anti-democratic movements adopt similar strategies and forms (Koopmans and Stratham
1999b). Indeed, the idea of a “movement society” anticipates that practices that evolve within
the context of social movements will become institutionalized. As they do, a wider range of
political actors will employ them in attempts at political gain. Moreover, those that demo-
cratic movements challenge—including corporations, governments, and other social
groups—often appropriate ideas and action forms from progressive movements. Thus, we see
corporate lobbyists engaging in efforts to demonstrate broad-based, “grassroots” support for
policies they support by generating masses of public letters through “grass-tops” or “astro-
turf” campaigns (Faucheux 1995). And Nike has attempted (unsuccessfully) to appropriate its
critics’ approach by building its own Web site to criticize the company for allegedly produc-
ing such a superior product (Greenberg and Knight 2004). Corporate opponents of global
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agreements to reduce greenhouse gas emissions have employed similar strategies in order to
prevent public mobilizations on environmental protection (McCright and Dunlap 2003).
Thus, recent movement scholarship stresses the need to focus more attention on interactions
between social movements and their opponents than has been the case in much research.

A movement society perspective, in short, seeks to link broader social changes with every-
day practices throughout society. It sensitizes analysts to how issues and actors are defined
through their interactions with other actors. It helps us understand politics as an ever-changing
process involving the articulation of conflicts and struggles to win favorable policy outcomes.
It also embeds social conflicts within a context of a globally integrated economy, recognizing
that global-level actors and forces have helped create similarities in organizational forms across
national societies. Also, a global economy implies a globalized labor market, whereby more and
more people around the world are increasingly subjected to similar opportunities and pressures.
Indeed, thousands of workers from scores of countries may be linked through a single complex
commodity chain controlled by one transnational corporation (Silver 2003).

A key argument we are making here is that the processes that have shaped the develop-
ment of a “movement society” are not confined to individual nations, and we can identify
global trends that support the development of an interconnected, global movement society.
This society shapes the evolution of national and international political institutions. National
polities are nested within a much broader system of institutional relations, and analysts and
citizens must consider how this influences any given political conflict by providing potential
for alliances, symbolic or material resources, and/or political leverage for both challengers
and authorities. Thus, we must view states as embedded within a broader network of transna-
tional relationships to other states, international institutions, and other global actors. These
complex relationships shape possibilities for movement emergence and impact, and we can
also argue that the movement society itself is a global phenomenon.

Networks and Globalization

Another way we see globalization impacting social movements is in the increased recognition
of—if not the reliance upon—networks as a form of social organization. While networks are
certainly not new, globalization may be enhancing their prevalence and making actors more
self-conscious of this form of social relationships. In the preceding section we discussed rela-
tions between globalization and the development of the social movement society because
global processes have shaped fundamentally the ways people work, consume, socialize, and
engage in political action. By linking production and consumption processes across geo-
graphic boundaries, global economic forces have led what were once highly varied commu-
nities to adopt similar forms of association and action. And the network form has thus been
uniquely associated with globalization, since it adapts the modern formal bureaucratic organ-
ization to the demands placed on it by complex, rapidly changing, and highly uncertain envi-
ronments (Castells 1996; Knoke 1990; Riles 2001). Thus, when scholars consider the
mobilizing structures from which social change efforts are likely to emerge, they increasingly
find themselves speaking in terms of “networks” of associations (Diani and McAdam 2003;
Keck and Sikkink 1998; Khagram et al. 2002).

It is no coincidence that the concept of networks has gained prominence in the social sci-
ences at the same time as we’ve seen a growing awareness of enhanced global interdepend-
ence and inter-connectedness. The evolution of modern political and social institutions
has generated new forms of organization that resist the rigid structures and formalities of
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traditional bureaucratic institutions. As Wuthnow (1998) argues, changes in the demands on
people’s time, on the built environments in which people live, and in the character of our
social and political institutions have generated a greater reliance on “loose connections,” that
foster communication and trust. Uncertain and changing environments require organizational
flexibility and innovation, and so organizations must maintain ties to other actors in order to
maximize their access to relevant information (Campbell and Pedersen 2001; Powell 1990).
Thus, organizational analyses must increasingly address the reality that contemporary organ-
izations are likely to have more porous and flexible organizational boundaries.

Much social movement scholarship focuses on contentious interactions between social
movements and authorities, often neglecting the importance of movement links to affinity
groups, public bystanders, and third-party mediators for explaining conflict dynamics. As Rucht
argues, “[t]hese linkages . . .should become part and parcel of social movement studies. It is time
to abandon the simplified image of a two-party struggle between a (unified) movement and its
(unified) opponent acting in some kind of a social vacuum” (2004:212–213). Mediators operate
both within and across conflicting groups, frequently intervening to de-escalate conflicts, add
new resources, or to broker relations between adversaries (Rucht 2004). Others (e.g., Burstein
et al. 1995; della Porta and Rucht 1995; Kriesi 2004; Kriesi et al. 1995; Rucht 1996) also argue
for greater attention to the interplay between movements’ “alliance” and “conflict” systems.
Indeed, for most movements, cultivating allies that can help counteract the power of adversaries
constitute the bulk of social change efforts (e.g., Diani 1995, 2004; Maney 2001; Mueller 1994;
Osa 2003; Polletta 2002; Rochon 1998; J. Smith forthcoming; Winston 2004; Wood 2004). We
have comparatively little systematic evidence about changing relationships among actors in these
broad social movement alliance and conflict systems.

As some of our earlier discussion suggests, recent research on social movements seems
to be moving in the direction that Rucht prescribes, and we find greater attention to how infor-
mal networks of actors contribute to social conflict processes. Much of this work points to the
need to understand more about how networks of organizations and individuals develop
durable cooperative relationships (e.g., Anheier and Katz 2005; Bandy and Smith 2005; Diani
and McAdam 2003; Gamson 2004; Katz and Anheier 2006). Demonstrating the need for
more nuanced understandings of movement actors, Ferree and Mueller argued that “organi-
zational repertoires may be broader, more strategic and more interconnected than dominant
ways of conceptualizing social movements suggests” (2004:595). Staggenborg and Taylor
(2005) show how conventional approaches to social movement analysis produced inaccurate
claims about the women’s movement.

Some researchers have focused explicitly on the importance of networks of individuals
and organizations to social movement outcomes (e.g., Bennett 2004; Davis et al. 2005; Diani
and McAdam 2003; Marwell and Oliver 1993; Passy 2003). For instance, Caniglia (2001)
found that transnational environmental organizations with informal ties to international agen-
cies played more central roles in transnational social movement networks by helping channel
information and pressure among disconnected social actors. Demonstrating the particular
importance of networking for transnational alliances, Stark and his colleagues found in a
study of civil society groups in Hungary that those with international links were compara-
tively more densely networked with local and national groups, suggesting that transnational
associations may serve as brokers between international and more geographically proximate
political arenas (Stark, Vedres, and Bruszt 2006). This finding resonates with one from a
study of movement networks in Vancouver by Carroll and Ratner (1996), which found that
groups working with a political economy and justice frame were more outward-oriented and
connected to extra-local groups. Groups adopting other frames tended to remain more
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concentrated within their local geographic space. This may help explain why the global jus-
tice movement is undoubtedly the most widely visible and populous of transnational social
movements. It also suggests that we should expect to find extensive networking going on
within this movement, and even a cursory look at the literature confirms this (e.g.,
Adamovsky 2005; Bennett 2005; della Porta et al. 2006; Moghadam 2005).

Riles’ study (2001) of transnational women’s organizing at the 1995 United Nations
Conference on Women highlights the centrality of the network as the recognized and legiti-
mate form for transnational political work. She demonstrates how delegates at the UN
Conference learned new skills through their ties to other participants in the Conference as
well as how they brought new ideas and strategic proposals to local groups when they
returned from the conference. The network form, Riles and others argue, is preferred for its
ability to help people navigate across different levels of political engagement while affording
them greater informational, material, and political resources than they could have as isolated
individuals or groups.

The emergence of the network form of mobilization is, in short, closely linked with
changes in the operation of governance institutions. As states shift their authority to suprana-
tional institutions, devolve some authority to local governments, and privatize government
functions, they fundamentally redefine the character of the state as well as the meaning of cit-
izenship (Brysk and Shafir 2004; Markoff 2004). Thus, citizens active in social movements
have worked to forge new types of relationships with government officials as they have sought
to remedy grievances and improve social conditions for their constituents (Coleman and
Wayland 2004; Korzeniewicz and Smith 2003). Advocates of social change have found that
they must adapt the mobilizing structures they employ as globalization processes have funda-
mentally altered the allocation of political authority.

Research on transnational organizing in particular has shown that social change advo-
cates often benefit from connections to international institutions and their agents. For
instance, Jackie Smith’s analysis (2005) of networking among transnational social movement
organizations finds that the shape of networks is largely determined by institutional contexts
defined at both regional and global levels. While there was some variation across different
issue areas, for the most part, groups within particular world regions adopted network struc-
tures that maximized the institutional openings for their particular region. Lending further
support to the claim that network structures among transnational social movement groups
reflects broader institutional contexts is Wiest and Smith’s finding (2006) that regional net-
work ties were more likely in regions with larger numbers of regional intergovernmental
organizations and treaties.

The emergence of routinized and fairly cooperative relationships between social
movement actors and agents of governments may seem puzzling to some, although social
movement scholars have long recognized that movement–government cooperation is often
essential to their efforts to affect policy (McCarthy and Wolfson 1992). Some analysts
speak of the need for “networked governance” as an approach to managing the complex
array of problems and actors under the jurisdiction of global institutions (United Nations
2004; World Commission on the Social Dimensions of Globalization 2004). And analyzing
civil society networks in Latin America, Korzeniewicz and Smith (2000, 2001, 2003) argue
for a more self-conscious cultivation of “polycentric governance coalitions” to address the
inequalities that have hampered development efforts in that region and elsewhere.

Many United Nations agencies—especially those working on the environment, develop-
ment, disarmament, and public health—share the values and objectives of social movements,
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and many analysts see movement pressure as key to strengthening international norms and
institutions by pressing states to adopt multilateral over unilateral approaches to foreign policy
(Clark 2003; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Passy, 1999; Risse et al. 1999; Smith et al. 1997).
Moreover, underlying the entire UN system is a commitment to values of equity, fairness, and
participation—principles that motivate and lend legitimacy to a considerable amount of social
movement activity. Although links with authorities always introduce risks that movements will
be co-opted, such links can fundamentally alter unequal power relations by expanding the
political access of relatively powerless groups. Thus, understanding transnational social move-
ment dynamics requires attention to the extensive links between transnational social change
groups and international institutions as well as the transnational networks of social movement
and other civil society actors.

Our approach to this discussion of structural approaches to the study of social move-
ments has emphasized the centrality of the national state to our efforts to understand the
causes and consequences of social movement emergence and impact. As a target of social
movement pressure and an institution that shapes the distribution of resources and power in
society, states are central to any social movement analysis. As global forces have altered the
authority and structure of the national state, they have forced social movement actors to adapt
their own organizing strategies accordingly. Thus, alongside the expansion of international
institutions, we find an increasing reliance on networks by all groups seeking to operate
transnationally. The network itself comprises the mobilizing structures from which social
movements emerge. But networking as an activity becomes a form of agency whereby social
change advocates might seek to enhance their political power by forging new alliances and
other strategic ties.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

We chose to emphasize in this review our concern with how different conceptualizations of
the state have shaped structural accounts of social movements. This emphasis grows from our
recognition that our very notion of social movement is conceptually inseparable from the
modern national state. National states both affect the distribution of power and resources in
society and define possibilities for challenges from social movements. Therefore, social
movement analysts should take into account the historical and geographic contexts in which
relevant state actors are situated.

Despite the historical grounding of modern social movements in the era of the modern
state, what is largely missing from much scholarship in social movements is attention to the
possibility that the national state itself may be changing in fundamental ways, just as did the
pre-national, competitive systems of warlords and localized sovereignties that were displaced
by the national state during the eighteenth century.12 Social movement research is, by and
large, state-centric (McMichael 2005). Much existing work assumes that social conflicts are
contained within the boundaries of the national state. But if states, and social movements,
were not always around in their current forms, why should we expect the forms we observe
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today to endure over the long-term? Structural analyses typically presume that change comes
slowly and large structures have long-term impacts on social relations. But no one would
argue that structures never change. Nevertheless, a considerable amount of debate has been
generated over the rather simplistic question of whether an increase in global influences nec-
essarily reduces the importance of the national state.

The implication in this dualism between globalism and the state is that the modern state
is some unchanging entity that is in constant tension with forces of global integration. In real-
ity, the national state can exist only in a global context that recognizes national sovereignty
and certifies national governments as legitimate actors on the world stage. If national states
only exist in relation with other states, then their structures have evolved in the course of inter-
actions among states and other global actors. Thus, global embeddedness is not necessarily
inversely related to the strength or viability of the national state. Further, the nature of the
state will continue to change as new actors emerge in the global arena and as power constel-
lations among actors shift. Our discussion has sought to draw attention to possible conceptual
limitations that might prevent us from seeing fundamental changes in how social movements
relate to states and other forces in an increasingly interconnected global environment.

Given this analytical starting point, we offer some thoughts about questions that deserve
greater attention from researchers working in the field of social movements and social
change.

Political Contexts

• To understand the ways political contexts shape social movement dynamics, it is
imperative that analysts try to account for the transnational influences that may be
impinging on a given social conflict. National borders are in many ways arbitrary
boundaries that reside more in our conceptual maps than in the real world where polit-
ical actors operate. This is not to say that national policies and institutions don’t mat-
ter, but rather that these are often shaped by transnational or global forces. By ignoring
global influences on national political contexts we fail to appreciate fully the range of
constraints and opportunities that define the political contexts in which social move-
ments operate. Analysts should seek a more complete understanding of the important
relationships between national and global level economic, cultural, and political
processes. For instance, how does the embeddedness of the state within a broader sys-
tem of global political and economic relationships affect social movement mobiliza-
tion and policy impact? How does the position of a given state in the broader world
system define alliance opportunities for social movements within that state?

• By taking a global perspective, we quickly notice that recent years have witnessed a
growing and widespread sense of disillusion with democratic institutions and the
prospects for democratization in the global south. There are expanding discussions of
a “legitimacy crisis” in global institutions, as states transfer authority and capacity to
international organizations without developing a corresponding structure to allow
democratic input and accountability (Bello 2003; Markoff 1999; McMichael 2003). At
the same time, national democratic institutions are also losing the confidence of citi-
zens (Norris 1999). This signals a vulnerability of global institutions that could either
generate new nationalist mobilizations or contribute to expanded calls for global
democratization (cf. Barber 1995). We can readily point to evidence that both nation-
alist and pro-democracy mobilizations are happening in different parts of the world,
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and we need to better understand what shapes each one as well as how each affects the
broader political context.

• Political contexts at national levels are increasingly influenced by inter-state institu-
tional factors. But we need more research to assess how transnational political contexts
impact social movement dynamics within and across states. For instance, in recent
years, we have seen a turn toward more confrontational relationships between social
movements and global institutions. Why has this change has happened, and does it sig-
nal changes in the configurations of opportunities at the global level, or does it result
more from changing activist perceptions of these?

• As scholars puzzle over the structural aspects of social movements under increasing
globalization, one of the questions that movements pose is the extent to which mobiliz-
ing structures can be transferred to other political contexts. As activists themselves
endeavor to extend the reach of their movements beyond national borders, it is worth
considering which institutional resources can be moved from one country to another, and
which mobilizing structures can be replicated or approximated in other locations.
Scholars have only begun asking questions about the relative transferability of structural
aspects of social movements at this point, and it is sure to be an important ongoing
pursuit among scholars and activists alike.

• Finally, in the post-9/11 era, it is crucial that social movement scholars consider the
long-term impacts of the “war on terror” (or as it is now called the “long war”) on both
domestic and transnational social movements. Will the emphasis on counter-terrorism
generate a strengthening of coercive state apparatus and a reversal of the international
human rights regime? Will it help slow and reverse the globalization project that has
been the predominant influence on the world political economy in recent decades?
Will it alter our assumptions about the social movement society as it has been experi-
enced in the West?

Mobilizing Structures

As our discussion in the preceding suggests, global integration has important implications for
how people organize politically, in large part because it is driven largely by the expansion of
capitalist modes of production and labor organization. As more people’s lives are governed
by production and distribution processes that are globally organized, we must account for
how the global organization of work impacts the very local mobilizing contexts in which indi-
viduals are embedded. Also, global integration involves the emergence of new types of orga-
nizational structures that impact social movements as well as other parts of society.

• Social movement scholars have focused increasingly on questions of collective iden-
tity, and this is a promising development in the literature. Nevertheless, we see room
for even more work to explore the relationships between economic and political struc-
tures and transnational identity formation in particular. One area that deserves more
attention from social movement scholars is the labor movement. The U.S. labor move-
ment’s emphasis on business unionism as well as the conservative, anti-communist
emphasis in much international labor organizing (e.g., O’Brien 2000) led many social
movement researchers to neglect the labor movement as a topic of inquiry. But even
though it is now clear that people are motivated to act politically around a range of
different issues and identities, labor remains a crucial area of potential political
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engagement. Indeed, segments of labor movements from different parts of the world
are playing leadership roles in contemporary transnational mobilizations. We need to
know more about the possibilities for making connections between labor and other
collective identities within and between nations. For instance, what are possibilities for
transnational labor movement, given the changes brought about by global economic
integration? Will the movement be mobilized as labor, or as a coalition of civil soci-
ety actors/interests (cf. Clawson 2003; Turner, 2003; Waterman and Timms 2004).

• Another important feature of globalization’s impact on the organization of labor is
seen in patterns of migration and conflicts over definitions of citizenship (Brysk and
Shafir 2004; Fox 2005; Sassen 2000). The contemporary immigrant rights mobiliza-
tions dramatize the importance of this theme, and social movements researchers can
contribute to our understandings of these mobilizations and their impact by explor-
ing questions such as: what shapes effective coalition-building between immigrant
and non-immigrant sectors of particular societies? What sorts of claims-making are
being articulated by different groups of immigrant activists, and are claims anchored
in international human rights language or some other language? What variation
exists in terms of national responses to immigrants’ claims, and what explains this
variation?

• As technologies enable new forms of political and social organization, we should
expect changes in how social movements are organized. People around the world are
increasingly likely to be involved somehow in globally organized commodity produc-
tion and distribution chains, and therefore they are exposed to ways of thinking and
acting that are consistent with globalized organizational structures. Forms of organi-
zation once unfamiliar are now well understood by people around the globe. This
expands organizing possibilities, and may increase the extent of isomorphism between
corporate and civil society organizational forms. For instance, we noted that social
movements researchers speak increasingly of networks or multiorganizational fields of
interconnected actors. But despite the importance of the network concept to our under-
standing of social movements, most existing networks research is based on case stud-
ies of single movements. We lack systematic data that will allow us to compare
networks across issues or time (cf. Lauman and Knoke 1987). Future research should
seek to develop more comparative analyses of networks across time, issue, and place.
Also, more work needs to be done to examine networks of ties between social move-
ment actors and governments, parties, and international organizations (e.g., della Porta
et al. 2006). Analyses of global political institutions, for instance, suggest that network
ties between social movements and the United Nations will differ in important ways
from those between movements and global financial institutions.

BRIDGES AND OVERLAPS WITH OTHER
DISCIPLINES AND REVIEW 

OF INTERDISCIPLINARY ADVANCES

Although we have focused here on structural approaches to the study of social movements,
we do not claim that this lens is the only one through which social movements should be
viewed. Rather, we consider this perspective is best utilized when taken as an orienting
concept, keeping social movements theorists attuned to the structural, institutional, and
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contextual factors that order social movement activity. We therefore see many opportunities
for structural perspectives to bridge with other approaches to the study of social movements.
We see structural approaches in dialogue with, for example, cultural aspects of social move-
ments. For instance:

• Constructivism in international relations research has focused on the ways nongovern-
mental actors, including social movements, interact with other global actors, shaping
global institutions and norms.

• The world polity approach in sociology has expanded attention to institutional
processes and cultural influences that affect the organizational forms, agendas, and
systems of meanings across diverse national states.

• Organizational and institutional analyses can contribute to our understandings of
social movement processes (Davis et al. 2005).

Social movement scholars will also find much in common with political scientists
working on themes of democracy and democratization. While many scholars do read
across these literatures, there is much room for expanding a dialogue here. Indeed,
social movement scholars might be more explicit in their attention to questions of
how movement mobilizations relate to broader processes of democratization and
repression.

Understanding social change processes that take place within a context of multiple and
inter-connected political arenas operating at local, national, and global levels requires that we
re-think our methods and concepts. We have argued here, for instance, that globalization
processes are fundamentally altering the structure and operations of national states. But much
research continues to assume fairly constant state structures and meaningful boundaries
between states. The expansion of global research highlights some of the historical, geographic,
and disciplinary blinders that may be inhibiting our efforts to understand the processes of
social change. Anheier and Katz (and others) warn against “methodological nationalism,”
or the “ tendency of the social sciences to remain in the statistical and conceptual categories of
the nation state” (2005:206). Overcoming methodological nationalism requires both intellec-
tual openness and innovativeness on the part of researchers.

In particular, it is clear that understanding relationships between social structure, human
agency, and social change requires a multiplicity of disciplinary approaches and research
methods ranging from detailed qualitative studies to large-scale quantitative and historical
work. This is required because many of the relationships between local contexts or experi-
ences and global structures and processes remain to be uncovered. We need rich descriptive
accounts of the global–local links in the specific places where relevant policies are enacted,
decided, and invented in order to put the global puzzle together. And we also need “big
picture,” macro-level accounts that can help us understand how particular practices, beliefs,
and structures have differed or changed across time and place.

Another methodological challenge is that the spaces in which global politics take place
may not resemble those social spaces for which conventional research methodologies have
been designed. For instance, the global conference is a unique site of social experience that
differs fundamentally from the ethnographic field sites in which the architects of ethno-
graphic methodologies worked. While we can draw from that foundation, attempts to adapt
these research tools to somewhat novel social spaces can be fruitful. For instance, research on
activist discourses and actions at the World Social Forums and other global meetings requires
the short-term deployment of trained observers to meetings lasting several days, rather than
the long-term embedding of a single observer within a single organization or community.
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Greater efforts at collaborative research are needed to study effectively important events such
as the World Social Forums and their counterparts at regional, national, and local levels.

While states are embedded within an increasingly global institutional arena, they still
have distinct histories and social contexts, and therefore we need to enhance our access to
data that can allow us to make comparisons across different national contexts. This is quite
difficult for those studying social movements in particular, as it is often difficult to find valid
records of civil society organizations and events in particular countries. Much more difficult
is finding data sources that can be reliably compared across nations. But how useful it would
be to have a measure, for instance, of the comparative strength of civil societies across nations
and even time!
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CHAPTER 3

Cultural Approaches in the
Sociology of Social Movements

JAMES M. JASPER

In the late twentieth century, the social sciences underwent a broad cultural turn, building on
an earlier linguistic turn (Lafont 1993) but finding human meanings in a variety of activities
and artifacts not previously interpreted as cultural. Cognitive psychology played the vanguard
role in this shift, but practitioners in all disciplines were soon able to find indigenous tradi-
tions and tools that helped them craft their own repertories for understanding meaning (e.g.,
Crane 1994; Hunt 1989; Kuper 1999). Beginning in the 1970s, increasing numbers of social
scientists began to pay attention to how humans understand the world, and not simply their
(supposedly) objective behaviors and outcomes within it.

The cultural turn left its mark on the study of politics and social movements. Interestingly,
it was more often those who studied culture who were able to see the politics behind it (Crane
1994); students of politics were slower to see the culture inside it (Jasper 2005). French post-
structuralists such as Derrida and Foucault saw politics in all institutions and cultural artifacts
(Dosse 1997) long before mainstream political scientists and sociologists recognized the mean-
ings that permeate political institutions and actions.

The gap between more structural and more cultural approaches to mobilization often
depended on how scholars who had been politically active in and around 1968 interpreted the
barriers they had faced, especially whether they felt their intended revolutionary subjects had
had the correct consciousness or not. Culturalists tended to try to explain why the working
class had false consciousness, while structuralists concentrated on the defeat of those (such as
radical students like themselves) who had had the correct consciousness. Accordingly, cul-
tural and structural theories both flourished after the 1970s, with little interaction between
them. One focused on the understandings that encouraged or discouraged collective action;
the other on the resources, laws, and state actions that permitted or prevented it.

A central banner of the cultural shift is “social constructionism,” a tradition that showed
how aspects of the world that we take for granted as unchangeable or biological have instead
been created by those in power as a means to retain their positions (gender being the most
studied example). A dizzying number of institutions, expectations, and categories have been
deconstructed to reveal the extensive work behind them (Hacking [1999] is a good survey).
This tradition has enormous power when scholars remain true to the metaphor and show the
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concrete political, cultural, and economic work that strategic players put into establishing and
maintaining favored meanings. Like all cultural analysis, however, it frequently lapses into
interpreting hidden meanings without linking them to strategic players, projects, audiences,
and arenas.

An appreciation of culture was slow to come to the study of social movements in the
United States, in part because structural models had arrived at their full fruition only in the
1970s and early 1980s and still attracted the bulk of analytic attention. The cultural gaps in
many of these models were filled only in the late 1980s and 1990s, relatively late in the
broader cultural revolution. Scholars in other nations tended to be quicker to appreciate cul-
tural aspects of politics. Ironically, voluntarist traditions in American politics meant that
structural insights remained exciting and fruitful for a long time, while under British tradi-
tions of class awareness and under French statism the importance of cultural meaning and
identity proved the important theoretical breakthrough (Jasper 2005). Other national tradi-
tions tended to fall between these extremes.

Culture, as I shall use the term, consists of shared mental worlds and their perceived
embodiments. The latter may include words, artifacts, artworks, rituals, events, individuals,
and any other action or creation that carries symbolic meanings. Solipsistic understandings
are mere hallucinations unless or until they are shared with others. Yet culture is located both
within individuals and outside them, and the most robust methodologies usually examine both
sources. Cultural meanings need not be embodied: a group can think and feel the same way
without articulating it (although there are obvious methodological challenges to establishing
this). Finally, culture comprises cognitive understandings of how the world is, moral princi-
ples and intuitions about how the world should be, and emotions concerning both of these
(and, often, the gap between them). Most cultural artifacts arouse cognition, morality, and
emotion at the same time. (For more on this connection, see pages 80–89 below.)

In some cases, and in some models, culture comes in discrete units, which can simply be
added to existing, noncultural models. Frames are necessary alongside resources, which help
disseminate them; at a certain moment collective identities contribute to mobilization in
parallel to interests. In other cases or other models, cultural meanings permeate apparently
non-cultural factors, so that appreciation of culture requires a fundamental rethinking of these
other concepts. In this more thoroughgoing cultural vision, culture is everywhere. But that
does not mean it is everything.

Analytically, we can distinguish culture from physical resources, the logic of strategic
interaction, and individual idiosyncrasies, each of which can have an impact distinct from that
of shared meanings. But culture permeates the other factors: we use resources according to
how we understand them, we engage in strategic projects with means and ends that are cultur-
ally shaped, and our biographies result from our cultural surroundings. Nonetheless, these
other dimensions have their own logics not always reducible to culture (Jasper 1997).

Cultural insights can be sprinkled atop structural approaches, then, but they can also be
used to fundamentally rethink the basic entities of structural approaches. Once rules, arenas,
resources, and other traditionally structural variables are seen as partly cultural, we have a
cultural approach alongside the structural. Yet at the same time, the two are, with some adjust-
ments, made compatible with one another. Few cultural researchers wish to abandon the many
insights developed over the years by structuralists—most of whom claim to have adopted
cultural insights and to no longer be structuralists (Kurzman 2003; McAdam 2003; McAdam
et al. 2001; Tarrow 2003).

The first section of this chapter briefly examines the history of the cultural turn, beginning
with several early efforts to understand culture in politics that came to be ignored or dismissed
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in the 1960s and 1970s. Each intellectual fashion inspires a backlash, in what looks like a repet-
itive cycle but is more of a spiral: we never quite return to the same place. I then turn in part II to
a number of the concrete forms that carry culture, arguing that they have not been adequately
linked to strategic players and audiences. I also look at more metaphorical terms that have been
applied to cultural meanings, often derived from physical artifacts. The third section addresses
the emotions of social movements, giving them somewhat more attention only because they
have been especially overlooked, even by proponents of the cultural turn. In the fourth section,
I examine morality as a distinct aspect of culture, crucial to protest mobilization. Next, hoping to
show that their causal impact derives partly from cognitive and emotional dimensions that other
traditions deny, in the fifth section I reinterpret some basic noncultural metaphors and concepts
from a cultural point of view. The sixth section addresses some of the methods used to get at cul-
tural meanings. Finally, I conclude with some salient unanswered questions remaining in the
cultural shift. Throughout, I cite exemplary studies and suggest further readings.

Cultural meanings and feelings do not exist in a vacuum. We always need to appreciate
their strategic contexts: who hopes to have rhetorical effects on others, in what arenas, with
what goals in mind, and how are audiences affected by the messages they receive, the beliefs
and morals they hold, the emotions they feel? Culture and strategy are inseparable, as both
offer microlevel mechanisms that help us avoid the gross metaphors—states, structures, net-
works, even movements—that have guided political analysis too often in the past. Even more
than culture, strategy promises conceptual tools to overcome the deterministic models which
have hindered intellectual progress. Combined, culture and strategy offer us a powerful
toolkit for explaining political action.

THE VICISSITUDES OF CULTURE

The Romance of Community

The ancient Greeks and Romans paid considerable attention to the intersection of politics and
culture through the study of rhetoric, the processes by which speakers have effects on their
audiences (and vice versa). Here was the first social-constructionist vision of the world,
launching the oldest tradition of cultural analysis, which is still around today. It is a strategic,
purposive vision that continues to provide lessons.

This venerable tradition lost status first with Christian metaphysics and then in the mod-
ern scientific revolution, both of which drew on Plato’s belief that we could get at deeper
truths beneath the give and take of rhetoric (from the start, rhetoric had critics who believed in
Truth rather than constructionism). The convoluted debates over truth that tortured medieval
Christian theologians found secular versions in the modern age (Blumenberg 1983).

In the Romantic backlash against the Enlightenment, culture returned to the fore as a
way to explain politics, but in a very different form. Culture and community were celebrated
as deep, often organic sources of spiritual values and purpose, more important than the mate-
rial advancement promised by the scientific revolution. Until the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, concern with culture usually accompanied a conservative politics of community in
opposition to the liberal and Utilitarian embrace of markets and individual rights (for more on
this long development see Jasper [2005] and of course Williams [1958], who tried to recover
its socialist potential).

By embracing traditional tropes of nation, culture, and community, yet giving them a
savage reading, the fascists discredited them in the middle of the twentieth century. For
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20 years after the fall of fascism, such terms remained taboo, allowing a generation to grow
up in the United States and Europe who could rediscover culture and community in the 1960s
without the conservative connotations. Now these tropes were more likely to have a left-
leaning flavor (thanks in part to Williams and E. P. Thompson), a defense of community
against the now-triumphant liberal individualism of the marketplace. The fruitful vocabulary
of nature and the environment, once embedded in conservative or even fascist ideologies,
could be transplanted into leftist fields (Bramwell 1989). Community was now something to
be defended from the thuggish Cold War policies (and later, neoliberal policies) of the United
States. The stage was set for the emergence of identity politics as a thread in the cultural
revolution. But first, we need to examine an earlier (and liberal, in the sense of individualistic)
tradition that had emerged in opposition to the Romantic embrace of community.

Emergence and Enthusiasm in Crowd Traditions

In contrast to the Romantic embrace of the folk, other urban intellectuals developed an image
of crowds as folk devils: passionate, irrational, and dangerous. The people were fine as pictur-
esque but inert peasants in the countryside, not as mobs of angry urban workers. The great
revolts of nineteenth-century cities, and the specter of their periodic repetition, persuaded
middle-class intellectuals that individuals in crowds were touched by insanity. In this version
of liberalism, individuals were supposed to vote—if that—to express their political views, not
riot. Along with several contemporaries across Europe, Gustave Le Bon (1960/1895) gave the
crowd trope its classic form (van Ginneken 1992). “A commencement of antipathy or disap-
probation, which in the case of an isolated individual would not gain strength, becomes at
once furious hatred in the case of an individual in a crowd” (p. 50). Crowds generate “exces-
sive” emotions and ideas: “To exaggerate, to affirm, to resort to repetitions, and never to
attempt to prove anything by reasoning are methods of argument well known to speakers at
public meetings” (p. 51). In most formulations, as in Le Bon’s, anyone could prove suscepti-
ble to crowd pressures.

In other visions, certain kinds of people were particularly open to the strong emotions of
crowds and movements. Eric Hoffer (1951) formulated a popular version of this view, por-
traying a desperate fanatic who needed to believe in something, no matter what it was (on
Hoffer, who was something of a social isolate, see Trillin [1968]). These “true believers” went
from movement to movement, driven by inner compulsions to belong. Their lack of stable
personal identities or the frustrations of “barren and insecure” lives led them to lose them-
selves in some big cause. The self-sacrifice of collective action, according to Hoffer
(1951:25), is patently irrational, attracting “the poor, misfits, outcasts, minorities, adolescent
youth, the ambitious, those in the grip of some vice or obsession, the impotent (in body or
mind), the inordinately selfish, the bored, the sinners.” Fascist mobs and communist sects cast
a long shadow on intellectual formulations of the time, arousing in observers like Hoffer the
same kind of exaggerated images and passions that he attributed to social movements them-
selves. Ideology precluded careful observation.

Even the more sophisticated theories of the late 1950s and early 1960s, which focused on
fragmented social structures rather than pathological individuals, built upon crowd imagery.
William Kornhauser (1959) crafted the most precise model of “mass society” in which
anomic individuals are cut loose from the social bonds of formal (“intermediary”) organiza-
tions. This atomization leaves them open to charismatic demagogues like Hitler, who can
manipulate them directly through mass media such as radio and later television. Reflecting
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the broader crowd tradition’s sharp distinction between normal institutional activities and
abnormal noninstitutional ones, Kornhauser admired formal organizations but feared informal
social networks, solidary communities such as mining towns, and other collective identities as
dangerous. Even emotions such as affective solidarities with a collective were pathological.

Neil Smelser (1962) applied Talcott Parsons’ systems approach to collective action,
which he saw as deviant—something was wrong after all, or people would not protest—but
that he attributed to strains in the social system that made it impossible for some to follow their
prescribed roles. Like Parsons, Smelser left an important logical place for culture at the heart of
his typologies and yet had surprisingly little to say about it. What he did say was often mildly
pejorative—although he never used the term irrational. “Generalized beliefs,” such as hysteria,
wish fulfillment, and hostility, consisted of a “short-circuited” form of thought, in that they
made symbolic leaps from one level of reality to another. But Smelser never admitted that these
were emotional symbols, instead dismissing them as mistaken forms of reasoning which
lacked sufficient evidence. Before the cultural revolution in social science, scholars who cared
about cultural meanings and feelings were drawn to psychoanalysis, the most elaborated
framework then available for serious symbolic interpretation (as I argue in Jasper [2004b]).

Strip away the unnecessarily pejorative labels, and most of Smelser’s description of gen-
eralized beliefs deals usefully with how humans use culture. Today, we recognize the ubiquity
of metaphors, which transfer meaning from one place to another in a short-circuiting kind of
leap. Metonymy is very much a kind of short-circuiting, as a trait or object “stands in for” a per-
son or group. These leaps are often based on emotional connections, which remain invisible if
we treat beliefs only as truth statements as in science. Our webs of meanings and of feelings
may be accurate or they may be inaccurate, but cognition and emotion operate the same way
in either case. Cultural meanings are not as explicit as science (although even science operates
partly through metaphors and other interpretive leaps).

Unfortunately, Smelser later elaborated (1968) on the questionable psychoanalytic con-
cepts frequently applied to collective behavior, as he himself went through analysis in the
years after his book had been published (as did so many serious intellectuals of the time, in an
effort to understand meaning). Even as cognitive psychology was elsewhere gaining speed in
ways that would help trigger the broader cultural turn (e.g., Bruner 1962), Smelser argued that
protestors were working out oedipal impulses. “On the one hand there is the unqualified love,
worship, and submission to the leader of the movement, who articulates and symbolizes ‘the
cause.’ On the other hand there is the unqualified suspicion, denigration, and desire to destroy
the agent felt responsible for the moral decay of social life and standing in the way of reform,
whether he be a vested interest or a political authority” (1968:119–120). The cause is the
beloved mother, authorities the despised father. Here psychoanalytic tools, oddly deployed
outside any ongoing therapeutic context or even depth interviews, made emotions appear
pathological and misguided, just as the earlier psychoanalytic application had made
metaphorical thought seem a mistake (for an exception, based on actual depth interviews with
activists, see Keniston [1968]). Such efforts hid the fact that emotions and cultural interpreta-
tion permeate all our actions and institutions.

Drawing on a microlevel tradition of American interactionism, Ralph Turner and Lewis
Killian (1957) were able to appreciate some of the local dynamics of crowds, especially their
ability to create new norms and meanings (although these were thought to “emerge” rather
than to be consciously created, as a later generation of researchers might instead see it). Still
operating within a “deviance” paradigm, they argued (1957:143) that “Crowd behavior con-
sists, in essence, of deviations from the traditional norms of society.” This deviation might be
creative and fruitful, but it might also devolve into the crowd dynamics Le Bon had posited.
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There was still no sense that protestors drew from all sorts of cultural expressions and refer-
ences in their society, often very conservative ones. Most crowd traditions, like
structural–functional theory of the time, posited “a culture” that dominated society. If protes-
tors stepped outside this culture, they had to set up their own alternative culture, different in a
full range of emotional and cognitive displays and positions. (Other crowd traditions
addressed deviant individuals rather than universal crowd dynamics; psychoanalytic work did
both.)

During these years, Joseph Gusfield (1963) managed to forge a cultural approach to pro-
testors without pejorative psychoanalytic notions. He portrayed a century of U.S. conflict
over alcohol consumption and prohibition as an ever-evolving dispute over moral visions: that
of the new, urban industrial society on the one hand versus more rural and small-town ethics
on the other. “Consensus about fundamentals of governmental form, free enterprise economy,
and church power,” he argued, “has left a political vacuum which moral issues have partially
filled” (1963:2). In the end, Gusfield did not go far enough in his moral–cultural approach. He
contrasted issues of structure and power with those of morality (which only filled a “vac-
uum”), as though these were not always entwined. In this view, some movements were
expressive whereas most were instrumental. He also saw morality as a self-interested concern
with personal status, certainly an important motivation (when combined with anxiety over
status loss), but not the only moral motivation.

For nearly 100 years, crowd-inspired scholarship discouraged careful attention to the
motivations, cognitive meanings, and emotions of protestors. These were present, but located
either in individual pathologies or in the very local settings of crowds. Missing was a sense of
culture as a social, collective product, as a set of understandings that could be carried from
one situation to the next as well as being reshaped by those settings. Missing also was a view
of emotions as displays for other people, according to implicit rules, in other words as a
means by which people interact rather than as some kind of short-circuiting of interaction.
This long tradition recognized that cognition and emotions are important to collective action,
but they denied that they are normal —ubiquitous—aspects of all social life. Far from pathol-
ogy, however, they are the stuff of political life.

Civic Culture

The flip side of “bad” mob participation was “good” civic participation (Almond and Verba
1963). In the American atmosphere of the 1950s, this meant avoiding fascist or communist
movements, considered “mass.” Voting for established political parties, joining safe groups
such as parent associations, and supporting the ideas of formal democracy—in other words,
playing by the rules—were admired as forming a stable civic culture. Scholars in this tradition
expected these pluralist institutions and attitudes supporting them to spread gradually around
the world, accompanying economic modernization (Gilman 2003; Rostow 1960).

A certain personality type, oriented toward achievement and merit, was expected to
accompany these transformations (Inkeles and Smith 1974). Some versions of civic culture
theory retained a psychoanalytic flavor, especially trying to explain childrearing patterns that
led to “authoritarian personalities” (Adorno et al. 1950). This early work assumed a link
between individual personality traits and a broader “national culture,” an approach discredited
when Stanley Milgram (1974) found—to his surprise—that Americans were as willing as
Germans to follow the orders of authorities even when this involved giving nasty electrical
shocks to others. The idea of “a culture,” corresponding to a “society” and a “state,” would not
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last long once the cultural revolution arrived and meaning was no longer thought to cohere at
a national level, much less to be associated with national personality traits. As a result studies
of “national character” (e.g., Hartz 1955; Potter 1954) would nearly disappear.

A more robust strain of this tradition produced research into the “postmaterial” values
that were thought to grip the generation of the 1960s, the first cohort in history with a large
proportion coming of age relatively free from material deprivation and the insecurity of war
that had plagued humans throughout history. Ronald Inglehart (1977, 1990, 1997) docu-
mented the shift in values as well as in political behavior. Not only were party affiliations
thought to be weakening and traditional left–right ideologies losing their grip (Dalton, Flana-
gan, and Beck 1984), but the new values were thought to encourage “new social movements”
for peace, ecology, and cultural freedoms (e.g., Cotgrove 1982; Milbrath 1984).

Early civic-culture research primarily analyzed survey attitudes and voting behavior, and
it is not always clear how its findings extend to more active forms of political participation
such as social movements. A newer strain examines people engaged in collective action, fol-
lowing Tocqueville in arguing that participation in voluntary associations revitalizes commu-
nity and strengthens democracy (Barber 1984; Putnam 1993, 1995, 2000; Wuthnow 1998).
These researchers, although more sophisticated than earlier generations, favor the same kinds
of “intermediary organizations” that pluralists and mass-society theorists preferred: bowling
leagues, clubs, churches, unions, and so on. Many researchers who complain about a lack of
community spirit (e.g., Bellah et al. 1985) may again be looking in the wrong places or with
the wrong tools (Perrin 2006).

Because this approach typically encompasses—or conflates—individual and national
levels, it has difficulties recognizing structures of power and advantage (Crenson and Gins-
berg 2002; Szreter 2002). Certain groups are likely to organize to pursue basic structural
changes, while others merely want to go bowling. Groups vary in their ability to organize to
pursue their own interests, as Mancur Olson (1965) famously showed in his devastating cri-
tique of pluralist theory. Other critics have pointed out the negative side of intermediary
groups, especially their tendency to exclude outsiders (Kaufman 2002; Portes 1998). Contem-
porary forms of civic associations may discourage cross-class contacts—a problem hidden by
the survey method, which does not address structural changes as well as it does individual
ones (Skocpol 2003).

Despite the tradition’s flaws, efforts to show how individuals gain political and organiza-
tional confidence and skills through minor forms of participation contributes to our under-
standing of social movements. A sense of mastery may encourage participation in a range of
arenas and organizations, as Putnam and others argue. Confidence is crucial to strategic action
(Jasper 2006b). But meanings and skills, surveyed through individuals, must be put into their
strategic contexts, the institutional arenas in which they become part of a stream of interac-
tion. Instead of leaping from the individual to the institutional (a flaw civic culture and crowd
theories share), we need to build from one to the other in concrete steps.

Ideology and Science in Marxism

Karl Marx and most of his long and influential line of followers sharply distinguished the false
beliefs of class ideology from the more objective truths of science, the latter of course being
what they were engaged in. There were nuances, to be sure, beginning with Marx’s claim
that all ideas are influenced by the social setting in which they emerge—presumably includ-
ing science (or, in some formulations, all sciences except Marxism). It proved an especially
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useful distinction for Marxist parties that managed to seize power, allowing them to suppress
democracy.

This contrast between science and ideology was, perhaps ironically, shared by Smelser
and others writing in the United States in the shadow of the triumph over fascism. (World War
II had a buoyant effect on American culture, despite doubts about the Bomb, in contrast to the
devastation and gloom reflected in European thought.) Smelser, Kornhauser, and Almond and
Verba wrote around the same time Daniel Bell published The End of Ideology with a some-
what similar faith in scientific understandings. “Normal” politics was based on objective
knowledge, “mass” politics on ideology that analysts had to pick apart as pathology. Before
the cultural revolution, liberals and Marxists both viewed consciousness as either false or
true—with different models for understanding each kind.

In Britain in the late 1950s, a network of Marxist scholars reacted against the science–
ideology contrast, planting what would eventually blossom into a main source of the cultural
revolution (Lee [2003] is an interesting history from a world systems perspective). Rooted in
working class culture and often teaching in its adult education programs, the scholars who
became the New Left reacted against Labor’s support for imperialist intervention in the Suez
Canal, and against the Soviet invasion of Hungary and Kruschev’s speech to the Twentieth
Congress in 1956—both of which (in different ways) unmasked Stalinism. They concluded
that a “new” left was necessary, more radical than the social democrats and labor but less
authoritarian than communism. The dominant figures, Raymond Williams, E. P. Thompson,
and Stuart Hall, also rejected Stalinism for its anti-intellectualism. All three worked to save
culture from crude base-superstructure formulations (Williams 1977).

In Culture and Society (1958) Williams doggedly uncovered radical, socialist themes in
the Romantic and largely conservative tradition in British culture, finding at both ends of the
political spectrum a rejection of liberal individualism and an embrace of community. He saw
himself as saving this tradition from conservative formulations such as T. S. Eliot’s Notes
towards the Definition of Culture (1948). More broadly, Williams, especially in Marxism and
Literature, found ways to take culture seriously enough that it could not be reduced to a
reflection of economic structures and processes. And yet he proved unwilling to give up
Marxism’s approach to class and historical change, seeing in “residual,” “dominant,” and
“emergent” elements of culture (each connected to a social class) a pattern of social change
from feudalism to capitalism to proletarian socialism.

Thompson’s work culminated in The Making of the English Working Class (1963).
It was about the self-making of the working class, a thorough study of the community and
religious ideas which allowed a working class culture and collective player to emerge that
would eventually be the carrier of social change and eventually socialism. Like Williams,
Thompson rejected more economistic and structural aspects of Marxism, but not its theory of
history as stages accomplished by a succession of triumphant classes. Craig Calhoun (1982)
would later cast doubt on Thompson’s assumption that this “working class” was a unitary
culture and collective player that persisted over time.

Stuart Hall, joining the University of Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies in 1964 and becoming its director several years later, imported French cultural analy-
ses such as Althusser’s structuralism and Barthes’ semiotics (e.g., CCCS, 1978; 1980; Hall
and Jefferson 1976). The Birmingham group examined semiotic codes, but linked them to
more sociological issues of the creators and audiences for the codes (replicating Aristotle’s
analytic division of rhetoric into orator, audience, and speech: Hall 1980). Structural linguis-
tics seemed to offer the hard edge of science, which the Birmingham school could apply to
political conflict. Thus, for instance, Dick Hebdige (1979) found resistance in the clothing
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styles of punks, and Paul Willis (1977) examined the unintended consequences of working
class youths’ rebellion against their schools.

The British New Left, thoroughly steeped in the culture of working-class resistance,
framed cultural struggles largely as hegemony, Antonio Gramsci’s famous term for the cul-
tural work that elites do (and must do, given the resistance of the oppressed) to maintain their
privileged positions. Elites have the resources, material as well as cultural, to win most of the
time—but not always. Imprisoned by the fascists from 1926 until his death in 1937, Gramsci
could see the central, active role of the state in modern society, rejecting the economism of
other Marxists at the time. He was also able to see the political and ideological work neces-
sary for elites to maintain their privileges. Published in small bits beginning after 1945, Gram-
sci’s letters and Prison Notebooks would have a greater and greater impact on culturally
inclined analysts throughout the world.

In Paris, meanwhile, Louis Althusser (1969, 1971; Althusser and Balibar 1970) com-
bined Marxism and structuralism in a way that highlighted culture—purveyed through
schools, churches, and other “ideological state apparatuses”—but still didn’t quite free it from
economic determination “in the last instance.” On the one hand, Althusser seemed to open the
possibility of ideological struggle within any number of institutions (including academic
ones, thus flattering scholars), on the other hand it was not clear how any of these battles
could be won. At the least, it would involve smashing all these institutions rather than recali-
brating them for progressive uses. In a model of ultimate determination, ideological struggle
seemed doomed. (A pessimistic conclusion that felt too gloomy at the time but which in ret-
rospect may be all too realistic.)

In the end, a pair of French scholars, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (1985), nailed
shut the coffin of Marxist cultural analysis by using Gramsci against Althusser. Drawing on
Derrida (e.g., 1978), they reconceptualized the economy as a discursive realm, among many
others, in which are articulated claims about authority, efficiency, technique, money, and so
on. Discourses, which allow an infinite play of meaning through differences, entail constant
negotiation and construction of meanings. These include the construction of strategic players
themselves: these cannot be taken for granted, but are generated through discursive claims
and other tactics. There is no way to predict in advance exactly where “social antagonisms”
will arise, or where they will lead. Laclau and Mouffe definitively discredited theories that
proclaimed to know the direction in which history is moving and the collective players behind
that movement. Cultural and political analysis were freed from the weight of historical meta-
narratives. The extensive toolkit of cultural concepts that British and French Marxists had
developed could be freed from the distorting assumption that only classes had cultures or
politics.

Gender as Culture

During the 1970s and 1980s, gender proved an especially useful laboratory for thinking about
the cultural dimensions of politics, so that feminists studying the women’s movement were
often at the cutting edge of cultural research. If nothing else, gender was not the same as class,
which had helped to impose a paradigm of material interest on theory and research for so
long. For gender oppression to operate, women must to some extent absorb images and ideas
that endorse their inferiority. They are not a community apart, with distinct boundaries, so that
their oppression happens every day in subtle ways. There is violence, to be sure, but this is not
the main mechanism by which gender inequality is reproduced. Instead, the very concept of
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gender is a pillar of women’s oppression. Here more than anywhere else, it was recognized
that knowledge is power. Scholarship meant to trace and undermine the “social construction
of gender” exploded, providing the paradigm for deconstructing other oppressive ideolo-
gies (Butler 1990; de Beauvoir 1949; Leacock 1981; Martin 1987; Wittig 1992). The
women’s movement proved good to think about culture with (Elshtain 1981; Friedan 1963;
Naples 1998; Young 1997). As T.V. Reed (2005:79) would later phrase it, changing con-
sciousness was especially important “in shaping behavioral change in those ‘personal’ realms
that feminist consciousness-raising redefined as ‘political,’ such as family life; male-female
interactions in the kitchen, the bedroom, and the living room; female-female solidarity;
female bodily self-image; and the right to reproductive decision-making.”

In several nations, the internal battles of women’s movements in the 1980s raised more
troubling questions about what it was to be a woman, and about how to craft an identity
around such a general concept. Could you be a feminist if you tolerated or even enjoyed
pornography? Did lesbians have the same goals as other women? What about racial and eth-
nic minorities? Working-class women? Nowhere was the fragile, fictional nature of collective
identities, nonetheless crucial to social movements, articulated so clearly—and painfully
(Nicholson 1990). Journals such as m/f in Britain did a great deal to question “woman” as a
category. Partly as a result of these debates, feminist scholars such as Leila Rupp, Verta
Taylor, and Nancy Whittier helped promulgate the concept of collective identity in movement
research (Taylor and Whittier 1992; Whittier 1995), especially by drawing on the work of
Melucci (1985, 1988).

Other researchers examined the internal cultures of movements that assigned women
inferior roles. Mary Katzenstein (1998) traced feminist mobilization within conservative
organizations such as the military and the Catholic church. Belinda Robnett (1991) showed
that women in the U.S. civil rights movement were different kinds of leaders than men, more
oriented toward building bridges within the movement and less oriented toward gaining pub-
licity with external audiences. Kathleen Blee (1991, 2002) was able to describe a special role
that women played in two right-wing movements, bridging gendered expectations of passiv-
ity with aggressive activism. Historians found similar tensions between women’s idealized
passivity and political activism as early as the nineteenth century (Epstein 1981; Ginzberg
1990; Ryan 1990).

Attention to internal organizational cultures led a number of feminist scholars to exam-
ine emotions, especially as emotional expression in most societies is closely linked to gender.
For instance, Sherryl Kleinman (1996) found that men and women in an alternative health
organization achieved rhetorical effects through different kinds of emotional displays. Men
were praised for being sensitive, against traditional expectations, whereas women were not. In
the animal rights movement, according to Julian Groves (1997, 2001), activists carefully
crafted appeals that relied on science rather than gut feelings, enlisting men to convey “hard”
messages even though most activists were women. Both men and women in the movement
anticipated that audiences would dismiss emotional arguments presented by women.

Emotion norms have often been used to women’s disadvantage, as when women are dis-
couraged from expressing anger (Hercus 1999; Hochschild 1975) or when their anger is dis-
missed as bitterness (Campbell 1994). Just as feminists had to make anger acceptable, so they
addressed the norms of motherhood that made postpartum depression simply unthinkable:
how could a woman be upset after such a blessed event (Taylor 1996)? Scholars of the
women’s movement have also shown how affective bonds can maintain the networks of
movements that have fallen out of the public eye (Rupp and Taylor 1987; Taylor 1989). It is
perhaps ironic that some feminists criticized the cultural association of women with emotions
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(and of men with rationality) at the same time that other feminists were cogently tracing so
many emotional dynamics by studying women’s actions and understandings (for more leads
on gender and emotions in social movements, see Goodwin and Jasper 2006).

As issues of collective identity spread to the gay and lesbian rights movements, they
spurred another wave of theorizing in the early 1990s (Gamson 1995; Seidman 1994; Warner
1993). One reason was an associated academic endeavor, “queer theory,” much as there had
been a large body of feminist theory that could point to the dilemmas and paradoxes of iden-
tity without being accountable to the movement itself. Scholars could explicitly identify
tradeoffs that might paralyze collective action, such as the choice of whether to emphasize, in
presenting gay collective identity, similarities to or differences from straight culture (Bern-
stein 1997). Gamson (1997) showed how gay activists policed their external image by
expelling certain “kinds” of gays. In a few cases, identity again led to discussion of emotions:
for instance, Gould (2001) traced the effects of shame on collective action; far from having
the same effect in all circumstances, she argued, it can sometimes encourage quiescence and
at other times militancy.

In the field of social movements as in so many others, feminist scholarship’s great con-
tribution has been to show the subtle webs that bind people to one another. Humans are not
autonomous or selfish individuals who approach others to satisfy pre-existing goals. Often
using the exemplar of a family rather than a marketplace, feminists have uncovered shared
understandings and identities, affective loyalties, mutual recognitions, communication
processes, and other ways in which people help shape one another. These are the heart of a
cultural approach.

The Programmed Society

If there was one place where culture had a prominent role in research on social movements, it
was CADIS in Paris, founded by Alain Touraine, whose theory of postindustrial trends high-
lighted conflict over cultural understandings. After 1968, having formulated the concept of
the programmed society in which humans control their destinies (or “historicity”—the pace
and direction of change) to an unprecedented degree (1969, 1973), Touraine began investigat-
ing a series of social movements through “sociological interventions.” He and his team would
invite a number of participants to a series of meetings aimed at defining the movement’s
goals, identity, opponents, and factions. In some cases, opponents of the movement would be
invited to confront the members. In an astounding burst of research, Touraine recreated in a
kind of laboratory setting the dilemmas that a series of movements and their leaders faced or
had recently faced (Touraine 1978; Touraine et al. 1980, 1982, 1984).

The climax of each intervention came when Touraine presented the group with his own
hypothesis about their historical significance: that their “real” purpose was a broad-based
effort to oppose the corporate and government technocrats who initiated and directed most
social change. The antinuclear, feminist, student, and other movements were different facets
of one underlying antitechnocratic movement, struggling to emerge, which would assume a
role in postindustrial society that the labor movement had occupied in industrial society. Cul-
tural values and understandings were the main stakes in this conflict, in contrast to the distri-
bution of material products that had (supposedly) been at stake in industrial conflicts. There
was one problem: Touraine was unable to convince his movement representatives of their real
significance. They insisted on their own purposes. Like Marxists before him, Touraine often
seemed to think he knew participants’ goals better than they did. In retrospect, this stance

3. Cultural Approaches in the Sociology of Social Movements 69



seems to have been a hopeful search for a universal player that might replace the “universal
class” of Marxism.

Partly as a result of these rejections, Touraine mostly abandoned the project of discern-
ing the social movement that would carry on the fight for social justice in postindustrial soci-
ety. His mood today is more pessimistic, as the movements he studied lost their struggles to
control social change, especially to giant corporations (Touraine 1997). After the election of
Margaret Thatcher and of Ronald Reagan, history took a new direction. “During the last
twenty years, the idea of a postindustrial society has disappeared because the most important
change turned out to be not a structural transformation but the victory of a new kind of capi-
talism” (Touraine 1998b:207). In a process of “demodernization,” society—as a unified
system—has unraveled. Sociology, which traditionally looked for that underlying unity and
order, must in turn change to study the constructions of identities and strategic projects
(Touraine 1998a). His cultural vantage point helped Touraine (like Laclau and Mouffe) to rec-
ognize that collective players form new goals; these are never given by social structure or laws
of historical change.

To express Touraine’s ideas about programmed societies, Alberto Melucci helped to
promulgate the term “new social movements” (1985, 1994). He later had some regrets about
this, given the misunderstandings and misguided debates the phrase inspired. European and
American movements of the 1970s and 1980s were certainly not entirely new, especially in
their tactics, nor were they necessarily more oriented toward cultural meanings than the
labor movement had been, especially in its early stages. Debates over what was new and
what was old, if nothing else, had the salutary effect of inspiring research into the cultural
dimensions of earlier movements as well as the new ones (such as Calhoun 1993; see also
Pichardo 1997).

Melucci’s main intent was to promote a cultural view of social movements, and concepts
with which we might get inside them, to appreciate the point of view of participants. Identity
was the central rhetorical device of his magisterial Challenging Codes (1996a). For instance,
it defines an “us” and a “them,” which Melucci (1996a:83) calls “a strong and preliminary
condition for collective action, as it continuously reduces ambivalence and fuels action with
positive energies.” (This does the same work as Smelser’s unresolved Oedipal conflict, but in
a more concrete and realistic way.) Collective identities also define a player’s relationship to
the past and the future. Melucci (1996a:86) recognized the core dilemma of identity here
(although he instead refers to it as a problem, a tension, and a paradox): “On the one hand, the
actor must maintain a permanence which, on the other, must be produced continuously.”
Ambitiously, Melucci (1996a:69) thought collective identity can “bridge the gap between
behavior and meaning, between ‘objective’ conditions and ‘subjective’ motives and orienta-
tions, between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’.”

But something is still missing at the psychological level. This is apparent in Melucci’s
discussions of the relationship between movement leaders and followers, where he lapsed into
the language of exchange, of costs and benefits. He did not say enough to indicate whether he
meant this at a vague, tautological level or at the measurable level of material trades—because
he did not really fill in the complex psychology of leadership. This would perhaps lead to
charisma, a concept currently out of fashion, as well as to a range of emotions, then also out
of fashion. Even Melucci, more attuned to psychological and social-psychological dynamics
than most (e.g., Melucci 1996b), had thin cultural foundations. To me, this shows that
Touraine’s approach, while it had a central logical place for culture and identity (J. L. Cohen
1985), still operated at a macrosocial level, with a theory of history that discouraged serious
examination of cultural mechanisms—much like structural approaches.
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The Cultural Synthesis

Having developed quietly for a decade or two, cultural analysis exploded throughout the
social sciences in the late 1970s and 1980s. In addition to cognitive psychology and the
British New Left, sources included French structuralism and poststructuralism, the history
and philosophy of science, a resurgent Frankfurt School, and social theorists—such as Gid-
dens, Habermas, Bourdieu, and Touraine—concerned with inserting agency (and the actor’s
point of view) into models dominated by structures and functions. History and anthropology,
with their own longstanding cultural traditions, also provided a number of new tools for ana-
lyzing meaning (for more, see Jasper 2005).

For 100 years, French structuralism has concerned itself with meanings, first in Saus-
sure’s linguistics and later in Levi-Strauss’s anthropology, especially his work on myth. The
generation that came to dominate Parisian intellectual life in the 1960s dropped the objectivist
scientific pretensions of this tradition, grounding it instead in social constructionism. Michel
Foucault (1961, 1963, 1966, 1975, 1976), in particular, glamorized cultural approaches by
“socializing” linguistic structuralism in a new kind of institutional analysis (on the French tra-
dition see Dosse 1997). Jacques Derrida (1967) had a parallel influence by “deconstructing”
our language and concepts to reveal the mechanisms of power and hierarchy beneath them.
The work of these two charismatic figures did much to promote cultural analysis.

The new research and theory tend to differ from older cultural work in several ways.
A broad social constructionism, which views all knowledge and institutions as shaped by our
cognitive frameworks, implies that no crisp distinction between true and false political claims
can be sustained. Both can be “deconstructed” by being linked to the social context and posi-
tion of those making them. Culture can then be seen as an element of strategy and power, a
site of contestation as much as a source for social unity (and when it is a source of unity, this
is because elites deploy it toward that end). There is also a tendency to reject the idea of “a
culture,” corresponding to “a society,” as older visions often had it. Cultural meanings rarely
form a unified whole. On the other hand, they are not collapsed into the subjective beliefs of
individuals, but have a distinct structure and persistence, an “objective” existence. This is not
necessarily a “shared” culture, into which individuals are “socialized,” but more a set of tools
that individuals use (Turner 1994, 2002).

Emotions played little part in this great cultural revolution, but there was a simultaneous
rediscovery of their role in social life. Just as cognition had long been an object of psycholog-
ical research, only to spread belatedly to other social sciences, so emotions emerged in the
late 1970s and early 1980s to form a new sociology of emotions (Hochschild 1983; Kemper
1978). Even today, feelings have not attained equal status to meanings in the study of social
life generally or in the study of social movements specifically. But plenty of raw materials are
there.

The cultural turn entered (especially American) scholarship on social movements mod-
estly, foremost through the concept of frame alignment, the processes (bridging, amplifica-
tion, extension, and transformation) by which organizers and recruits come (or do not come)
to synchronize their ways of viewing a social problem and what should be done about it
(Snow and Benford 1988, 1992; Snow et al. 1986). Structural paradigms could incorporate
frames easily, as long as they were seen as a factor added on to the underlying structural story,
a kind of “resource” that recruiters had to get right in order to succeed. As late as 1996,
McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald (1996) embraced political opportunities, mobilizing struc-
tures, and cultural framings as the building blocks of a new synthesis that could answer the
basic questions about social movements. A more serious rethinking of structures from a
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cultural perspective would appear only in the late 1990s (Goodwin and Jasper 2003; Jasper
1997; Melucci 1996a).

The next popular concept, which required more rethinking of structural approaches,
was that of collective identities. Arising out of debates within a number of movements
over “identity politics” in the 1980s (see pages 67–69 above), collective identity came to
represent the subjective meanings that movements carried with them. Considerable initial
work tried to discern the relationship between structural positions and the identities that
might or might not emerge from them (e.g., Pizzorno 1978; Taylor and Whittier 1992).
The influence of Touraine and Melucci increased even more thanks to their focus on
identities—especially Touraine’s (1978) I – O – T: movements need a sense of their own
identity (I), their opponent’s identity (O), and the stakes of the conflict (“totality” in
Touraine’s language).

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, dissatisfaction with existing models often surfaced in
conferences where papers criticized rational choice and structural approaches without yet
building systematic cultural alternatives (Morris and Mueller 1992), or ungainly concepts
such as “new social movements” were used to discuss cultural mechanisms (Laraña, John-
ston, and Gusfield 1994). By the mid-1990s scholars were developing broader approaches
that reflected the insights of the cultural revolution without reducing them to one or two sim-
ple concepts (Johnston and Klandermans 1995). Melucci (1996a) staked his approach on
identity, to be sure, but pushed it into new areas. Jasper (1997) distinguished a number of cul-
tural mechanisms at work at both individual and group levels, including emotional as well as
cognitive processes. In 1999, Goodwin and Jasper (2003) broadly challenged the structural
tradition for its inability to take culture seriously, a point that prominent structuralists quickly
conceded (McAdam 2003; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001).

By the turn of the century, the new cultural synthesis had transformed social movement
theory, providing ways to talk about meaning and feeling that were not only richer and more
systematic but also less pejorative than earlier efforts. The cultural toolkit was now as rich as
the structural one. No scholar of movements should ever plead ignorance about these
processes or be able to ignore them in good faith. And yet the very extent of the cultural tool
kit encourages scholars to focus on one medium or process rather than comparisons among
them. Most analysts prefer a loose interpretation, in the style of literary criticism, to the rigors
of research into institutional conditions. What actually does the work of carrying cultural
meanings, and to what audiences? We still know too little about the strategic contexts in
which meanings are deployed—a path of research that might lead cultural analysis to connect
with more structural traditions. Cultural dynamics never stand alone. We need to see the car-
riers of culture in action.

CARRIERS OF MEANING

Physical Artifacts

Almost any object or action can convey messages to audiences. Yet this diversity of media
rarely has been taken as an opportunity to make useful comparisons (even when several media
are discussed, as in Reed 2005). Frequently one medium is implicitly used as the exemplar for
all, with the result that culture’s operations are either distorted or vague and ubiquitous. After
I list some of these concrete embodiments, we can move on to more figurative concepts for
getting at the shapes that meanings take.
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Jokes, gossip, rumors, and other comments affect the reputations of players in strategic
engagement and thus their ability to act. In face-to-face settings, these can be useful weapons
of those with few other capacities (Scott 1985, 1990), depending heavily on shared understand-
ings that allow a great deal of meaning to remain implicit. But the same materials can also be
broadcast to more anonymous audiences, not only through broadcast media but also via graf-
fiti, cartoons, and so on. They are rarely full programs for action, but they have an epideictic
impact on the moral sensibilities of audiences. They shape common sense about the world and
the players operating in it. Even obscenities can play a role like this (Rothwell 1971).

Speeches, the great exemplar for rhetoric, also consist of fleeting words, but conveyed in
more formal settings to larger numbers of people. This immediacy is an advantage when a
speaker hopes to inspire action and decisions here and now. This is the source of some uneasi-
ness over rhetoric: groups can be rushed to decisions they might not make if they devoted more
time to deliberation. Although they are the most obvious carrier of political messages to assem-
bled audiences, speeches are rarely analyzed today in cultural analysis of social movements.

Clothing styles and other lifestyle choices use materials other than words to convey state-
ments about the world, in this case more about the solidarity of a group than about the capacities
of players. One of the most fruitful products of the Birmingham School was the notion of resist-
ance in everyday life, through choices about how to dress, what to ride, and so on. Just as these
help identify the members of a collective to one another, as with punk culture (Hebdige 1979),
they can occasion attacks from others. Moral panics frequently target apparently innocuous
lifestyle choices, demonizing those who ride motorbikes, listen to rock music, and so on
(S. Cohen 1972). Both insiders and outsiders use aspects of lifestyles metonymically to “stand
in” for a group—contributing in the process to its collective identity (for an extended discussion
of metonymy in social movements, see Polletta 2006:chap. 3). (The production of clothing and
other items is also an opportunity for political expression: Adams 2000.)

Lifestyle choices are a frequent occasion for a common form of protest, a simple refusal
to do something. An individual’s choice not to eat meat or drink alcohol, while not necessar-
ily accompanied by a collective vow or collective action, is nonetheless a form of protest. It is
also not necessarily mute, as it arouses curiosity and provides a rhetorical opportunity for
explaining and defending one’s choices. As Mullaney (2006:61) puts it, “When individuals
abstain, others want to know why.” Consumer choices, especially through boycotts but also
through politically correct buying, have been central to many recent social movements
(Kimeldorf et al. 2006). One reason is the global spread of information, making it possible for
consumers to learn about the origins of the products they buy. In this case, our statements
endow (absent) objects with political meaning.

Music, dance, and related performing arts also convey messages about politics and
change, as well as being crucial components of rituals that build emotions. Music is an espe-
cially powerful combination of words—with an explicit ideological message—and concerted
action of the kind that creates collective effervescence (Futrell et al. 2006). Although it is
inevitably accompanied by music and often by song, dance has its distinct vocabulary as well.
Songs are easily transferred and adapted across movements. Morris (1984) emphasized the
African American church music that was easily given a civil-rights twist, and Eyerman and
Jamison (1998) show that songs are a concrete legacy that defunct movements leave for suc-
cessors to discover and adapt. In a study of textile strikes in the U.S. south, Roscigno and
Danaher (2004) show how songs, often on the radio, articulated grievances and expressed
collective identity and opposition. As Reed (2005:29) puts it in describing the civil rights
movements, “Singing (along with prayer) became a perfect way both to keep a mass from
becoming a mob, and to convey to opponents that one was witnessing an organized event, not
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a mob action.” Music affected both internal and external audiences, in both individual listen-
ing and collective gatherings.

Theater is another performing art, but one that (unlike music and dance) almost always
requires an audience distinct from the performers (Goldfarb 1980). Otherwise, it becomes
more like a ritual. Even the “street theater” (or theatrics) of the Yippies was intended to attract
attention, especially from the media. “Every man would be an artist,” according to Abbie
Hoffman, but artists need audiences. Film, even more, is a costly form in which the produc-
tion of the artifact is unusually separated from its consumption. With theater, the production
and consumption occur face to face, with immediate feedback possibilities; in film these are
separated by both time and space. There is a tradeoff between broader dissemination and
immediate interaction between audience and performers.

Rituals are complex embodied meanings that can combine music, dance, collective loco-
motion, theater, and spoken words (Kertzer 1988). They focus a group’s attention, at salient
times and places, with the possible effect of arousing emotions and reinforcing our solidarities
and beliefs (and sometimes creating new ones). Because several carriers of meaning line up at
once, rituals provide especially powerful messages, as Durkheim saw. They can be aimed at
external audiences, as proclamations of intent or identity, as well as at participants. Coordi-
nated actions are deeply satisfying; even mere shouting feels good in the right circumstances,
enhancing solidarity. According to Randall Collins (2001, 2004), rituals generate an emo-
tional energy and mutual attention that individuals crave. But this satisfaction, while an end in
itself, also provides the confidence and energy for further action and participation, partly
independently of the craving for more attention. By examining chains of interactions, Collins
sees the microfoundations for broader structures.

People and events can carry symbolic meanings even though they are not created for
that purpose. Other entities can also become symbols—parts of the landscape for instance—
but groups, individuals, and events are especially easy to craft into symbols. Examples of
important events—often called “precipitating events”—include institutional foundings and
strategic victories or turning points. Again and again, acts of government repression inspire
mass mobilization. Individuals, too, are important symbols: the leader of a group or a government
is not only important for the decisions she makes, but also for the ways in which she represents
her organization to insiders and to outsiders.

Perhaps the most important carriers of cultural messages consist of written words, texts:
poetry, books, pamphlets, articles, posters, graffiti, and so on. Because messages are conveyed
here in relatively permanent media, there is less control over audiences’ interpretations, but at
the same time meanings can be conveyed more broadly (an unavoidable tradeoff for all cul-
tural artifacts). At one extreme texts are mere slogans which, like epithets, reinforce existing
feelings about the world; at the other they are elaborate statements of goals and tactics, of
moral positions, of carefully documented grievances.

Not all printed materials consist of words; some are visual symbols such as caricatures
and other cartoons; abstract images such as peace signs or swastikas; photographs of real-life
events, people, places; or highly schematized representations such as maps. Much has been
written about the rhetorical power of all these, but let me just mention maps as a more unusual
form. Elisabeth Wood (2003) asked peasant revolutionaries in El Salvador to draw elaborate
maps of their holdings and towns, demonstrating changes in their thoughts and feelings about
the land, such as the emotional memories of what had happened in different places during the
civil war (especially where people had been killed). In struggles over land, certainly, maps
will be key cognitive representations.
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Also at the more permanent end of the spectrum of cultural artifacts, buildings, memo-
rials, and other human constructions are intended to carry meanings to audiences and fre-
quently to future generations. Social movements rarely have the permanence or control of
public space for these creations, which are usually the tool of the powerful (and no less
important for that). Louis XIV wanted the Versailles gardens to express his control over
well-defined territory (Mukerji 1997). Corporations construct headquarters that send mes-
sages of permanence, power, or good will. States remind domestic and foreign observers of
their own dignity, power, and venerable age through their military installations and other
functioning buildings. Movements shape collective memories in ways that have similar cul-
tural impacts, and they frequently use existing built spaces to make symbolic statements.
Even if they do not build monuments, they use them as stages for their own events, trans-
forming their meanings in the process.

Carriers of meaning vary along several rhetorical dimensions. These include whether
creators and audiences are present at the same time, the relative durability of the cultural arti-
fact after its creation, the scope with which the artifact can be reproduced or promulgated, and
the relative control that one player may have over the production and consumption of the arti-
facts. Obviously, face to face settings offer more control over the reception of those meanings
than more mediated ones, because of the possibility for constant monitoring and adjustment.
And any object or idea can be interpreted as conveying symbolic messages, such as a rock for-
mation, although some are designed precisely for that purpose (I have concentrated on these
in this section).

These differences generate a number of different strategic choices for those who would
create and deploy cultural messages, of which I’ll name just a few (from Jasper 2006b). In
the Audience Segregation Dilemma, you would like to convey different messages to differ-
ent players, but you run the risk of appearing duplicitous if a message goes to the wrong
audience. You must choose, for instance, between more local appeals and more global ones,
which resonate with different audiences (Gordon and Jasper 1996). Attracting attention
through the media publicizes your cause, but in the process your message and identity may
be distorted (Gitlin 1980). In the Articulation Dilemma, being explicit about your goals
may help arouse support for them, but it makes it harder for you to adjust them realistically
in the face of new opportunities and constraints. Audiences, institutional settings, and
media interact.

Exemplary research into audience dilemmas comes from a work that is not explicitly
cultural in its orientation, Clifford Bob’s The Marketing of Rebellion (2005). Bob examines
the remarkable success of the Ogoni in Nigeria and the Zapatistas in Chiapas, both of whom
managed to capture the imagination of broad audiences and nongovernmental organizations
around the world. Using a “marketing” metaphor in which human rights groups must sell
themselves to potential funders, Bob demonstrates the crucial importance of a leader (Ken
Saro-Wiwa among the Ogoni and subcomandante Marcos for the Zapatistas) who embodies
the group’s moral aspirations and can speak the (literal and figurative) languages of the audi-
ences the group wants to reach. Both were prolific writers, and both were articulate not only
in the language of their followers but also in the English so useful in attracting international
audiences. They succeeded in reaching out to external audiences, and Bob recounts how they
had to make adjustments in order to do this. Insurgents rethink their identities and images,
just as nongovernmental organizations think hard about the potential risks and benefits of
supporting various groups. Both sets of players face innumerable dilemmas in trying to
please more than one audience.
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Metaphors of Meaning

In addition to the many physical carriers of meaning and feeling, there are a variety of
metaphors through which scholars have tried to understand the cultural dimensions of social
movements. Some of these are concrete carriers that have been used to stand in for broader
processes of understanding, such as texts or narratives. Others are more clearly figurative con-
cepts, such as frames or movement cultures. Most of these latter have variants along a contin-
uum from a more structured, formal image to a more action-oriented, open-ended one.

One of the most popular terms is movement culture (or Fine’s [1995] similar idea idio-
culture), meant to capture a hodgepodge of sensibilities, ways of operating, tastes in tactics,
frames, ideologies, and other packages of meaning. The idea presumably contrasts the mean-
ings and processes internal to a movement with those of the broader cultural context, even
though the two interpenetrate at a number of points (Williams 2004). Although it recognizes
that culture matters, I find that the term covers too much. If the trend is away from talking
about “a culture” at the level of society, linking it to another vague entity, a “social move-
ment” (as opposed to the organizations that ally to form a movement) helps little. At best, it
becomes a catalogue of what participants share (Lofland 1995). We need to speak of the more
concrete elements which make up that supposed “culture.”

Frames were the main way analysts inserted cultural meanings into models in the late
1980s. In the process, they lost frames’ specific context of efforts at recruitment, in which
activists crafted messages for audiences of potential recruits. (Snow et al. [1986] had origi-
nally used active terms such as frame alignment, bridging, and so on—suggesting players
constructing messages.) Instead, frames became something like worldviews, packages of
meaning that—uncovered through content analysis of movement literature—were assumed to
represent the motivations and visions of participants (as Benford 1997, complains). Specific
artifacts metastasized into overly broad metaphors of meaning. At the same time, the active
process of framing was transformed into static packages of meanings, and the latter’s strategic
purposes were lost.

Collective identity played a similarly spongelike role in the 1990s, after it was recog-
nized that frames do not exhaust meanings (Snow 2001). Despite efforts in structural and
rational-choice traditions to define strategic players on the basis of objective interests, collec-
tive players are as much an accomplishment as a given. Organizers must work hard to prom-
ulgate a collective identity that can attract potential participants and retain existing ones (there
is often a tradeoff between these two tasks). Considerable research has shown how collective
labels are necessary for action, even though they are largely fictional (Gamson 1995; Polletta
and Jasper 2001). In some cases, both the means and the ends of collective action seemed to
be the construction of collective identities for participants, in another overextension of a per-
fectly good concept (Cohen 1985; Melucci 1996a).

Shared structural positions—economic activity, legal and political status, strong cultural
expectations—make it more likely that a group will develop a shared collective identity.
Potential members of the group will have had the same experiences, and through conscious-
ness raising of some sort will come to realize this. But structural similarities are neither nec-
essary nor sufficient for identity. Rarely made explicit are the shared emotions that arise from
those positions and experiences that make the identity possible and motivating. Sociological
research shows that characteristic emotions arise from dominant or subordinate positions in
hierarchies, and from changes in those positions and the power and status that accompany
them (Hochschild 1983; Kemper 1978; Morgan and Heise 1988). For instance, we are con-
temptuous of those who claim more status than we think they deserve, and angry at those who
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don’t grant us the status we think we deserve (Kemper 2001). When political players interact
in the context of ongoing hierarchies, characteristic emotions will arise that may advance or
hinder collective identities and the accompanying programs and actions.

In the same way that collective identities depend on the imagination as much as on actual
interactions among people, symbolic allies and symbolic enemies can be constructed. I call
them symbolic to the extent they are not allies in the sense of coordinating, opposing, or inter-
acting in any way with us. Protestors like to think that others are engaged in the same fight as
they are, share their moral vision, and are part of the same movement. Indeed, a social move-
ment is less a coordinated effort by allied groups than a sense of a coordinated effort. It is an
accomplishment of the imagination. Likewise, we can construct bad guys who we believe
threaten us, even if they do not really interact strategically with us in any way, and perhaps do
not know who we are. Symbolic allies and enemies are particular easy to construct from play-
ers who are in different places, especially different countries, from us—and with whom com-
munication is difficult. Roggeband (2004), for instance, describes how European feminists
were inspired by feminists in other nations even though they received little information from
them and about them, and formed no strategic alliance.

Characters are one aspect of collective identity that receives little attention: collective
players try to create these for themselves and others (part of the content of those identities). By
this I mean the work of characterizing, often relying on traditional literary character types of
hero, villain, victim, and (to fill in the 2 by 2 table formed along the dimensions of strong ver-
sus weak and good versus bad) sidekick or clown. To initiate political action, it is often useful
to present yourself as a victim who is becoming a hero, to triumph over a villain and his min-
ions. This mini-narrative encourages audiences to take sides emotionally, expressing sympathy
for the victim, admiration for the hero, and hatred for the villain and his sidekicks. Other poten-
tial plots include the conversion of villain into hero (whistleblowers, for instance) and the mar-
tyrdom of a hero who sacrifices herself. Characters like these almost demand certain feelings
toward them (although it is possible to play against type, for instance there are lovable villains
and feared heroes). Even though “flat” (i.e., stereotyped) characters such as these have fallen
out of favor in serious fiction, as a form of epideictic rhetoric they live on in political propa-
ganda as efforts to shape our understandings of and feelings about the world.

Narrative is another metaphor of meaning that has recently become popular as a label to
acknowledge that cultural meanings often come packaged as stories with beginnings and
ends, recounted in a variety of social contexts (Hall 1995; Polletta 2006; Somers 1995). Some
analysis—drawing on literary criticism—treats narratives as structured, predictable combina-
tions of characters and events, forming a finite number of familiar plots. Other narrative
analysis tends to place stories in the social contexts in which they are told, encouraging more
attention to the interactions between the creators of stories and their audiences (Davis 2002).
The latter loses the formal constraints featured in traditional narrative analysis but gains a
more purposive, rhetorical dimension. Oddly, narrative research has paid little attention to
characters (cf. Polletta 2006:chap. 5).

Francesca Polletta’s It Was Like a Fever (2006) demonstrates the strengths of a narrative
lens. Each chapter is a case study. One explains why black college students who began sit-ins
at segregated stores in 1960 were so insistent that their actions were spontaneous rather than
organized and planned. This story emphasized a break with more established civil rights
organizations, dramatized the moral urgency of the student’s actions, and helped to create a
new collective political player. The following chapter revisits the group that formed out of
these sit-ins several years later, SNCC, as debates over group structure led to the expulsion of
whites. Polletta focuses here on metonymy, especially how particular strategies came to
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“stand in” for white or for black members of the group. Another chapter examines the rhetor-
ical uses of stories in online debate over what kind of memorial to build on the World Trade
Center site. Another discusses the dilemma that battered women and their advocates face
between presenting themselves as victims or as competent, even heroic actors—one of the
rare works on narrative that addresses characters. Victimhood gains sympathy but undermines
images of power and rationality. Another chapter details the ways that African American con-
gressional speakers refer to Martin Luther King Jr. in a manner that hides his radical activism.
All these chapters are rich studies in how meanings are made (going far beyond the narrative
metaphor in doing so).

Inspired by French poststructuralist thought, scholars have also treated cultural mean-
ings as texts, using one artifact of meaning as exemplary of meaning more generally (Shapiro
1992). In addition to, in most cases, preferring literal texts—such as constitutions, novels, and
other documents—as clues to worldviews, poststructuralists read all social life as though it
were a text. Sensibilities, wars, cities, landscapes, and so on can all be interpreted in this fash-
ion. This approach reminds us of the social construction behind so many events and processes
that we might otherwise take for granted, but the approach frequently focuses on the text itself
so that the activities of the creator disappear. The textual metaphor seems especially suited to
more structured analysis, and less so to more dynamic analysis. If nothing else, it reminds us
the world demands to be interpreted.

In a closely related development, discourse has, also following French poststructural-
ists, become a popular term for the deployment of cultural meanings (Snow 2004; Steinberg
1998, 1999). If textual approaches emphasize the structured (and usually static) nature of
meanings, discourse instead focuses on human participants who interactively sustain or redi-
rect meanings (in Saussurian terms discourse is about parole not langue). An infinite play of
meanings allows constant negotiation over meanings. A variety of discursive practices
“mediate the relationship between texts on the one hand and (nontextual parts of) society and
culture on the other” (Fairclough 1995:10). Although they acknowledge more strategy and
creativity than textual models, because discourse approaches see meaning in all actions, they
can expand to cover any human actions. Even the physical world, to the extent it is meaning-
ful to us, becomes part of a discursive practice (Laclau and Mouffe 1985; Torfing 1999).
Sometimes this is a creative move, at others merely a confusing one.

Rhetoric

Is there any useful way to reconcile these many terms and ideas? And to recognize both their
structured aspects and their more active, strategic ones? I find rhetoric, the world’s oldest tra-
dition of cultural analysis, especially suited to understanding the cultural dimensions of poli-
tics. Aristotle usefully stressed three major components to rhetorical settings: the creators of
messages, the messages themselves, and the audiences. The orator’s intended purpose was to
have effects of various kinds—beliefs, emotions, and actions—on his audiences. Although
rhetoric is less clear about structured or unconscious meanings, it is quite explicit about
intended ones, placing meanings in the context of strategic action. We could usefully rethink
the artifacts and the metaphors of meaning from a rhetorical perspective, setting them in their
proper social contexts.

Rhetorical analysis forces clarity about several issues, especially the nature of the audi-
ence and the arena. Because speeches were such formal events in ancient Greece and Rome,
they were distinguished according to the setting: orations in law courts were designed to
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establish what had happened in the past; in political assemblies to decide what course of
action to adopt in the future; and in less formal settings such as funerals and festivals to estab-
lish more general moral understandings. Although not all political stakes are as clear as that in
a law court, rhetoric encourages the cultural analyst to be precise about what purposes and
outcomes the players seek.

The cultural analyst must also specify who the players are, who exactly is constructing,
spreading, and interpreting cultural messages. Culture is still often spoken of in a vague way,
as though it were like the air we breathe, surrounding us all beneath our awareness. But most
important political messages are carefully, intentionally crafted. One message is purveyed to
one audience, a slightly different one to another. And political players frequently take pains to
segregate audiences in order to maximize their effects on each (although audience segregation
carries risks: Jasper 2006b:132).

Although I am not devoting attention in this essay to the role of the media (for a sum-
mary see Gamson 2004), they become central (and integrated with other elements) in a rhetor-
ical vision. In addition to players, arenas usually also contain audiences, who may or may not
be able to become players themselves. With today’s mass media, the size of the audience in
most arenas is enormous, although not necessarily capable of being organized into active
players. Audiences and media pose a series of dilemmas for players. Should activists rely on
the media to purvey their message, knowing that the media have their own goals that are not
those of the movement (Gitlin 1980)? Should they strive to create impressions of their power,
since potential supporters will be less frightened to support them but may feel that the move-
ment does not need the support? And should they strive for extensive coverage, which spreads
the message but may arouse a counterattack from opponents (Jasper and Poulsen 1993)? The
media have their own goals and means alongside other strategic players.

The carriers of meaning we have already examined can be placed in a rhetorical frame-
work. Who writes and who sings the songs? Who listens to them, with what understandings
and effects? How do the rhetorical settings differ for jokes, songs, logical arguments, films,
memorials, and so on? The metaphors of meaning can also be clarified rhetorically. Who
tells a story to whom? Who’s our audience when we claim an identity? When we frame a
social problem and suggest a solution? It should be no surprise that much existing work fits
comfortably within rhetoric, as much of it emerged from rhetoric early in its history (the dia-
logical approach of Vygotsky, Bakhtin, and Volosinov, for example, is based on the idea of
the “utterance,” which has Aristotle’s three elements of rhetoric, the speaker, the topic, and
the listener).

The drawback of rhetorical approaches is that they tend to exaggerate the degree to
which speakers’ intentions determine or explain what happens, or “the extent to which actions
are under the conscious control of subjects” (Fairclough 1995:45). In this, they are at the
opposite end of the spectrum from textual approaches. Yet rhetoric has a place for preexisting
meanings, in that successful orators must be sensitive to audiences’ understandings, even of
the most unconscious sort. The ability to tap into these is what distinguishes the great orator
from the mediocre. The orator’s awareness need not even be explicit, although 2400 years of
rhetorical treatises have tried to formulate such knowledge.

Perhaps the closest to a rhetorical approach is the “cultural pragmatics” developed by
social theorist Jeffrey Alexander (Alexander, Giesen, and Mast 2006), which focuses on
“social performance” as the embodiment of cultural meanings. Alexander (2006:45–51) sees
ancient Greece as the origin of this kind of self-aware performance as opposed to ritual situa-
tions in which meanings were more fused with social structure. Not coincidentally, this is the
same social setting out of which rhetoric developed, in much the same way. As part of Alexander’s
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group, Ron Eyerman (2006:198) recommends performance theory for “calling attention to the
role of meaning and emotion.” As in theatrical performances, he points out (2006:199),
“Movement actors perform and convey; they also dramatize, adding powerful emotions to
their actions which re-present known narratives through the use of symbols.” Today, I am not
sure we need performance theory to call attention to meaning and emotion, but it does pull
together several of the carriers of meanings we have examined. Like rhetoric, performance
could take its place alongside the other metaphors of meaning, at the same time it helps us
understand their relationships.

In my opinion, all the conceptual tools examined in this section have their uses; all help
explain how meanings operate. The danger is to embrace any one of them too enthusiastically,
to the exclusion of the others. Not all meanings come packaged as narratives; not all convey
messages about player identities. The more tools we have at our disposal the finer the cultural
analysis we can craft with them. Rhetoric does not make any of them superfluous, it merely
forces us to specify their contexts more clearly. Rhetoric is a lens for viewing culture that
parallels strategy as a way of viewing political action.

EMOTIONS

What Are Emotions?

Emotions are our stances and reactions to the world that express how it matters for us. To
some extent, they are cognitive evaluations, but typically with physiological components pre-
cisely because something makes a difference to our satisfaction and flourishing. The deep cul-
tural grounding of emotions and their expression in no way denies their physiological
components, any more than a cultural understanding of cognition denies the neurological
pathways in the brain that underpin it. Vituperative debates between those who espouse cul-
tural approaches to emotions and those of a biological or social–structural bent are fortunately
a thing of the past.

The traditional image of emotions has generally contrasted them with rationality. “Pas-
sions” are a deviation from normal or rational action, as they “grip” us against our will. Most
of the time, in fact, emotions are an essential part of our projects, shaping both ends and
means. In the few cases when they disrupt our projects, I still prefer to view them either as
extreme privileging of the short run over the longer run, or as mistakes later recognized as
such. Lust may lead us to sleep with someone we know we should not, but the subsequent
costs of doing so may range from nonexistent to enormous. The greater the resulting costs, the
more we are tempted to call it an irrational act, but there is no clear cutoff point. For me, irra-
tionality lies in an inability to learn from our mistakes—perhaps for psychoanalytic reasons
such that we are trapped in reactions that do not change as our environment changes. Emo-
tions are a fundamental part of rational action, not a diversion from it. Emotional mistakes are
no more common—and probably less common—than cognitive mistakes such as incorrect
information.

The study of emotions has emerged in the last decade as a hot area of research into social
movements, no doubt because their recognition was repressed for so long under structural
models (Goodwin et al. 2000; Gould 2003). I place them under the rubric of culture for a
number of reasons. Cognition, emotion, and morality are inseparable components of culture,
distinguishable only analytically. Most emotions involve cognitive appraisals of the world:
how things are going for us (Nussbaum 2001). Thus our anger subsides when we learn it was
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based on mistaken information; transforming shock into outrage (a process central to protest)
involves cognitive reframing. But the slow speed with which our anger may subside demon-
strates that emotions have a reality partly independent of the cognitive component. (See
Chapter 5, this volume, for more on the history of this appraisal approach to emotions, espe-
cially the influence of our identification with groups.)

Cognition, emotion, and morality also share a number of research challenges. All three
components of culture have both public displays and interior, personal forms. As a result,
individuals often deviate from “accepted” feelings and beliefs in ways that bedevil our
research techniques, often requiring us to examine both private and public versions and the
relationship between the two. Finally, the components are all capable of enormous complex-
ity and combinations that are hard to pinpoint methodologically but which make them impor-
tant and interesting. Viewing emotions as part of culture “normalizes” them, so that they no
longer appear irrational or mistaken.

The carriers of culture we have already examined are as important for the feelings they
arouse as for the cognitive meanings they convey. Characters such as heroes stimulate admi-
ration and love, villains disgust and hatred. Collective identity, we saw, is an emotional soli-
darity as much as a cognitive boundary. Frames and rhetoric exert their influence through the
emotions that cause audience members to pay attention because something matters to them.

In this part, after distinguishing several types of emotions, I describe some ways that
emotions operate on or as ends of action and on or as means of action, accepting these as basic
components of purposive action (also see Jasper 2006a, 2006c, on which this section draws).
And although I do not address them here, emotions of solidarity help to form and maintain the
collective political players who are capable of having ends and means in the first place.

Types of Emotions

A major obstacle to understanding emotions in politics is that our natural languages class
numerous phenomena under the same term. Depending on what emotions we take as exem-
plars, we arrive at different visions of emotional processes. Crowd traditions favor eruptions
of anger as the model for all emotions. Psychoanalysis adds anxieties and other behavioral
neuroses. Cultural constructionism prefers complex moral emotions such as compassion or
jealousy. As a way out of this seeming morass, I have found it useful to distinguish several
types of emotion, which may operate via different neurological and chemical pathways
(Goodwin et al. 2004; Griffiths 1997; Jasper 2006a, 2006c). They run, roughly, from the more
physiological end of a continuum to the more cultural end. I have been unable to find a theory
of emotions that deals equally well with each type.

Urges are physical impulses that demand our attention and crowd out other goals until
they are satisfied. Jon Elster (1992b), who calls them “strong feelings,” includes addiction,
lust, fatigue, hunger and thirst, and the need to urinate or defecate. The role of culture in such
urges is modest, although it may affect just what we lust after, and it certainly affects the
means we use to satisfy our urges. Urges such as these help explain how political projects are
sometimes derailed, for instance under conditions of extreme deprivation (or when key play-
ers get drunk!), but otherwise they have relatively little relevance to politics. Most accounts do
not even classify them as emotions.

A second category near the physiological end of the continuum are reflex emotions, quick
to appear and to subside. Inspired by Darwin, Paul Ekman (1972) has described these as uni-
versal and hardwired into us, sending quick signals through the hypothalamus and amygdala to
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set off automatic programs of action—facial expressions, bodily movements, vocal changes,
hormonal charges such as adrenalin. His list includes anger, fear, joy, sadness, disgust, surprise,
and contempt. Although reflex emotions sometimes lead to actions we later regret, Frank
(1988) has argued that they may send important signals about our character. Being prone to
anger may encourage compliance from others; disgust and contempt may encourage humans to
keep their commitments.

Affects last longer and are normally more tied to elaborate cognitions than urges or
reflexes are. They are positive and negative clusters of feelings, forms of attraction or repul-
sion. Examples include love and hate as well as respect, trust, resentment, suspicion, and per-
haps dread. They are felt orientations to the world that we go to great lengths to maintain
(Heise 1979). Affects include the solidarities behind collective identities, as well as the nega-
tive emotions toward outsiders that are often equally important (Alford 2006; Polletta and
Jasper 2001).

Moods typically last longer than reflex emotions but not as long as affects, differing from
both of them in not having a definite source or object (Clore, Schwartz, and Conway 1994).
We frequently carry them from one setting to the next—although in some cases they are rela-
tively permanent aspects of temperament or personality. They have a distinct biochemical
basis, one reason that drugs affect them so directly. In my view, moods operate primarily as
filters for perception, decision, and action—especially by giving us more confidence or less.

My final category consists of complex moral emotions such as compassion, outrage, and
many forms of disgust, fear, and anger. These latter three, although they have their counter-
parts in reflex emotions, appear again here in more cognitively processed forms: the fear we
feel about an automobile suddenly veering toward us is more automatic than the fear we feel
about a hazardous waste dump down the road. Shame, pride, and jealousy are also complex
results of our moral visions of the world (although evidence of something like shame in pri-
mates suggests that it too may have a counterpart in reflex emotions, upon which the more
complex forms build).

Not all emotions fit neatly into these categories, not only because we frequently use the
same term to connote very different feelings, but because any feeling that persists well beyond
its initial stimulant can have the effects of a mood, especially pride. Nonetheless, I think a typol-
ogy of this sort offers some analytic advantages, in that we no longer need to lump so many
different processes together simply as “emotions.” No single theory will explain them all.

Emotions and Ends

Occasionally, emotions are ends that we seek for their own sake. More often, they suggest
other ends that would be emotionally satisfying, such as punishing those we hate.

Urges are immediate-term goals of action, not usually interesting for politics. Except
that their urgency suggests conditions under which humans are distracted from political goals.
We are near the bottom of Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs, and urges prevent us from
moving up to others until the basic urges are satisfied (Inglehart 1977). Those suffering
famine or other deprivation will not devote time and resources to political organizing.
Nonetheless, we make elaborate plans, often over a long period, to satisfy our lusts—certainly
one of the reasons people join social movements (Gitlin 1987).

Reflex emotions affect our means more than our ends, with one important exception.
Sudden anger is capable of derailing political projects, and for this very reason our opponents
are forever trying to goad us into losing our tempers. But someone who lashes out, either
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physically or verbally, can be viewed as satisfying an immediate-term goal at the expense of
longer term goals. She is also pursuing her own personal satisfaction at the expense of her
broader team. From their point of view, she has made a mistake. From hers, she has gained
one satisfaction at the expense of others. (I assume here that the anger discredits her, but in
many cases angry intimidation is effective in the short and the long term, with no adverse con-
sequences and many positive ones.)

Affects shape some of our most basic goals. Melanie Klein believed that love and hate are
the basic categories of human existence, a position compatible with Carl Schmitt’s analysis of
politics as dividing the world into friends and foes (Alford 1989; Schmitt 1976/1932). To the
extent we love other humans (or places, organizations, other species, and so on), their well-
being becomes one of our goals alongside our own well-being. And we take satisfaction in
harming those we hate. As the well known fable of the prisoner’s dilemma shows, it may be
impossible to compare or rank-order personal and group goals. Certainly, there are times
when the group goals are so important that individuals are willing to sacrifice their lives for
them. We cannot understand zealots and martyrs unless we can grasp love and hatred for
groups.

Hatred for others should never be underestimated as a human motive. The power of neg-
ative thinking, as I have called it (Jasper 1997:362), captures our attention more urgently than
positive attractions, most of the time. Blame is at the center of much protest, requiring that
protestors identify the humans who have made choices that harmed others. In any political
engagement, it is possible for players to concentrate on harming opponents rather than on the
original stakes available in the arena. Mutually destructive polarization then occurs, in which
each side is willing to bear enormous costs to harm the other. Disgust, normally a reflex gag-
ging, reappears as part of the bundle of negative images and affects humans can develop
toward others, usually highly stereotyped categories of others.

Basic affects can cause individuals to defect from group projects by providing alternative
goals, such as rebels who go home to protect their families or couples who fall in love and
retreat into their own world. Goodwin (1997) has detailed this issue in the revolutionary Huk
movement in the Philippines, whose leaders denounced (and often executed) participants who
withdrew to be with their spouses and children. This is a recurrent dilemma for any collective
effort: affective ties to the group aid cooperation and persistence, but those loyalties can attach
instead to a small part of the broader whole. I call this the band of brothers dilemma, which
applies not only to couples who fall in love but to soldiers who care more about their immedi-
ate comrades than the broader war effort, and to any movement with small cells or affinity
groups (Jasper 2004a:13). Affective loyalties can attach themselves to subunits rather than to
an organization or movement.

Like reflex emotions, moods more importantly affect means than ends. But there are
some moods we seek out as directly pleasurable. We feel a surge of self-confidence and power
when we are on a winning team, for instance. Or a kind of joy when we lose ourselves in
crowds and other coordinated, collective activities such as singing, dancing, and marching
(Lofland 1982; McNeill 1995). A great deal of political mobilization is aimed at transforming
debilitating moods into assertive ones. Nationalism, which combines affects and moods,
developed in large part when political elites wished to mobilize populations for war without
sharing decision-making with them: a belligerent mood of pride, combined with hatred for
others, was their rhetorical solution. But as this example shows, moods that we first seek out
as ends then affect other emotions.

Finally, the special satisfactions of moral emotions make many of them important goals,
especially when they are feelings about ourselves rather than about others. Foremost, we feel
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deontological (or moral) pride in doing the right thing, and in being the kind of person who
does the right thing. In part, this is an elated mood similar to the joys of crowd activity—which
itself is satisfying in part because we are giving voice to deep moral commitments. Thomas
Scheff (1990, 1994, 1997) views pride and shame as the basic drives of human action, espe-
cially in that they (respectively) attach us to or detach us from human relationships.

Other moral emotions include pity and compassion, the emotions that victims are sup-
posed to arouse. These are a kind of empathy, in that we feel pain at the plight of others. This
displeasure moves us to try to remove the sources of pain. Photographs have proven an espe-
cially good means for arousing gut-level empathy, especially for suffering children or animals
that are easily characterized as victims. As philosopher Richard Rorty (1993:118) put it, “The
emergence of the human rights culture seems to owe nothing to increased moral knowledge
and everything to hearing sad and sentimental stories.” Social-movement organizers fre-
quently aim to expand public compassion, building a case for pain, victimhood, and blame. At
first, it seems that compassion is a means, leading us into actions, but I see it as adding a goal
to our repertory. Like affective bonds, we care directly what happens to others; their suffering
makes us suffer. Empathy for strangers is a recent triumph that it took humans a long time to
accomplish—and which remains all too fragile.

Emotions and Means

Emotions permeate our political tactics as thoroughly as our political goals. Frequently, what
is an emotional end for a grassroots participant is a means for the organizer who tries to
arouse that emotion in her. It was in this rhetorical context—in which a creator of meanings
aims at effects on audiences—that Aristotle discussed emotions and what causes them more
than 2300 years ago.

Urges are rarely used as means in democratic politics, but they are regularly used in tor-
ture and other coercive acts. (Note that my urges are my tormentors’ means, not my own.)

Reflex emotions on the other hand are frequently open to manipulation. The classic
example is to goad opponents into anger so that they make mistakes. Protestors and forces of
order frequently taunt each other in this way, hoping the other will discredit themselves
through hasty actions, later regretted. Or we may try to startle or frighten them in order to par-
alyze them. Who- or whatever causes the reflex emotion, once in motion it certainly affects
our ability to act. Evolutionary theorists believe that these deeply programmed emotions
developed precisely to launch us into actions that we needed to undertake immediately, with-
out thinking, typically because they moved us out of harm’s way. In other words, they are pure
means, packaged in an automatic, pre-programmed sequence unavailable to conscious
thought. For instance, the adrenaline that accompanies reflex emotions may propel us into
action quickly and forcefully. But the accompanying actions may be relatively short-term and
not typical of political action.

Anger, like most emotions, can be a carefully cultivated performance as well as a direct
reflex. Mediators “lose” their temper to gain compliance from recalcitrant parties, and protestors
use anger to indicate urgency, frustration, and the threat that they may not be able to control
themselves (or their radical wing) if they do not get what they want. It is not that the people in
these examples do not feel anger, it is that they have considerable control over how to express it,
following cultural scripts that yield advantages (just as Japanese cultural scripts regularly
dampen the expression of anger). In such cases, emotions and their displays actually are means.
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Most affects primarily affect ends, but some also affect means. Love and hate are basic
loyalties that are hard to see as mere means (again, organizers arouse these in followers as
means, but for the followers they become ends). But trust and respect for others are means
that allow collective action to be fulfilled at lower costs (Putnam 2000). Perhaps the clear-
est case of affects informing means lies in followers’ feelings toward their leaders. Love,
trust, and respect for leaders ease a great number of activities carried out for the larger
group. Attention to emotional dynamics may allow us to revive the concept of charisma, as
a way of understanding the psychological benefits that leaders offer their followers (Mad-
sen and Snow 1991). More generally, organizations devote considerable resources to mak-
ing others trust them, through a number of symbolic activities and promotion (Meyer and
Rowan 1977).

Moods clearly affect our means for carrying out political ends. Self-confidence aids any
player, from the protestor facing the police to the prime minister making a speech. Moods of
resignation or cynicism, on the other hand, can cripple anyone’s willingness and ability to
pursue her goals. The extreme is depression, which robs us of both goals and means for
action. Some medium-term types of fear operate as moods, which can be manipulated to
inspire or to freeze action—much like anxiety. In many cases, shame must be reworked into
pride in order for action to occur or be sustained (Gould 2001).

The effects of moods can be complex. Hope, for instance, like other forms of confidence,
stimulates action because we think it can be successful. But too much hope may undermine
realistic assessments of a situation and discourage information gathering (Lazarus 1999).
Similarly, a sense of threat can spur action, but if that threat is seen as overwhelming it can
discourage action. Anxiety, too, stimulates action at low levels but cripples it at high levels
(this suggests the unspecified emotional underpinnings of concepts like the U-curve describ-
ing the effects of repression on political mobilization). There is some evidence that bad
moods improve decision-making—by increasing attention to detail and improving analysis
(Schwartz and Bless 1991).

Whereas moral emotions we have about ourselves seem best classified under goals,
those about others are probably better described as means (although the distinction blurs
somewhat in these cases). Outrage and indignation are the emotions associated with blame:
not only do we pity victims, we identify a perpetrator responsible for their suffering. Pity for
victims does not by itself lead to action, until we also feel outrage toward the villain. Compas-
sion shapes the goal, while outrage provides the spur to action.

Affect-control theorists have shown that one basic dimension of emotions is whether
they are associated with dominance or with vulnerability, another is whether they are associ-
ated with activity or passivity (Morgan and Heise 1988). (The third basic dimension in this
model is pleasant versus unpleasant.) Emotional states that are dominant and active, such as
outrage, anger, and excitement, are presumably better spurs to political action than those that
are vulnerable and passive, such as sadness (Lively and Heise 2004). Both moods and morals
fit well in this picture.

David Hume carved out a large role for emotions when he portrayed them as the source
of human goals, with rationality as mere means for attaining them. But we can see emotions
as deeply permeating our means as well. By connecting us to a number of social and physical
contexts, and providing immediate evaluations of those contexts, a number of different emo-
tions are crucial means in political action. Just as it is difficult to understand political action
without addressing its cultural dimensions, so it is almost impossible to understand culture
without including its emotional components.
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MORALITY

Moral Motivations

If cognition, emotion, and morality are three components of culture, morality has been espe-
cially slighted in recent theories—despite of or in reaction to Turner and Killian’s (1957) and
Smelser’s (1962) early emphasis on values. Or rather, moral motives have been hidden
through a division of labor in which religious movements are either studied separately from
secular movements or are stripped of their religious content—as though all that mattered were
their networks of recruitment, formal organizations, and so on. It is no accident that Christian
Smith, a scholar of religion, should complain so sharply about sociology’s inattention to
morality. Sociological research, whether structurally or culturally oriented, has mostly
avoided the issue of motivation altogether. He recognizes how thoroughly goals are shaped by
culture. In his words (Smith 2003:145), any “cultural sociology worth pursuing” must articu-
late “a model of human personhood, motivation, and action in decidedly cultural terms.” And
for him, this means moral terms.

Morality is alive and well in the sociology of religion. Robert Wuthnow (1991) has
investigated a number of ways in which religious faith and participation encourage “acts of
compassion”—as well as some limitations to those effects. Sharon Erickson Nepstad (2004)
showed how missionaries used church networks to focus Americans’ attention on their gov-
ernment’s policy in Latin America and to inspire protest by reminding Christians of funda-
mental tenets of their faith. James Aho (1990:15) analyzed the “politics of righteousness” that
motivates a number of right-wing Christian groups in the United States, who feel they must do
God’s will by battling “a satanic cabal that has insidiously infiltrated the dominant institutions
of society, especially the mass media, public schools, established churches, and state agencies
like the Internal Revenue Service.” What better “God term” than God Almighty himself?
There could be no better motivating trope to fuse cognition, emotion, and moral duty.

Yet even scholars of religious movements tend to emphasize cognitive beliefs above
emotional and moral motivations. Aho, for instance, highlights a dualistic view of history, a
belief in conspiracy, and a sense of urgency because the Second Coming is imminent. These
building blocks fit together into a coherent worldview, sometimes explicit and sometimes
implicit, but the vision’s motivating power presumably comes from the moral and emotional
components, which are inseparable from the cognitive ones. Enumerating participants’ beliefs
is only the beginning of a full cultural explanation. The cognitive emphasis is necessary in
part because secular scholars have trouble taking the right-wing religious beliefs seriously—
one reason that so many scholars of religious movements themselves seem to be believers
rather than doubters. But we need to recognize the moral and emotional dimensions.

Religion is not the only source of moral principles and intuitions. Jasper (1997:chap. 6)
laid out a number of these, which often come into conflict with each other: political ideolo-
gies, professional ethics, community allegiances, and expectations of ontological or economic
security. In all these cases, we have expectations about the social world, and when they are
disappointed moral shocks may result that leave us indignant. Often we are not aware of our
expectations until they are disappointed, and political activity helps us articulate what were
previously inchoate moral intuitions. Some moral values attain fundamental importance,
becoming what Taylor (1989) calls “hypergoods” that trump other goals.

As important as it is to recognize moral motivations, we cannot simply substitute them
for material interests in another monocausal model of what drives human action—as Smith,
for example, tends to do. Humans are not “fundamentally” moral any more than they are

86 James M. Jasper



“fundamentally” materialist. They juggle many motivations and goals, some of which are in
conflict and some of which are simply not comparable. The challenge, which I think only a
cultural (i.e., rhetorical and strategic) approach could meet, is to understand why different
goals become more prominent at different times. Emotions must be central to these models.

The Cultural Variety of Morality

Most moral intuitions and principles vary across groups, even if others seem universal.
Changes over time are perhaps easiest to see. Inspired by Nietzsche, Michel Foucault
(1998:379) famously commented on this variability: “We believe that feelings are immutable,
but every sentiment, particularly the noblest and most disinterested, has a history.” Foucault’s
genealogical approach was intended to demonstrate how moral intuitions and emotions come
to feel as though they have emerged from our “gut level,” from our bodies, an insight elabo-
rated by Bourdieu (1984).

For instance compassion for the weak is a modern specialty. Movements to protect ani-
mals, children, or indigenous peoples, to take several examples, build upon a broad shift in
moral and emotional sensibilities of the last 200 years, in which broad segments of the middle
class have grown sentimental and compassionate about beings considered innocent and there-
fore easily portrayed as victims (Haskell 1985). If there were ever a movement that demanded
attention to moral motivations, it is animal protection. Here, activists do not even belong to
the same species as the beneficiaries of their activities (Jasper and Nelkin 1992; Garner 1993;
Groves 1997).

Scholars have also examined international variations in morality, based on differences in
national cultural traditions and institutions. Robert Bellah, another scholar of religion who
broadened his focus to examine morality, worked with colleagues to investigate the languages
Americans use to talk about their obligations to others (Bellah et al. 1985). Michèle Lamont
(1992) probed the professional middle class in France and the United States for differences in
the kinds of moral distinctions they made in daily life. But it is not always clear what kinds of
political mobilization are precluded or made possible by the kinds of moral boundaries drawn
in conversations with interviewers.

In using focus groups, William Gamson (1992) came a step closer to politics, observing
the cultural meanings normal people use to elaborate political positions. In the conversations
he organized, people drew on cultural understandings derived from the media, from their own
experiences, and from popular wisdom as embodied in maxims. From these he was able to see
what conditions allowed groups to begin to put together the necessary understandings for col-
lective action, including a sense of moral injustice, a sense of agency that suggested it would
be possible to alter policies or conditions through collective action, and a sense of collective
identity about who would bring about these changes. Packed into this latter is also a sense of
the identity of an adversary who must be influenced or stopped. Gamson could trace a num-
ber of themes related to the policy issues he raised with the groups.

In contrast to Gamson’s work on the understandings that arise in small groups, Luc
Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot (1991) have catalogued the kinds of arguments used to jus-
tify policies in public debates. In this way, they get at the intersection of cultural meanings,
out there and available, and traditional rhetorical appreciation of messages designed to have
effects on audiences. They identify the following “grammars of worth”: “market” perform-
ance, “industrial” or “technical” efficiency based on technology and planning; “civic” solidar-
ity; “domestic” trustworthiness based on personal ties; “inspiration” based on creativity and
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charisma; “renown” based on fame; and (added later: Lafaye and Thévenot, 1993) a “green”
concern for ecological sustainability. So far, little research has related these grammars of
worth to social movements (cf. Lamont and Thévenot 2000). But different institutional set-
tings encourage different moral references.

Morality and Emotion

We can identify the many, culturally influenced motivations and goals that affect action, but
what are the mechanisms by which they exert their effects? In the skeptical modern world, we
assume that the pursuit of one’s own material interests needs no explanation, but that the pur-
suit of distant ideals may. All goals are culturally shaped, of course, but less attention has
been paid to the moral impulses. When we examine them closely, they may simply not be so
“distant” after all. Acting morally is accompanied by a number of emotions that are directly
satisfying.

I have used the concept of moral shock to highlight the emotions involved in responses to
perceived injustice (Jasper 1997; Jasper and Poulsen 1995). When we learn or experience
something that suggests the world is not morally as it seems, our indignation has a strong vis-
ceral aspect. We feel betrayed by the world as well as by other people. We rethink our moral
stands and consider action to redress the wrong. Moral shocks can propel people into action,
or at least predispose them to act if there is an opportunity to do so. They help us understand
how morality actually moves us to action. They are a good example of a “precipitating event.”

Researchers have found moral shocks in a variety of settings. Repressive regimes often
stimulate more collective protest than they suppress, because of the moral shocks their brutal-
ity causes in “transformative events” (Hess and Martin 2006) and “revolutionary accelerators”
(Reed 2004). Severe human rights abuses can shock foreign audiences, too, gaining their
attention and sympathy (Stewart 2004). Other works trying to describe the emotional dynam-
ics of protest have turned to moral shocks as a mechanism (Reger 2004; Satterfield 2004), for
instance as a way of operationalizing Melucci’s concepts (King 2004).

Acting collectively has its own accompanying moral feelings. We do the right thing for a
variety of reasons, and prominent among them must be fear of the consequences of doing the
wrong thing. We may fear public punishment for transgressions, or we may fear internal pun-
ishment such as guilt or shame. In between these extremes, and in a sense combining them,
we may fear for our reputations among various relevant audiences. Fear is an ignoble motive,
but surely it is a major form of glue enforcing the rules of any group.

We also enjoy a number of positive feelings that result from doing the right thing. Deon-
tological pride, if we can call it that, is distinct from other feelings of pleasure. It is a sense
that we have acted in a way we and others admire (and perhaps also signaling that we are the
kind of person who should be admired). This feeling is often mixed with the pleasant antici-
pation of acclaim, but it need not be. It also contains an element of relief that we did not do the
wrong thing, linking back to the potential fears. There are other forms of pride, of course, but
deontological pride is central to collective action.

Deontological pride need not depend on external audiences. We can feel proud of our-
selves for doing the right thing even if no one else knows, and even if we do not survive to
enjoy any acclaim. When we are our own audience in this way, deontological pride comes
close to a feeling of dignity, a key motivation for participation, even or especially in high-risk
activities (Auyero 2003; Wood 2003). Honor is the form deontological pride takes in societies
where there is agreement over the moral rules that determine pride and shame. Historically it
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has been more important than wealth, and even today reputation ranks as a goal far higher
than most political theory recognizes. Reputations are fundamental human values.

Although it need not be, I nonetheless suspect that deontological pride is most often
based on some collective identity. We have done something that either helps our imagined
collectivity or which we think that collectivity would praise. Often, we expect positive reac-
tions from individual members of that group, those who symbolize it for us in our face to face
interactions. A sense of the collective provides both an imagined audience as well as a set of
moral values.

There are additional feelings involved in various types of moral action. Most ideologies
offer some hope for the future, suggesting that a situation can be improved through collective
action. Hope feels good in itself, it is not simply an optimistic assessment about the chances
of success (as process theories had it). In some collective action, compassion is an ingredient.
Helping those in need is directly satisfying for most people. And let us not forget revenge,
formed out of hatred and indignation: suicide bombers find their acts directly satisfying for
this reason (and not necessarily because they altruistically strive for some public good, as
rational-choice theorists would have it).

Blame is a moral and emotional concept crucial to strategic collective action (Jasper
1997:103–129; Jasper 2006b:48–53). If we believe that some adverse outcome could have
been avoided, by an individual or group, we tend to become angry or indignant. If we cannot
find someone to blame, framing what happened as an act of God or nature for instance, we are
more likely to become sad—hardly a mobilizing mood (Nerb and Spada 2001). The bound-
aries and forms of blame are preeminently cultural constructions.

Even for an individual, few actions are driven by a single motive, aimed at a single goal.
The goals of compound (collective) players are far more complicated. But just as we have the
tools to get at elaborate cognitive understandings of the world, we have the tools to tease out
complex combinations of motivations and of emotions. Morality can take its place alongside
other factors, ready to be elaborated through empirical investigation. Goals, like the players
themselves, need not be dictated in advance by our theories (on basic goals, see Jasper
2006b:chap. 3).

RETHINKING NONCULTURAL CONCEPTS

Structural and rationalist traditions have proven able to accommodate culture in the form of
discrete variables, such as frames or collective identities. But a cultural approach in which
human action is thoroughly permeated by meaning, emotion, and morality requires more than
the addition of culture to other models. It demands that we rethink apparently noncultural
concepts from a cultural point of view, demonstrating their meaningful character. Interpreta-
tion is required from start to finish. A fully cultural approach recognizes no factors that do not
at least interact with our understandings, including biological variables as well as structural
ones. And by reinterpreting them from a cultural perspective, I think we strengthen them.

Costs and Benefits

Rationalist traditions have featured rather stunted versions of humans, most interested in their
own individual welfare, typically defined as material wealth. Olson (1965:61) famously rec-
ognized moral and emotional factors, only to exclude them from his model on the grounds
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that “it is not possible to get empirical proof of the motivation behind any person’s action.” Of
course it is just as impossible to get proof that one is motivated by self-interest. Olson further
muddied the waters by insisting, without evidence, that “most organized pressure groups
are explicitly working for gains for themselves, not gains for other groups.” Finally, in the
same notorious footnote, he admits that affective groups—his examples are families and
friendships—are probably best studied with other models than his. To the extent a protest
group has affective ties, his model is inadequate.

Under the influence of the cultural revolution, scholars began to recognize the inade-
quacy of these early formulations, and to try to insert meanings as a patch (e.g., Ferejohn
1991). What seemed a simple supplement helped to transform the field, spawning experimen-
tal psychology and economics that could incorporate emotions, morals, and cognition—but
which in the process undermined the mathematical precision that Olson had hoped to save.
Crucially, the new behavioral economics has demonstrated that decision makers do not antic-
ipate moves more than one or two rounds in advance, meaning they are more guided by their
own culture and psychology than by the mathematical foresight needed to make optimal
choices (Camerer 2003; Camerer, Loewenstein, and Rubin 2004).

Foremost, costs and benefits are defined and valued through cultural lenses. Jail time and
other forms of repression are, from Olson’s perspective, pure costs, but they contain many ele-
ments of benefit as well. For many, it is a badge of honor to have been imprisoned, increasing
not only their reputations but their own deontological pride. Martyrs are difficult to under-
stand through rationalist lenses, since they typically weigh group benefits so heavily. The
sources of preferences, long dismissed by rationalists as exogenous to their models, also take
us into the realm of culture. Rationalists have tried to incorporate this role of culture and psy-
chology in constituting costs and benefits (Chong 1991, 2000), but only by turning rational
choice into the platitudinous endeavor that Olson feared.

Culture does more than help to define costs and benefits. It tells players how much infor-
mation should be collected to make a decision, a choice that cannot be made on purely logical
grounds. It allows players to satisfice rather than maximize, partly by providing reference
groups for players to decide what is satisfactory. It helps to shape the many decision-making
heuristics and biases that cognitive psychologists and economists have described. Culture,
and especially emotions, tell us what to do in situations of extreme uncertainty, where no sin-
gle rational option could be derived but a decision must be made anyway. Finally, without cul-
ture we would have difficulty ranking different preferences, especially when we have
noncomparable preferences such as hypergoods (Taylor 1989).

As experiments are beginning to show, culture influences how individuals try to balance
their own personal interests with those of broader groups (see Camerer 2003 for summaries).
Individuals are willing to give up monetary gains in order to punish players they believe are
acting unfairly. (When they view the other player’s unfair action as out of her control, they are
less likely to punish her for it.) Radical economists Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis
(Heirich et al. 2001, 2004) have studied cross-cultural differences in reciprocity, finding that
roughly half the variation they observed was due to the relative development of markets and
cooperation in the division of labor.

The ends, the means, and even the mistakes made in political action are thoroughly
shaped by human interpretations of the world. These meanings provide the raw materials for
any calculation of costs and benefits, advantages and disadvantages, and risks. Indeed, the
real “work” of rationalist analysts is often in their interpretation of situations, not in the math-
ematics that follows. In game theory, seeing an interaction as a familiar game is the creative
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moment, often requiring an interpretive leap (especially about a player’s goals). Culture is
there from the bottom up, and always has been.

Organizations, Resources, and Leaders

One of the leading answers to Olson’s challenge about how rational actors would come to
engage in protest came from American “resource mobilization” theorists who focused on for-
mal organizations and those who found and lead them. John McCarthy and Mayer Zald
(1977) expressed this view most influentially, applying the metaphor of firms and industries
and sectors to social movements. Like Olson, and perhaps because they were partly respond-
ing to him, they presented organizations and leaders as though they were little influenced by
culture. But we can reread their position from an interpretive point of view.

Even the most formalized organizations rely on a range of cultural practices and
understandings – as one strand of “new institutionalism” has stressed. They manipulate
symbols and rituals to send signals about what kind of organizations they are (Meyer and
Rowan 1977). They rely on cultural schemas about markets and societies (Dobbin 1994).
Even the forms that protest organizations adopt reflect cultural schemas, often borrowed
from other types of organization (Clemens, 1996). Organizations are never neutral, efficient
means to pursue pre-given ends. They also embody tastes in tactics (Jasper 1997).

In McCarthy and Zald’s metaphor of a firm, social movement organizations (SMOs) try
to extract as much time and money from sympathetic populations as they can, competing with
other SMOs (and other outlets for discretionary income) as they do so. But in their eagerness
to reject older “grievance” models, McCarthy and Zald did not address the many rhetorical
processes by which audiences are persuaded to part with contributions—precisely the gap that
“framing” was later meant to fill. Ironically, by a seemingly cultural definition of a social
movement as a “set of opinions and beliefs in a population for changing some elements of the
social structure and/or reward distribution of a society,” McCarthy and Zald precluded
research on the sources of those opinions or how organizers might appeal to them. “Mobiliza-
tion” is thoroughly imbued with culture.

So are resources. I prefer to define resources as purely physical capacities or the
money to buy them (Jasper 1997), so that we can examine their relationship to the knowl-
edge about how to use them, cultural scripts about when it is appropriate to use them, and
decision-making processes that ultimately deploy them. Resources such as money, tear gas,
and tanks allow certain kinds of actions, but they matter only through decisions and actions.

If SMOs are firms, their leaders are entrepreneurs, apparently doing what they do for the
money. They see unmet preferences and needs, in the form of money that would be con-
tributed to a new SMO were it founded, and they bear initial organizing costs with the
prospect of recouping them later. Although giving a prominent place to leaders, McCarthy
and Zald do not address the moral intuitions and principles, the emotional sympathies and
antipathies, the cognitive framing and interpretation that make up potential followers’ prefer-
ences, even though they highlight “conscience constituencies” who have moral rather than
material interests in the cause being pursued.

Even a cultural observer like Alberto Melucci, as we saw, did not grasp the full cultural
significance of leaders, instead following McCarthy and Zald in seeing leaders and their fol-
lowers as exchanging benefits (1996a). But leaders have considerable cultural importance.
They symbolize an organization or a movement, to insiders and outsiders (although often dif-
ferently to these two audiences). This means that they transmit messages about a movement’s
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intentions, power, trajectory, and tactics, but they also become the object of a variety of emo-
tions. The love, admiration, and trust they inspire in members enhance mobilization and sac-
rifice; the trust they arouse in outsiders eases a movement’s strategic efforts. The opposite
feelings naturally have the opposite impacts.

Janja Lalich (2004) accomplishes this kind of updating in her rethinking of Hoffer’s con-
cept of a true believer. She compares Heaven’s Gate, which gained notoriety in 1997 when
three dozen of its members—including its aging leader—committed suicide in southern Cali-
fornia in the hope of shedding their human traits and bodies and moving to a higher state of
evolution via a passing spaceship, with a Marxist–Leninist–Maoist pre-party formation, also
founded in the mid-1970s, that lasted a respectable decade. Charismatic leaders (another con-
cept she revives) can demand such enormous sacrifices from their followers, she explains, by
cutting recruits off from other social ties, people with other perspectives who might offer a
critical view of the group’s goals and means. They apply constant pressure to make partici-
pants see freedom in the ultimate transformation to come, in contrast to the current world of
corruption. Charismatic leaders in these two groups lived apart, in ways that allowed follow-
ers to see them as embodying their ideals for living and thinking. The leaders and the groups
they embodied came to be more important than the actual individuals who also comprised the
groups—any of whom could be expelled at any moment. There was also paranoia about the
outside world, making any internal criticism an act of betrayal as it could be used by those out
to destroy the groups.

Much of this is classic Hoffer, but instead of damaged individuals seeking identity,
Lalich discusses processes of cognition, culture, and social control that could operate in
many different contexts and on anyone (although she is not clear about this). Today, it is easy
for social scientists to recognize all the meaning work that goes into any political mobiliza-
tion, from the most outlandish to the most mainstream. Groups construct identities for mem-
bers, demonize opponents and outsiders, demand allegiance to the group above that to its
individual members, find exemplary individuals (leaders or not) who inspire loyalty and
action, and develop other ways to get work out of members. We need ways to study such
mechanisms in a range of groups, finally overcoming the great intellectual divide, which has
bedeviled political analysis for so long, between those who study groups they dislike and
those who study groups they admire. Cognitive and emotional shaping occurs in all groups
and organizations.

Structures, Opportunities, and Repression

Like resource mobilization, political opportunity models were an important strand of Ameri-
can research on movements in the 1970s and 1980s. One concentrated on the economics of
protest organizations, the other on their political environments: the states and elites to which
they appealed. But just as mobilization theorists ignored the cultural side of their favored
processes, so political process theorists tended to view political environments in structural
terms that equally ignored their cultural construction. Their belated efforts to add a few cul-
tural variables were inadequate, and the paradigm collapsed rather abruptly at the turn of the
millennium (Goodwin and Jasper 2003; McAdam et al. 2001).

Process theories included culture in the form of “cognitive liberation,” intended to get at
the moment when potential protestors believe they have a chance to succeed. For fifteen
years, process theorists insisted on distinguishing between the existence of objective opportu-
nities and the ability of protestors to perceive them—a distinction neatly demolished when
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Kurzman showed that Iranian revolutionaries created opportunities by believing in them
(1996). Today it is easier to see that there is some cultural interpretation at every stage or level
of an opportunity (including a great deal of cultural work by elites during a crisis). Cognitive
liberation involves emotions that might drive people to participate even when they do not
think they can succeed.

In the dominant models, most structural opportunities involved cleavages among elites
that either paralyze them or lead a faction to align with potential insurgents (Jenkins and Per-
row 1977). Neither of these is automatic. Potential choices must be framed, symbols pre-
sented, emotions aroused. Political players persuade each other rhetorically to undertake
certain actions. Alliances are a good example: they do not follow directly from material or
“objective” interests. Cultural work goes into persuading players that they share interests, into
instilling emotional solidarities, into imagining a certain kind of future together. At every step
there are dilemmas to be finessed (Jasper 2006b).

Elites are important not only for the legal openings and physical resources they can
provide, but also for their decisions about repression. When facing police or troops whose
morale does not crack and who are well armed, insurgencies almost inevitably fail. But too
often, repression was treated as though it were a structural capacity concerning resources,
say the number of rifles or tanks available, rather than a matter of persuasion and choice.
Commanders and troops at a number of levels must decide to follow orders, while weighing
their moral principles and emotional loyalties and envisioning their futures under different
regimes. There are many chances to defect, and many ways to do so. Elites interpret and
persuade too.

Structures do little by themselves. They constrain because there are other players
actively using resources, enforcing laws and other rules, occupying positions in organizations
and other hierarchies, and generally working hard to pursue or protect their own advantages.
In the heat of strategic engagement, these actions depend on a variety of emotional and cogni-
tive processes. Few scholars today embrace the label structuralist, recognizing the open-
ended nature of most structures (Kurzman 2003).

Mobilization and Networks

One of the most robust findings of movement research has been that participants are fre-
quently recruited through personal networks—part of the structural imagery of the 1970s and
1980s. In the crudest formulations, often encouraged by methods of network analysis, the
recruitment is almost mechanical. Attitudes do not seem to matter, only network ties. But
David Snow and others (Snow et al., 1980) who helped demonstrate the importance of net-
works were quick to realize (Snow et al., 1983, 1986) that what mattered was largely the ideas
(and I would add, the emotions) that flow through them. Networks consist of affective loyal-
ties, not mechanical interactions. Networks and culture work together (Klandermans and
Oegema, 1987).

The concept of biographical availability was used to help explain recruitment: suppos-
edly structural traits such as lack of a regular job, a spouse, or children free individuals for the
time commitment of protest (McCarthy and Zald, 1973, McAdam, 1988:chap. 2). But avail-
ability is a matter of low costs to protest, and as I argued above all costs must operate through
the cultural and psychological filters of decisionmakers. For most the costs will be too high,
but not for all. What we need to explain is these different interpretations of circumstances.
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Bloc recruitment was also initially defined as a structural availability of an entire group
or network that could be coopted to a new cause (Freeman, 1973; Oberschall, 1973). But just
as individual recruitment through networks relies on activating affective loyalties and persua-
sive rhetoric, the same processes operate to draw the leader of a bloc to a new cause, then to
keep her followers in the bloc (presumably, many are not persuaded: blocs rarely arrive in
their entirety). Just as interactions with elites and other potential allies entails cognitive and
emotional and moral persuasion, so does recruitment to the cause.

Theories of frame alignment were originally developed to explain exactly these processes
of recruitment. Other cultural concepts, such as suddenly imposed grievances (Walsh, 1981)
and moral shocks (Jasper, 1997; Jasper and Poulsen, 1995), were developed largely to get at the
cultural spark necessary for networks to do their work—and to explain occasional cases of self-
recruitment in the absence of networks. If we do not view protest exclusively or primarily as an
effort to redress some recognized material or political lack, but recognize that it can also be an
effort to impose cognitive, moral, and emotional order on the world, recruitment is more easily
seen as a cultural exhortation than as a simple sharing of information.

Strategy as a Cultural Concept

Thanks to generations of game theorists, social scientists are accustomed to thinking about
strategic choices as though they were calculations of advantages and payoffs, with little input
from culture. Each player’s choices are also narrowed, typically to a mere two possibilities,
and communication—hence persuasion—is often barred. The result has been mathematical
elegance at the expense of realism. One way to reinterpret strategy from a cultural perspective
is to rethink costs and benefits, as we suggested above, but there are others.

Of the three main families of strategic action (I define strategy simply as trying to get
others to do what you want them to)—coercion, payment, and persuasion (Jasper, 2006b)—
the latter is most purely cultural. But the other two also contain elements of tradition, infor-
mation, and even some persuasion. Coercion is frequently preceded by threat, for example;
payment is typically followed by monitoring for performance. Most strategic engagements
involve cooperation and communication, which have deep cultural dimensions. These include
appeals to collective identities, emotional solidarities to prevent defections, and the elabora-
tion of moral exemplars.

Decision making, reduced to a simple mathematical calculation in game theory, is a
complex cultural and psychological process (Ganz 2000, 2003). Players rely on traditions and
norms, on the cognitive heuristics that memory and media make available, and on their defi-
nitions of any given situation. And when it is groups rather than individuals who must arrive
at decisions, persuasion becomes internal to a player, adding another layer of cultural process.
Shared understandings, which help collective players operate smoothly, must be built up and
negotiated.

When someone acts strategically, other players are audiences for those actions. They
constantly interpret the intentions, feelings, commitments, the fragility of other players.
They try to decide which words and actions are bluffs, which sincere. They make judg-
ments about potential factions and fissures by assessing various motives. They estimate the
utility of various kinds of resources and other advantages. They come up with theories
about the “characters” of players, as a way to guess what they will do. They draw on their
knowledge to invent new tactics when possible, based on their knowledge of what other
players expect.
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And as we saw above, the very creation of a strategic player is a cognitive and emotional
accomplishment, a collective identity that requires continual reinforcement.

Two Ways to Think about Crowds

After this brief jaunt through so many basic concepts, we can return to the root metaphor
of so much research on protest, namely crowds, to rethink them as well from a cultural
perspective. In the old view, crowds stripped away cultural meanings, broader social ties,
and long-term political projects, in order to get down to some “basic” form of interaction.
In Durkheim, we see this in the notion that aboriginal gatherings somehow represented the
“essence” of religion. As late as Smelser (1962), we see the same idea: that other forms of
collective action, even the most complex value-oriented movements, are built up from basic
forms of action, namely crowds. Because this long tradition lacked much empirical
evidence, and because it relied on psychological mechanisms that were hard to observe, the
structural tradition would dismiss it as myth—a cultural construction that served conserva-
tive political purposes. Those few who continued to study crowds were most interested in
showing the structured microinteractions occurring, in order to demonstrate that crowds are
not unified, rarely turn violent, are not composed of people with a predisposition toward
violence, and so on (McPhail 1991).

Research on crowds is ready for a culturally oriented rebirth. For one thing, psycholo-
gists of emotion have demonstrated that the old notion of contagion contains some truth
(Hatfield, Cacciopo, and Rapson 1994). Facial expressions of emotion are mimicked by those
around one, a process that can spread salient emotions through an interacting crowd. More
generally, Collins (2001) has elaborated the ritual component of crowds addressed by
Durkheim. Seeking and receiving attention provide both goals and means for further action.
The rituals of crowds are simply one example of interactions that generate attention and a
number of emotions. The pleasures of crowds and other forms of coordinated movement go
beyond social attention, however (McNeill 1995). And as Turner and Killian (1957) recog-
nized, they are hotbeds of ideas. As Durkheim claimed, crowd actions interact with existing
symbol systems, with each reinforcing the other through the emotions aroused. Crowds are
not moments of madness, but moments of articulation.

Pamela Oliver (1989) argues that crowds are a corrective to the organizational metaphors
and dynamics of most recent research. Events and gatherings have their own momentum and
effects, not always under the control of formal organizations. In particular, how the events are
understood (as successful or not, as promising, as fun) influences whether they are likely to be
repeated. In addition, mutual reactions unfold through a strategic logic that often eludes for-
mal organizations. Here too, crowds and culture come together.

METHODS OF RESEARCH

Case Studies

Scholars of social movements typically devote enormous time to mastering the diverse phe-
nomena that comprise any movement, usually composed of many diverse groups, different
kinds of members, various kinds of tactics and events, interactions with a number of other
strategic players, and so on. The result is that most research consists of sustained case studies.
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On the positive side, such close attention can allow an understanding of deep cultural meanings
and feelings. On the negative, the same case is often used to develop new theories and concepts
as well as to try them out empirically. For instance, each scholar derives a series of frames from
her movement, without connecting them to frames in other movements or to broader cultural
themes (Benford 1997; cf. Gamson 1992). We need more explicit comparisons of movements
and settings: how is a frame adapted to a new movement; how does the same group reformulate
its appeal for different audiences; how does it present its identity to outsiders and to insiders;
when does it play the hero and when the victim. Comparisons over time and across groups or
movements will help us isolate causal mechanisms by which meanings are created, dissemi-
nated, and affect action.

Noncultural Techniques

Many scholars have avoided the risks of case studies by looking at events instead of move-
ments. Originally deployed in the study of riots, the use of events as units of analysis was
especially helpful in the historical understanding of strikes and other contentious events for
which newspaper reports but not richer information were available. The strength of this tech-
nique lies in tracking developments over time and checking correlations of protest with other
variables such as unemployment or grain prices, but it remains largely wedded to newspaper
accounts and does little to discern the meanings or feelings of protestors. The structural
school used it to great effect in criticizing earlier crowd-based models (Shorter and Tilly
1974; Snyder and Tilly 1972), but they were forced to use proxies such as economic troubles
to get at discontent. Long time series make sense primarily when there is an explicit or
implicit theory of history lurking in the background.

Network analysis is another technique associated with structuralist assumptions about
human action. An impressive number of studies have demonstrated the importance of net-
works for recruitment and collective action (Diani 2004 is a good summary). But all too often,
such studies are content to describe the networks without theorizing exactly how networks
allow or encourage action—often on the implicit assumption that bringing willing partici-
pants together is sufficient (structural models tend to assume that the grievances are already
there, and only opportunities are lacking) (Fernandez and McAdam 1988). But more and
more work argues that what travels across those networks is not only information about pos-
sibilities for action but affective bonds such as trust and collective identities and cognitive
frames for understanding issues (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Passy 2003). Mische
(2003:259) even suggests that we view networks as “composed of culturally constituted
processes of communicative interaction,” in which understandings and decisions are negoti-
ated. Unfortunately, the elaborate techniques developed for mapping networks are not the
most subtle for getting at those meanings.

Surveys have the advantages of techniques developed across generations of social scien-
tists, and they remain the premier tool for examining the distribution of beliefs in a popula-
tion. Surveys can demonstrate a population’s relative support for an issue or action, although
cognitive agreement does little to explain who in the end actually participates in a protest
action (Klandermans and Oegema 1987). They can identify clusters of ideas that form protes-
tors’ worldviews, such as the post-industrial values or the “new environmental paradigm”
(Cotgrove 1982; Inglehart 1977, 1990, 1997; Milbrath 1984;). Surveys of protestors have
also been used to identify cleavages within a movement, patterns of recruitment, and tactical
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preferences. They are especially good for tracing changes across time. They can also be used
to gather basic descriptive information about organizations (such as Dalton 1994). Surveys
are less adept for uncovering ideas unfamiliar to researchers or probing feelings that are diffi-
cult (or sensitive) to articulate (Klandermans and Smith 2002).

Interpretive Techniques

Focus groups redress these drawbacks by allowing deeper probing in a group setting in which
new points of view might emerge that researchers had not initially recognized. We saw that
Gamson (1992) used focus groups to show the raw cultural materials available for organizing,
the common-sense understandings that are as important as media framings of events. Focus
groups can also allow researchers to confront participants to observe their emotional as well
as cognitive reactions, much as in Touraine’s sociological interventions. As Kitzinger and
Barbour (1999:5) observe, although with an overly cognitive emphasis, “Focus groups are
ideal for exploring people’s experiences, opinions, wishes, and concerns. The method is par-
ticularly useful for allowing participants to generate their own questions, frames and con-
cepts, and to pursue their own priorities on their own terms, in their own vocabulary.” They
can also generate their own feelings.

Various forms of content analysis have looked at publicly expressed meanings, often for-
mulating them as frames (Benford 1997; Johnston 2002). The advantage here is that the
researcher need not probe subtle mental representations, only their public embodiments—
although there remains some assumption of a connection between the two. Discourse analysis
broadens the notion of what can be interpreted: not only written texts but spoken words and
even—in poststructural fashion—all terms and practices (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). In this
case, there is nothing outside discourse, in the sense of meaningful action. Even physical
objects are meaningful only as part of a language game. In most cases, discourse analysis is
essentially the study of rhetoric (Billig 1987; Steinberg 1998, 1999). Most often, it is used to
decode the discourses of the powerful rather than those who challenge them, as in the rela-
tively formal Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough 1995). Here, content analysis is not a
search for static meanings but an effort to show how people do things with words.

The best way to get at the meanings and especially feelings of participants remains
some form of involvement, through ethnographic observation, direct participation, depth
interviews—or some combination of these. The lengthy time commitment allows adjustment
between hypotheses and evidence, especially in the form of interrogating activists about what
they think they are doing. Lalich’s (2004) richly detailed study of Heaven’s Gate and the
Democratic Workers Party, for instance, was possible only through her unique (and extensive)
contact with both groups: she belonged to the DWP and was one of its leaders for many years,
and was a therapist and writer who worked with some of Heaven’s Gate’s former members and
survivors. Of course, such access is costly to obtain. Nor do techniques like this help us under-
stand movements of the past.

Semistructured interviews represent an effort to combine some of the representativity of
surveys with the depth of open-ended interviews (Blee and Taylor 2002). Researchers can get
at the feelings and understandings of participants, especially by adding some degree of con-
text unavailable to most surveys. By carefully choosing whom to interview, researchers can
get at something beneath the official statements of a group, for instance by probing factional
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disagreements. But as with surveys, the more structured the interview the less likely it is to
reveal something entirely new to the researcher.

Several researchers have tried to get at the meanings and decisions of protestors by taking
“the actors’ point of view” (Bevington and Dixon 2005; Maddison and Scalmer 2006). Ethno-
graphic and similar approaches share the assumption that only through our own participation
can we fully understand what protestors are going through, what they are thinking and feeling.
But there are two possible ways to adopt the actors’ points of view. One is to sympathize with
them, a natural stance for scholars who are also activists, as many are. The risk is that analyses
of movements become moral cheerleading aimed at showing their arguments are right rather
than at explaining them objectively. The other way to get inside actors’ heads is simply to
empathize, to understand their goals and sensibilities as well as possible, but to fit this empathy
into rigorous causal models that would work whether the protestors’ arguments are right or
wrong. Besides, if sympathy is necessary, how can we understand opponents, state officials,
and others who help determine the outcomes of struggle? And how do we study movements, as
we’ll see in a moment, for which we have little or no sympathy?

Introspection

Having reviewed methods commonly recognized as useful for the study of the cultural dimen-
sion of social movements—and some less useful for it—we turn finally to a method that is
often used but rarely discussed, introspection. Still a staple among philosophers, introspection
has a terrible reputation among social scientists. In psychology, experimentalism thoroughly
vanquished it (Danziger 1990). Among scholars of social movements, it reeks of the “arm-
chair theorizing” about crowds that prevented progress in understanding social movements
for so long.

But armchair theorizing is not the same as introspection, unless those in the armchairs
have participated in whatever process they are theorizing about. Today, many of those who
write about social movements have participated extensively in them. They use introspection
to derive theories on the basis of what they believe is plausible, although they usually seek
independent evidence to test them. But since many scholars test their theories on the same
movement from which they derived them, they do not always move very far from introspec-
tion. By being more explicit about our own introspection, we may be able to improve it by
specifying which of our experiences we are drawing upon.

In his discussions of practices and habitus, Bourdieu regularly suggested that scholars who
observe activities without participating in them tend to draw logical models of them that miss
much of their driving force. Speaking of science, for instance, he warned, “One has to avoid
reducing practices to the idea one has of them when one’s only experience of them is logical”
(2004:39). Meanings must be interpreted, and outsiders require empathy at the very least. Even
then, they get things wrong a lot. Participation is useful because it allows introspection.

Introspection seems particularly appropriate for two areas of study, emotions and strate-
gic choice. Emotions other than a handful of reflex emotions (see section on Emotions) are
often difficult to discern from the outside. Combinations and sequences of emotions are even
harder for an observer to interpret correctly, but cautious inspection of our own feelings may
allow us to tease them out with a fair degree of complexity. We can actively examine and
interrogate ourselves to try to understand our feelings, motives, and so on. Margaret Archer
(2003) embraces this technique, rejecting the metaphor of a passive observer implied by
“introspection.”
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Strategic choices often subtly balance a number of competing ends and means, in part
because they involve innumerable tradeoffs. It is impossible to “see” decision making from
the outside; at best one can observe collectives discussing and voting, but not the subtle calcu-
lations that occur inside each player’s head. The creativity, motivations, and choices may not
be entirely transparent even to those who make them, but participants have an enormous
advantage over external observers. When player and analyst are the same person, scrutiny of
one’s mental processes can be disciplined, impulses and emotions can be labeled carefully,
and rationales traced. No method is perfect, but introspection sometimes offers access to men-
tal processes no other method does. We need to be explicit and systematic about it.

One drawback of introspection is that it is limited to our own experiences. We might
have difficulty comprehending what it is like to be a suicide bomber, for instance. Another
drawback is that we are not always honest with ourselves—but this is even more of a problem
when we interview others.

Unpleasant Cases

Methodological challenges for getting at meanings and feelings are especially strong for
those who study movements that are either extremely risky or repellent to the researcher. Rev-
olutionaries are a case of the former, operating at war with authorities and thus putting a
researcher at risk. No wonder revolutions have most often been studied through official
records, or “the prose of counter-insurgency” (Guha 1983). Other “weapons of the weak” are
also kept secret to protect the perpetrators from retaliation, and authorities often have an inter-
est in suppressing publicity for fear that resistance will spread (Scott 1985, 1990). In many
cases, researchers turn to the memoirs of revolutionary leaders who may not have similar
motivations or experiences as their followers, often because they are from a different social
class (Kriger 1992). Plus memoirs always have their own strategic purposes.

Other movements are simply offensive to the researcher. Only recently have sociologists
begun to interview the far right, hate groups, and racist movements, after relying for many
decades on content analysis of written materials (just as, until the 1960s, most leftist move-
ments were treated from a distance). Here there is an additional challenge for the researcher:
managing her own emotional displays so as not to disrupt the interview. She cannot show her
own anger or disgust at what she hears without ending or distorting the interview (Blee 1998).
Just as we must interpret an informant’s performance of feelings or presentation of meanings,
trying to see what is calculated strategic intention and what is less guarded, so we must put on
a performance of our own. The more potentially hostile our audience, the more difficult this is.

Fortunately, the study of social movements has proven open to a variety of techniques
rather than being wedded to any kind of methodological purity (Klandermans and Staggen-
borg 2002). Because feelings and meanings have both public and private sides, it is usually
best to approach them with multiple methods.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

Despite the enormous amount of excellent research into social movements during the past
several decades, including its cultural dimensions, there are numerous questions that remain
unanswered. I mention only a few.
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The first stirrings of a social movement remain poorly understood. Given the sensibili-
ties, ideas, values, and allegiances mixed together in different population segments, how does
necessarily limited attention come to be focused on one set of issues rather than others? This
is an eminently cultural process. A newsworthy event or death of a loved one may shock peo-
ple into attention. These are often termed precipitating events. The zeitgeist may shift slightly,
in enormously complex ways, bringing attention and sympathy to new arenas. News coverage
also influences our emotional and moral attention. Typically, a small network of would-be
leaders manages to set aside their normal lives to craft appeals to these understandings in
order to recruit like-minded others (or they may be movement professionals whose work is to
stimulate protest). Little is known about these initial processes.

We also know relatively little about the cultural dimensions of how new tactics spread,
presumably as one individual moves from movement to movement or one individual learns
from another (Soule 2004). Most work on diffusion has examined network ties and spatial
patterns (Hedström 1994; Morris 1981) or the effects of media (Myers 2000). Tactics spread
not only because they are effective (at least until opponents themselves innovate in response),
but because they fit protestors’ tastes in tactics (Jasper 1997), or fit with the way a problem is
framed (Roggeband 2004).We know even less about the first creative spark that ignites a new
tactic or understanding. I suspect these creative moments arise from the idiosyncracies of
individuals finding new ways to deal with strategic dilemmas, typically under some sense of
urgency in the heat of an engagement. Learning and choice are both cultural processes, and
these are at the heart of tactical diffusion.

We still know too little about cultural change. How do the creators of meanings tinker
with their frames and tropes? What is the interaction between creators and audiences? This
seems an area where culture and strategy interact, as activists and their opponents try different
ways to have their desired impacts. As I suggested, we still have a lot to learn about these
processes from rhetorical traditions.

We know little about strategic dilemmas and choices made in facing them (Ganz 2000,
2003; Jasper 2004a, 2006b). These decisions are a cultural product, not a simple algorithm.
Identities such as gender encourage people to answer strategic dilemmas in one way rather
than another. Thus in her study of the civil rights movement Robnett (1991) showed
women’s tendency to reach in rather than reach out when faced with the ubiquitous Janus
Dilemma. Groups trying to battle stigmatized identities nonetheless use those identities to
mobilize supporters, in a dilemma fraught with risks. Culture and strategy are thoroughly
entwined because strategic players are always audiences interpreting each other’s words and
actions.

Students of social movements, especially in sociology, have a lot to learn from other dis-
ciplines. For instance the rediscovery of emotions and morality in behavioral economics,
reflecting the lagged influence of cognitive psychology, offers an opportunity for sociological
students of collective action. Behavioral economists have criticized the rationalist and materi-
alist traditions of their own discipline, showing that people value various forms of fairness.
Psychology and social psychology, in addition, have their own insights into political action
that are derived from the cognitive revolution (see Chapter 5 in this volume). Indeed, the inter-
disciplinary nature of this handbook promises this kind of cross-fertilization.

We also need further research in the substance of meanings. We need to think about
basic sources of meaning such as time, place, and character. Are there tropes that reappear in
diverse cultures? Are there certain parts of the social structure, for instance young people,
new arrivals, rapidly growing cities, or the poor, that generate anxieties for a population
(Jasper 1997:358–363)? Comparative research should help us lay out the variations in all
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these that suppress or encourage collective action. What tropes have emotional impacts that
encourage confidence and action, which ones discourage them?

With the structural turn in movement theory, leaders fell from favor as a research topic,
despite having once been prominent as the evil, demagogic force behind crowds. Yet there is
a great opening today to rethink their role using the new tools of the cultural turn. Leaders
are important in the decisions they make, but also in what they symbolize. They represent a
group, not only to outsiders but to members as well (even after they are dead: Fine 2001).
Part of this symbolic role consists in emotions they arouse both in and out of the group. They
also convey important information in very practical ways. (For one effort to revive the
concept, although not from an especially cultural perspective, see Barker, Johnson, and
Lavalette 2001).

Numerous paths of research will return to noncultural mechanisms in order to interrogate
and reinterpret them from a cultural perspective. I have barely touched on this kind of project.
But if the social world is saturated with meaning, we need to see how culture operates in a
number of areas that have hitherto been viewed as noncultural. Meanings and feelings must
be seen as parts of strategic engagements in structured arenas, not floating mysteriously on
their own. People have both passions and purposes. And when we figure out how these inter-
act, we will be much closer to understanding social movements.
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CHAPTER 4

Assessing the Politics of Protest

Political Science and the Study of Social Movements

DAVID S. MEYER AND LINDSEY LUPO

Social movements represent a challenge not only to more conventional political action, but
also to academic analysis. To be sure, scholarly inquiry often does not neatly follow discipli-
nary boundaries. Topics, ideas, methods, and even scholars borrow move across disciplinary
boundaries. Such disciplinary spillover figures to be even more pronounced in an area of
inquiry like social movements, where the definitional boundaries are not well delineated and
the questions to be explored are extremely diverse. As a discipline, political science touches
on many aspects of social movements and the politics of protest

A few examples underscore this issue. If a social movement includes those who partici-
pate in it, individual motivations and activities are an appropriate focus of inquiry, and such
concerns are often the province of social psychology, although political scientists do examine
individual motivations. If social movements include the more permanent organizations that
frequently stage, define, and represent collective action, then the sociology of organization
seems like the most appropriate base of theoretical inquiry, but political scientists are attentive
to political organizations, their tactics, and operations as well. If a scholar is concerned with
the outcomes of protest, including policy reform, then the policy process and policy out-
comes, normally the province of political science, provide most of the requisite tools for
analysis. More broadly, as a discipline, political science emphasizes the connections among
organized actors and their interests, state structures, and public policies (e.g., Lipset 1963).

Numerous and disparate definitions of the state fill the political science literature. Here,
we refer to the state as a conceptual variable, and an autonomous actor that has goals, func-
tions, and interests (Almond et al. 2004; Nettl 1968; Skocpol 1979). The state is always an
actor, but not one that acts without internal and external constraints. States are defined by fun-
damental organizational structures that perform certain crucial functions, such as pursuit of the
national interest, taxation, security, political communication, and policy adjudication (Almond
et al. 2004; Morgenthau 1993; Waltz 1995). These functions are essential for state persistence;
however, the functions are often performed by state and nonstate actors at the same time, mak-
ing the state both a target and an instigator of action. Because there is generally a variety of
interests and actors within contemporary states, particularly democratic states, the state itself is
not only an actor, but also an arena for political action. Further, while the state often plays a
critical role in political science social movement literature, state–movement interaction is not
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always the focus of the literature, as some outside the discipline might believe. If this were the
case, then it could be said that political science successfully developed a distinct field of social
movement studies, a suggestion that our argument counters.

In this chapter, we argue that although treatments of political movements appear regularly
in the literature, the discipline has not developed a dominant paradigm for studying movements
as a distinct set of political phenomena, and analyses in different subfields speak past each
other. Indeed, although scholars within the discipline of political science engaged the area of
social movements very productively in the late 1960s and early 1970s, by the middle of the
1970s the ground was largely ceded to sociology, and there have been missed analytical oppor-
tunities as a result. In this chapter, we review the distinct contributions that political science has
made—and can make—to the study of social movements, then review selected cases in three of
the four major subfields in American political science (American politics, comparative politics,
and international relations), as well as a distinct area of inquiry, Women and Politics, which is
rich with social movement studies. [We acknowledge analytical idiosyncrasies in the organiza-
tion of the discipline in the United States, where “political theory” is a distinct subfield, and
any report on politics outside the United States can be coded as “comparative politics.”] At the
same time, although political scientists have introduced important ideas and theoretical con-
cepts for the analysis of social movements, including “resource mobilization” and “political
opportunity” theories, most of the use and theoretical developments of those concepts have
taken place outside the discipline, generally in sociology. This is particularly true among
American political scientists; European political scientists have been more engaged with social
movement theory. As a result of less explicit concern with developing social movement theory,
the discipline as a whole has produced more in the way of useful analysis of problems and
cases than a developed theory. Here, we call for reading and writing across subfields, empha-
sizing the potential contributions of a more integrated paradigm for inquiry.

Political scientists turned to study social protest in the 1960s, largely in response to
unfolding events, particularly the movements for civil rights and against the war in Vietnam,
in the United States, and the student and democracy movements globally. Previous work on
social movements had emphasized mass irrationality, often a function of anomie, which was
seen as a result of people acting out when conventional politics provided no routes for
expressing influence (e.g., Kornhauser 1959). Political scientists from both the left and the
right examined more contemporary phenomena and found the tenets of the old collective
behavior approach did not withstand empirical examination, and saw both rationality and a
connection with mainstream politics at the core of social movements.

Most directly, Frank Parkin (1968) surveyed activists in the British Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament (CND), and found that—in direct contrast to the assumptions of mass society the-
ory—members were fully engaged in a range of more mainstream political groups, not discon-
nected from society or politics. In effect, joining a protest movement was an addition to, rather
than a substitution for, more conventional political participation. In looking at revolutionary
unrest around the world, Samuel P. Huntington (1968) emphasized the relationship of challeng-
ing movements and unrest to the stability of established political institutions, and indeed, the
timing of “crystallization” of those institutions. At roughly the same time, in examining rent
strikes and riots in urban politics, Michael Lipsky (1968, 1970) concluded that protest was not
only a political strategy, but actually the one most likely to be effective for people with limited
resources. Taken together, the attention to social capital, political institutions, and political strat-
egy could have formed a foundation for a more integrated theory of social movements within
political science. This didn’t happen, partly a result of boundaries within subdisciplines. Social
movements is an area of inquiry within three of the four major subfields of political science
(American politics, comparative politics, international relations), but not a field in itself.
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Consequently, individual authors concerned with social movements in political science
tend to adapt paradigms from other disciplines to their topic, considering interest groups, race
and ethnicity, voting, or power analysis in the context of the movement at hand. Alternatively,
they may “cross over” to other disciplines, including history, anthropology, and particularly
sociology, borrowing outside frameworks and speaking back to theory in another discipline.
(Many scholars associated with social movements in political science maintain equal or
greater profiles in the neighboring discipline of sociology, including Seymour Martin Lipset,
Frances Fox Piven, Theda Skocpol, and Sidney Tarrow.)

As a result, the study of social movements in political science is less developed than it might
be as an analytical perspective within the discipline. Political scientists don’t use a specific social
movement framework as a distinct area of study. The result is a less cumulative development of a
paradigm of social movements than we see in sociology and other social sciences.

Political scientists study movements without a unified analytical paradigm; they also do
not engage in routine communication about building such a paradigm. At the same time, the
focus on institutions, the concern with political organization, the attention to institutional
frameworks, and the focus on the policy payoff of different strategies of action can still con-
tribute mightily to the study of social movements; these are all areas that are underdeveloped
in the social movements literature (Meyer 2005). The discipline of political science should
take up this challenge.

AMERICAN POLITICS

Political scientists wrote about protest in the context of broader debates, both theoretical and
empirical, about the exercise of power in American life. In many ways, the development of
research on social movements, and on social protest more broadly, played out against a devel-
oping literature on interest groups and pluralism. Whereas early work on interest groups pre-
supposed—and then found—broad representation of different interests in mainstream
American politics, much work on social movements focused on the systematic exclusion or,
minimally, under-representation, of, first, poor and minority populations, and later, women.

Beginning with David Truman (1951), scholars saw the constellation of organized groups
engaged in politics (through lobbying and electoral participation) as a reasonably approximate
representation of interests in society at large. For Truman, new issues or constituencies created
“disturbances” that produced new groups. At a system-wide level, this created—or restored–a
kind of balance in American politics.

Although not explicitly about interest groups or social movements, Robert Dahl’s work on
power provided greater detail and explication of a nuanced pluralist perspective on power in
American life. In his theoretical work, Dahl (e.g., 1956) looked at the ways in which the Ameri-
can political system, as designed by Madison, funneled social conflict into political institutions.
The creation of multiple levels of government and the separation of powers among different
branches of government both contributed to a situation in which all sorts of interests were essen-
tially invited into a political struggle. The nature of American government made it very hard to
use the state; at the same time, however, organized interests could effectively block initiatives
they found unwelcome through multiple veto points built into the system. Dahl didn’t explicitly
consider the effects of the Madisonian system on the development of social movements in Amer-
ica (but see Meyer 2007), but his work provided a target for later students of social movements.

Empirically, Dahl (1963) examined the nature of political power within a community. In
a detailed longitudinal study of politics in New Haven, Dahl traced the evolving competition
among various interests. In most ways, the New Haven story follows outlines suggested by
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Alexis de Tocqueville more than a century earlier. Groups of people with similar interests had
to build coalitions to gain meaningful access to government. In doing so, they negotiated
compromises among themselves and simultaneously bought into the larger political process.
Importantly, virtually every constituency had some sort of resources to bring to bear on the
political process, including money, information, cohesion, or numbers, as examples. In this
way, organization and strategy became critical predictors for success. The work presumed that
no significant group lacked all significant resources, and that effective tactics and organiza-
tion could maximize the impact of any constituency.

Of course, pluralism endured extensive criticism. Bacharach and Baratz (1963) sug-
gested that Dahl’s work, and indeed pluralist analysis more generally, provided a fair read of
the workings of the inside of the political arena. They questioned, however, the ready transla-
tion of social interests into organized political interests—in effect, directly questioning the
translation of interests into organized actors. The second face of power, they contended, was
the setting of the agenda, deciding what was to be decided. Later, political theorist Steven
Lukes (2005 [1974]) suggested that power had a third, more insidious dimension, and that
people who were generally excluded from meaningful political access were also victims of
cultural hegemony that effectively determined how they considered their own interests. Polit-
ical scientist and activist John Gaventa (1981) explored this third dimension of power in his
classic study of miners’ activism and (more frequently) quiescence. The episodic appearance
of protest movements presented an explicit challenge to both the tenets of pluralist theory
and the claims of its critics. If the system were relatively open, then movements would not be
necessary; if the political system were completely insular from the interests of particular
constituencies, then movements would not be able to emerge effectively in the first place.
Treatments of social movements played out against this backdrop, initially focused on the
connection between protest and public policy.

The critical conception of social movement politics was articulated most clearly by 
E.E. Schattschneider (1960)—although he was not writing about social movements. They key
people to watch in any conflict, Schattschneider contended, were those who were not direct
parties to the conflict, that is, the crowd or audience. By mobilizing support from outside
actors, effectively calling in reinforcements or new resources, interested parties can alter the
balance of power in a conflict in their favor. Schattschneider noted that it is the losers in any
conflict who have an interest in expanding its scope, and bringing in new actors to the con-
flict. This is what social movements do. When social movements are successful, authorities
and bystanders think not only about the political efforts of activists, but also about their
demands and gripes. At the same time, institutional authorities, or organized interests in soci-
ety that are well served, have a vested interest in minimizing the scope of a conflict, maintain-
ing a power bias in their favor. Social movement politics is fundamentally a struggle about
the composition of the field of actors within a conflict, with movement activists and their
opponents actively working to construct the contest and its combatants in their favor. We see
this conception develop in research on American politics and policy.

Public Policy

Schattschneider’s theory inspired scholars seeking to explore the politics and policies affect-
ing poor people. Michael Lipsky (1968), in examining politics, policy, and protest for poor
people, explicitly questioned the openness of the political system and pluralism more gener-
ally. At the same time, his work may provide a foundation for developing a fuller and more
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nuanced account of pluralism and contemporary democracy. Lipsky argued that the policy
responses poor people—even when mobilized—are able to extract from government, are pri-
marily symbolic rather than substantive. He (1968:202) wrote, “It is literally fundamental
because the kinds of rewards which can be obtained from politics, one might hypothesize, will
have an impact upon the realistic appraisal of the efficacy of political activity.” His critique of
the pluralist model stems from his analysis of the rent strike movement of the early 1960s in
New York City.

Following the critics of pluralism, Lipsky (1968, 1970) argued that many groups in the
political system lack power and therefore cannot “get in the game”—the pluralist game that
is—in an attempt to gain power and exercise influence. One resource they do have, however,
is protest and this can make them active players, albeit not directly. He argued that rather than
a direct relationship between unrest by the poor and policy responses, poor people need to
mobilize third-party support, that is, the active sympathy of “bystander” publics. When acti-
vated, these bystander publics can pressure politicians to provide policy responses to the
needs of poor people. Protest works, in effect, not as a direct exercise of influence, but as a
means to appeal and promote sympathetic action from more powerful allies. To influence pol-
icy, activists need to tap into third-party support. The rent strike movement did so, but Lipsky
cautioned that the somewhat successful case he studied is relatively unusual because activists
were able to obtain resources, including talented leadership, committed participants, and
financial support that most powerless groups generally find inaccessible. His approach to
protest politics is predicated on the recognition of active groups consciously acquiring and
applying resources to mainstream institutional politics. Protest, he asserts, is a political
resource, one most attractive to those without other substantial resources—and it works by
mobilizing more conventional political resources. Throughout, however, Lipsky asserts that
the conditions that allowed the tenant activists he studied to be successful were rare. Although
the work explicitly criticized pluralism, it also established a framework of countervailing
resources, in which the mobilization, anger, and disruption of the poor could, under certain
circumstances and at some time, effect influence.

Sociologists John McCarthy and Mayer Zald (1973, 1977) built on Lipsky’s analysis—
or at least his language, describing the phenomenon of social movements as a function of
“mobilizing resources,” but turned to broaden the analysis to different sorts of constituencies.
In the process, they came to a somewhat different perspective. McCarthy and Zald (1973,
1977) posited that while grievances were essentially continual, social movement mobilization
was episodic. They viewed the successful mobilization of opinion or action as the product of
organizational success rather than political desperation and frustration. By broadening the
scope of what they considered a social movement, they turned attention less to the actual con-
duct of protests, riots, or strikes, and more toward the creation and maintenance of social
movement organizations. Clearly responding to Lipsky, the resource mobilization perspective
nonetheless turned analytical focus away from the concerns about grievances and inequality
that animated his research.

Other political scientists also tracked the fortunes of the poor through protest and policy.
Following the concern with the political fate of poor people in the United States, Piven and
Cloward (1971, 1977) afforded poor people the prospect for somewhat more direct influence
on policy than Lipsky, but also somewhat less control. Lacking all meaningful conventional
political resources, Piven and Cloward (1971) contend, poor people nonetheless have the
capacity to disrupt daily life, including threatening governing coalitions. Authorities have an
obvious interest in maintaining order, and can employ a range of tools for keeping poor
people in line, including both direct and indirect repression. At the same time, offering both
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symbolic and substantive concerns, particularly public welfare payments, is a way to buy qui-
escence. They traced public spending on welfare to social unrest, and found that politicians
increase spending on the poor during periods of unrest, and withdraw that support, sometimes
dramatically, during periods of quiescence (Albritton’s 1979 empirical test provides little sup-
port for their claims). The argument is clearly grounded in a Marxist theory of class and con-
flict, and their work is directed to political activists as well as scholars.

In Poor Peoples’ Movements (1977), Piven and Cloward extend their argument about
social movements through four extended case studies of social unrest generated by poor peo-
ple. They are explicitly critical of pluralist frameworks, writing (1977:3), “Modes of partici-
pation and non-participation in electoral-representative procedures were not, as the pluralists
had implied . . . freely made political choices of free men and women.” In essence, they con-
tend that protest is the only viable tool in the political arsenal of poor people, but that it is
rarely employed and not always effective.

Piven and Cloward (1977) argued that opportunities for protest occur when there are
broad social changes and a restructuring of institutional life. In other words, shifts in the polit-
ical system break the chains of the poor and once freed from their shackles, the poor will uti-
lize the opportunity to use the only power resource they have—protest. However, these
“extraordinary occurrences” that are “required to transform the poor from apathy to hope,
from quiescence to indignation,” are few and far between. During normal circumstances, the
exigencies of daily life take up all the time and energies of poor people, and only when daily
life breaks down severely can protest emerge.

Organizers too often waste these extraordinary moments, building membership struc-
tures, cultivating elite support and tending to infrastructure. Piven and Cloward’s (1977) study
reads as a lesson plan for future poor people’s movements, and a polemical one at that. Their
lesson is simple: avoid the urge to organize and succumb to persuasive leaders and instead
concentrate on staying mobilized and disruptive. Under the right circumstances, that is, when
the governing coalition faces electoral instability and sees policy reforms as a route to main-
taining or expanding its coalition, policy toward poor people may improve.

Social protest can help produce policy change favorable to those protesting, Piven and
Cloward (1977) argue, but circumstances must be favorable. Importantly, the factors that give
rise to protest are also often those that define a climate favorable to policy reform. When
social unrest produces political instability, political authorities have a range of options for
dealing with that instability. The first response is virtually always to ignore the disruption or
to allow well-established social control mechanisms to manage the conflict. Repression is
another option; another is policy concessions coupled with some sort of political inclusion.
Although Piven and Cloward (1977) are not clear about just when unrest will generate con-
cessions, they are clear that such concessions will be limited and may be withdrawn.
Nonetheless, they contend, organizers undermine what limited impact they might have by
quelling the disruption that affords them leverage and potential influence.

Piven and Cloward (1977) traced a path of inclusion and demobilization that is affected
by both external circumstances and internal organizational dynamics. At the organizational
level, they cite Michels’ (1966 [1915]) “iron law of oligarchy,” a well-established premise in
political science. In a classic study of the German Social Democratic Party, Michels found
that the leaders of a group committed to socialism and democracy developed interests and
approaches toward politics that differed from those of the members. Power in organizations,
Michels argued, inevitably concentrates in the hands of the few, who are available to negoti-
ate deals with authorities that may serve the organization or those individuals better than those
they purport to represent. At the external level, Piven and Cloward (1977) emphasized that
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authorities have a vested interest in offering sufficient concessions, including policy reforms
and political inclusion, to negotiate a kind of settlement with at least some movement leaders
who might broker a peace with their own rank and file.

As a result of these factors, Piven and Cloward (1977:xxii) argue, “organizers tended to
work against disruption because, in their search for resources to maintain their organizations,
they were driven inexorably to elites, and to the tangible and symbolic supports that elites
could provide.” The book emerges as a brief against organizations that might dampen protest.
In effect, the authors pose a difficult dilemma for political leaders outside of government: they
can build stable organizations and undermine their political influence OR they can abjure for-
mal organization, stoke mobilization, recognizing that their disruption will be short-lived and
unlikely to lead to substantial reform. It’s a bleak view of the prospects for social change, even
as it is wrapped in a framework that affords influence to grassroots activism of a sort.

Theodore Lowi (1971) offers a similar account of the trajectory of social movements and
it is similarly bleak. His analysis is based more directly in the nature of American political
institutions than in the nature of class conflict. Directly challenging the pluralist model, he
points to the explosion of civil rights activism, including nonviolent and more disruptive
activism, and the failure of pluralist theory to explain such phenomena. If power is even
remotely balanced in the system, why do some groups fail to engage effectively conventional
politics and structured political institutions and instead protest outside mainstream politics?
Lowi contends that protest is sometimes the necessary recourse for a system that has failed in
some way.

Like Piven and Cloward, Lowi argued that social movements emerge in response to
some sort of change in the political system. Movements occur in the wake of institutional
atrophy and act as the necessary counterpunch to a stagnated and routinized system. For both
Piven and Cloward and Lowi, the arguments veer to the tautological. A social movement’s
goal is ostensibly to produce change in the system, but a change in the system is what’s nec-
essary for a social movement to arise.

For Lowi then, a social movement is a necessary outside-the-system means to promote
public policy reforms. Social movements are disorders that rise up to challenge the “iron law
of decadence”—Lowi’s take on Michels’s somewhat different “iron law of oligarchy.” The
iron law of decadence is “that tendency of all organizations to maintain themselves at the
expense of needed change and innovation” (1971:5). Leaders become so entrenched in their
routines that they collapse under the weight of their own idleness. Social movements provide
the necessary revitalization, but the effects of the tonic will always be short lived. By the time
social movements are recognized and institutionalized by mainstream politics, the dramatic
action—and the effects—have passed.

Lowi claims that social movements create reform where institutions have failed. They
hold the system accountable: “Governments in the United States—federal, state, and local—
have never moved with greater certainty or with greater effectiveness than when pushed by
movements” (1971:58). Thus, movements create change. The problem with movements is
that—if successful—they also eventually routinize and become an ossified part of the system
they once threatened. The movement eventually fades due to both its internal dynamics and
the changing responses of mainstream politics. Eventually, any movement will organize,
institutionalize, and negotiate some sort of implicit bargain with mainstream politics, priori-
tizing organizational survival and the expense of political influence. This is why, Lowi argues,
society needs continuously to welcome disorder in the form of social movements; in addition
to keeping the broader system at least somewhat fresh and flexible, movements provide the
only real opportunity for policy innovation.
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Whereas early scholars of policy and social movements focused on the effects of move-
ments on policy and mainstream politics, Meyer (2005) explored the connections among them.
Borrowing theoretical frameworks from policy studies (mostly developed in political science)
and from social movement theory (mostly developed in sociology), he argues that influence
moves back and forth between politics, policy, and protest movements. He lays out what we
know about how policies affect movements (e.g., by creating causes or grievances) and how
movements affect policies (e.g., by bringing new actors to the table). Meyer then describes how
a broader model would epistemologically assist future social science research. His model, like
Piven and Cloward’s and Lowi’s, suggests that social movements emerge when the prospects for
political influence in other ways are weak. As a heuristic model, he sets the policy process at the
beginning of the analysis of social movements. Following Baumgartner and Jones (1993), he
suggests that most sets of policies are stable most of the time, supported by a relatively constant
“policy monopoly,” that is, a constellation of actors, inside and outside of government, with
deep concern, often expertise, and potential influence, on those policies. Policy monopolies gen-
erally contain a great diversity of interest and opinion, and the stability of policies is often sup-
ported more by stalemate than satisfaction. Social movements provide the opportunity to
mobilize new actors, draw public attention to issues that usually escape broad scrutiny, and to
reconfigure the politics and policy of an issue area. He writes (2005:17), “Threats to the stabil-
ity of a policy monopoly, which might arise from political, policy or other critical events (e.g., a
foreign war, a nuclear reactor accident), create opportunities for mobilization that can reach a
broader audience and for the potential renegotiation of the boundaries of the policy monopoly.
Under such circumstances, political mobilization becomes more attractive to citizens because
the pattern of institutional politics has changed.” Ultimately, government responses fragment a
movement’s supporting coalition and make it more difficult for activists to mobilize protest.

Meyer, Jenness, and Ingram (2005) present a collection intended to focus social move-
ment scholars’ attention on the policy process. In their volume, scholars from political sci-
ence, sociology, and other disciplines, examine the interaction of social protest and policy
reform. Suzanne Mettler (2005, also see Mettler 2002), for example, analyzed the impact of
the World War II-era GI bill had on providing resources and support for social engagement
and mobilization in the future. Ellen Reese (2005) and Mary Katzenstein (2005) examined
how grievances that come from welfare and criminal justice policies create (or block) the
development of challenging movement coalitions, and provide targets for collective action.

Whereas work in political science on the protest of the poor focused on disruptive, and
often violent, action, other studies turned to the processes by which disadvantaged groups,
often ethnic or sexual minorities, have organized and tried to effect political influence. Fre-
quently such works offer synthetic theoretical frameworks of movements, combining political
analysis of participation with sociological notions of identity (e.g., see Garcia Bedolla 2005;
Kim 2000; Rimmerman 2002). Another stream of work directed attention to the range of tac-
tics that social movement organizations could mobilize, including the more conventional
political participation that comprises the concern of much of political science. We next review
literature on interest groups and on voting.

Interest Groups and Political Advocacy

Political scientists often studied social movement issues under the rubric of interest groups
and political organizations. This area of inquiry is embedded in the debate about pluralism,
stemming from James Madison’s discussion of “factions” in Federalist Nos. 10 and 51. In
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modern political science, the inquiry begins with David Truman (1951), who viewed organ-
ized groups as the formal representation of the range of interests in American politics. Dahl
(1963) provided additional empirical documentation and theoretical ballast for this perspec-
tive. Both scholars viewed the translation of interests into organizations as virtually always
possible—if not automatic.

Economist Mancur Olson’s (1967) critical work on the “free rider” problem in America
problematized the translation of interests into organizations, much less effective organiza-
tions. Olson reasoned that each individual’s contribution to the efforts of a group was unlikely
to affect the prospects of success very much, although it could be personally costly—and that
a rational individual would recognize this. The obvious thing to do in such a case, particularly
in matters of “collective benefits,” in which someone would receive advantages regardless of
his or her individual participation, is to “free ride,” that is, to do or contribute very little or
nothing and to hope for the best. This free rider problem focused analytic attention on the
process by which organizers mobilized support and activity anyway—over and against this
rational calculation of costs and benefits.

Following Olson’s suggestion, scholars analyzed the sorts of “incentives” the organizers
provided to induce participation in collective action. Analysts parsed sorts of incentives into
broad categories along two dimensions. First, in distinguishing between “collective” and
“selective” benefits, they assessed whether citizens would receive the benefits of a policy
reform even if they hadn’t participated in collective action. If a group succeeds in promoting
reforms that provide cleaner air and water, for example, even people who did not contribute to
its efforts will derive benefits. Such benefits are distinguished from other benefits that
are available only to group members, such as product discounts that come to members of a
group. Second, they assessed the character of an incentive as being purposive (policy reform),
material, or solidary (good feelings and human connections) (see Meyer 2007; Meyer and
Imig 1993; Wilson 1995). Organizers had the job of finding meaningful inducements to
inspire participation and support, and working with the constraints of the particular sets of
resources available to them. Groups pursuing policy change without much to offer in the way
of selective incentives would have the toughest time in mobilizing support, although the free
rider principle represented more an elastic tendency, rather than a constant, one that shifted in
response to political circumstances. Essentially, organizers had to provide something to par-
ticipants in exchange for their support (Salisbury 1970).

One piece of the puzzle of incentives was effective political action, and subsequent
scholars assessed the range of tactics available to groups that might promote effectiveness in
pursuit of their policy aims. Beyond the generally accepted means of providing accurate
information and campaign help to legislators (e.g., Berry 1977), under some circumstances, it
made sense for groups to take their claims public, that is, to go outside of conventional politi-
cal tactics to lobby publicly (e.g., Kollman 1998), in essence, to adopt the forms of social
movements (Meyer and Tarrow 1998).

Most of the work was directed to the dynamics of interest groups, but a few scholars
looked at the broader picture of representation. In his classic, The Semi-Sovereign People,
Schattschneider (1960) had suggested that the fundamental flaw with pluralism was the
under-representation of poorer people, memorably noting that the choir in the pluralist heaven
sings with the accent of the upper class. Scholars examined this assertion empirically, finding
predictable gaps and redundancies in representation (e.g., Imig and Meyer 1993; Schlozman
1984), severe disadvantages for advocacy on behalf of poor people (e.g., Imig 1996), and then
shifts in the rules and practices of interest group life that made things even worse for all advo-
cates of “public” interests (Berry 1999), and ultimately, the decline in grassroots participation
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altogether (Skocpol 2003). Taken together, they identify a trend in which the difficult task of
counterbalancing the political advantages of those constituencies already advantaged in other
ways got progressively more difficult over time, threatening not only the well-being of certain
constituencies, but also democracy altogether.

Recognizing the rather bleak big picture, political scientists used the tools of their trade
to look at the smaller pictures of mobilization and individual participation in politics, and the
broader process of political institutionalization.

Voting and Mobilization

In analyzing the factors that contribute to the policy process, political scientists often turn to
studies of mobilization. How do groups mobilize? How do they sustain this mobilization?
Does the mobilization affect change in the power structure? It has been over two decades
since Browning, Marshall, and Tabb (1984) reported that protest is not enough in the minority
struggle for political access, and that while dramatic extrainstitutional action can work to set
the policy agenda, effective representation over a longer haul is predicated on building
inroads in mainstream political institutions. This oft-cited work has not really been replicated
or extended. Importantly, the path toward secure institutionalization is far easier for groups
with narrower claims and greater resources, as shown in Hansen’s (1991) study of the evolu-
tion of the farm lobby.

Protest Is Not Enough centers on themes of minority mobilization, minority access, and
political equality and asks three main questions regarding the openness of political systems,
political incorporation, and policy response. In answering these questions, the authors drew
on distinct literatures from several disciplines. Browning, Marshall, and Tabb addressed the
openness of the urban political system by engaging the pluralist/elitist debate so prevalent in
political science in the years just before, during, and just after the civil rights movement. Con-
trasting the two sides of the debate, the authors cite the political scientists commonly associ-
ated with their respective camps—pluralist Robert Dahl pitted against elite theorists like
Murray Edelman (1971), Ira Katznelson (1982), and a host of other players. Browning, Mar-
shall, and Tabb end up drawing on a more neutral theme, Nelson Polsby’s (1967) notion of
“pluralism2.” Pluralism2 “asserts that power is relatively dispersed” and over time, the power
dispersion will change (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb 1984:8). With regard to minority
access, disadvantaged constituencies can achieve power and influence. Browning, Marshall,
and Tabb contend that through building a serious institutional presence in local politics,
minority communities can attain meaningful influence over relevant decisions, and not only
elicit symbolic concessions.

In addressing how political incorporation works, however, and the extent to which
minorities are actually a dominant coalition emerges, Browning, Marshall, and Tabb then leap
frog over to the sociology literature. Here they address themes of group mobilization and con-
flict and therefore draw on prominent sociologists who study protest movements, particularly
William Gamson (1990) and Charles Tilly (1978). The political scientists don’t disappear
entirely; Browning, Tabb, and Marshall engage the literature on minority strategies in urban
politics. The authors therefore pull from distinct fields of literature from different disciplines
in order to make their argument regarding mobilization, incorporation, policy, and ultimately,
equality.

We might then ask, what is the result of using these disparate fields of study for their own
analysis? The result is an incredibly extensive analysis of minority group mobilization.
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Browning, Marshall, and Tabb ground their quantitative data in well described case studies of
10 Northern California cities and effectively move from an analysis of mobilization to incor-
poration and subsequently to policy. In thoroughly describing the process, from action to
reaction, the authors step toward an inclusive theory of social mobilization. They allow the
reader to consider essential questions about the outcomes of mobilization. In other words,
what does it all mean? Will a higher level of political equality result from increased govern-
mental response, which in turn results from mobilization?

The authors answer a resounding yes; demand-protest and electoral mobilization are two
important resources that initiate a mobilization path that passes though minority incorporation
and ends at policy response. Along the way, other resources come into play, most notably size
of the minority population in the city and level of support for minority interests, particularly
from white liberals (Lipsky’s [1968] “bystanders” become partners in political coalition).
They argue, “the combination of minority and white resources was the prerequisite for suc-
cessful [liberal challenging] coalition” that eventually would replace the conservative coali-
tion and lead to minority incorporation (Browning, Marshall, and Tabb, 1984:134). Theirs is
an argument of resources, essentially about political entrepreneurs assessing those available
to minority communities and how to use them. It harkens back to Dahl (1956), and ignores the
critiques based on class that other scholars had advanced. Their theory of resources is predi-
cated on an inclusive vision in which both bottom-up resources (such as demographic shifts)
and top-down resources (such as the national civil rights movement) contribute to minority
mobilization. For example, a few savvy Black leaders were able to harness the national civil
rights movement’s intensity, and to use it to spur action in their own cities. The result was a
successful path of incorporation that began with mobilization and continued with policy
change.

Whereas Browning, Marshall, and Tabb only tangentially mention the role of leaders,
Rosenstone and Hansen’s (1993) theory of participation is entirely couched in the notion that
political leaders play a major role in individual political participation. Rosenstone and Hansen
follow on the works of other analysts whom they accuse of telling only half the story regard-
ing who participates and why. Individual interests, beliefs, and resources indeed contribute to
participation but “people participate in politics not so much because of who they are but
because of the political choices and incentives they are offered” (Rosenstone and Hansen
1993:5). In other words, individual characteristics explain the propensity to participate in pol-
itics, given contextual factors and mobilization efforts; the purposive efforts of leaders to
mobilize explain who actually participates, when, and how.

Rosenstone and Hansen employ a rational choice model of political participation. Partic-
ipation in politics is a cost not often worth incurring for individuals. Individuals are rational
enough to calculate that the collective benefits of participation will still be bequeathed to them
even if they don’t participate (“the paradox of voting”) and even if they wanted to participate,
the learning process is too involved and complicated and they therefore won’t even attempt it
(“rational ignorance”). But people do participate and this parsimonious fact causes many
scholars to debunk rational choice theory. However, Rosenstone and Hansen caution against
throwing the baby out with the bath water. They argue that rational individuals won’t partici-
pate given the high costs involved (they argue this is true for some more than others, for
instance, poor, uneducated citizens will incur much higher costs and will therefore participate
at far lower rates). Enter political leaders who alleviate the costs of participation and thereby
mobilize the population.

Leaders will mobilize the population directly (building organizations, sponsoring rallies,
circulating petitions) and indirectly (through social networks that spread the word through
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friends, neighbors, co-workers). They will then offer rewards to offset the costs of participa-
tion. Rewards come in many forms—attention, esteem, personal satisfaction, lack of sanc-
tions. But theirs is not a rosy portrayal of political leaders consistently mobilizing all
members of the citizenry and therefore contributing to the development of a fully integrated
and equal society. Rather, Rosenstone and Hansen argue that the mobilization tactics of lead-
ers are timed and strategic due to their own resource constraints. They don’t mobilize all the
time (only when they need it) and they don’t mobilize everyone (only those who will help
them). In effect, leaders’ “efforts to move the organized, the employed, the elite, and the
advantaged into politics exacerbate rather than reduce the class biases in political participa-
tion in America” (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993:33). The result is that those who were already
more likely to participate because of their personal characteristics (wealth, education, time,
knowledge) and the low level of participation cost associated with these characteristics, are
even more likely to participate when leaders initiate their mobilization tactics.

Rosenstone and Hansen contend that one way in which leaders mobilize electoral partic-
ipation is through social movements. Social movements “inspire” people “to vote, to per-
suade, to campaign, and to give” (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993:210). Their primary example
of a social movement’s ability to mobilize individuals is the national civil rights movement,
which they argue, mobilized Blacks directly and indirectly. Directly, it mobilized because it
was so forthright in its tactics“lawsuits, protests, marches, and sit-ins,” not to mention voter
registration, organization of voting blocs, and the forcing of political candidates (Rosenstone
and Hansen 1993:192). Indirectly, the civil rights movement increased voter turnout and led
to an increase in financial contributions. Both of these are likely effects of party mobiliza-
tion—citizens were more likely during this time to be contacted by a political party and thus
urged to vote and contribute. The result was that it wasn’t just Blacks who were recruited;
white participation increased as well. The movement was so prominent that knowledge
increased (just one of the ways social movements decrease the cost of participation) and peo-
ple were essentially forced to choose a “side” and participation in general rose.

Rosenstone and Hansen’s model is strongly grounded in rational choice theory and the
public choice field of political science. They view social movements as a variant in the class
of political phenomena that include interest groups and community organizations, and con-
trasted with political parties and campaign organizations. Rosenstone and Hansen are less
concerned with the meaning-making activity of social movements than their material exis-
tence and their traceable activities. Movements aren’t necessarily a malleable organism,
changing and responding to outside forces, but are instead an institutional tool political lead-
ers can use to mobilize people.

Those who do the agenda-setting are often not those who can build institutions. The
analysis of those agenda-setting events, particularly the disruptive urban riots of the 1960s,
spurred research on a number of critical questions. Political scientists, for the most part, were
more concerned with the causes and the effects of those riots than in analyzing their dynamics.

Urban Riots

Perhaps the most significant events in propelling scholarship on social movements were the
urban riots of the 1960s. Unrest, often violent, swept across American cities throughout the
decade, representing racial tensions and economic inequality, and spurred a raft of academic
studies. Most focused on either why the riots emerged OR what impact those riots had on
public policy. Both streams of research offered additional concepts that continue to animate
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research in other areas. Concepts developed in analysis of these riots are a lasting legacy of
this wave of scholarship.

Peter Eisinger (1973) sought to explain why some American cities witnessed extensive
riots about race and poverty during the late 1960s while others did not. Assuming a connec-
tion between protest in the streets and more conventional politics, Eisinger focused on the
openness of urban governments to more conventional political inputs in formulating a theory
of political opportunities. He found that cities with a combination of what he termed “open”
and “closed” structures for citizen participation were most likely to experience riots. Cities
with extensive institutional openings preempted riots by inviting conventional means of polit-
ical participation to redress grievances; cities without visible openings for participation
repressed or discouraged dissident claimants to foreclose eruptions of protest. The approach
implicitly assumed constant pressures across urban America and treated the most proximate
institutional arrangements as the key factors influencing the way political dissent emerged.

Tilly (1978) built upon Eisinger’s (1973) work to offer the beginnings of a more compre-
hensive theory, suggesting national comparisons, recognizing changes in opportunities over
time, and arguing that the structure of political opportunities would explain the more general
process of choosing tactics from a spectrum of possibilities within a “repertoire of con-
tention.” For Tilly, tactical choice reflects activists optimizing strategic opportunities in pur-
suit of particular claims at a particular time. Like Eisinger, he contends that the frequency of
protest bears a curvilinear relationship with political openness. When authorities offer a given
constituency routine and meaningful avenues for access, few of its members protest because
less costly, more direct routes to influence are available. At the other end of the spectrum of
openness, authorities can repress various constituencies such that they are unable to develop
the requisite capacity (whether cognitive or organizational) to lodge their claims. In this view,
protest occurs when there is a space of toleration by a polity and when claimants are neither
sufficiently advantaged to obviate the need to use dramatic means to express their interests
nor so completely repressed to prevent them from trying to get what they want.

Tilly’s empirical work traced the development of popular politics in relationship to state
institutions. In his study of the development of democratic politics in Britain over nearly a
century, for example, Tilly (1993) describes how a range of factors, including demographic
and economic shifts and the opening of political institutions, led to a shift from local, direct,
and particularistic political contention toward longer term, national, and routinized forms of
politics. The development of a more democratic Parliament allowed popular politics to move
indoors through the development of mass parties and electoral participation. In essence, Tilly
traced the development of the same curve Eisinger postulated, in which protest is enabled,
then channeled into less disruptive politics.

Taken together, Tilly and Eisinger offer models for cross-sectional comparisons and lon-
gitudinal studies. Eisinger’s rather restrictive specification of opportunities focuses on formal
institutional rules to explain the frequency of a particular behavior, riots. In contrast, Tilly’s
broader and more inclusive approach considers a wider range of variables to explain the range
of expressions of popular politics over a long period. Both, however, agreed upon the funda-
mental curvilinear relationship of opportunities to protest politics. They also set out a spec-
trum of conceptual possibilities for subsequent scholars.

Although the concept of political opportunity structure clearly builds on basic premises
in political science (Meyer 2004b), most influential in defining and promoting it as an analyt-
ical framework was sociologist Doug McAdam’s (1982) treatment of the civil rights move-
ment. McAdam’s treatment opens with an assessment of the inadequacy of existing
theoretical frameworks for the analyzing social movements; he even comments on the lack of
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dialogue between political scientists and sociologists. Sociologists, he argues, often fail to
address the institutionalized political processes while political scientists often often fail to
consider how a noninstitutional entity (a social movement) can effect change inside political
institutions (McAdam 1982:2). McAdam attempts to bridge this divide by offering a political
process model that borrows from resource mobilization theory as it developed in sociology
and relies heavily and explicitly on the theory of political opportunities developed by Eisinger
(1973) and Tilly (1978). This political process model emphasizes an interaction between
external and internal forces. The constellation of political opportunity structures matter
(external) but so does level of organization within the group (internal). Further, cognitive lib-
eration and feelings of efficacy within the group matter (internal) but so does elite response to
the insurgency (external). The interactive dynamics of all these factors can ultimately gener-
ate an insurgency that affects power relationships in the political system.

McAdam (1982) also raises fundamental doubts about the pluralist model of power dis-
tribution. If other issues divide social movement scholars (for instance, the importance of
external versus internal factors to the success of the movement or the issue of whether organ-
ization is detrimental to the movement’s success), one thing does seem to unite them: a rejec-
tion of simple pluralism. Pluralism as a theoretical construct emerged from political science
under Robert Dahl (1956). As a theory, it tried to explain David Easton’s (1953) “black box”
of value conversion in the American political process and determined that many groups share
power in the system. No one group held more power than others and all groups had the poten-
tial to achieve their goals. Social movement theorists attacked this theory as inappropriate
and inaccurate for their studies. If all groups can achieve power under the pluralist model,
then the model assumes social movements and protest politics to be irrational acts of insur-
gency that have unnecessarily skirted the more legitimate avenues of participation. Many
social movement theorists then overcome their differences to conclude that this interpretation
is not at all representative of movements.

Button’s (1978) analysis of the outcomes of urban unrest also focuses on movement
interaction with institutional politics. By tracking social expenditures by the federal govern-
ment in the wake of urban riots, Button is able to consider the policy outcomes of protest. The
findings are complicated and intriguing. Button found that under certain circumstances, deter-
mined at least partly by the president’s potential political coalition, urban unrest produced
expenditures targeted at the source of the unrest. Here the variance is provocative. Democra-
tic president Lyndon Johnson’s administration increased expenditures to areas hit by riots,
while his successor, Republican Richard Nixon, cut spending in response to the very same
stimulus of unrest.

Following the same set of questions, Herbert Haines (1988) examined the variable effects
of disruptive action by a “radical flank” on the fortunes of a social movement, and found that it
sometimes help and sometimes hurts. His radical flank model “focuses on many of the same
variables [as resource mobilization theory and the political process model] in black collective
action. It concentrates upon the formal and informal organizational features of the movement”
(Haines 1988:3). He agrees with Lipsky (1968) that third-party support can be a crucial
resource for social movement mobilization and maintenance. He writes, “the statements and
actions of emerging militants might be expected to lead to changes in the willingness of vari-
ous third parties to support moderates” (Haines 1988:13). In this way, a radical flank has cre-
ated a social movement resource, third-party support. However, Haines also agrees with
McAdam (1982; also see Piven and Cloward 1977) that external support is not the end all be
all to movement sustainability, at least partly because of its volatility. Haines recognized
the power of internal factors as laid out in McAdam’s political process model. Specifically,
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interorganizational features play a role. Radicals and moderates form a symbiotic relationship,
creating a positive radical flank effect that allows moderates to “maintain good relations with
outside supporters by distancing themselves from radicals while at the same time profiting
from the crises the radicals create” (Haines 1988:185). By employing both resource mobiliza-
tion and political process models to portray how radical groups can benefit a social movement,
Haines effectively rejects the moderate notions of a balanced pluralist system.

Ironically, it is a collaboration between political scientist Charles Hamilton and radical
activist Stokely Carmichael (later known as Kwame Ture) that is most supportive of pluralism
as a possibility—although Black Power at first glance seems to be radical in its analysis and
prescriptions, explicitly indebted to Marxism, and calling for a “new consciousness among
black people” (Ture and Hamilton 1992:xvi). It calls for nothing short of fundamental restruc-
turing, modernization, and alteration of the current political system. Integration is not desir-
able and token rewards offered will not suffice. Further invoking Marxist thought, Carmichael
(Ture) in his 1992 afterward refers to the historical dialectic and the United States’ progres-
sion from slavery to civil rights and finally to major reform and the actual inclusion of blacks
in the political process. This latter stage, argues Carmichael (Ture), has not yet been achieved.
Nonetheless, the authors display ambivalence about both Marxist analysis and pluralism.
Indeed, they argue, “SNCC has often stated that it does not oppose the formation of political
coalitions per se; obviously they are necessary in a pluralistic society” (1992:59). They there-
fore see coalitions as necessary in what they see as a power struggle among groups. In this
sense, they are accepting that pluralism might be the unchanging American way: “It should
become clear that the advocates of Black Power do not eschew coalitions; rather we want to
establish the grounds on which we feel political coalitions can be viable” (1992:60). What
they do argue for is a complete restructuring of how the coalitions form. They should not be
formed between Blacks and seemingly sympathetic groups (e.g., white liberal Democrats),
but rather they should stem from four preconditions:

1. Recognition by the parties involved of their respective self-interests
2. Mutual beliefs that each party stands to benefit in terms of that self-interest from ally-

ing with the other or others
3. The acceptance of the fact that each party has its own independent base of power and

does not depend for ultimate decision-making on a force outside itself
4. Realization that the coalition deals with specific and identifiable goals

These preconditions essentially restate fundamental pluralist ideas. Thus, for these social
movement authors, a seemingly radical approach to power distribution actually begins to
develop into a call for pluralism.

Boskin (1969), Rossi (1973), and Baldassare (1994) offer edited volumes that look at the
urban riots of the 1960s. Boskin (1969) takes a historical approach to urban racial violence
and analyzes a century of violence. He describes how riots before World War II were almost
all initiated by Whites, and were therefore an expression of widespread racism (Boskin 1969).
In contrast, the protest riots of the 1960s and 1970s were Black revolts that were responses to
this racism. In this sense, he bases his approach on J-curve theories of rising expectations, one
of the classical models criticized by McAdam (1982).

Rossi (1973:preface) approaches urban violence with an explicitly multidisciplinary
approach: “It embodies rather a recognition that the social world cannot be easily carved into
neat academic disciplines.” The edited volume collects work from Transaction magazine
(now known as Society) that apply social science theory to real world social problems. For
instance, Lipsky and Olson (1977) analyze how the riot commissions that followed the riots
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of the civil rights movement were unable to effect change in the system due to their lack of
real power in the larger political system. They contend that special commissions processed
political conflict, taking up time and space and producing rhetoric rather than policy change.

Finally, Baldassare’s (1994) edited volume on the 1992 Los Angeles riots examines the
causes, dynamics, and consequences of what authors describe as a multicultural and multilay-
ered riot. Whereas social movement theorists of the civil rights urban riots had to analyze the
dynamics of a Black–White confrontation and struggle for power, the new social movement
theorists studying the events of 1992 are forced to analyze the dynamics of all the mini-riots
involved in the 1992 Los Angeles riot, Blacks, Whites, Asians, and Latinos all collided and
each for differing reasons. As Sears (1994:251) suggests, “It seems apparent to me that no
simple or single interpretation fits the 1992 events very well.” Authors in this book attribute
the “uprising” to class issues (Korean shop owners and Black consumers), ethnic competition
(Latino in-migration), and injustice (White disrespect for Blacks as portrayed most egre-
giously by the Los Angeles Police Department). Sears writes the concluding chapter and
determines that the 1992 Los Angeles riot was simply “several riots” in one.

Political scientists studied social movements in conjunction with public policy and
urban riots primarily in the post-civil rights years. However, when the protests fizzled out,
political scientists failed to develop social movement analysis alive as a distinct set of theo-
retical questions. Social movement studies became relegated to subdisciplinary areas and
therefore dependent on alternate frameworks for study. Many of the scholars discussed in the
preceding text reject the pluralist model of power distribution. However, beyond this rejec-
tion, the similarities disappear. There appears to be no single paradigm with which these
authors write about social movements. They borrow from sociology, history, political
science, and economics. The result is that political science has failed as a discipline to create
a social movement framework distinct to the field.

Identity

Whereas the work on urban riots focused largely on structural and material aspects of politics,
including interests, organizations, and tactics, more recent social movements have led schol-
ars to consider the nature of the collective identity constructed and deployed by disadvantaged
groups. Political scientists have generally seen collective identities constructed in response to
the structural conditions of various constituencies, and much of the leading academic work
has focused on the politics of race.

As example, Cathy Cohen’s (1999) analysis of the reaction of Black urban communi-
ties to AIDS focuses on the construction of marginality. Cohen argues that structural
conditions, including codified laws and practices that discriminate, can create marginality
and distance from mainstream politics, to say nothing of social and economic inclusion.
Paradoxically, such marginalization also produces the raw material that activists can use
in creating community and a collective identity. Importantly, while structural exclusion
can create marginalization and identity, such identities are often sustained even in the
absence of sustained exclusion. Cohen’s tale of the failure of the Black community to deal
effectively with AIDS reflects the processes through which even marginal communities
maintain their own boundaries. She cites a failure of leadership and prejudice, but the
nature of exclusion enforcing collective identities has applications that extend well beyond
her case.
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Claire Kim (2000) examined similar issues by looking at the political divide between
Blacks and Koreans in New York City at the end of the twentieth century. Kim contends that
the racial divide in the United States continually reproduces itself. New immigrant groups are
incorporated into a stratified order that keeps Blacks firmly at the bottom of this order, com-
prising almost a permanent underclass. By accepting this stratified system, “Korean immi-
grants may be said to be implicated in the American racial order to the extent that their
positioning within it determines their opportunities and constraints, and, more specifically, to
the extent that they benefit from Black marginalization and buy into American racial con-
structions” (Kim 2000:52).

Kim then argues that Black collective action against Korean immigrants in the latter
decades of the twentieth century was thus not born out of irrational anger, but rather was in
fact a response to the broader system of racial stratification in the United States. In describing
this Black collective action (and the Korean immigrant response), Kim uses the sociological
concept of framing and more specifically, frame repertoires. If frames can attribute a problem
to a cause by making issue linkages clear for potential activists, then a frame repertoire is “a
set of collective action frames that outlives specific movements, persists through time, and is
continuously available to activists seeking to build a new movement” (Kim 2000:56). Frame
repertoires are available only to groups who are persistently identified as such and who are
consistently marginalized.

According to Kim, during a period of Black power resurgence in New York City at the
end of the twentieth century, Blacks invoked two frame repertoires—Black power and com-
munity control. The former emerged in the 1960s and encouraged Blacks to be Black proud
and to unite and forge a sense of community and solidarity. The latter, community control,
follows from this sense of Black liberation and argues for Black control over Black communi-
ties, particularly in terms of retail establishments. In response to the resurgence of Black col-
lective action, Korean immigrants employed their own frames— collective identity in defense
of group interests and defense of the American creed (Kim 2000:163). Korean American
leaders were successful in framing the conflict as anti-Korean and therefore racist, helping to
“channel the community’s strong transnationalist sentiments into the countermobilization
effort” (Kim 2000:163). They were also able to frame the boycott against Korean owned
stores as essentially anti-American, going against the ideals of “equal opportunity, fairness,
and colorblindness” (Kim 2000:167). By invoking this latter frame, they therefore gathered
supporters not only within the Korean community, but also from other racial, ethnic, and reli-
gious groups who sought to protect the “American dream” ideal of social mobility and oppor-
tunity. Kim’s use of framing demonstrates how each group promoted its distinct identity in the
service of political mobilization that ultimately maintained existing political and economic
relations.

Studying Latino immigrant identity and political engagement on the other coast, Lisa
Garcia Bedolla (2005) focused on the nature of resources available to disadvantaged groups,
including psychological capital and contextual capital. Garcia Bedolla contends that although
other disciplines have often studied the role of identity in minority behavior, political scien-
tists have rarely focused on Latino identity in relation to political behavior (Garcia Bedolla
2005:16). Seeing this link as critical, she put the connection between identity and political
behavior at the center of her analysis. She also problematized the construction of identity; if
successful collective mobilization reflects strongly held collective identities, she asks, “where
these kinds of mobilizing identities come from, why they exist for some group members and
not others, [and] how to foster engagement by encouraging the creation of these kinds of iden-
tities” (Garcia Bedolla 2005:6).
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Garcia-Bedolla’s concept of a mobilizing identity is as a form of psychological capital,
that is, “social capital that exists within the individual psyche and gives a person the moti-
vation to act on behalf of the collective” (Garcia Bedolla 2005:6). In combination with con-
textual capital (the politics of the group’s environment and social context), these two
resources enhance “group members’ feelings of agency and their political engagement”
(Garcia Bedolla 2005:6). She found that identity and social context are important indicators
of Latino political participation. For example, “in the case of East Los Angeles Latinos,
affective attachment to their social group and feelings of group worth serve as sources of
psychological capital, counterbalancing their sense of group stigma to motivate area resi-
dents to act politically” (Garcia Bedolla 2005:25). Understanding the interaction between
identity and social and political context “can help us to better understand the political inte-
gration of subordinate groups in the United States” (Garcia Bedolla 2005:25). Political
engagement for Latinos does not come from a mobilizing context alone, rather identity and
a sense of group self-worth also contribute. This notion of self-worth is important, as it is
not simply racial identification that matters in terms of mobilization, but “positive affective
attachment to the racial group” (Garcia Bedolla 2005:174). Thus, Garcia Bedolla con-
tributes to the political science literature in a way that other non-political scientists have
already been doing, in the sense that she emphasizes the role that identity, in addition to
political environment, plays in mobilizing minority groups to politically engage. The notion
of identity as something constructed in the context of structural constraints and through the
crucible of collective action is useful in examining the political development and influence
of a range of social movements.

COMPARATIVE POLITICS

The study of social movements built deeper inroads in the area of comparative politics, as
scholars borrowed from other fields to explain the problems they confronted analytically. [Here
we adopt the odd norms of American political science, in which any study whose subject is
outside of the United States is labeled “comparative,” even if it is a single country study.)
Importantly, comparative politics does not offer a unified paradigm for understanding social
protest, and indeed, included a large divide between scholars concerned with social movements
in advanced industrialized societies and others concerned with movements in the Global South.
The content of those movements was, for the most part, very different, as was the borrowed lit-
erature. Scholars of the wealthy world studied, mostly, campaigns for such things as women’s
rights, the environment, and peace—very much like contemporary social movements in the
United States and Europe. They borrowed literature from political sociology and opinion
research conducted in both political science and sociology. In contrast, scholars concerned
with unrest in poor countries studied disruptive movements that sought, and sometimes gained,
state power, and therefore were heavily reliant on the literature on revolutions.

Developed World: Political Sociology

Both European and American political scientists working on European cases represent the
greatest concentration of research on social movements in the discipline. Scholars in this area
have used a range of methodological tools, focusing on both individual decisions and larger
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scale political formations, and have developed the political opportunity framework outlined in
the preceding text.

Cross-sectional comparative studies, following Eisinger’s (1973) model, trace the curve
of opportunities across different contexts. For example, Herbert Kitschelt’s (1986) study of
antinuclear movements in four democracies—France, Sweden, the United States, and West
Germany—uses political opportunity theory to explain the style and development of social
movement politics, as well as their ultimate influence. Acknowledging a broad conception of
opportunity, including resources, institutions, and historical precedents, Kitschelt nonetheless
offers a narrower specification. He divides the four states along two dimensions: input struc-
tures (open or closed) and output capacity (strong or weak). The simple classification, he con-
tends, explains the strategies employed by challengers in all four states. The options for
participation determine strategy—confrontational in response to blockage, assimilative in
response to openness. The capacity of the state determines influence—greater procedural
innovation or substantive change in response to pressures in weaker states. This spare model
offers an advantage of clarity, but at the cost of simplifying and flattening a broad range of
factors critical to the development of a social movement over time.

Offering a more dynamic analysis, Tarrow (1989) applied a longitudinal model of politi-
cal opportunities to explain the broad range of social movement activity over a tumultuous
decade, 1965–1975, in Italian politics. His political process approach traced a “cycle of
protest,” including decline, by considering institutional politics along with social protest and
disorder. In this case, government openings reduced the cost of collective action, and the ini-
tial mobilization of one constituency encouraged others to mobilize as well. Workers, stu-
dents, religious reformers, and leftist factions within parties all took to the streets.
Government responses initially encouraged additional mobilization, some of which turned
violent. Violence and disorder legitimated repression, raising the costs of collective action,
and diminishing protest. At the same time, some of the social movement actors turned their
attention to more conventional political activity, reducing their claims and moderating their
tactics, effectively institutionalizing dissent (Meyer and Tarrow 1998).

Methodologically, Tarrow (1989) developed “events data” analysis, a means of deriving
information about the peaks and troughs of social movements, as well as their claims from a
sampling of newspaper accounts. This method had been used by sociologists (including
McAdam 1982), but political scientists extended the range of sources and developed new
tools of analysis. This is particularly true of European political scientists, who mounted large-
scale collaborative efforts to compile large data sets on comparative collective action (see
especially Rucht, Koopmans, and Neidhardt 1999). Events data analysis would develop to
compare political tactics over time and across contexts (e.g., Rucht 1990) and the claims that
social movement actors made (Koopmans and Statham 1999a, b).

In his expressly theoretical overview of social movements (Tarrow 1998) emphasizes the
connections between mainstream politics and protest movements. He argues that movements
are best understood when studied in context, that is, the political context in which they are
operating, following the political opportunity framework offered by Tilly (1978) and
McAdam (1982) (Meyer 2004b). In Power in Movement, Tarrow (1998) argues that social
movements are in constant interaction with the political system, both responding to it and
altering it as the political system offers opportunities to an otherwise powerless group. Lack-
ing in resources, and thus in power, social movements under normal circumstances lack the
capacity to affect change. However, the political system, consisting of elites and their alloca-
tion of values, provides opportunities and incentives for the movement. He sees political
opportunities as cues to the savvy movement activist that the system is open and susceptible
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to influence from below. Increased access, shifting electoral alignments, divided elites, and
influential allies are all examples of political opportunities that Tarrow offers (Tarrow
1998:78–80).

However, social movements are not affected by politics only in the incipient phases.
Rather, it is a continued relationship that advances the struggle at every stage. According to
Tarrow, the social movement acts in “sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and author-
ities” (Tarrow 1998:4). In this way, the movement reacts to elite response and creates new
opportunities. For instance, Tarrow discusses diffusion effects:

Unlike conventional forms of participation, contentious collective action demonstrates the possi-
bilities of collective action to others and offers even resource-poor groups opportunities that their
lack of resources would deny them. This occurs when “early risers” make claims on elites that can
be used by those with less daring and fewer resources. Moreover, collective action exposes oppo-
nents’ points of weakness that may not be evident until they are challenged. It can also reveal
unsuspected or formerly passive allies both within and outside the system. Finally, it can pry open
institutional barriers through which the demands of others can pour. (Tarrow 1998:87)

But diffusion effects are just one way movements sustain themselves. The political
system can also produce policy outputs in response to movements, and these outputs create a
whole new set of political opportunities. Social movements socialize the participants to
political practice, affect political institutions, and even shape the political culture of a system
(Tarrow 1998:164). In this way, social movements become no longer outside of the institu-
tional framework of the state, but rather become a part of a “complex policy network” (Tarrow
1998:25). For Tarrow then, to neglect the political system that social movements challenge is
a critical mistake that undermines the possibilities of understanding a movement. Social
movements receive incentives from, react to, and influence the political system, thereby
creating a cycle of contention that continuously produces new outcomes.

Because of its reliance on the notion of the political system, Tarrow’s argument is based
firmly in political science. This critical piece is a theoretical work that discusses how social
movements emerge and are sustained. The theory is not entirely without empirical evidence
however, as Tarrow relied heavily on the writings of social movement scholars and particular
movements. What he found is that these movements were heavily affected by (particularly in
their incipient phases) openings in the political system, and in this way, he brought political
science to a field otherwise dominated by sociologists. He agrees with sociologists that reper-
toires of contention and framing matter in the social movement cycle, and argues that these
elements operate alongside and in conjunction with the state and its reaction to these ele-
ments. It’s a theoretical piece that crosses disciplinary perspectives and that should prove
informative for social science and humanities scholars across many fields of study.

European political scientists have been more active in studying social protest move-
ments, and in providing comprehensive synthetic theoretical frameworks for doing so. Partic-
ularly influential has been Hanspeter Kriesi and his collaborators. Kriesi and his colleagues
(Kriesi, Koopmans, Duvydenak, and Giugni 1995) combined the complexity and nuance of
the longitudinal studies with the analytical leverage of cross-sectional studies, comparing
“new social movements” [the “family” of left-libertarian movements in advanced industrial-
ized states (see della Porta and Rucht 1995)] across four European states (France, Germany,
the Netherlands, and Switzerland) over time. Opportunity structures include the nature of
political cleavages, institutional structures, alliance structures (here, the openness and politi-
cal position of the organized left), and prevailing strategies of social movements. By focusing
on the effects of two factors, the configuration of power on the left and its presence or absence
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in government, they offer a fuller picture of citizen mobilization as it responds to political
opportunity.

By thinking of movement participation as including less disruptive and confrontational
protest, they examine the full range of expressions that activists employ to make claims. They
remind the reader that the state can invite action by facilitating access, but it can also provoke
action by producing unwanted policies and political threats, thereby raising the costs of inac-
tion. State action affects not only the volume of participation but also its form and location.
They show that when normalized for population size, Switzerland has by far the highest level
of social mobilization, but it is largely concentrated in conventional political participation and
membership in social movement organizations. In contrast, France offers the lowest volume
of participation, including the smallest numbers of protest events and members of social
movement organizations, but the most confrontational and violent action, which declines
when the left is in power. The explanation is more comprehensive than Kitschelt’s (1986), but
also much more complicated and harder to translate simply to other cases. The work under-
scores the importance, and the difficulty, of developing a useable theory of political opportu-
nity that can inform a variety of empirical investigations, many conducted by Kriesi’s
collaborators.

Writing about the rise of the so-called new social movements” in West Germany at the
end of the twentieth century, Koopmans (1995) found that this new form of contentious politics
can be attributed to the German political system. Various aspects of the system’s nature and
development, from the defeat of Nazism to elite use of repression to its federalist structure, led
to the rise of strong, ideological, and at times violent movements in West Germany, particularly
in comparison to other countries. In describing protest in West Germany, Koopmans explicitly
rejects certain social movement theories which he sees as misguided and which only produce
common misconceptions. Specifically, he criticizes the classical model (which relies on griev-
ances and relative deprivation to explain protest) and resource mobilization theory, instead
turning to a political approach. The political approach, he writes, says that “the development
and characteristics of protest are shaped by the available political opportunities for mobiliza-
tion” (Koopmans 1995:13).

In seeking a parsimonious explanation, Koopmans consciously sought to simplify his
explanation, reducing some of the complexity involved in social movement analysis. There-
fore, he concentrates “on one set of factors of particular relevance: the interaction between
social movements and the political system” (1995:230). This perspective, he argues, best
explains German social movement development in the latter half of the last century. Koop-
mans employs a modified form of the political process model, focusing specifically on the
role of the political opportunity structure, imbued with something of a theory of motivation,
which is also tied to the political process. To trace the translation of structure into agency, that
is, the connection between broad political opportunities and activist agency, Koopmans intro-
duces the concept of “concrete opportunities” (consisting of chances of success,
reform/threat, repression, and facilitation) which have motivational consequences for the
movement. Koopmans therefore uses an explicitly political approach to describe the social
movement process as it developed during the final years of Cold War West Germany.

In their edited volume, Policing Protest: The Control of Mass Demonstrations in Western
Democracies, della Porta, Reiter, and their contributors analyze the relationship between police
and protestors in Western democracies; in effect, police represent a proximate element of the
structure of political opportunities activists face. The protest policing style that emerges in a
polity, they found, is influenced by the political system. In their introduction, Della Porta and
Reiter describe their model for protest policing styles and argue that it is directly influenced by
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the political opportunity structure. They further describe the notion of a political opportunity
structure as having a stable context with institutional features such as police organization, law
codes, constitutional rights and a volatile context whereby the government and the movement
(as well as other interested actors such as the media) are in constant interaction and struggle for
power. In addition, both the stable and volatile opportunities and their effect on protest policing
styles are mediated by what they refer to as police knowledge—“the police’s perception of their
role and of the external reality” (1998:22). It refers to the images they hold, both about their
responsibilities and about the external challenges they face (1998:229). The level of control they
use becomes an issue of police image—what do they perceive to be true (1998:24)? Police deci-
sions regarding protest are therefore influenced by the political opportunity structure, both its
institutional and volatile features, but also by police knowledge. Using this perspective regard-
ing protest policing, most contributors in the book, as noted by Marx in the afterward, argue that
“there has been a leavening of police response to protest, regardless of the country” (1998:254).
In other words, there is a higher degree of tolerance on the part of the police. This trend, Della
Porta and Reiter argue in the introduction, can be attributed to the political opportunity structure
of each country as well as the intervening concept of police knowledge.

Giugni (2004) also uses political opportunity structure to explore the consequences of
social movements, namely, the effect they have on policy. Whereas many other pieces on
social movements focus on strategy and internal characteristics, Giugni argues that not only
should strategies be taken into account, but also structures. However, in addition to the politi-
cal opportunity structure, Giugni also looks to the role of public opinion. Therefore, he cred-
its two factors, both of which are external to the movement, with affecting change in a
political system: political opportunity structure and public opinion. With regard to the former,
he concentrates on formal structures and the configuration power, but he gives particular
emphasis to the role of political alliances (for instance, what role do parties on the left play?).
With regard to public opinion, he looks at the effects of social movements on public opinion.
Social movement activists, he argues, direct their action not just toward powerholders but also
to the public and in this way, they affect public opinion. In turn, the government pays attention
to public opinion, thus the role of public opinion in social movement outcomes is crucial,
according to Giugni (2004:26).

Giugni’s inclusion of public opinion in his model, and his use of polling data, follows
well-established practices in political science. As Giugni claims, the role of public opinion is
often studied in the United States but usually in the context of legislative change. Giugni
(2004) argues for its inclusion in social movement studies as “the existing literature has
largely neglected how the media covers, frames, and interprets social movements” (2004:27).
Public opinion and political alliances (one element of a broader political opportunity struc-
ture) both become resources for the movement, confirming his hypothesis that “interactions
among protest activities, political alliances, and public opinion, increase the likelihood that
social movements bring about policy changes” (2004:220). It’s important to note this interac-
tion, as he finds that public opinion on its own does not hold much explanatory power. Rather,
it is the interaction of public opinion, political alliances, and protest action (his so-called
“joint-effect”) that affects policy change. His study is very sociological in the sense that he
utilizes political opportunity structure theories; however, it turns toward political science with
its inclusion of public opinion as a movement resource and interacting factor.

Well-established senior scholars Doub McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly initi-
ated a collaboration in an effort to build a theoretical framework based on the analyses of
political processes that would transcend—or unite—the Global North and Global South. The
authors argue that by the 1980s, most North American students of social movements had
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agreed on a model, in effect a new “classic social movement agenda” (McAdam, Tarrow, and
Tilly 2001:16). Disagreements, if any, were on functional aspects, which component was
more important at any given moment of the movement. The classic model involves mobilizing
structures, framing processes, repertoires of contention, and opportunity and threat. The
model is useful, they contend, for explaining the mobilization and demobilization of single-
actor social movements in the west. However, it has a “narrow concentration,” is static, and
doesn’t particularly explain for instance, contentious politics outside of democracies
(McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001:18).

The authors then examine combinations and sequences of mechanisms (a delimited class
of events, for example, resource depletion as an environmental mechanism) that lead to
particular outcomes for contentious politics. In doing so, the authors use epistemological
advancements in the area of social movements to draw conclusions about other forms of
contention, including democratization, nationalism, and fundamentalism. For example, they
contribute to the democratization literature by applying their political process framework,
designed to explain Western social movements, to democratization. They find that “democra-
tization occurs through the same kinds of mechanisms we found in social movements, cycles
of contention, revolutions, and nationalism” (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001:304). Their
expanded research makes social movements just one form of contention in the political world.
This piece appears to be in response to the rise in democratization and nationalism literature.
If social movement scholars had come to some concrete and thoroughly tested conclusions
about movement mobilization and sustainability, then what could these conclusions con-
tribute to studies of other forms of contentious politics? To discover this, the authors classify
social movements as just one form of contention, compare it to others, and find that similar
mechanisms are operating across the board.

Whereas most of the political sociology work focuses on large-scale political forma-
tions, public opinion research addresses individual decisions about protest and politics.

Developed World: Public Opinion

Karl-Dieter Opp (1989) offers a social theory of political protest explicitly rooted in the moral
philosophies of Adam Smith and David Hume, as well as others. It is a rational choice model
of political protest based on variables such as preferences for public goods, constraints, and
opportunities in predicting the conditions for protest. Simply put, individuals weigh the costs
and benefits of protest participation and decide on an outcome that will maximize their own
utility (Opp 1989:44). Opp distinguishes himself from other economics-based theories of col-
lective action, notably Olson’s (1966) “orthodox rational choice theory,” that focus on the
irrationality of protest. Instead, Opp argues that group protest might just be rational, given
that the likelihood of success is higher than if an individual protested alone, in other words,
assuming a certain engaged critical mass. This comprises what Opp calls the “collectivist
conception of rationality” (Opp 1989:77).

This notion of protest success ties into Opp’s discussion on the incentives to protest. Nor-
mative expectations, expected sanctions, norms of protest behavior, and feelings of efficacy are
just some of the nonmaterial incentives Opp describes and that he argues other rational choice
modelers don’t consider. For instance, with regard to efficacy, does a person’s belief that dissi-
dent groups helped or hindered a cause affect protest levels? In fact it does, particularly with
regard to legal protest. These feelings of efficacy (or inefficacy) become incentives for protest.
The incentives are weighed against costs (perceived sanctions if one acts) and lead a person to
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determine if their actions will be influential in the distribution of public goods. If so, this is an
incentive to protest.

Opp addresses other political protest models, such as relative deprivation and resource
mobilization theory. By the time of his writing, relative deprivation had been criticized ubiq-
uitously and replaced by the resource mobilization paradigm (following Lipsky 1968;
McCarthy and Zald 1973, 1977). He doesn’t disregard either outright but rather argues that
elements of these theories enter into his rational choice model. In this way, relative depriva-
tion might actually be a rational choice variable if it refers to perceived costs and benefits.
Similarly, he doesn’t reject resource mobilization theory, claiming instead that the “general
background theory of resource mobilization theory is the rational choice model” (Opp
1989:28). He argues that the basic variables in resource mobilization theory (opportunity
and constraint) are similar to those in his own model. In the end, he finds that some of
resource mobilization theory’s assumptions are not “acceptable” to rational choice theories
but that resource mobilization theory is not entirely incompatible with rational choice. Thus,
Opp borrows heavily from economics (with cost–benefit analysis as the primary element of
political protest) but also links his own model to current sociological explanations of social
movements.

In Citizen Politics, Dalton (1988) explores public opinion and political behavior by study-
ing four advanced, industrial democracies and finds a “new pattern of citizen political power”
and a “new pattern of political thought and action” (Dalton 1988:9). Specifically, there have
been recent changes in political participation (citizens are less likely to be passive), values
and attitudes (advanced industrial societies are increasingly addressing post-materialist values
more than economic ones), and partisan politics (increased citizen dealignment from political
parties). This creates increased strain on the “traditional political order” as these democracies
face increased citizen skepticism, volatility, social movements, and protest (Dalton 1988:10).
This strain creates a democratic paradox: new issues mean that democracies have become
more inclusive, but at the same time, people are increasingly critical of the government that
is including them. The mobilization of increased numbers of demanding political actors makes
it harder and harder for democracies to develop policies that satisfy their populations, in effect,
inviting distrust (Meyer and Staggenborg 1996; Meyer and Tarrow 1998). In direct response to
elite theorists who claim the downfall of democracy due to these disruptive elements, Dalton
spins the “paradox” into a positive new trend. If anything, it is a step closer to Dahl’s ideal
notion of democracy—democracy beyond polyarchy. Dalton (1988:72) writes, “I favor a
Jeffersonian view of the democratic process”; in his telling, active citizens make for a stronger
democracy.

Dalton’s “New Politics Perspective” accepts citizen dissatisfaction with the political
system. Dalton explains that this perspective embraces first, the changing nature of citizen
politics and second, a new style of representation. He argues that citizens have become more
demanding, a result of better information and better skills (which can be contributed to posi-
tive economic transformations in the advanced industrial democracies). As to the second, we
are witnessing an “explosion of citizen interest groups, social movements and other social
groups in recent decades [and] these groups represent a new style of interest representation”
(Dalton 1988:254). In essence, citizen distrust has led to an increase in political activism,
particularly modes of participation that were previously unconventional (Meyer and Tarrow
1998). This is a rejection of Putnam’s (2000) notion of the erosion of social capital and
activism. It’s not the level of activity that’s changed, argues Dalton; rather it’s the types of
action employed. Protest politics is on the rise as it becomes more acceptable (Dalton
1988:72). It also becomes less disruptive (Meyer and Tarrow 1998).
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Thus, Dalton criticizes theorists who proclaim a crisis of democracy due to too much
citizen participation. Dalton embraces more of a pluralist approach to political participation
and social movements. In this way, he uses an interest group framework to describe social
movements; social movements are analytically flattened into a sort of interest group. Deeply
rooted in political science, he nonetheless draws on social movement theory from sociology as
well. Social movements and protest become another political resource, “like voting, campaign
activity, or communal activity” (Dalton 1988:66). His description of social movements pro-
vides the reader with an example of how citizens have changed the way we do politics. Previ-
ously unconventional modes of participation are on the rise and therefore it might be that social
movements are actually becoming conventional forms of political participation. His treatment
of social movements is situated in an analytic context of political organizations and pluralist
politics; protest is one form of activity employed by some number of competing groups.

The authors in Dalton and Kuechler’s (1990) Challenging the Political Order look
specifically at these “new social movements.” These movements are based in “post-material-
ist” thought (see Inglehart 1977) and furthered by new forms of political activism. The com-
bination of new political interests, beyond conventional economic issues, and new styles of
participation, including increased activism and unconventional politics, resulted in the emer-
gence of new social movements. These new movements challenge the traditional political
order. For instance, party politics are affected as advanced, industrial democracies experience
a rise in “movement parties” which reflect these new criticisms of the prevailing order (Dal-
ton and Kuechler 1990; also see Schwartz 2005).

In this volume, Dalton is more critical of resource mobilization theory, arguing that the
theory omits the role of ideology in explaining social movements. Dalton and Kuechler
(1990:282) conclude that new social movements create an ideological bond between members,
uniting them in a “radical idealistic critique of prevailing norms and values on the individual.”
Focusing particularly on individuals rather than groups, they contend that resource mobiliza-
tion theory fails to account for the power of ideology. The 1980s experienced an increase in
post-materialist values as the Cold War came to an end and this new ideology unites citizens
and creates a new type of social movement, one that “represents a qualitative change in politi-
cal goals and the pattern of interest representation” (Dalton and Kuechler 1990:10). In this
sense, it’s an expose of social movements that relies heavily on political science analysis.
Social movements, as they define them, are ideologically driven and they behave like interest
groups in the way that they can permanently alter the political system (especially in the politi-
cal party arena), and built relatively permanent places for themselves in mainstream politics.

The issues confronted and even the methods employed are very different in looking at
what is termed social movements in nondemocratic or democratizing societies. Analysts of
movements in the developed world, particularly the new (non–class-based) social movements,
treat economic growth and modernization mostly as enablers of “post-materialist” thinking
and purposive social action. In the developing world, in contrast, economic inequality sets the
terrain of the political struggle.

Developing World: Repression

The empirical material scholars address understandably affects the theoretical literature they
engage. Well-established theoretical literatures set the boundaries of much inquiry on certain
topics. Interestingly, most of the literature that deals with social movements and state repres-
sion doesn’t engage the social movement literature so much as theories developed in studies
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of democratization, such that the topic is defined less by analysis of process than by a focus
on a particular desired outcome. The democratization literature tends to focus on top-down,
elite-initiated transitions and authors often issue warnings about too much citizen mobiliza-
tion during a transition from authoritarian rule. Democratic transitions are particularly vulner-
able to the threats posed by violent action. Most analysts see moderation, or the rejection of
radical mass mobilization, as the preferable choice during the untenable transition process;
these authors promote temperate progress: negotiations, pacts, and peace agreements. Protest,
political violence, and radical mobilization are framed as potential hindrances and obstacles
to successful democratization. Disruption is a threat rather than a subject of inquiry.

However, in a critical piece on democratization, Dankwart Rustow (1970) disagrees. For
Rustow, struggle is a necessary part of the democratic transition: “What infant democracy
requires is not a lukewarm struggle but a hot family feud” (1970:355). In a tribute to Rustow,
Nancy Bermeo (1999:136) agrees:

Democracy can be created despite so-called ‘extremist’ demands and despite high levels of
mobilization in civil society. In many cases, a ‘hot family feud’ may, indeed, provide the proper
environment for the forging of a new democracy.

Pointing to proponents of the “moderation argument,” Bermeo criticizes their “fear of
the masses” and their propagation that the threat from below must be moderated. While
acknowledging that cases do exist in which violence disrupted the transition process, “these
negative cases do not in themselves make an argument for moderation” (Bermeo 1999:127).
In contrast, she cites the cases of Spain, Portugal, Peru, and South Korea, where instances of
political violence did not mean a derailing of the transition to democracy. Bermeo (1999:131)
explains, “Moderation is not a prerequisite for the construction of democracy; the parameters
of tolerable mobilization are broader than we originally anticipated. In many cases, democra-
tization seems to have proceeded alongside weighty and even bloody popular challenges.”

Bermeo contends that the myopic focus on moderation is based in the well-regarded
assumption that if the ruling regime perceives the costs of tolerance to be higher than the costs
of suppression, they will continue to suppress the people and halt the democracy process, but
she suggests shifting the focus to the perception of threat. She argues that proponents of the
moderation argument have mistakenly assumed that “the costs of toleration are a simple func-
tion of the presence or absence of extremism” (1999:132). Arguing that it is essential to
unpack the process of assessing costs, Bermeo contends that it is not the presence of extrem-
ist activity per se, but rather the elite calculation of the potential effects of the violence that
matters. For instance, if pivotal elites predict that the extremists will not win in the new dem-
ocratic setting, they are likely to allow the transition to progress forward despite continued
extremist activity. They might even welcome democratic elections as a tool to legitimate their
claims to government power. In this sense, “neither the presence or the scope of extremist
activities is as important an element in elite calculations as their estimates of what the effects
of extremism will be” (1999:132). Radical popular mobilization, according to Bermeo, might
harm the potential for a successful transition. However, it is not in and of itself a detrimental
factor. Bermeo then writes of social movements from a democratization prospective; she takes
a “response” approach (rather than directly drawing on social movement literature)—
responding to the democratic transition literature and the persistent calls for moderation.

Elisabeth Jean Wood (2000) also formulates a democratization argument based on elite
perception of mass mobilization. Hers is a class-based argument that uses El Salvador and
South Africa as examples of successful democracy movements forged from below by the
insurgency of poor people. (She does not refer to scholars who have looked at activism of the
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poor in democratic settings.) The insurgency, she argues, reshapes economic interests and
opportunities and forces economic elites (and eventually regime elites) to share power and/or
wealth (Wood 2000). She relies heavily on economic theories of elite calculation to drive her
argument, and augments these theories with her analysis of the democratization literature and
ethnographic studies of two insurgencies in different societies. In this sense, the tools she uses
come from economics, anthropology, and political science.

Like Bermeo, Wood discusses democratization in terms of the effect of extremist activity
on elite perception (although it should be noted that Bermeo primarily discusses regime elites
whereas Wood primarily refers to economic elites). In the discussion of El Salvador, Wood
writes that the civil war transformed the political economy of the state, thereby reshaping the
interests of the economic elites. Structural transformations, such as a decline in economic pro-
duction, a decline in export agriculture, and capital flight, were largely the result of a sustained
unrest (primarily by the guerilla group Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN)).
These transformations then caused economic elites to rethink their perception of the repressive
state. Neo-liberal economic policies and a market economy, rather than a coercive state,
became better choices for disciplining the labor force. In addition, she writes, the “war-induced
transformation of the economy shifted the balance of power within economic elites toward
those who came to favor compromise over recalcitrance” (2000:52). In the face of sustained
war and a subsequent shifting political economy, the better choice for economic elites was a
peace agreement and a relenting of the repressive state. The rise of the compromise-oriented
National Republican Alliance (ARENA) party, the primary articulator of elite interests, helped
to advance the democratization peace process in El Salvador.

Similar processes occurred in South Africa; Wood again links mass mobilization to modi-
fied elite interests. Domestically, there were rising strikes, township unrest, and increased mili-
tancy of the unions. This led to international sanctions against South Africa and inevitably their
economy felt the pressure. A shift in capital, decreasing elite confidence and investment, an
increase in capital intensiveness, and international sanctions shifted the economy to one in
which the economic logic of apartheid no longer held up against neo-liberal theories of a free
market economy. The economic advantages that business elites enjoyed under apartheid began
to erode. Business elites began negotiating with Nelson Mandela’s African National Congress
(ANC) party; both sought political change albeit for different reasons. Whereas the ANC sought
a settlement to advance the interests of its constituency, business elites sought to limit their
losses. Wood quotes one business elite’s perception of the sustained mobilization of township
blacks: “Because [workers] did not have a way to express political freedom, they used the labor
situation, the shop floor, to do that. And that was an important pressure point on business”
(Quoted in Wood 2000:172). In both El Salvador and South Africa, “after insurgency trans-
formed elite economic interests away from coercive institutions, the economic interdependence
of the principal antagonists provided the structural underpinnings for a resolution of the conflict
based on a transition to both liberal capitalism and political economy” (Wood 2000:204). Wood,
like Bermeo, views mass mobilization as a power force in a democratic transition not because of
its sheer force, but because of its ability to transform elite perception. Elites undertake demo-
cratic reforms in response to social movements because they begin to think it is in their own best
interest to do so. Disruptive action affects their calculations about their interests.

But neither Bermeo nor Wood reference social movement literature directly. Their writing
draws primarily on democratization literature from political science. In contrast, Vincent
Boudreau (2004) bridges the social movement and transition to democracy literature in his
study of Burma, Indonesia, and the Philippines. He compares the repressive strategies of these
states and the subsequent modes of collective action and resistance that arose in response to
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these strategies. Whereas resistance movement literature has often treated state repression as a
one-dimensional independent variable, Boudreau unpacks repression and explores the different
options available to elites as well as the strategies they choose to effect repression. The repres-
sive strategies elites employ don’t just stoke or dampen mass mobilization, they sculpt it.
Boudreau (2004:251) writes, “Democracy movements rise when the states established repres-
sive strategy, for some reason can no longer contain social challengers.” In the Philippines,
Marcos’ strategies simply became ineffective. In Indonesia, keterbukaan (their own form of
glasnost) in the 1980s relaxed restrictions on activists and allowed for more institutionalized
resistance activity. The military leaders in Burma never found themselves in a position where
the social challengers couldn’t be contained and repression not only continued, but it intensified.

Boudreau writes in critical response to the democratization literature, which tends to
focus on the macrostructural aspects of a transition. The top-down, elite and government ini-
tiated perspective of most transition literature is not surprising given that it is written almost
entirely by political scientists. The literature tends to reduce the transition to a process involv-
ing government hard-liners and soft-liners involved in a series of moderate negotiations and
pacts. Nongovernment opposition groups sometimes enter the democratization literature as
actors or players but if they do, they are often treated as tangential groups operating on the
outskirts of the true transition process and dealings. Boudreau instead focuses on interactions:
“The key to understanding contention in such settings rests in the logic of its interactions,
rather than in identifying events that touch off collective action” (2004:253). In this way, he
draws from the social movements literature, particularly on McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly
(2001), applying their focus on mechanisms to Southeast Asian democracy movements:

The political process model, with its careful attention to the conditions that trigger and shape
mobilization provides important signposts for our analysis, but we must still rethink how this
processes [sic] unfolds in the different contexts of the global South . . .The usefulness of these
Southeast Asian case is not, therefore, in their utter uniqueness, but rather that state repression and
social resistance in Southeast Asia interacted to produce particularly salient patterns that may have
broader theory building and comparative utility” (Boudreau 2004:18–19).

Boudreau’s focus is on precisely these interactions between resistance and repression.
He argues the patterned interaction creates particular modes of contention that act in relation-
ship to modes of coercion.

Like Bermeo and Wood, Boudreau argues that mobilizing groups can and do play a role in
promoting a transition to a liberal society. For instance, where the democratization literature tends
to start with the liberalization of the regime stage, both Wood and Boudreau argue that political
mobilization often starts before liberalization and can even shape subsequent liberal reforms
undertaken by the state. Both authors also suggest the constructivist element of insurgency and
counterinsurgency as each responds to the other, thereby moving the transition forward (or deeper
into repression as in the case of Burma). Wood (2000:51) writes, “the civil war [in El Salvador]
was thus the product of varying processes of insurgency and counterinsurgency, processes whose
unintended as well as intended consequences eventually laid the foundations for political
compromise.” Similarly, Boudreau (2004:3) comments that his study analyzes “how particular
modes of state attack encourage specific patterns of political contention.” By “patterns of politi-
cal contention,” Boudreau is referring to “interactions between state repression and movement
response” (p. 4). Bermeo, Wood, and Boudreau all refer to this notion of interaction, a cycle
whereby groups mobilize, the government responds, and elite perception shifts. Transformations
occur as insurgency erupts and a response to that insurgency develops.

Political scientists have also engaged a large literature on revolutions, sometimes
employing terms and concepts from social movement theory.
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Developing World: Revolution and Rebellion

Tracing the evolution of theories of revolution over 100 years, Jack Goldstone (2003)
describes three major theoretical approaches in the introduction to his edited volume. Gold-
stone outlines problems inherent in the first two generations of theory; the first generation of
theory emerged in the 1920s and 1930s and the second, in the 1960s and 1970s. Both focused
on a very small number of cases: the cases of collective action that ended in successful and
substantial regime change. Acknowledging deficiencies in the work, Goldstone also identifies
some important epistemological contributions of these early works. The first two generations
of revolutionary theory weren’t wrong so much as they were limited in scope yet overgeneral-
ized. Still, epistemologically, they provided key pieces of information as to why groups might
revolt (e.g., resources and opportunities), but they failed to take us further; “all the general
theory approaches had certain problems in explaining where and how revolutions occurred”
(Goldstone 2003:6). He seems to favor a third set of theories that emerged in the beginning of
the twenty-first century, structural approaches that consider the disparate nature of state struc-
tures across cases.

Structural theories show that revolutions “begin from some combination of state weak-
ness, conflicts between states and elites, and popular uprisings” (Goldstone 2003:6). Where
previous theories of revolutions tended to focus on the opposition, structural theories bring in
the role of the state. The opposition is still viewed as a key component of revolution, but it is
recognized that a state with weakened structural capabilities and a predilection for conflict
between the state and the elites will be prone to revolution. When this combines with perva-
sive popular uprisings, revolution becomes more likely. When the grievances of peasants or
urban dwellers meet with “conducive structural conditions,” such as landlord vulnerability or
weakly policed cities, there is the possibility of effective revolutionary action (2003:10–11).
Further, when conflict between the state and powerful elites coincides and connects with the
structural conditions and popular uprisings, revolution becomes even more likely.

In describing the role of popular uprisings, Goldstone hints at some of the contribu-
tions and findings of the previous generations of theories. Again, this appears to indicate
that theories of revolution have indeed progressed in their explanatory power, building off
one another. First, in speaking of peasant revolts, Goldstone emphasizes the importance of
solidarity and organization in translating grievances to action, a direct reference to Tilly’s
version of resource mobilization theory. Second, in looking at urban uprisings, Goldstone
(2003:11) describes the role of grievances and writes, “Two grievances stand out as the
chief causes of revolutionary urban tumults: the cost of food and the availability of employ-
ment.” Here he directly addresses the relative deprivation or psychological theories (also
part of the second generation of theories) that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. Therefore,
the current structural theories of revolutions build on and improve earlier theories. It should
be noted that Goldstone also describes an emerging fourth generation of scholarship on rev-
olutions, process theories that explore the agency and path dependency characteristics of a
revolution.

In general, Goldstone builds on Huntington (1968), accepting and adopting his focus on
the role of political institutions, and particularly their decay, in the makings of a revolution.
Goldstone writes, “A marked imbalance between the demands of a changing population on
the economy and the government, and the ability of the government to respond creates a situ-
ation of declining political stability. Whenever such imbalances become widespread, so too
does the risk of revolutions” (Goldstone 2003:18). In other words, when the capability of the
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political system is outweighed by the political demands and challenges of the populace, polit-
ical decay (and revolution) is likely to occur.

For the last two decades, political scientists studying revolutions have devoted a great
deal of attention to the revolutions of 1989 in Eastern Europe. They are a heterogeneous group
of revolutions, as Vladimir Tismaneanu (1999) argues in his edited volume on this year of
revolutions. However, they are inextricably linked together by their result: the displacement
and denigration of the state communist systems of totalitarian control. The first part of this
edited text focuses on causes of the revolutions, but interestingly, despite political scientist
contributions to other chapters of the book, none of them appear in this particular section.
Given that a revolution at its most fundamental level is defined by a transformation of the
political order, this omission speaks to our argument regarding political science’s contribu-
tion, or lack thereof, to the study of social movements.

In his chapter on the causes of the revolutions, Daniel Chirot attempts to turn to estab-
lished theories of revolution but finds that “most widely accepted sociological models of rev-
olution are of limited help in explaining what happened” (Chirot 1999:35). Here is precisely
where political science models of social movements could have proven invaluable. Instead,
Chirot utilizes an idiosyncratic model; in particular he looks to the moral and political climate
of the time to explain the events of 1989. What he finds is that while economic reasons played
a role in all of the revolutions—he points particularly to the inefficiencies of the socialist
system—they are not the sole contributors. Rather, he describes the way in which the system
had fundamentally lost legitimacy. The people living under the communist regimes had sim-
ply lost confidence and “utter moral rot” ensued (Chirot 1999:38).

Similarly, in his piece on the East European revolutions of 1989, Jeff Goodwin (2003)
lays out certain structures and practices (personalist dictators, racially exclusive regimes) that
made the communist regimes “unreformable” and thus made revolution more likely, espe-
cially when combined with economic stagnation, subsequent economic liberalization, and
repression. However, Romania is his exception case in that it doesn’t fit any of the general
theories Goodwin presents regarding other “revolutions” in East Europe (Poland, Hungary,
USSR, Czechoslovakia, East Germany). Perhaps this is why Romania had the most violent
and bloody revolution of 1989.

Martyn Rady (1992) offers a deeper look at Romanian Christmas Revolution. He
explores whether Romania’s history explains the unfolding of political events at the end of the
twentieth century. He describes a culture of falsehood, illusion, and violence that led the
Romanian people to embrace fascism in the interwar years. Later, the rise of communism in
Romania is attributed not to the Romanian culture, but to the Soviet domination in Romanian
politics after World War II. But how does a country move from a repressive, totalitarian state
to a bloody revolution, especially in light of the relatively peaceful transitions of their neigh-
bors? On this, Rady is unclear. He writes of increasing riots and “disorganized popular
protests” in the late 1980s, the fame of a Hungarian pastor (Laszlo Toekes) who preaches for
justice and somehow survives the watchful eyes of Ceausescu’s securitate, and a bloody
crackdown on protestors in the city of Timisoara just a week before the eventual revolution.
Timisoara, Rady writes, pushed the population into further opposition and stories leaked
on foreign television channels only fueled the flames. Full demonstrations against the
government began mid-December, but it’s unclear how. For a country with a weak civil
society, that is, a dramatically underdeveloped set of organizations, interpersonal networks,
and autonomous connections among individuals, a surge in protest seems unlikely and
even impossible. Indeed, Ceausescu’s totalitarian and sultanistic regime was committed to
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undermine the emergence of such civil society based on the belief that its absence would
secure the regime’s survival.

Indeed, the Romanian revolution appears to defy everything we know about social
movements. Certainly grievances were present and the events in Poland, Hungary, East Ger-
many, and Czechoslovakia in the months just before provided useful intelligence and inspira-
tion. The Soviet Union was not responding to political unrest, which incipient activists had to
regard as a positive cue. But to whom did this political opening cue a revolution? In other
words, what mobilized the protestors and eventual revolutionaries? Rady (1992:204) writes
that in the days leading up to the revolution, “in university halls of residence and in a number
of work places, committees were formed to coordinate the swelling movement of protest.”
However, the manner in which ubiquitous grievances were translated into action remains a
mystery. Organization of the opposition might be linked in some way to the fact that some
elites (“old guard” members of the communist party, parts of the army and securitate) were
coordinating a successor government even before Ceausescu’s execution or to the fact that
many members of the securitate were switching to the opposition in the final days of the
Ceausescu regime. As Tarrow (1998) argues, the presence of divided elites and influential
allies can certainly make for ripe political opportunities. However, the dearth of official docu-
mentation of the events of December 21–25, 1989 makes it difficult to know. Therefore,
Rady’s political analysis of the Romanian revolution set in a historical context tells us why the
movement occurred, but fails to tell us how.

The studies in comparative politics point to the importance of the international system,
including both military and economic relationships above the state, as providing opportunities
and constraints for domestic social movements (see Gourevitch 1978). The literature in
international relations explores some of these relationships. It is clear that social movements
within a state—and the authorities they challenge—cannot operate with a free hand, but are
constrained and enabled by extranational forces.

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Without explicit reference to social movement theory, Theda Skocpol’s (1979) classic work
on revolutions argued that the prospects for success of a revolutionary effort were largely
dependent upon the international context that authorities within the state faced. External
challenges could weaken their capacity to deal with dissent, making the state vulnerable. The
recognition of the connection between international and domestic politics is evident
throughout the literature on international relations but systematic research on how social
movements are affected by international politics, or how they can affect international rela-
tions, are underdeveloped. The literature addresses three sets of questions: first, as noted in
the preceding text, the role the international context plays in setting the environment for
social movements (e.g., Gourevitch 1978; Imig and Tarrow 2001; Meyer 2004a); second, the
impact of social movements on international relations by their effect on states’ foreign and
security policies; and third, the changing international context for cooperation about social
movement actors. We first address the question of the role of international context and set-
ting the environment for social movements and then we focus particularly on the second and
third set of questions.

The question of how the international context, particularly supranational politics,
affects social movements is a newer one, and Doug Imig and Sidney Tarrow (2001) tackle
it in an edited volume that explores the effects of European integration on contentious
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politics in and across the states of the European Union. They were interested in “con-
tentious politics within Europe, on the part of citizens who might support an integrated
Europe, oppose it, or have no opinion about its desirability, but whose interests and values
led them to focus on Europe as the source of their grievances and to make claims intended
to affect its policies or its institutions” (Imig and Tarrow 2001:233). What they found was
that most Europeans “continue to protest about domestic issues and against domestic
targets” (2001:34). They refer to this as the continuance of routine domestic protests,
“familiar from the literature on national social movements and has little or no relation to
European policy-making” (2001:18).

At the same time, they find changes in European-focused contention in the sense that
transnational contention is an increasing phenomenon. European policy-making can elicit
protest and when it does, it most often comes in domesticated forms, particularly when
“domestic groups target national or subnational agents in response to their claims against the
European Union” (Imig and Tarrow 2001:18). However, “the largest proportion of con-
tentious political responses to the policies of the European Union takes domestic rather than
transnational form” (p. 47). This means that states will continue to play a key role in the
sense that protest action still overwhelmingly occurs within the domestic arena and also in
the sense that even protests against EU policies and agents take place against national insti-
tutions and on domestic soil. Protestors might increasingly voice opinions regarding the EU,
but they will ask their national governments to act as their representative, thereby continuing
to give their state a leading role.

The book is framed around larger political science (and particularly international rela-
tions) theories of European integration. Eschewing the common theories, Imig and Tarrow
(2001:4) claim that their theory to be “neither a neofunctionalist, a neorealist, nor a construc-
tivist perspective but an interactionist one” which focuses on the “long-term outcome[s] of
conflict and cooperation between and among nonstate and public actors” (p. 4). Other models
of European integration, they argue, limit “attention to elite transactions within policy net-
works and leave no space for the examination of the possible role of nonelites in the broader
European system” (p. 15). Instead, theirs focuses on citizen activism and their role in and
response to European integration. What they find is that traditional social movement theories
(which often focus on interaction between protestors and the political environment) go far in
explaining European-centered protest, most notably because the protest remains so thor-
oughly domesticated.

We now turn to the question of the impact of social movements on states’ foreign and
security policies. Just as social movements affect domestic policy making, social movements
can also affect state policy decisions when they regard the international arena. Jeffrey Knopf
(1998) asks whether or not citizen mobilization is an important contributor to state decision
making in foreign policy. To answer the question, he looks at peace movements and tests their
impact on U.S. decisions to pursue arms control negotiations with the USSR. What he finds is
that mobilization indeed affected decisions to engage in these talks.

His theoretical approach is traditional in the sense that he draws on both classic interna-
tional relations theories (domestic structure approach, liberalism) and classic domestic poli-
cymaking models (mass electoral pressure, shifting elite coalitions). However, his approach
is unconventional in the sense that he combines the two. He sees the utility in international
relations theories but finds they fall short or aren’t appropriate for the question at hand; thus,
he turns to more general theories of American politics. In this way, he uses the domestic
structure approach to address the foreign policy question at hand, but expands it and devel-
ops his own framework that also includes traditional models of domestic policymaking. He
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notes that domestic structure studies are typically interested in policy networks, particularly
ones that link state and society. His model expands on this and fills in some gaps by identi-
fying the mechanisms that are driving the policy networks. The three influence mechanisms
he identifies and examines (electoral pathway, shifting elite coalitions, and bureaucratic use
of movement ideas) are commonly well-established and analyzed processes in the study of
American politics.

For instance, in studying the nuclear freeze movement’s impact on President Rea-
gan’s decision to engage in a new set of talks with the Soviets, Knopf finds that “an over-
all U.S. preference for cooperation had definitely emerged by 1984, in large part due to
domestic activism” (Knopf 2000; see also Meyer 1990). The freeze movement activated
two of the three influence mechanisms. First, citizen activism altered the electoral incen-
tives of government officials. Second, there was a shift in the elite coalition patterns. The
first mechanism was activated when public mobilization successfully interacted with
broader public opinion. While the government continued to use rhetoric and dismiss arms
control, surveys continued to show public support for a freeze. The disjunction between
the two opened up the electoral pathway and “created the promise of significant benefits to
those politicians who could first get themselves identified with the freeze” (Knopf
2000:214). The second mechanism was activated when many members of Congress
“became interested in using the legislative process to pull US policy back to a more cen-
trist position on the arms buildup versus arms restraint spectrum” (p. 215). The freeze
movement had landed at Congress’ doorstep and many legislators became interested in
associating with it. Therefore, as Knopf argues, both mechanisms had taken place within
congressional debate and both ultimately made activism a source of state preference in
foreign policy. The link is indirect; the freeze movement affected policy to be sure, but did
so by activating traditional influence mechanisms.

Perhaps what is most interesting to note about Knopf’s research is his virtual neglect of
social movement literature and theories for his research. He argues that mobilization on
behalf of arms control is best viewed as a social movement, but that social movement theories
are not able to describe the process as it occurs in his case:

Social movement research has not focused on how such movements gain influence. Instead social
movement theory seeks mostly to explain the rise and nature of movements, rather than their
impact on policy. The few studies that do focus on political impact, moreover, generally define the
question as the determinants of movement success or failure. That is inappropriate in this case.
Failure to obtain its own stated objectives need not mean that a movement has failed to exert any
influence on state preferences. In the case studies, the important question is whether there is
change from an existing policy baseline (in particular, one that initially does not favor arms talks).

We might see this rejection as a flaw in Knopf’s reading across subfields in political sci-
ence, but it is more productive, we think, to see this neglect as a function of subdisciplinary
boundaries in political science that have proved to be obstacles in developing a comprehen-
sive approach to social movements. If Knopf, working within the field of international rela-
tions, had consulted literature from American politics research to address his research
question, his findings could also be bolstered by existing American social movement litera-
ture. Lowi (1971) and Piven and Cloward (1977) appear direct relevant to Knopf’s argument.
Instead, he ignores a social movement framework and turns straight to traditional interna-
tional relations and American institutions theories.

Keck and Sikkink (1998) are concerned with the patterns of action and influence of dis-
sidents operating cross-nationally. They study the interaction of nonstate actors in an increas-
ingly globalized world. In particular, they analyze transnational advocacy networks (TANs),
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the networks of nonstate actors “distinguishable largely by the centrality of principled ideas
or values in motivating their formation” and who act to “multiply the channels of access to the
international system” (Keck and Sikkink 1998:1). In addition to policy change, they seek
value change and do so by engaging in consistent information exchange with each other.

Keck and Sikkink ask four main questions: What is a TAN? Why and how have they
emerged? How do TANs work? Under what conditions do they have influence? What they
find is that one reason TANs emerge is that the domestic channels of participation are blocked
or hindered and thus “the international arena may be the only means that domestic activists
have to gain attention to their issues” (Keck and Sikkink 1998:12). They label this the
“boomerang pattern” whereby “international contacts can amplify the demands of domestic
groups, pry open space for new issues, and then echo back theses demands into the domestic
arena” (p. 13). To do so, TANs rely on a number of tactics (such as the use of symbols, lever-
age, information dissemination, holding governments accountable) to carry and frame ideas.
The TANs then attempt to influence domestic politics by pressuring governments and enforc-
ing international norms (p. 199). For example, Keck and Sikkink describe the impact of TANs
on the issue of violence against women. When the issue of women’s rights was left off the
agenda of the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights, groups mobilized and began to
apply the human rights methodology (a method that says that change can be advanced by
reporting facts and holding groups accountable) to the women’s rights cause. In doing so, the
network successfully utilized two tactics: information politics and accountability politics.
Information was not only disseminated effectively, it successfully held particular groups and
governments accountable through the use of careful documentation and powerful stories of
bodily harm. At the UN Conference on Women in Beijing just two years later, women’s rights
was a centerpiece and one of four issues given top prominence. Keck and Sikkink argue that
nonstate actors, and TANs in particular, have increased influence in this new global order as
norms are changing, new procedures and protections are being implemented, and national
politics are being pressured to place international issues onto their national agendas.

Just as Knopf rejects the divide between international relations and American politics,
Keck and Sikkink bridge the divide between international relations and comparative politics.
With regard to international relations theory they use a “neo-medieval” (a form of construc-
tivism) approach, rejecting neo-liberalism and neo-realism as explanations for TAN emergence
and influence. From comparative politics, they draw upon classic social movement theories,
borrowing from sociology in their discussion of framing and identity and interests. They refer
to their approach as a “network theory,” built heavily on constructivist models of international
relations: “Network theory can thus provide a model for transnational change . . . [in] which
the preferences and identities of actors engaged in transnational society are sometimes mutu-
ally transformed through their interactions with each other” (Keck and Sikkink 1998:214).
Finally, they also use domestic policy studies models, particularly those from American politi-
cal science. In this regard, they draw from traditional interest group models, albeit rejecting
what they call the reductionist theories of both elite and pluralist theories. They put an interac-
tive spin on interest group theory and explore how interaction within networks leads to interest
shaping.

Thomas (2001) also analyzes international norms and their effects. He studies human
rights norms, as developed by the Helskinki Accords of 1975, during the Cold War and
argues that the act’s “formal commitment to respect human rights contributed significantly
to the demise of Communism and the end of the Cold War” (Thomas 2001:4). A number
of social movements (particularly the mobilized dissident groups in Eastern Europe)
emerged following Helsinki and Thomas argues that their impact needs to be given as
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much, if not more, credit for the fall of communism than traditional theories of a collapsed
“Old Guard.”

Thomas argues that prior to Helsinki, protecting human rights was not a norm in East-
West relations. In the early 1970s, both Nixon and Brezhnev deliberately ignored the issue
and it wasn’t until the European Community began publicly pushing for human rights, link-
ing it to its own internal identity, that the issue was put on the international agenda. After
more than two years of negotiation, the Helsinki final act emerged with 35 states agreeing to
respect human rights. The immediate reaction in Eastern Europe was one of increased dissi-
dent activity. Initially Eastern European governments were successful in framing the
Accords as legitimating the current state of affairs; indeed, many conservative groups inside
the United States criticized their government for signing onto it. Yet, dissident activity in
Eastern Europe increased, asking for their own governments to live up to the language, and
this almost quite activism began to discredit claims that the act essentially didn’t change any-
thing. Instead, word spread among dissident groups in Eastern Europe and “some began to
see it not as a ratification of Communist rule but as an opportunity to challenge the repres-
sive regimes” (p. 98). With increased activity, new international norms emerged and became
the foundation for even more dissident mobilization. Where domestic channels were
blocked, groups used the “boomerang pattern” as nonstate actors in the East used the
Helsinki norms as an ideational frame with which to engage the attention of non-state and
substate actors in the West” (p. 122). A Helsinki network arose and it, in conjunction with
the new norms and the creation of the U.S. Helsinki watch group. Organized activism across
borders pushed the issue of human rights, and kept the issue on the United States’ foreign
policy agenda. Thomas recognizes that external pressure and top-down liberalization con-
tributed to the fall of communism, but he argues that citizen mobilization also played a cru-
cial role in pressuring the governments to adhere to changing international norms regarding
human rights.

Like both Knopf and Keck and Sikkink, Thomas rejects “realism” outright, focusing on
bringing nonstate actors into the analysis. In contrast to Keck and Sikkink, however, Thomas
argues that constructivism also falls short. Thomas handles this lack of theoretical explanation
by utilizing both liberal and constructivist theories. He uses liberalism to explain some find-
ings and constructivism to explain others, and at times combines the two. His contribution
here is that both theories should perhaps be revised to include more specific assumptions
regarding formal international norms. In this way, he explains social movements as a result of
international norms, which can legitimate and thus encourage dissident mobilization. As word
spread in Eastern Europe that the cost of opposition was low (in other words, communist tol-
erance was increasing), then more mobilization occurred. His piece is very clear as to how
mobilization flourishes, it is less clear, however, as to how it first arises. More explicit use of
social movement theory would allow his analysis to consider the origins of dissident organi-
zations and networks.

Recently, scholars have begun to argue that transnational activism has increased, and
indeed, become a common form of political contention. Increased economic and political
integration, vastly improved communication networks, and a generally increased cosmopoli-
tanism have made it both increasingly attractive and increasingly possible for activists to
organize transnationally—although it is not clear whether this increase represents a change in
kind or in degree of transnational activism (Rucht 2000; Tarrow 2005). Others have argued
that intensifying corporate globalization has imposed a new set of grievances that can only be
effectively challenged through transnational organization (e.g., Bandy and Smith 2004;
Smith, Chatfield, and Pagnucco 1997). For the most part, however, political scientists have
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been more concerned with drawing from diverse theories of social movements to address the
problem at hand, rather than to develop a more comprehensive framework for understanding
movements themselves as a form of meaningful politics.

WOMEN AND POLITICS

Scholars of ethnic, minority, and gay politics have often borrowed social movement theo-
ries, often from sociology as well as political science, to explain their cases (eg., Garcia
Bedolla 2005; Kim 2000; Rimmerman 2002), but they don’t always speak back to social
movement theory. The use and synthesis of social movement theory has probably been
most extensive and most successful in the area of gender politics, often crossing all of the
empirical subfields of political science. Indeed, crossing this transgression of subdiscipli-
nary boundaries has probably contributed to the development of a more comprehensive
approach to social movements. Still, initially writing about women’s movements and poli-
tics developed apart from the major paradigms that sought to explain social movements
more generally.

As example, Jo Freeman’s (1975) comprehensive study of the second wave of the
women’s movement in the United States astutely considered changing demographics (partic-
ularly the increased movement of women into the workforce), cultural norms, and main-
stream politics. Analyzing the development and processing of women’s dissent, Freeman’s
empirical work most clearly resembles, and improves upon, a political process or political
opportunity approach. Apparently unaware of this emerging perspective, she terms her frame-
work “modified relative deprivation.” As a result, although the book has become a classic
because of its empirical treatment of the women’s movement, it is rarely cited for its theoreti-
cal insights or development.

Similarly, Jane Jenson (1982) writes about the modern women’s movement by studying
three western European countries: Italy, France, and Great Britain. Her analysis recognizes
the contributions of the social strain/social change theories of social movements whereby
rapid social change creates societal stress which in turn leads to unusual forms of political
expression, but her argument centers on the idea that social change theory does not, in and of
itself, explain the women’s movement very well. Rapid change might be the source of discon-
tent, but it is the political context in which this discontent arises that will affect the trajectory
of the movement.

She finds that broader social change was a source of the movement in all three countries,
but that varied political contexts led to different outcomes in all three countries. She writes,
“The configuration of the party system and the reactions of Left parties in each country as
well as the kind of opposition to the demands of the women’s movement, affected its forms of
expression, organization, and viability” (Jenson 1982:343). In other words, in order to find
success, the movement had to form a relationship with the Left and this interaction (particu-
larly how the Left reacted) shaped the outcome of the movement to a large degree. The
women’s movement proved to be a daunting challenger to the Left as it “challenged their
leadership of the ‘progressive position’” (Jenson 1982:372). For instance, in Britain, the
women’s movement challenged the governing Left (the Labour Party), a party whose leaders
argued that through their efforts in developing the welfare state they had basically taken care
of women’s issues. However, Jenson argues that the Labour party platform was actually full
of contradictions. Thus, a new dialogue began between the women’s movement and the Left
and this led to many of the women being identified as active players and as “fragments” of the
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Left (370). In other words, the Left’s response to the women’s movement led to the women
themselves becoming part of the bargaining process. Jenson’s piece emphasizes not so much
the outcome of these political dialogues, but rather the process. At the same time, it is most
clearly related to the political process perspectives then in development in sociology.

Joyce Gelb (1989) uses a similar comparative approach, studying how culture and insti-
tutions have shaped feminist movements in the United States, Great Britain, and Sweden.
She studies the “context evolution” of the feminist movements and finds that movement
development is “largely dependent on external factors such as political environment and
available resources” (Gelb 1989:5). Policy in the different countries might be similar but the
impact of the policy will depend on the political context. In her contrast of the United States
and Great Britain, Gelb finds the former is greatly distrustful of centralized politics while the
latter is highly centralized. The result is that the United States has a form of “interest group
feminism” while Great Britain has more of an “ideological feminism.” The British system of
ideological feminism stems mostly from its closed, centralized system that does not favor
lobbying and interest group politics; the result is that in Great Britain there is “a reluctance
to work with groups espousing different viewpoints” (p. 4). Gelb then concludes by arguing
that “the character of feminism has been shaped by the character of the state” (p. 179). The
strong focus on the role of the state, whether centralized as in Great Britain or decentralized
as in the United States, or a state that co-opts women’s concerns into public policy as in Swe-
den, is again strikingly similar to political process approaches, albeit without the nomencla-
ture of the theory.

Jane Mansbridge (1986) conducted a similarly process-oriented case study of the failure
of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in America. The ERA passed both houses of Con-
gress in 1972 but by 1982 it had fallen short of the required three-quarters of state legislatures.
Mansbridge contends that opponents of the amendment had a good understanding of the con-
straints and opportunities of the American constitution and the politics of the time. Taking
advantage of their need to stop rather than promote change, they devised and implemented a
strategy based on exaggerating the likely effects of the ERA, shifting the discourse from a
principle of equality to specific hot-button issues, including drafting women, abortion, homo-
sexuality, and a chimerical same-sex bathroom. Advocates of the ERA were complicit in
exaggerating the effects of the ERA, as they felt compelled to heighten the stakes of their
efforts in order to mobilize support. Initially, support for the ERA was virtually ubiquitous as
most citizens supported the basic tenets of equal rights. However, Mansbridge argues that
ERA proponents began accreting new claims to the ERA, sometimes endorsing radical
claims. The pro-ERA coalition was loosely managed, and a wide range of actors supported an
ERA that matched each one’s personal ideology. At the same time, a conservative movement
that joined political and social conservatives emerged and used the campaign against ERA to
build its own base of support. Opponents were more tightly organized than the larger pro-
ERA movement. The battle over ERA in state legislatures became a proxy fight for changing
American values, and ERA supporters were unable to generate the supermajorities necessary
for ratification.

Where Gelb (1989) analyzes political opportunity structure and finds that structural
limits in all three countries affect the feminist movement, Mansbridge focuses more on the
ways in which group tactics are influenced by understanding political context. Ultimately,
Mansbridge comes to make a strategic organizational argument, offering her analysis as a
lesson for the women’s movement.

Anne Costain (1992) considers the failure of the ERA in a longitudinal study explicitly
modeled after McAdam’s (1982) treatment of the civil rights movement, although she is more
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directly concerned with the policy process than her colleague in sociology. Costain’s self-
consciously adapts and defends a political process model, then, she argues, little known out-
side of Sociology. She (Costain 1992: xvi) writes, “To analyze the women’s movement this
way means incorporating political process theory from sociology into political science . . . it
is still not well known in the political science discipline as a whole.” Costain imported both
conceptual and methodological (political process; events data analysis) tools from another
discipline because “in the case of the women’s movement, the relationships among Congress
as an institution, the social movement, and public opinion cannot be examined within the
framework of rigid political models” (p. 134). Using these tools, she writes about the move-
ment’s trajectory, identifying openings in the political structure that encouraged, supported,
and ultimately swallowed a women’s movement.

Lee Ann Banaszak (1996) considers both tactical choices and opportunities in her
comparative study of women’s suffrage movements in the United States and Switzerland, sep-
arated by more than 50 years (Swiss women got the vote in 1971). Specifically, she seeks to
explain why the two movements had such different trajectories with the Swiss lagging far
behind in granting women the right to vote. Banaszak argues that tactics matter and American
and Swiss activists often chose the same tactics but employed them differently. Tactical
choices reflected the state of values, beliefs, and culture in each country at the time of the
movement’s challenge. These collective beliefs and values (“framing”) in turn affected per-
ception within the movement, effectively acting as a lens that filtered information to the
movement about political strategies available (Banazak 1996:33). She writes, “I contend that
beliefs and values may aid a movement, as they did in the case of the U.S. suffrage movement,
by predisposing it to take advantage of opportunities. On the other hand, these same factors
may explain why a movement forgoes existing opportunities as in Switzerland” (p. 27).

Banaszak is also cognizant of the role of opportunities in movement development. In fact,
she uses resource mobilization theory and political opportunity theory to begin her argument.
However, it is the collective beliefs and values theory that provides the most explanatory power
in her study. Resources are indeed important, as are political opportunity structures, she argues.
Yet as theories they don’t take us far enough (the term “resources” is vague, she argues, and
political opportunities don’t offer analytical leverage on strategic decisions without explicit con-
sideration of activists’ perception’s of opportunities). She turns to a theory of collective beliefs
and values to explain the disparate paths of the women’s suffrage movement in the United States
and Switzerland, focusing on the different beliefs, values, and tactics in each country. In empha-
sizing these cultural dynamics, she underscores the role that activist perception plays in shaping
a movement. Banaszak (1996:217) writes, “Swiss activists’ perceptions of available tactics were
frequently biased, incomplete or inaccurate, and their values also caused them to reject strate-
gies that might have been effective.” What she finds in the United States is an opposite effect.
She therefore argues that all three frameworks (resource mobilization, political opportunity
structure, and collective beliefs and values (“framing”) contributed to the differences between
the movements, but that the latter has the most explanatory power.

Karen Beckwith (1996) focuses on a single-issue women’s group at the grassroots level,
the Lancashire Women against Pit Closures, to portray the importance of context in women’s
collective action. Women, mostly married to miners, formed the group in 1992, in response to
the British government’s announced intention to close the majority of Britain’s deep coal
mines. In studying this group, Beckwith looks first at women’s movement location (how
much of a role does gender play in setting or bounding the resources, opportunities, and
claims of this movement?) and second, at articulation of movement standing (do the women
articulate their presence and are they accepted as legitimate stakeholders by others?). She
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finds is that the perception of standing, a concept of legitimacy borrowed from public law,
affects movement success. The Lancashire WPAC group created its own standing, first, by
claiming an immediate relationship to the men, as wives, daughters, and mothers. They also
claimed a concern for the larger working class community in which they lived, which would
suffer if the pit closures took place. The group was very successful “in constructing a primary,
relational standing in the anti-pit closure struggle, even though they were indirectly located in
the movement” (Beckwith 1996:1051).

Beckwith uses the political opportunity literature, but adapts the framework to her own
purposes. Rather than focus on “political institutions and their practices as major structuring
devices that condition the possibilities of success and failure of collective action” (Beckwith
1996:1036), she instead explores noninstitutional factors, culture, discourse, and collective
identity. Her focus is primarily on the intersection between political standing and identity and
Beckwith argues that the collective identity literature has not “recognized the necessity of
standing construction in linking identity with agency” (p. 1063). Her use of the political
opportunity structure therefore relies more on collective identity and its relationship to politi-
cal standing, the latter of which affects movement success. The group was dramatic, but ulti-
mately unsuccessful.

In contrast, Katzenstein (1998) explores activists who were less visible and often less
radical, but sometimes achieved greater influence. Indeed, she is particularly interested in
finding women’s activism in unlikely places, a legacy, she argues, of more visible feminist
activism earlier. She focuses specifically on institutional protest and how female activists
have affected change in some of America’s male-dominated institutions, picking the very
hard cases of the military and the Catholic Church. Feminist protest inside these two organi-
zations caused disruption, but did so through tactics that were designed for the distinct context
each institution offered. Military activists used “moderate, interest-group, influence-seeking”
tactics whereas the church activists used “discursive radicalism” (1998:16). She defines the
military groups’ tactics as interest group activism because they first, had specific “interests,”
and second, had concrete demands that required compromise and bargaining that is so famil-
iar to traditional interest groups (p. 47). She defines the church groups’ activism as discursive
because it involved reflection and reformulation in the form of words, images, songs, writ-
ings, and plays. There was more of a focus on ideas rather than policies, because they had no
access to challenge policies in a meaningful way. Those tactics arose was primarily the result
of one intervening political opportunity, the law.

Katzenstein (1998:23) argues that the law “shapes how those vying for power think
about themselves and others, and how they define the meaning of the world around them.”
She argues that political opportunity structure theories don’t go far enough in explaining
social movement development, because the institutional settings and opportunities provided
by the context, including the law, “does provide an opportunity for activism; but it does so in
part by shaping the values, beliefs, and preferences that activists hold” (p. 33). Both Katzen-
stein and Banaszak (1996) thus argue that political opportunity structures are important, but
not determinative. Mobilization and political outcomes are the produce of the interaction of
opportunities with organization, collective identities, tactics, and beliefs.

Robin Teske and Mary Ann Tetreault (2000), who both work primarily in international
relations, adopt a more explicitly feminist framework in their edited volume on feminist
approaches to social change and the different strategies and tactics used by activist groups.
The contributors include activists and academics, and span many disciplinary backgrounds,
but all assign the state a central role in their analyses. It’s also clear that Teske and Tetreault
aim to contribute to both academic literature and activist practice.

4. Assessing the Politics of Protest 149



Five key concepts unify the various authors in Teske and Tetreault: feminism, power,
social movements, community, and civil society. For instance, Meyer draws on feminist the-
ory in his analysis of social movement protest, arguing that social movements are defined by
connecting self and community and “feminist scholarship emphasizes the relationship
between these two worlds” (2000:38). Feminist scholarship, he argues, can contribute to
social movement theory by broadening the tools used, including origins, tactics, and influ-
ence. In addition, like many of the authors already discussed here, Meyer also refers to politi-
cal opportunity structures in describing the trajectory of social protest. Opportunity structures
range from government structures to political rhetoric but all are potentially important in
shaping the trajectory of a movement. The movement responds to the structures, and later,
when policy emerges, future opportunity structures will be altered.

Drawing from comparative politics and public policy, as well as feminist scholarship,
S. Laurel Weldon (2002) compares government responsiveness to violence against women
across 36 democratic countries. She examines a number of possible determinants, such as cul-
ture, level of development, and the women’s movement, and finds that the “form and strength
of social movements and political institutions determine government responsiveness to vio-
lence against women” (Weldon 2002:xi). Most significantly, the presence of an active
women’s movement, which serves as a “catalyst” for government action, is most important in
getting the issue of violence against women on the agenda. She writes, “strong, independently
organized women’s movements improve government responsiveness to violence against
women” (2002:61). In fact, she refers to them as a necessary condition. However, they are
effective in influencing policy only through interaction with mainstream political institutions.
Thus, when these rules and structures interact with the movement there is a reinforcement of
each. The movement can “improve the institutional capabilities of government to address
women’s issues,” gain leverage over government departments, coordinate policy action, and
provide research support (Weldon 2002:140). Likewise, the government departments will
seek to avoid conflict with the movement and will allow more access and will thus increase
the movement’s leverage. Weldon’s argument is based entirely on this notion of interaction:
“Most policies to address violence against women are thus products of partnerships between
women’s movements and sympathetic insiders” (2002:163).

In writing about this interaction, Weldon employs an explicitly structural approach. Like
many of the authors here, she argues that the political opportunity structure theories don’t fully
account for this interaction effect. She refers to Gelb (1989) as a classical political opportunity
structure theorist who speaks of how external factors shape a movement. What Gelb and other
political opportunity theorists miss, according to Weldon, is that “social movements sometimes
create their own political opportunities . . .so the idea that social movements arise in response
to political opportunities does not recognize the impact of social movements on the political
opportunity structure itself” (Weldon 2000:178). Her structural approach, she contends, best
captures the interaction between movements and the institutions that she deems crucial to
movement success. This approach takes her beyond traditional policy analysis, which she
argues doesn’t account for this dynamic interaction.

In an exemplary collective effort, Banaszak, Beckwith, and Rucht (2003) coordinate a
group of scholars in directed comparative analysis of interactions between movements and
states that change around them. Considering the development and influence of women’s move-
ments in advanced industrialized countries engaging in neoliberal reforms, the editors devise a
political process approach that focuses on interaction. Their introduction observes a secular shift
of women’s movements in the western, democratic countries since the 1970s from radical and
autonomous to moderate and state-involved. The reasoning can be attributed to a different type
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of interaction with a “new” and reconfigured state. Even as women—and other organized
groups—made significant inroads in institutional politics in national states, the states them-
selves have ceded much of their own policy-making autonomy to other levels of government. In
essence, women’s movements have won access to levers of power that are now less meaningful.
Since the 1970s, there has been a rearrangement of formal power and policy responsibility, lead-
ing to structural changes within the states and a changed relationship between the state and civil
society. In describing this relationship between states and movements, Banaszak, Beckwith, and
Rucht specifically reject the structural approach as taken by Weldon. Instead, they argue that
“states are not necessarily stable and homogeneous structures but are rather composed of, or
represented by, various sets of actors who engage in diverse and dynamic relationships with
social movements” (2003:16). Thus, their approach is based on the idea of a dynamic state,
acting in interaction with a similarly changing movement.

This idea of a dynamic state is most fully developed in Rucht’s (2003) chapter in this
volume. Studying the specific patterns of movement-state interaction in Germany, Rucht finds
that the German women’s movement in the 1970s lacked interaction with the state and the
relationship was therefore rather antagonistic and confrontational. By the 1980s and 1990s,
the relationship had changed as interaction increased and there was then a shift from con-
frontational to assimilative (2003:255). But other movements, such as the labor movement
and the peace movement in Germany, developed different relationships with the state. Why
the different trajectories and outcomes? Rucht argues that despite the fact that all the move-
ments were interacting with one state, they were actually interacting with different states as
the state changed; he contends, “only in a very formal sense was the same state involved. On
closer inspection we see that any given state is not a uniform machinery with similar parts
following the same principle” (Rucht 2003:255). Rucht sees the importance of state–
movement interaction and emphasizes that it is not just the interaction that shifts, the players
themselves shift and “reconfigure” as well.

Whether the authors are using resource mobilization, political process, political opportu-
nity, or structural approaches (and, as seen above, all are recalled), all the authors note the role
of state–movement interaction. None of the authors above seem to view the state or the move-
ment as either a static or unitary actor; rather, each author appears to emphasize the dynamic
relationship between the political world and the women’s movement. Each of the above
authors notes the importance of movement reaction to and shaping of the political context.
Therefore, this theme of interaction ties them all together. In this sense, the women and poli-
tics literature seems to have the most consensual and comprehensive approach to social move-
ments within political science: political context matters as it shapes the movement and the
movement in turn shapes the macropolitical world. In the two decades since Jenson wrote
about political context, this is a strong level of agreement amongst a disparate group of schol-
ars (who encompass a range of disciplines).

CONCLUSION

Political scientists study social movements, but for the most part, the discipline as a whole has
missed opportunities to build a more comprehensive framework to examine the politics of
protest. To be sure, such a broad indictment requires many qualifications. First, many scholars
are not strictly bound by disciplines. At least three of the authors discussed in this chapter—
Seymour Martin Lipset, Frances Fox Piven, and Theda Skocpol—have held very high office
in the American Political Science Association AND the American Sociological Association.

4. Assessing the Politics of Protest 151



A far larger number of scholars hold cross-disciplinary appointments and read and publish
across disciplines, mostly political science and sociology. Moreover, European political scien-
tists have actively engaged social movement theory, often working with American sociologists.

At the same time, key concepts for the analysis of social movements originated in polit-
ical science, but were far more fully developed in sociology. Michael Lipsky (1968) coined
the term “resource mobilization,” but McCarthy and Zald (1973, 1977) developed the concept
into a broad theoretical framework that animated a great deal of additional research. Peter
Eisinger (1973) coined the phrase “political opportunity structure,” and it has been employed
across disciplines, but far more extensively in sociology (Meyer 2004b). The disciplinary
organization of political science, particularly in the United States, has worked to frustrate the
development of an integrated perspective on social movements. Even when scholars read
across fields and borrow concepts from others working in different areas, the work rarely
speaks back to those concepts in political science. (In contrast, sociology in the United States
has identified social movements as a distinct area of study.)

On the one hand, disciplinary homes are less important than the quality of analysis. On
the other hand, we can view a series of missed opportunities in the analysis of social move-
ments. Political scientists, by vaunt of their disciplinary training, focus on state structures,
laws, and public policy. These critical issues have, in our view, gotten short shrift in the analy-
sis of social movements, and there is work to be done.
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CHAPTER 5

Individuals in Movements

A Social Psychology of Contention

JACQUELIEN VAN STEKELENBURG AND BERT KLANDERMANS

INTRODUCTION

Social psychology is interested in how social context influences individuals’ behavior. The
prototypical social psychological question related to collective action is that of why some
individuals participate in social movements while others do not, or for that matter, why some
individuals decide to quit while others stay involved. The social psychological answer to
these questions is given in terms of typical psychological processes such as identity, cogni-
tion, motivation, and emotion. People—social psychologists never tire of asserting—live in
a perceived world. They respond to the world as they perceive and interpret it, and if we want
to understand their cognitions, motivations, and emotions we need to know their perceptions
and interpretations. Hence, social psychology focuses on subjective variables and takes the
individual as its unit of analysis.

Taking the individual as the unit of analysis has important methodological implications.
If one wants to explain individual behavior, one needs to collect data at the individual level:
attitudes, beliefs, opinions, motives, affect and emotions, intended and actual behavior, and so
on. Face-to-face interviews, survey questionnaires (paper and pencil or online), experiments,
and registration and observation of individual behavior are the typical devices applied in
social psychological research. Whatever the method employed, the point of the matter is that
answers, measures, and observations must be unequivocally attributable to one and the same
individual. This is important because the fundamental methodological principle in social
psychological research is the coincidence of two observations in one individual. Such
methodological individualism is not to say that people do not interact or identify with groups.
Obviously, people are group members and do interact. In fact, group identification and inter-
action within groups is among the key factors in any social psychological explanation. It only
is a consequence of an approach that takes the individual as the unit of analysis.

Taking the individual as the unit of analysis has important epistemological implications as
well. It implies, inter alia, that questions that take a unit of analysis other than the individual
(e.g., a movement, a group, a region, or a country) require disciplines other than social psychol-
ogy to formulate an answer to that question. Hence, social psychology should fare fine in
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explaining why individual members of a society participate or fail to participate in a movement
once it has emerged, but is not very helpful in explaining why social movements emerge or
decline in a society or at a specific point in time. How individual decisions and choices accu-
mulate and result in a more or less successful movement is the subject of other disciplines. The
rise and fall of social movements and their impact on politics are topics that take the movement
as the unit of analysis. Sociology, political science, and history are better suited for such analy-
ses. Similarly, social psychology should be able to explain why individuals identify with a
group, and why strong group identification reinforces someone’s willingness to take part in
protest on behalf of that group. However, sociology and especially anthropology are better
suited for a study of the collective identity of a group, where the group is the unit of analysis.
Finally—to give a last example—social psychology is good in analyzing why specific beliefs
and attitudes foster participation in a movement, but the question of how such beliefs and atti-
tudes are distributed in a society is a study topic that social geography and sociology are better
equipped for.

Taking the individual as the unit of analysis alludes to the limits of structural explana-
tions. Unless all individuals who are in the same structural position display identical behavior,
a shared position can never provide sufficient explanation of individual behavior, and even if
people do display identical behavior, the motivational background and the accompanying
emotions may still be different. Indeed, this is exactly what a social psychology of protest is
about—trying to understand why people who are seemingly in the same situation respond so
different. Why do some feel ashamed of their situation, while others take pride in it? Why are
some aggrieved, while others are not? Why do some define their situation as unjust, while
others do not? Why do some feel powerless, while others feel strong? Why are some angry,
while others are afraid? These are the kinds of questions social psychology students of move-
ment participation seek to answer.

Before we move along, a remark must be made about the assumptions regarding individ-
ual behavior that underlie social movement studies. Although anthropology, sociology, polit-
ical sciences, history, and social geography usually do their analyses at levels different than
that of the individual, they do build their reasoning on assumptions about individual behavior.
These assumptions are not necessarily in sync with state-of-the-art social psychological
insights. This is not to say that every social scientist must become a social psychologist first,
but it is to say that it is worth the effort to specify the social psychological assumptions that
underlie the analyses and to see whether they fit into what social psychologists know these
days about individual behavior.

About this Chapter

The principal part of this chapter consists of a discussion of social psychology of movement
participation. The first section deals with four fundamental social psychological processes as
they are employed in the context of social movement participation: social identity, social
cognition, emotions, and motivation. Identity, cognition, emotion, and motivation are pre-
sented as the processes at the individual level that link collective identity and collective
action. We elaborate on each of these constructs, discuss how they are employed in the study
of social movement participation, and describe exemplary studies that take them as their
explanatory focus. Thereafter we deal with the phenomenon of social movement participa-
tion. We discuss such matters as what we mean by movement participation; movement partic-
ipation within the broader spectrum of the dynamics of contention; short-term versus
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sustained participation; and the dynamics of disengagement (an often forgotten aspect of the
dynamics of movement participation). The concluding section of the chapter, we assess where
we stand and propose directions to proceed. However, before we start with where we (as
social psychologists) are, we will go back to the past.

Back to the Past

For a long time social movement scholars outside of social psychology tended to equate
social psychology to relative deprivation theory, and indeed, relative deprivation is a key
concept in any grievance theory. Since Runciman’s (1966) classical study, relative depriva-
tion, and more specifically fraternalistic relative deprivation, has featured in social move-
ment literature as explanation of movement participation. Feelings of relative deprivation
result from comparisons of one’s situation with some standard of comparison—be it one’s
own past, someone else’s situation, or some cognitive standard (Folger 1986). If such com-
parisons result in the conclusion that one is not receiving the rewards or recognition one
deserves, the feelings that accompany this assessment are referred to as relative deprivation.
Runciman proposed to use the concept of egoistic deprivation if the comparison concerns
someone’s personal situation. He proposed the concept of fraternalistic deprivation if the
comparison concerns the situation of a group someone belongs to. It was assumed that espe-
cially fraternalistic relative deprivation is relevant in the context of movement participation
(Major 1994; Martin 1986).1

However, while fraternalistic deprivation is regarded as the more valid explanation of
collective action, the relationship between fraternalistic deprivation and collective action is
moderate at best (Guimond and Dubé-Simard 1983). Indeed, while many minority group
members recognize their group’s discrimination, relatively few are involved in collective
action (Wright, Taylor, and Moghaddam 1990). Thus, the almost singular focus on fraternal-
istic deprivation does not appear to provide an adequate psychological explanation for collec-
tive action (Foster and Matheson 1999). Foster and Matheson argued that an expanded
understanding of the role of perceived relative deprivation may be gained from alternative the-
ories of group behavior, namely theories of group consciousness raising (e.g., Stanley and
Wise 1983), which suggest that individuals act to benefit their group once they acknowledge
that “the personal is political.”

To capture the connection between individual (personal) and group (political) oppres-
sion, it may be informative to consider the much ignored notion of double relative depriva-
tion (Foster and Matheson 1999), the perception of both personal and group deprivation
(Runciman 1966). It is suggested that people who feel both egoistic deprivation and frater-
nalistic deprivation may report a qualitatively different experience that may be more
strongly associated with action-taking than the experience of either egoistic or fraternalistic
deprivation alone. Foster and Matheson (1999) showed that when the group experience
becomes relevant for one’s own experience, there is a greater motivation to take part in
collective action.
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Akin to relative deprivation theory but featuring less prominently in social movement lit-
erature has been frustration–aggression theory (Berkowitz 1972). The idea is that when the
achievement of some goal is blocked by some external agency, this results in feelings of frus-
tration. Among the possible reactions to such feelings of frustration are acts aiming at the
external agency to lift the blockade or simply punish the agency for blocking goal achieve-
ment. Being a general theory about human behavior the frustration–aggression framework has
been applied in the context of movement participation and political protest as well (Berkowitz
1972; see for a review of the literature on union participation Klandermans 1986).

Both relative deprivation theory and frustration–aggression theory are examples of
grievance theories. In an attempt to develop a more systematic grievance theory, Klandermans
(1997) distinguished between illegitimate inequality, suddenly imposed grievances, and vio-
lated principles. Illegitimate inequality is what relative deprivation theory is about. The
assessment of illegitimate inequality implies both comparison processes and legitimating
processes. The first processes concern the assessment of a treatment as unequal, the second of
that inequality as illegitimate. Suddenly imposed grievances refer to an unexpected threat or
inroad on people’s rights or circumstances (Walsh 1981). The third type of grievance refers to
moral outrage because it is felt that important values or principles are violated. We can find
each of these kinds of grievances embodied in various movements. The women’s movement,
for example, attempts to redress years of unequal treatment in society; the toxic waste move-
ment is a response to suddenly imposed grievance, and the pro-life movement is a reaction to
what its participants see as a violation of a moral principle, the commandment “Thou shall not
kill.” Klandermans takes the three types or grievances together as feelings of injustice, which
he defines as “outrage about the way authorities are treating a social problem” (p. 38).

Since the appearance of resource mobilization theory, grievance theories have lost the
attention of many a movement scholar. Grievance theories were associated with so-called
breakdown theories, which were discredited for portraying social movements and movement
participation as irrational responses to structural strain. Moreover, the resource mobilization
approach took as its point of departure that grievances abound and that the question to be
answered was not so much why people are aggrieved but why aggrieved people mobilize. As
a consequence, the social movement field lost its interest in grievance theory and because of
the association of grievance theory with social psychology it lost its interest in social psychol-
ogy as well. Klandermans (1984) was among the first to observe that in so doing it had
“thrown the baby out with the bathwater.” He began to systematically explore and disseminate
what social psychology has to offer to students of social movements. He demonstrated that
grievances are necessary but certainly not sufficient conditions for participation in social
movements and proposed social psychological mechanisms that do add sufficient explana-
tion. He argued and demonstrated that there is much more available in social psychology than
relative deprivation. His example was followed by a small but growing number of social psy-
chologists who have gradually expanded Klandermans’ models. This chapter takes stock of
what they accomplished so far: of what we have and where we are today.

A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF MOVEMENT
PARTICIPATION

Movement participation is participation in collective action. Such collective action is gener-
ally assumed to root in collective identity. In the words of Wright (2001): “It is simply obvi-
ous that in order to engage in collective action the individual must recognize his or her
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membership in the relevant collective” (p. 413). This section elaborates on four basic social
psychological mechanisms—social identity, cognition, emotion and motivation—that medi-
ate between collective identity and collective action. Figure 5.1 provides a schematic repre-
sentation of the four social psychological mechanisms, on the one hand, and the two
collective phenomena, collective identity and collective action, on the other. The two arrows
at the left and right (e) indicate that not only collective action roots in collective identity, but
also that collective action influences collective identity. As the Elaborated Social Identity
Model (Reicher 1996a, 1996b) holds: “identities should be understood not simply as a set of
cognitions but as practical projects. In this account, identities and practice are in reciprocal
interaction, each mutually enabling and constraining the other” (Drury et al. 2005: p 310).
There is something active about identity; it is not just there; it is not a thing (Jenkins 2004); it
is constant in motion. In other words, collective identities are constantly “under construction”
and collective action is one of the factors that shape collective identity.

Acting collectively requires some collective identity. Sociologists were among the first
to emphasize the importance of collective identity in collective action participation. They
argued that the generation of a collective identity is crucial for a movement to emerge
(Melucci 1989; Taylor and Whittier 1992). Collective identity is conceived as an emergent
phenomenon. In the words of Melucci, “Collective identity is an interactive, shared definition
produced by several individuals that must be conceived as a process because it is constructed
and negotiated by repeated activation of the relationships that link individuals to groups ”
(Melucci 1995: p 44).

Individuals engage in collective action, “any time that they are acting as a representative
of the group and the action is directed at improving the conditions of the entire group”
(Wright 2001: p 995). As social psychologists we must emphasize that it is individuals who
construct collective identity and it is individuals who stage collective action. Individuals,
however, live in a perceived reality. In the end, it is individuals who react to their social
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environment as they perceive it and who are motivated (or not) to take part in collective
action. Social psychologists have proposed four fundamental mechanisms to explain the
relationship between collective identity and collective action participation: social identity,
social cognition, emotion, and motivation. In practice, these concepts are thoroughly inter-
woven, resulting in a motivational constellation, but the distinction is useful analytically. In
Figure 5.1 they are depicted in the inner square (d).

Identification with the group involved appears to be a strong predictor of collective action
participation (de Weerd and Klandermans 1999; Haslam 2001; Hercus 1999; Kelly 1993; Kelly
and Breinlinger 1996; Simon et al. 1998; Stürmer et al. 2003). Besides the direct effects of group
identification on collective action, group identification also indirectly influences collective
action participation through its impact on social identity, cognition, emotions, and motivation.
Depersonalization of the self is the fundamental process that determines this indirect link:
“Through depersonalization self-categorization effectively brings self-perception and behavior
into line with the contextually relevant in-group prototype, and thus transforms individuals into
group members and individuality into group behavior” (Hogg, Terry, and White 1995:261).
Individuals think, act, and feel like group members because they incorporate elements of a col-
lective identity into their social identity. The mechanism in between is group identification. The
black arrow (c) between collective identity and the small square in Figure 5.1 reflects the role of
group identification. Group identification influences what people feel, think, and do. Collective
identity, however, is also shaped by what people feel, think, and do with regard to the collective.
Therefore, the arrow points in both directions.

What makes the proposed social psychological mechanisms all point in the direction of
a readiness for action? Indeed, group identification makes people have ideas, feelings, and
interests similar to others, yet this does not necessarily imply a readiness for action. Group
members have to experience a growing consciousness of shared grievances and a clear idea of
who or what is responsible for those grievances. Consciousness refers to a set of political
beliefs and action orientations arising out of this awareness of similarity (Gurin, Miller, and
Gurin 1980:30). It involves correct identification in one’s group or category and the location
of that group in the structure, as well as a recognition that one’s group’s interests are opposed
to those of other groups. Tajfel (1974, cited by Gurin, Miller, and Gurin 1980) stresses that the
transformation of social categorization into a more developed state of consciousness is
enhanced by conflict and structural factors. In his view, people will engage in a number of
cognitive reinterpretations that provide the critical components of consciousness if mobility
out of a socially devalued category is structurally constrained. This brings us to the context
were the collective struggle is fought out.

All the processes depicted in Figure 5.1 do not operate in a social vacuum. Contrary
to this, collective identities are created and constructed in a social and political context,
and group interests and values are defended in intergroup situations (see Figure 5.1a).
Indeed, although the emphasis in social psychology is on the individual level, the dynam-
ics of collective action participation do take place in a social and political context. As
Klandermans (1997: p 9) states: “Movement organizations, multiorganizational fields,
political opportunities, and social and cultural cleavages affect the route that individual
participants take towards or away from the movement.” The collective struggle is, by
definition, fought out in the social or political intergroup context. Figure 5.1 can be read as
if one of these group processes is placed under a magnifying class; obviously, these
processes take place in a wider social, cultural, and political context. Thus, although we
acknowledge the influence of this wider context, we focus on the more social psychologi-
cal mechanisms in the sections to come.
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Figure 5.1 is to a large extent a roadmap for the sections to come. We elaborate on the
separate constructs as they feature in social psychological research on movement participa-
tion and describe exemplary research taking these constructs as the key explanatory factors.

Group Identification

Group identification seems to be the fundamental social psychological answer to the question
of what drives people to engage in collective action. Identification with the group involved
seems a powerful reason to participate in protest on behalf of that group, be it identification
with women or workers (Kelly and Breinlinger 1995; Kelly and Kelly 1994), the elderly or
gay (Simon et al. 1998; Stürmer and Simon 2004a, 2004b; Stürmer et al. 2003), farmers (de
Weerd and Klandermans 1999; Klandermans, Sabucedo, and Rodriguez 2004; Klandermans
et al. 2002), former East Germans (Mummendey et al. 1999), feminists (Liss, Crawford, and
Popp 2004), or obese individuals (Stürmer et al. 2003). These studies report consistently that
group identification and collective action participation are correlated. They report moderately
positive correlations between the two variables, roughly between .20 and .30: the more people
identify with the group involved, the more they are motivated to participate in collective
action. This relationship also proved to be important meta-analytically (van Zomeren,
Postmes, and Spears 2006). Apparently, identification with a group is an important reason
why people participate in protest on behalf of that group. To understand why, we need to elab-
orate the concept of identity.

Identity

The clearest definition of social identity that has been located in the social psychological lit-
erature is presented by Tajfel. According to Tajfel (1978b:63), identity is “that part of an indi-
vidual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group
(or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership.”
The concept, thus, contains a cognitive (awareness of membership), an evaluative (the values
associated with the membership), and an emotional/affective (feelings toward one’s group
membership as well as others standing in relation to the group) element (see Tajfel 1978a).
Identity is our understanding of who we are and of who other people are, and, reciprocally
other people’s understanding of themselves and others (Jenkins 2004). Hence, the notion of
identity involves two criteria of comparison between people: sameness and difference-ness,
which led Simon (1999) to define identity succinctly as a place in the social world. Impor-
tantly, though, identity is not a given fact; identity is in process. Identifying ourselves or oth-
ers is a matter of meaning, and meaning always involves interaction: agreement and
disagreement, convention and innovation, communication and negotiation (Jenkins 2004).

At the psychological heart of social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979) lies the
assumption that people strive for a positive self-evaluation (Turner 1999:8). This self-evaluation
concerns two components: personal and social identity. Personal identity refers to self-definition
in terms of personal attributes, whereas social identity refers to self-definition in terms of social
category memberships. Social identity is seen as a cognitive entity; that is to say, if social iden-
tity becomes more salient than personal identity, then people see themselves less as unique indi-
viduals and more as the prototypical representatives of their in-group category. Indeed, people
are inclined to define their personal self in terms of what makes them different from others,
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whereas they tend to define their social identities in terms of what makes them similar to others.
In other words, it is the cognitive transition from an “I” into a “we” as a locus of self-definition
that transforms personal identity into collective identity. When social identity becomes more
salient than personal identity, people think, feel, and act as members of their group (Turner
1999). In their striving for a positive self-evaluation, it is important that the membership of
groups has a positive influence on one’s self-evaluation. Therefore people want to be members
of high-status groups.

Because people strive for a positive self-evaluation, membership in a low-status group
spurs them to undertake action in order to acquire a higher group status by leaving the group
or changing its status. Tajfel and Turner (1979) formulate social structural characteristics con-
trolling intergroup behavior. The first characteristic is permeability of the group boundaries,
that is, the possibilities perceived by the individual to attain membership in a higher status
group. When people see membership in a higher status group as a possibility, they will try to
leave the lower status group. As a consequence, their commitment to the lower status group
declines. The second characteristic is stability. Stability refers the extent to which status
positions are stable or variable. People who conceive of status positions as variable perceive
collective action as a possible strategy to realize higher group status, which implies that they
are inclined to participate in collective action on behalf of the group. Such an inclination is
fostered when the low group status is perceived as illegitimate. To sum up, according to social
identity theory, people will participate in collective action to improve group status if they are
not able to leave the group, if they believe that this status position is variable, and when the
low status is perceived as illegitimate.

GROUP IDENTIFICATION: THE LINK BETWEEN COLLECTIVE AND SOCIAL IDENTITY.
Acting collectively requires some collective identity or consciousness (Klandermans and de
Weerd 2000). Although collective identity and social identity are related concepts, they refer to
different aspects of group life. Collective identity concerns cognitions shared by members of a
single group (Taylor and Whittier 1992), whereas social identity concerns cognitions of a sin-
gle individual about his or her membership in one or more groups (Tajfel and Turner 1979).
Group identification forms the link between collective and social identity. Group identification
can be seen as a product of self-categorization—a cognitive representation of the self as a rep-
resentative of a more inclusive category (Brewer and Silver 2000). This cognitive representa-
tion is accompanied by an awareness of similarity, in-group identity, and shared fate with
others who belong to the same category. Polletta and Jasper (2001), however, emphasize that
group identification is more than a cognitive process; in their words, “a collective identity is
not simply the drawing of a cognitive boundary [ . . .] most of all, it is an emotion” (p. 415). It
is difficult to imagine that an identity is purely cognitive yet strongly held. The “strength” of an
identity comes from its affective component. Thus where self-categorization theory empha-
sizes the cognitive side of identification paletta and Jasper reminds us of the more affective side
of group identification (see Ellemers 1993 for a similar argument).

Self-categorization theory proposes that people are more prepared to employ a social cat-
egory in their social identity the more they identify with that category. Thus, the stronger the
group identification, the more the shared beliefs and fate comprising the group’s collective
identity are incorporated in the individual’s social identity. However, individuals do not incor-
porate the complete picture but rather a selection of what a collective identity encompasses.
These idiosyncratic remakes of collective beliefs at the individual level create a variety in the
content of the social identity. Indeed, not all farmers, obese, workers, women, feminists, or
gays have identical social identities, yet they do feel like farmers, obese individuals, and so on.
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A group’s collective identity can be studied in its own right by examining such phenom-
ena as the group’s symbols, rituals, beliefs, and the values its members share. An individual’s
identification with a group can be studied in its own right as well by examining the individual’s
beliefs, sentiments, commitment to the group, use of symbols, participation in rituals, and so
on. Thus, group identification can be assessed in all kinds of ways, but any operationalization
of group identification refers somehow to what it means to an individual to belong to the group
in point and will thus implicitly or explicitly refer to the pride of being a member of the group,
to the symbols, values, and fate shared by the group members. Therefore group identification is
akin to commitment to the group (Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje 1999; Goslinga 2002). Huddy
(2001) argued that it is not group identification per se but the strength of such identification that
influences group members’ readiness to view themselves and act in terms of their group mem-
bership. Huddy (2001) criticized social identity literature for neglecting the fact that real-world
identities vary in strength; identifying more or less strongly with a group, she argues, may
make a real difference, especially in political contexts. Linked to this point is the fact that iden-
tity strength is related to identity choice (Huddy 2003). Huddy distinguishes between ascribed
and acquired group membership; ascribed identities are “quite difficult to change, and acquired
identities are adopted by choice” (p. 536). Group identification tends to increase in strength
when it is voluntary. Membership in a social movement organization can be seen as a prototyp-
ical example of a voluntarily acquired, and hence strong, identity.

De Weerd and Klandermans (1999) broke group identification down into an affective
and a behavioral component. The affective component refers to the degree of attachment to
the group (farmers in this study) or category, and the behavioral component refers to member-
ship in identity organizations (being a member of a farmers’ organization). In a longitudinal
study, they investigated the causal relationship between the affective and behavioral identity
components and collective action participation. It should not come as a surprise any longer
that identification with farmers stimulated collective action participation. While both the
affective and the behavioral components impacted on people’s willingness to participate in
political protest, only the behavioral component stimulated actual participation directly.
According to de Weerd and Klandermans, that makes sense: “Being organized implies com-
munication networks, access to resources, interpersonal control, information about opportuni-
ties when, where and how to act, and all those other things that make it more likely that
intentions materialize” (p. 1092).

The opposite assumption, that participation strengthens group identification, was con-
firmed for behavioral but not affective identification. These findings suggest that at least in
the case of behavioral identification causality between identification and action participation
goes in both directions (Klandermans et al. 2002).

The question remains as to why people who participated in collective action are more
inclined to participate in farmers’ organizations than people who did not participate. A possi-
ble answer might be that actual participation enhances feelings of belonging and collective
empowerment (Drury and Reicher 1999; Drury et al. 2005) or makes the shared grievances or
claims more transparent. In other words, actual participation influences which aspects of col-
lective identity are appropriated. Indeed, although this study can be seen as an important first
step in investigating the dynamic interaction between group identification and collective
action participation, a great many questions remain unanswered.

SALIENCE. The fact that people have many collective identities raises the question of why
some collective identity become central to mobilization while others do not. People have
many identities that remain latent most of the time. Self-categorization theory (Turner et al.
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1987) hypothesizes that, depending on contextual circumstances, the transition from an “I” to
a “we” as the locus of self-definition occurs. A particular identity is said to be salient if it is
“functioning psychologically to increase the influence of one’s membership in that group on
perception and behavior” (Turner et al. 1987:118). Salience is context dependent (Turner
1999). What makes a dormant identity salient and spurs action on behalf of that identity?
Besides contextual factors and direct reminders, the presence of other in-group members can
be a potent reminder of someone’s social identity, the more so if the members are aiming at a
common goal. The presence of an outgroup will also remind people of their in-group identity.
Another effective prompt is being treated as a member of a minority. Although all these
reminders can make a social identity salient, probably the most powerful factor that brings
group membership to mind is conflict or rivalry between groups.

The social identity approach suggests that salient social identity spurs several
social–psychological processes that facilitate group-serving behavior. For example, when
group members define themselves in terms of their collective identity, they focus on the simi-
larities between themselves and fellow in-group members with references to experiences,
needs, interests, or goals. As a result, “my” experiences and “your” experiences, needs, and so
forth are transformed into “our” experiences and needs. The perception of shared problems or
grievances, or of interchangeable needs, goals, and interests, is an important first step toward
politicization of a group’s collective identity (Simon and Klandermans 2001).

IDENTITY: WHERE DO WE STAND AND HOW TO PROCEED. The foregoing demon-
strated the role of identity in spurring collective action participation. Indeed, collective action
is contingent on seeing the self as part of a group, while acting collectively requires some col-
lective identity or consciousness (Klandermans and de Weerd 2000). It shows that the role of
identification in spurring collective action participation is not simply a matter of an on/off
switch. Indeed, the influence of identity strength, identity salience, and identity changes over
time, revealing that the role of identity on collective action participation is dynamic and mul-
tifaceted.

However, there remains a lot to be explained regarding the role of identity in the context
of movement participation. To be sure, the basics are clear, but so far we have emphasized the
direct effects of identification on collective action participation, but through its influence on
values, interests, and emotions identification may also have an indirect effect on collective
action participation (Hogg, Terry, and White 1995). The stronger someone’s group identifica-
tion, the more shared beliefs, grievances, emotions, and fate comprising the group’s collective
identity are incorporated in the individual’s social identity. These indirect effects of group
identification on participation are far from understood. Moreover, people have multiple social
identities that can reinforce or work against each other in motivating people to take the streets.
Furthermore, to allude to yet another unsolved issue, little is known about the relationship
between collective identity and the idiosyncratic remake of this into someone’s social identity.
Indeed, more systematic research into the role of collective identity is needed.

Cognition

As mentioned previously, people engage in collective action “any time that they are acting as
a representative of the group and the action is directed at improving the conditions of the
entire group” (Wright 2001). This definition obviously refers to cognition as it implies that
people know about the conditions of their group. Certainly, the political arena is a domain in
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which cognitions and the cognition formation are important phenomena. The social psycho-
logical study of how people make sense of the social world, or more precisely, of the way in
which they interpret, analyze, store, and use information about the social and political world
might shed light on how cognition and cognition formation are linked to collective action,
particularly, “because social cognition emphasizes the cognitive processes that mediate
between environmental stimuli and interpersonal responses and [ . . . ] links cognition to
action” (Carlston 2001:2). Take, for example, the process of politicization of collective iden-
tity as conceptualized by Simon and Klandermans (2001). According to the authors, the
process begins with the awareness of shared grievances. Next, an external enemy is blamed
for the group’s predicament, and claims for compensation are leveled against this opponent.
Group members’ perception that they share grievances is an important first step toward
collective social and political action. These emphases make clear that there is an important
cognitive component (in addition to a motivational and an emotional component) in how
people react to their social and political environment.

For more than two decades, social cognition and social psychology were almost synony-
mous, reflecting how the discipline was transformed by the cognitive revolution (Mischel
1998). The cognitive revolution has had a strong impact on political psychology as well
(McGraw 2000). The cognitive approach in political psychology is characterized by the
deceptively simple premise that information about the outside political world is organized in
internal memory structures, and that these memory structures determine how people interpret
and evaluate political events and make political decisions (McGraw 2000).

Despite the pervasive influence of cognition within social and political psychology,
remarkably little is known about how cognition translates into collective action participation.
Indeed, there is an abundance of cognitive approaches to voting behavior and leadership
representation (see McGraw 2000 for an overview) but collective action participation got a
raw deal. To be sure, people’s cognitions regarding their social environment were often —
directly or indirectly—subjects of investigation of students of protest. Moral shocks (Jasper
1997), suddenly imposed grievances (Walsh 1981), frame alignment (Benford and Snow
2000), relative deprivation (Kawakami and Dion 1993), social construction of reality
(Gamson 1992), political knowledge (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995), and justice
judgments (Tyler and Smith 1998), to give only a few examples, are all cognitive concepts
shown to be related to engagement in collective action. However, what people know of social
and political situations (the content) cannot be easily separated from how they process infor-
mation (the cognitive process, Shweder and Bourne 1984). The processes of interpreting,
analyzing, storing, and using information in the context of movement participation are under-
studied. Cognitive and social psychological information processing approaches, as we hope to
be able to show, may introduce new methodologies and new theories to investigate informa-
tion processing in the context of collective action participation.

REALITY CONSTRUCTION. How do individuals make sense of their complex social envi-
ronment? What are the underlying mechanisms that determine our understanding of the social
world? And how does this understanding relate to action, specifically, collective action?
Social cognition literature—the study of the cognitive processes that are involved when we
think about the social world—attempts to answer these questions.

What kind of information do people pay attention to? When does political discourse rise
enough above the abundance of messages for people to be noticed? Three broad types of
information are identified that may be of special concern to people as they form opinions
about their social and political environment: (1) the material interests that people see at stake,
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(2) the sympathies and resentments that people feel toward groups, and (3) commitment to the
political principles that become entangled in public issues (Sears and Funk 1991; Taber 2003).
Previous research also showed that attention is automatically allocated to negative information
or information inconsistent with existing schemata (Stangor and Ruble 1989), unexpected
events (Wyer and Srull, 1986), or information that activates the (social) self (e.g., Bargh 1994).
Moreover, as people tend to base their inferences on information from people they trust, inter-
personal trust creates an information shortcut (Brewer and Steenbergen 2002). So far these
findings are not related to collective action participation. However, we may assume that indi-
viduals who interpret information from people they trust as having more unexpected negative
consequences for their personal or social self, either because their material interests are at stake
or because it is against their principles, are more inclined to take to the streets.

COGNITIVE MISERS. Individuals are “cognitive misers” (Wyer and Srull 1986), that is,
they are seen as having limited processing capacity with which to deal with an infinitely com-
plex and ever-changing environment. They must therefore make the best possible use of these
resources and treat them in a miserly manner. For instance, individuals utilize mental short-
cuts, called heuristics, that reduce the amount of cognitive energy used in decision-making
(Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982). An example of a heuristic is majority rules; in other
words, individuals confronted with uncertainty will seek fast and frugal group decision
heuristics. A simple majority rule qualifies as such a fast and frugal heuristic. Another cogni-
tive energy-saving device is a prototype, which is an abstract mental representations of the
central tendency of members of a category (Cantor and Mischel 1977). When people shift
from their personal to their social self, self-perception and behavior are effectively brought
into line with the contextually relevant in-group prototype. Thus, just relying on the cognitive
prototype of the relevant in-group makes people feel, think, and do as group members. How
events go by is cognitively represented by scripts, or event schemas (Schank and Abelson
1977). Activists, for instance, will have a highly accessible script on how demonstrations go
by. The last example of cognitive structures represents a person’s knowledge about an object,
person, or situation, including knowledge about attributes and relationships among those
attributes, or so-called schemata (Rumelhart 1980). Justice scholars, for example, were won-
dering whether individuals have justice schemata (Tyler 1994). If so, it would be interesting to
investigate whether individuals with highly elaborated justice schemata are more inclined to
participate in collective action than those without.

More recently, the cognitive miser metaphor has been stretched even further in the liter-
ature on automaticity (Bargh 1994). In this literature, thought and judgment are viewed as
being beyond conscious control. Automatic cognitions are determined and shaped by domi-
nant expectations, schemas, and scripts. However, “one rarely sees explicit mention of auto-
maticity [in political psychology]” (Taber 2003:462). Indeed, investigation of political
information processing and accordingly political behavior may take a leap forward by taking
automatic processes into account.

DUAL-PROCESS MODELS. These different processes refer also to a longstanding distinc-
tion drawn by psychologists between two distinct ways of information processing—so-called
dual process models. One process concerns the unconscious learning of regularities, whereas
the other concerns the assessment of unique or novel events (Smith and DeCoster 2000).

Examples of such models abound: the Heuristic Systematic Model (HSM, Chaiken
1980); the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM, Petty and Cacioppo 1986), experiential
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versus rational thinking (Epstein et al. 1996), reflective and impulsive processes (Strack and
Deutsch 2004), associative and rule-based processes (Sloman 1996; see Smith and DeCoster
2000 for an extensive overview and conceptual integration of dual-process models in social
and cognitive psychology). Moore and Loewenstein (2004), for example, found that self-
interest and concern for others influence behavior through different cognitive systems. Self-
interest is automatic, viscerally compelling, and often unconscious, while understanding
one’s ethical obligations to others involves a more thoughtful process. Take, for example,
Omoto and Snyder’s (1995) distinction between more self-focused and other-focused motiva-
tions in their studies of types of motivations of AIDS volunteers (buddies). Indeed, dual-
process models may generate new insights into how information processing influences
motivational constellation and how it translates into collective action participation.

COGNITIVE ABILITY. Characterizing social cognition as learning what matters in the
social world highlights the fact that social-cognitive principles exist because they are adap-
tive, even necessary, for human survival. They provide essential benefits to self-regulation and
social regulation. But this is not the whole story, The principles come with costs by producing
errors and biases in memory, judgments, and decision-making (Higgins 2000). Taber (2003)
relates these costs and benefits to information processing and political opinion and concludes
that “there is little question that people use heuristics to simplify their information processing;
there is considerable question that such short-cuts allow them to behave competently”
(p. 459). Taber is one of the scholars who conclude that humans are incapable of analytically
interpreting, analyzing, storing, and using political information, and instead rely on a variety
of heuristics, which reduce their competence. These scholars depart from the notion that peo-
ple are cognitive misers. But specifically in relation to complex social and political informa-
tion, it is the ambiguity or shortage of information rather than an abundance that makes it
hard to get an idea of what is going on or who is to be blamed. Indeed, social reality is seldom
sufficiently transparent to arrive at one single interpretation.

However, despite these difficulties some authors hold that people are very well capable
of conducting political debates and employing political cognition. These authors reason that
opinion formation is not only a result of employing individual heuristics to interpret, store,
and remember social and political information, but also that people are constantly and
actively engaged in a complex and socially situated process of reality construction. Gamson
(1992) is an example of the latter from the field of movement studies. He wonders how it is
that so many people become active in social movements if people are so generally uninter-
ested and badly informed about (political and social) issues. Gamson designed a study to
explore the construction of political understanding and how that may or may not support par-
ticipation in collective action. Gamson conceived of reality construction as a socially situated
process and therefore collected data created in a socially situated setting: focus group inter-
views. Gamson reported the results of a study of conversations conducted within various
social networks. He asked groups of friends and acquaintances to discuss such issues as the
Israeli–Arab conflict and affirmative action. One of his most interesting findings was that in
these conversations people use any kind of information source available: newspapers, movies,
advertisements, novels, rumor, their own and others’ experiences, and so on. He claims that a
mix of experiential knowledge, popular knowledge, and media discourse develop into so-
called collective action frames. In Gamson’s words (1992) a collective action frame is “a set
of action-oriented beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate social movement activities
and campaigns” (p. 7). They comprise three components—injustice, agency, and identity. The
injustice component refers to moral indignation. It is not just a cognitive judgment, but also
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one that is laden with emotion (i.e., a hot cognition). The agency component refers to the
awareness that it is possible to alter conditions or policies through collective action. The iden-
tity component refers to the process of defining a “we” and some “they” that have opposing
interests and values. Combination of the data sets revealed that media discourse provides
information about who is to be blamed for the situation. Experiential knowledge helped to
connect the abstract cognition of unfairness with the emotion of moral indignation. Gamson
has pioneered new approaches to the study of political understanding, developing new con-
ceptual and methodological tools for thinking about how groups actually formulate political
understandings. Instead of treating media content as a stimulus that leads to some change in
attitude or cognition, he treated it as an important tool or resource that people in conversation
have available, next to popular wisdom, and experiential knowledge.

COGNITION: WHERE DO WE STAND AND HOW TO PROCEED. The study by Gamson
addresses the construction of social reality and how this translates into collective action,
which makes it an important contribution to the social psychology of protest. It emphasizes
both individual and social aspects of cognition in relation to collective action. However, this
study mainly takes the content, in other words what people know about their social reality, as
its starting point, which leaves many questions addressing the cognitive process in relation to
collective action unanswered. These cognitive processes and how they relate to collective
action participation are insufficiently studied.

The traditional information-processing approach focused on the individual, assuming
that cognition was something that concerns the individual brain. However, it is recognized
more and more that cognition forms within social groups, rather than individual brains (e.g.,
Gamson 1992; Smith and DeCoster 2000; Taber 2003). Indeed, people acquire “shared
cognitions.” How do people come to share information; whom do they trust as a source of
information and whom not? Individual members of a collectivity incorporate a smaller or
larger proportion of the views supported by “their” organization; but there is an abundance
of frames in our social and political environment, so why would people adopt certain frames
while neglecting or paying less attention to others? The challenge for collective action schol-
ars will be to account for the social influence on individual cognition formation. Indeed,
because the cognitive approach rests on methodological individualism (Fiske et al. 1998) it
ignores the fact that many psychological processes are the result of commitment with a given
group. Social networks, for example, intervene by shaping the individual preferences or per-
ceptions that form the decision-making process and bring potential activists to collective
action (Passy 2003). Moreover, social comparison theory tells us that “an opinion, a belief,
an attitude is “correct,” “valid,” and “proper” to the extent that it is anchored in a group of
people with similar believes, opinions, and attitudes” (Festinger 1950:272). In addition,
social identification processes underlie the general finding that persuasive messages from in-
group sources are more effective than messages an out-group source (Festinger 1950:272).
There also appears to be a clear link between the development of shared cognition and
shared identity in that a social identity can be both the product of, and precursor to, the
development of shared cognition (Swaab: 2007 PSPB, 33, p. 187-199). Finally, consensus
formation is also the result of an interpretation process, and personal networks strongly
influence this interpretation process (Klandermans 1988). Potential adherents of social
movements “attribute meanings to events and interpret situations” before they decide to join
a social movement organization and engage in collective action (Klandermans 1992:77).
Indeed, socially structured cognition is a new and inviting field in relation to collective
action, which is a social phenomenon by nature.
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Another theme that requires much more insight is the formation and role of grievances.
Why are people aggrieved about one state of affairs and not about another, and why are some
grievances the beginning of a mass movement while others never become a reason to mobi-
lize? In addition, the relationship between grievances and emotions is yet to be specified. It is
obvious that grievances evoke emotions, but which emotions and how and why is unclear.

Emotions

Politics—and especially politics of protest—are full of emotions. People are fearful about ter-
rorism, angry about proposed budget cuts, shocked about senseless violence, and proud about
their national identity. Clearly, there is an emotional component in how people react to their
social and political environments. Yet, amazingly little is known about where emotions
exactly fit into the context of movement participation. In collective action research, emotions
are a novice with a long history. In the first half of the previous century, emotions were at the
center of collective action studies. Collective action was seen as an irrational response to dis-
content and emotions were equated with irrationality. As a reaction to these approaches, the
dominant academic analyses on collective action participation shifted to rationalistic, struc-
tural, and organizational explanations. Such phenomena as moral shocks (Jasper 1997) or
suddenly imposed grievances (Walsh 1981) were approached primarily from a cognitive point
of view whereas few researchers paid attention to the complex emotional processes that chan-
nel fear and anger into moral indignation and political activity. Frame alignment is yet another
example of an approach that deals entirely with the cognitive components (but for an excep-
tion see see Robnett 2004; Schrock, Holden, and Reid 2004). As a result, emotions as they
accompany protest were neglected altogether. The rational trend has now been reversed and
we see emotions back on the research agenda of collective action scholars (Goodwin, Jasper,
and Polleta 2001, 2004; Jasper 1997, 1998; van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears, 2004).

To understand engagement in collective action, one must understand emotions—what
they are, how they work, and how they interact with motivation, identification, and cognition.
Over the past several decades, emotions have become an important topic for research in social
psychology. Some of this research concerns the nature of emotion itself: types of emotions,
their causes, and their properties. Other research concerns how emotions influence social
phenomena: their effects on thought and behavior, their social functions. Importing social
psychological expertise on emotions in the sociology-dominated field of collective action
may help to understand the role of emotions in protest behavior.

The purpose of this section is to provide some background for the study of emotions and
their importance in collective action. We explain why emotions and protest are inextricable
phenomena and summarize social psychological emotion theories and research on emotions
that—in our view—might be of help by explaining protest behavior, and describe some exem-
plary studies of the influence of emotions on the dynamics of protest.

EMOTIONS AND PROTEST. Emotions permeate protest at all stages: recruitment, sustained
participation, and dropping out (Jasper 1998 and this volume). Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta
(2001:13) argue that “emotions are socially constructed, but that “some emotions are more
[socially] constructed than others, involving more cognitive processes.” In their view, emo-
tions that are politically relevant are more socialy constructed. For these emotions, cultural
and historical factors play an important role in the interpretation (i.e., perception) of the state
of affairs by which they are generated. Emotions, these authors hold, are important in the
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growth and unfolding of social movement and political protest. Obviously, emotions can be
manipulated. Activists work hard to create moral outrage and anger and to provide a target
against which these can be vented. They must weave together a moral, cognitive, and emo-
tional package of attitudes. Also in the ongoing activities of the movements do emotions play
an important role (Jasper 1997, 1998). Anger and indignation are emotions that are related to
a specific appraisal of the situation. At the same time, people might be puzzled by some
aspects of reality and try to understand what is going on. They may look for others with sim-
ilar experiences, and a social movement may provide an environment to exchange experi-
ences, to tell their stories and to express their feelings.

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON EMOTION. The study of emotions has
become a popular research area in social psychology. Such was not always the case. As
rational approaches were the state of the art, emotions were often regarded as some periph-
eral “error term” in motivational theories. But emotion states and their influence on motiva-
tion were not about to be so easily explained away. Indeed, emotions have the power to
override even the most rational decisions. Several strands of emotion theories were devel-
oped since then.

Valence Theories of Emotions. According to valence theories, emotions are the means by
which living creatures are motivated to “approach” and “avoid” (Marcus 2003). However,
while it is certainly the case that we all can readily respond to instructions to classify our per-
ceptions into binary oppositions, such as liking/disliking, good/bad, or warm/cold that does
not mean that emotional experiences are fully and adequately captured by such a reduction in
presumptive structure. Despite this conceptual problem the methodology of binary opposi-
tions is widely practiced in, for instance, semantic differentials and feeling thermometers.

Two-Dimensional Theories. The two-dimensional theories of emotions are an improvement
over the one-dimensional theories in the sense that emotions are characterized not only by
approach/avoidance tendencies but by the level of arousal as well. To account for both
approach and avoidance and arousal, two-dimensional theories propose that emotions fall in a
circular order around the perimeter of the space defined by a bipolar valence dimension
(pleasantness versus unpleasantness) and an orthogonal dimension labeled activation or
arousal (low versus high arousal). These two dimensions define a circumplex, that is, a model
in which emotion descriptors can be systematically arranged around the perimeter of a circle
(Watson et al. 1999). Although there is an infinite set of possibilities to label the two dimen-
sions, two competing dimensional theories of emotion emerged in social psychology. One is
associated with Russell and colleagues (Russell 1980), labeling the dimensions respectively
low versus high arousal and unpleasant versus pleasant emotions, and the other with Watson
and collaborators (Watson and Tellegen 1985), labeling the dimensions respectively low ver-
sus high negative affect and low versus high positive affect.

Underlying Adaptive Systems Theories of Emotions. Adaptive systems theories all incorpo-
rate the idea that two (adaptive) systems are core elements in the regulation of behavior. One
system deals with appetitive motivation and approach behavior; the other system deals with
aversive motivation and avoidance behavior. According to these theories the vast majority of
emotional experiences derive from the same two motives or action tendencies (Carver, Sutton,
and Scheier 2000). Much discussion of this link focuses on two aspects of it: the first is that
emotions motivate; they prod people to act. The second is that specific emotions prompt
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actions that have different aims, aims relevant to the particular emotion being experienced.
Several relatively distinct theoretical and empirical streams reach a surprising degree of con-
sensus (see Carver, Sutton, and Scheier 2000 for an overview) regarding approach and avoid-
ance processes underlying two kinds of self-regulation, and that these two kinds of
self-regulation are paralleled by distinct feeling qualities. A few examples are the behavioral
activation system (BAS) and the behavioral inhibition system (BIS) (Gray 1990), promotion
of self-regulation and prevention of self-regulation (Higgins 1997), and appetitive and aver-
sive motivational systems (Lang 1995).

Marcus and colleagues translated this line of thought into political psychology with the
theory of affective intelligence, which describes the role of emotions in the making of politi-
cal judgments (Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000). They believe that emotional responses
to political candidates cannot be modeled simply by attaching an affective tag to cognition;
they assume that emotions are the result of a dual process: a behavioral inhibition system (i.e.,
a surveillance system) and a behavioral approach system (i.e., a dispositional system, Marcus
and MacKuen 1993).

The theory of affective intelligence adopts a dynamic view of judgment and, further,
argues that anxiety is the particular emotion that shifts people from one mode of judgment to
the other (and back). When anxiety is low, the disposition system allows people to rely on
existing “heuristics” or “predispositions” because low anxiety signals that the environment is
safe, familiar, and predictable. On the other hand, when anxiety is high—signaling that the
environment is in some fashion uncertain and unsettled—reliance on prior learning with its
presumption of predictable continuity would not be a strategically sound course. In such situ-
ations, it would likely be potentially dangerous to ignore contemporary information and to
rely thoughtlessly on preexisting courses of action. In these environments, the surveillance
system pushes people to eschew reliance on existing predispositions, turn to consideration of
contemporary information, and make a judgment.

Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen (2000) tested these effects using evaluation of political
candidates and National Election Studies data. Political candidates generate emotions, and in
conditions in which anxiety is generated, learning is enhanced. Enthusiasm, on the other
hand, does not lead to greater learning or make individuals more careful in processing infor-
mation. The authors did find, however, that enthusiasm led to greater campaign involvement.
It would be worthwhile to investigate under what conditions anxiety or enthusiasm lead to
political collective action participation. Indeed, this dual system of emotion approach sug-
gests a more complex set of relationships, with different emotion systems having different
impacts not only on the expression of feelings but also on various aspects of cognition and
behavior (Marcus 2003).

Discrete Theories of Emotions. Discrete theories of emotion attribute emotion to the appli-
cation of multiple cognitive evaluations. It is the personal meaning we give to ambiguous
stimuli through appraisals that determines emotions we feel. People are continuously evalu-
ating or “appraising” the relevance of their environment for their well-being and appraisals
help account for different emotions (Arnold 1960). Lazarus proposed the distinction between
“primary appraisal” of an event’s implications for one’s well-being and “secondary appraisal”
of one’s ability to cope with the situation (Lazarus 1966). After a fast and automatic evalua-
tion of the first two appraisal dimensions that establishes the impact of the event on the per-
son’s general well-being, the other appraisal dimensions are evaluated: How does the event
influence my goals? Who or what caused the event? Do I have control and power over the
consequences of the event? Are the consequences of the event compatible with my personal
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values and (societal) norms? Two persons can thus appraise the same event differently and
have different emotional responses.

A growing body of appraisal theories of emotions has emerged, each specifying a set of
appraisal dimensions in an attempt to better predict the elicitation and differentiation of emo-
tions see (Roseman, Antoniou, and Jose 1996) for a theoretical overview and integration).
Nerb and Spada (2001) conducted three experimental studies to investigate the relation
between the cognitive appraisal of environmental problems, the development of distinct
emotions (anger and sadness), and the resulting action tendencies. The participants in their
studies read a fictitious but realistic newspaper report about an environmental problem
(a tanker running aground in a severe storm and spilling oil into the North Sea). Different
experimental conditions were realized: (1) the tanker did not fulfill the safety guidelines—
the damage could have been avoided (high controllability); or (2) the tanker did fulfill the
safety guidelines—the damage could not have been avoided (low controllability). It turned
out that the more controllable the event the more angry people were and, important for our
discussion, the more willing to participate in a boycott (Nerb and Spada 2001). However, if
the participants were to believe that the damage could not have been avoided, they were sad,
which did not translate into action preparedness.

Group-Based Appraisal Theories of Emotions. Appraisal theory was developed to explain
personal emotions experienced by individuals. Yet, “the self” implicated in emotion-relevant
appraisals is clearly not only a personal or individual self. If group membership becomes part
of the self, events that harm or favor an in-group by definition harm or favor the self, and the
self might thus experience affect and emotions on behalf of the in-group. With such consider-
ations in mind, Smith (1993) developed a model of intergroup emotions that was predicated
on social identification with the group. Since collective action is by definition a group phe-
nomenon and group identification appears to be an important factor in determining collective
action, we will elaborate on the possible implications of group-based emotions on protest
behavior.

The main postulate of intergroup emotion theory (as spelled out by Smith in 1993) is that
when a social identity is salient, situations are appraised in terms of their consequences for the
in-group, eliciting specific intergroup emotions and behavioral intentions. In three studies
Mackie, Devos, and Smith (2000) tested this idea. Participants’ group memberships were
made salient and the collective support apparently enjoyed by the in-group was measured or
manipulated. The authors then measured anger and fear (Studies 1 and 2) and anger and con-
tempt (Study 3), as well as the desire to move against or away from the out-group. Partici-
pants who perceived the in-group as strong were more likely to experience anger toward the
out-group and to desire to take action against it. Participants who perceived the in-group
as weak, on the other hand, were more likely to experience fear and to move away from the
out-group. The effects of perceived in-group strength on offensive action tendencies were
mediated by anger. Results of these three studies confirm that when a social identity is salient,
appraisals of events in terms of consequences for the salient in-group lead to specific emo-
tional responses and action tendencies toward the out-group.

Smith and colleagues investigated the salience of an identity predicting social emotions.
Recently we have seen studies addressing the role of social identification in a more explicit
way (Dumont et al. 2003; Gordijn, Wigboldus, and Yzerbyt 2001; Yzerbyt et al. 2002, 2003).
These scholars argue that “people can, under certain conditions, be connected to others in such
a way that they are likely to experience emotions even though they themselves are not directly
confronted with the triggering situation” (p. 535), in their words: “I feel for us” (p. 533).
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These studies suggest that the same emotion processes (i.e., appraisals, emotions, and
action tendencies) operating at the individual level and in interpersonal situations operate in
intergroup situations. Moreover, people do experience emotions on behalf of their group
membership. Since intergroup emotion theory is based on the presumption that the group is
incorporated in the self (“the group is in me,” thus “I feel for us”), one would assume that the
more the group is in me (i.e., the higher the group identification) the more people experience
group-based emotions. Yzerbyt et al. (2003) showed that indeed emotional reactions fully
mediated the impact of categorization context and identification on action tendencies. In other
words, the salience of similarity was found to generate angry feelings among participants
only to the extent that they strongly identified with the relevant category. Thus people will
experience group-based emotions when the social category is salient and they identify with
the group at stake.

EMOTIONS: WHERE DO WE STAND AND HOW TO PROCEED. This brief overview suf-
fices to demonstrate that emotions matter. They warn people of threats and challenges and
propel (collective) behavior. Indeed, demands for change begin with discontent. Moreover,
affective measures, such as affective commitment (Ellemers 1993) and affective injustice
(Smith and Ortiz 2002; van Zomeren et al. 2006), have the largest impact on someone’s (col-
lective) behavior. As mentioned previously, phenomena such as moral shocks (Jasper 1997)
or suddenly imposed grievances (Walsh 1981) are approached primarily from a cognitive
point of view. Few researchers paid attention to the complex emotional processes that channel
fear and anger into moral indignation and political activity.

Although emotion terms abound, so far, injustice is approached mainly from a cognitive
point of view. Fortunately, the growing attention for emotions in social psychological
research also affected injustice scholars (Guimond and Dubé-Simard 1983; Olson and Hafer
1994; Scher and Heise 1993). It is also clear that further investigation of the nature of the
justice motive is needed (van Zomeren 2006). Of particular importance is an understanding
of the psychological processes underlying various forms of justice, since recent studies sug-
gest that these processes may differ (Tyler 1994). There may very well be other, neglected,
aspects of justice to be explored. One suggestion flowing from both general social psychol-
ogy and the specific literature on retributive justice is that affective models need to receive
greater attention.

In the social psychological approaches of emotions, anger is seen as the prototypical
protest emotion. For those of us who have been part of protest events or watched reports on
protest events in the news media, this is hardly surprising. Indeed, it is hard to conceive of
protest detached from anger. But other emotions may be relevant in stimulating protest partic-
ipation. Indignation is one of those emotions that “puts fire in the belly and iron in the soul”
(Gamson 1992:32) and, therefore, stimulates protest participation. Ekman (1993) defines
indignation as anger about the mistreatment of someone or something; this makes indignation
the most political of feelings (Reichenbach 2000). Indeed, the role of indignation in sti-
mulating protest behavior deserves to be investigated (see Jasper 1997, 1998; Kim 2002;
Reichenbach 2000).

Another important matter concerns the possibility to do something about goal obstruc-
tions. Research suggests that emotions result not only from the appraisal of the implications
of an event for goals of the individual but also from his or her ability to cope with the conse-
quences of the event (Scherer and Zentner 2001). Thus, strong political efficacy seems to
elicit anger, while weak political efficacy elicits sadness (conforms with the argument of
Scherer and Zentner 2001). Further research is needed to shed light on this.
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In closing this section, we want to allude to two new potentially interesting directions
research is taking. Rahn (2004) has argued that people also experience mood as a result of
group membership. This so-called public mood “provides feedback to people about how the
group (i.e., the political community) is faring p 7.” Research has demonstrated that people in
a positive mood display more self-efficacy, are more optimistic, and show more associative
cognitive processes, while a negative mood, conversely, is related to higher risk perception,
pessimism, and more rule-based cognitive processes (Forgas 2001). In other words, the “emo-
tional barometer” in a country might trigger different (risk) perceptions, cognitive styles, and
emotions. This suggests that public mood might influence the claims social movement
organizations make, the way problems are framed, the emotions that are experienced, and the
motivations to participate in collective action.

Finally, recent work has explored to what extent coping activates certain brain areas
known to be related to the aforementioned behavioral inhibition system and the behavioral
activation system (BIS/BAS). In a recent study by Harmon-Jones et al. (2003), participants
were led to believe that the research concerned reactions to radio broadcasts. Evaluative
responses to the broadcast were assessed and brain activity was measured (Harmon-Jones
et al. 2003). The participants (all college students) were led to believe that a tuition increase
was either certain or merely under consideration. The researchers found that when conflict
was less pronounced and action is possible (i.e., when tuition increase is merely planned
and petitions are being handed out), greater relative left frontal activation is to be observed
than in a situation in which conflict cannot be resolved and action is impossible (i.e., when
tuition increase is certain). Furthermore, among those who thought that the increase was
merely under consideration, relative left frontal activity predicted both self-reported anger
in response to the tuition increase message and coping behavior (signing and taking
petitions). Thus, the possibility to act to ameliorate a situation activated the behavioral
activation system, resulting in anger and collective action behavior, whereas a seemingly
unsolvable problem activated the behavioral inhibition system, resulting in withdrawal
(Harmon-Jones et al. 2003).

Consciousness: The Interlock between Individual and Context

We proposed that the social psychological concepts identification, emotions, cognitions and
motivation mediate between two collective phenomena: collective identity and collective
action. Obviously, in practice all these concepts are interwoven but, as we argued, the dis-
tinction is analytically useful. For example, several previously mentioned strands of
research show that social identity and emotions seem to work in concert (e.g., Dumont
et al., 2003; Mackie, Devos, and Smith, 2000; Smith, 1993) and the same appears for
social identity and cognitions (e.g., Swaab et al. 2007). Emotions and cognitions also work
together in explaining collective action participation. Originally relative deprivation theory
proposed that collective actions are propelled by profound justice-related emotions.
However, empirical work in the 1980s and the 1990s began to focus more on people’s
perceptions or cognitive interpretations of inequality. Yet, in line with the traditional
assumptions of RDT Relative Deprivation theory , studies found that although cognitions of
group-based deprivation did predict collective action, justice-related emotions of depriva-
tion such as dissatisfaction, resentment, and group-based anger were a more powerful moti-
vator for action, both empirically (Guimond and Dubé-Simard 1983) as well as
meta-analytically (Smith and Ortiz 2002; van Zomeren et al. 2006).
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Thus social psychological research reveals that at least the combination of identity/
emotions, identity/cognitions, and cognitions/emotions work together to motivate collective
action. But how do these concepts act together in concert such that they all create a nutritious
breeding ground for motivation to engage in collective action? In other words, how do group
affiliation and the meaning and related feelings that individuals give to a social situation
become a shared definition implying collective action?

Following, for example Gamson (1992), Foster and Matheson (1999), and Duncan
(1999) we propose consciousness as a concept that connects individual and collective
processes so that individual processes such as identification, cognition, and emotion all syn-
thesize into a motivational constellation preparing people for action.2 Political consciousness
generally represents a shift from a victim perspective, through which people accept their sta-
tus, to a sense of discontent and withdrawal of legitimacy from the present social or political
situation. Consciousness is defined as politicized identification, that is, an identification with
a category coupled with a collective political ideology around issues concerning that category
(Duncan 1999). This definition is based on stratum consciousness (Gurin, Miller, and Gurin
1980), which involves four independent elements: (1) a sense that one’s fate is linked to that
of other members of a group or category (gays, farmers, women, blacks); (2) discontent with
the power and influence of the group; (3) a belief that power differentials are a result of struc-
tural rather than individuals factors; and (4) a collective orientation toward redressing these
inequities. Hence, consciousness involves a mesh between individual and cultural levels
(Morris 1992:55) or between individual beliefs about the social world and cultural belief sys-
tems and ideologies.

Meaning structures at the individual level can be investigated with concepts such as
heuristics, prototype, scripts, or event schemas and (justice) schemata and the meaning struc-
tures of the collective level can be examined with concepts such as beliefs, symbols, ideolo-
gies, and rituals. Of course, we can learn something of value from work that focuses on a
single level, but “neither is adequate by itself if we want to understand the kind of political
consciousness that affects people’s willingness to be quiescent or to engage in collective
action” (Morris 1992:65). Taken alone, both the individual level approaches and the collective
level approaches seem incomplete. As Gamson (1992, p. 67) puts it: “students of social move-
ments need a social psychology that treats consciousness as the interplay between two
levels—between individuals who operate actively in the construction of meaning and socio-
cultural processes that offer meanings that are frequently contested”. He argues that the con-
cept of framing offers the most useful way of bridging these levels of analysis (Benford and
Snow 2000; de Weerd 1999; Gamson 1992; Hercus 1999; Snow and Benford 1992).

FROM COLLECTIVE IDENTITY TO POLITICIZED COLLECTIVE IDENTITY. Awareness
of a collective identity does not necessarily make that identity politically relevant; collec-
tive identity must politicize to become the engine of collective action. Politicization of
collective identity and the underlying power struggle unfold as a sequence of politicizing
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events that gradually transform the group’s relationship to its social environment. Typically,
this process begins with the awareness of shared grievances. Next, an external enemy is
blamed for the group’s predicament, and claims for compensation are leveled against this
enemy. Unless appropriate compensation is granted, the power struggle continues. If in the
course of this struggle the group seeks to win the support of third parties such as more power-
ful authorities (e.g., the national government) or the general public, collective identity fully
politicizes (Simon and Klandermans 2001).

What distinguishes politicized collective identity from collective identity? The first dis-
tinction is raised consciousness: “the growing awareness of shared grievances and a clearer
idea of who or what is responsible for those grievances reflect a distinct cognitive elaboration
of one’s worldview providing group members with a meaningful perspective on the social
world and their place in it” (Simon and Klandermans 2001:327). The second distinction is
about the relation with other groups. A politicized identity provides antagonistic lenses
through which the social world is interpreted. This intergroup polarization defines other
groups in the social and political arena as “pro” or “con,” thus as allies or opponents. The third
distinction concerns the unique behavioral consequences of politicized collective identity,
namely, politicized group members should be likely to engage in collective action directed at
the government or the general public to force them to intervene or to take sides.

CONSCIOUSNESS: WHERE DO WE STAND AND HOW TO PROCEED. Although Gurin
came up with the concept of consciousness as an important prerequisite of collective action
three decennia ago, not much collective action researchers took up this idea (for exceptions see
Duncan 1999, Gamson 1992, and Morris 1992). A focus on consciousness might shed a light
on what connects cognitions, emotions, and motivation. Indeed, the politicization of both indi-
vidual social and collective identities can be seen as a spiral process of consciousness raising
by interpretation and reinterpretation in which cognitions and emotions all will act in concert to
reinterpret social and political situations aimed at redressing a perceived social or political
injustice. Hence, the politicization of both collective and individual identities can be seen as a
dynamic process in which the individual-based consciousness as described by Gamson (1992)
interacts with the more collectively based consciousness as mentioned by Morris (1992).

However, little is known about the dynamic processes of politicization of the collective
identity and how this may change the content of the social identities. Another related identity
issue is causality. For example, it seems plausible that people with a stronger politicized iden-
tity are more inclined to join a social movement and accordingly have strong action prepared-
ness. Indeed, the (causal) dynamic relation between collective identities and politicized
identities is underexplored and deserves attention.

How may this relate to group identification and politicization of that identity? The find-
ings in classic and recent research indicate that people who identify with a group (1) perceive
themselves to be more similar to each other (Allen and Wilder 1975; Mackie 1986); (2) are
more likely to act cooperatively (Back 1951); (3) feel a stronger need to agree with group
opinion (Deutsch and Gerard 1955; Mackie, Gastardo-Conaco, and Skelly 1992; Wilder
1990); (4) perceive in-group messages to be of higher quality (Brock 1965; Mackie, Worth,
and Asuncion 1990); and (5) conform more in both behavior and attitude (French and Raven
1959; Wilder and Shapiro 1984); even more strongly in time of intergroup conflict owing to
polarization of group attitudes and behavior (Mackie 1986). This is exactly what Oegema
(1993) shows in his study on the peace movement in the Netherlands, in times of intergroup
conflict (when the Dutch government decided to deploy the cruise missiles) cognitive consis-
tency proved to increase.
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Motivation

Demands for change are rooted in a notion of belonging (identification), and an experienced
grievance (cognition) in combination with feelings related to this (collective) grievance.
Consciousness-raising turns an individual experienced grievance into a collective grievance. Con-
sciousness generally includes an action orientation: “the view that collective action is the best
means to realize the group’s interests” (Gurin, Miller, and Gurin 1980:31). Hence, it includes the
motivation to solve collective grievances with collective action. This brings us to our last pro-
posed social psychological concept mediating between collective identity and collective action:
motivation.

Motivation is the desire to achieve a goal, combined with the energy to work toward that
goal. What motives do people have for taking part in collective action? So far, social psychol-
ogists have proposed three participation motives: instrumentality, identity, and group-based
anger. We feel, however, that an important element is missing here, namely ideology (van
Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and Dijk 2007a). The triad of instrumentality, identity, and ideol-
ogy has a long history in functional theories of attitudes and behavior (Sears and Funk 1991;
Sears, Hensler, and Speer 1979), and related triads have been proposed in the literature as
antecedents of attitude importance (Boninger, Krosnick, and Berent 1995) and cooperative
behavior (Tyler and Blader 2000). Therefore, we propose to add ideology as a fourth motive
for participation in social movements. In the sections that follow we elaborate on these four
motives.

INSTRUMENTAL MOTIVES. Instrumentality became the focus of the literature on move-
ment participation when resource mobilization and political process theory became the dom-
inant paradigm of the field. It was emphasized that movement participation is as rational or
irrational as any other behavior. Movement participants were seen as people who believed that
a situation can be changed at affordable costs. In other words, movement participation was
seen as a rational choice following from the expectation that protest will yield certain out-
comes and the value of those outcomes.

The instrumental motive is theoretically rooted in Klandermans’s (1984) social psycho-
logical expansion of resource mobilization theory. Klandermans noted that resource mobiliza-
tion theory had nearly abandoned the social–psychological level of analysis of collective
actions and underestimated the significance of grievances and ideology as determinants of
participation in collective actions (Klandermans 1984:584). He argued, furthermore, that in
their decision to participate in collective action, people take reactions of others into account;
indeed, costs and benefits of participation are not assessed in a social vacuum. To cure these
flaws, Klandermans (1984) presented a social–psychological expansion of resource mobiliza-
tion theory as an explanation of why some aggrieved people participate in protest, while oth-
ers do not.

The model he proposes is a fusion of expectancy value theory and collective action theory.
Expectancy value theory explains the motivation for specific behavior by the value of the
expected outcomes of that behavior (Klandermans 1984). The core of the social–psychological
expansion of resource mobilization theory is the individual’s expectation that specific out-
comes will materialize multiplied by the value of those outcomes for the individual. In line
with expectancy-value approaches (Feather and Newton 1982), expectations and values stand
in a multiplicative relationship. A goal might be valuable, but if it cannot be reached, it
is unlikely to motivate behavior. If, on the other hand, a goal is within someone’s reach, but it is
of no value, it will not motivate behavior either.
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Expectancy-value theory thus assumes a rational decision maker. However, collective
action theory (Olson 1965) maintains that rational decision makers, if they must decide to
take part in collective action, are faced with a dilemma, the collective action dilemma. Collec-
tive actions, if they succeed, tend to produce collective goods that are supplied to everybody
irrespective of whether people have participated in the production of the collective good.
Thus, if the collective good is produced people will reap the benefits anyway. Collective
action theory predicts that under those circumstances rational actors will choose to take a free
ride, unless selective incentives (i.e., those incentives that depend on participation) motivate
them to participate. However, if too many people conclude from that assessment that they can
afford to take a free ride, the collective good will not be produced.

Klandermans (1984) argued that information about the behavior of others can help to
overcome the dilemma. However, when the decision to participate must be taken it is usually
not known what the others will do (but see Zhao, 1998 for an interesting example of a mobi-
lization campaign where people did have information about the behavior of others). In the
absence of factual information, people must rely on expectations about the behavior of others.
Such expectations can be based on past experience, interaction between potential participants,
newspaper accounts, and so on. This is walking a thin line. If someone expects that few will
participate his motivation to take part will be low. If someone feel that many people partici-
pate he may conclude that he can afford to take a free ride. Organizers will, therefore, try to
make people belief that their participation does make a difference.

The model Klandermans built on the basis of these considerations, therefore, con-
tained expectations about the behavior of others. Collective action participation is
explained by the following parameters: collective benefits and social and non-social selec-
tive incentives. Collective benefits are a composite of the value of the action goal and the
expectation that the goal will be reached. This expectation is broken down into expectations
about the behaviors of others, expectations that the action goal will be reached if many oth-
ers participate, and the expectation that one’s own participation will increase the likelihood
of success.

Combining collective action theory with expectancy value models appeared to be a fruit-
ful approach for a systematic analysis of the variety of beliefs, expectations, and attitudes that
are involved in the decision to take part in collective action (Klandermans 1984). However,
others have doubted whether movement participation could be fully explained by such
rational considerations (Kelly and Breinlinger 1996; Klandermans 2003, 2004; Schrager
1985). Kelly and Breinlinger (1996) argue that the assumption of rationality is especially
strained in cases of protracted disputes. In these cases, activists often bear the financial and
social burden of extreme hardship and are usually fully cognizant of the fact that benefits, if
gained at all, may be slight. A major limitation of this account is its neglect of the social and
ideological aspects of collective action. As Schrager (1985:859) points out, “collective action
is more than the sum of economistic calculations: social and ideological factors figure power-
fully in people’s willingness to act.”

Simon and colleagues observed that the instrumental approach proposed by Klander-
mans (1984) ignores the fact that people’s decisions are influenced by their membership of
groups and inter-group dynamics (Gamson 1992; Kelly 1993; Stürmer and Simon 2004b).
As a result, it misses key factors encountered in social movement contexts. Understanding
the influence of group membership on participation requires a broader perspective, one
that goes beyond individualistic analyses and takes the relationship between the individual
and the group into account (Haslam 2001; Simon et al. 1998). Identity theories offer such
a perspective.
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IDENTITY MOTIVES. The basic hypothesis regarding the identity motive is fairly straight-
forward: a strong identification with a group makes participation in collective political action
on behalf of that group more likely (see Huddy 2003; Simon 2004; Stryker, Owens, and
White 2000 for a comprehensive treatment of the subject). As mentioned in the identification
section, the available empirical evidence overwhelmingly supports this assumption.

Identity motives refer to the circumstance that people identify with the others involved.
For people taking the identity path to collective action participation, the focus changes from
what “I” want to what “we” want (Brewer and Gardner 1996). Collective action participation
is seen as a way to show who “we” are and what “we” stand for. Moreover, group members
have the idea that “we” have much in common (by way of shared grievances, aims, values or
goals). This participation motive is theoretically rooted in the identity pathway to collective
action proposed by Simon et al. (1998).

Simon and colleagues (1998) proposed a dual path model to collective action participa-
tion in which they distinguished between an instrumental pathway, guided by calculative rea-
soning that concentrates on the costs and benefits of participation, and an identity pathway
guided by processes of identification. Two levels of identification were measured. The first
concerned the broader social category from which a social movement typically recruits its
supporters, the second the specific social movement organizations themselves. It was
expected that identification with the social movement organization would be a better predic-
tor than identification with the broader social category. This should be the case because the
former is more directly tied to activist identity, which implies a readiness to act (Kelly 1993).

In a series of studies, Simon and his colleagues assessed the influence of identification
on collective action participation net of instrumental motives. The studies clearly confirmed
the hypothesized role of both instrumental and identity motives (Simon et al. 1998). More-
over, identification with the social movement (the German Grey Panthers, the gay movement,
or the fat acceptance movement) appeared to be a better predictor of movement participation
than identification with the broader recruitment category (aged people, gays, or fat people).
These results underscore the importance of the more politicized form of collective identifica-
tion with the social movement itself. They suggest that identification with a disadvantaged
group increases group members’ willingness to participate in collective action only to the
extent that it is transformed into a more politicized form of activist identification (Simon and
Klandermans 2001).

The research program of Simon et al. has taught us a lot about the working of instrumen-
tal and identity motives. First, it showed that both instrumental and identity motives account
independently for willingness to participate. Rather than replacing instrumentality as an
explanatory paradigm, identity adds to the explanation as a second parameter. Next, the pro-
gram revealed the importance of identity salience. Yet, although salience is an essential con-
dition, it is not enough; it is salience combined with a strong group identification that turns
individuals into committed group members. Third, the research of Simon et al. showed that in
times of relative peace primarily those who are strongly identifying members of the social
movement organizations are prepared to mobilize, whereas in more conflictual times those
who identify with the broader category are also prepared to take the streets.

Identity processes appear to have both indirect and direct effects on collective action
participation (Stürmer 2000, cited by Klandermans and de Weerd 2000): direct effects
because collective identity creates a shortcut to participation—participation stems not so
much from the outcomes associated with participation but from identification and solidarity
with other group members involved (Klandermans 2000); indirect effects because collective
identity influences instrumental reasoning; it makes it less attractive to take a free ride—high
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levels of group identification increase the costs of defection and the benefits of cooperation.
Moreover, if people identify more with their group, their grievances are stronger (Kawakami
and Dion 1993; Tropp and Wright 1999), instrumental reasoning becomes more influential
(McCoy and Major 2003), threats to values are more strongly felt (Branscombe et al. 1999),
as are emotions (Yzerbyt et al. 2003), and they believe more in the collective efficacy of their
group to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments
(Kelly 1993).

GROUP-BASED ANGER MOTIVES. Sociologists of emotions were the first to discuss the
emotional aspects of collective action, but students of emotions in social psychology followed
suit. Van Zomeren and colleagues (2004) proposed an emotional pathway to collective action
next to the instrumental pathway; hence they also propose the notion of a dual pathway in
their approach to collective action participation. Central in the model are so called group-
based appraisals.

They took the appraisal theory of emotion (Lazarus 1991) as their point of departure.
This theory conceives of appraisal, emotion, and action as the means by which people
cope with events in their social world. It makes a distinction between problem-focused and
emotion-focused coping. According to Lazarus (2001:48), a person engages in problem-
focused coping when he “obtains information on which to act and mobilizes actions for the
purpose of changing the reality,” while “the emotion-focused function is aimed at regulating
the emotions tied to the situation.” Following Smith (1993), van Zomeren, Postmes, and
Spears (2004) propose an extrapolation of the appraisal theory of emotion to the group level.
They argue that group members who perceive disadvantages as collective appraise events in
group rather than individual terms. They relate problem-focused coping to the instrumental
pathway to collective action and emotion-focused coping to the emotional pathway, the so-
called group-based anger pathway.

On the instrumental pathway group efficacy and action support play a central role.
Group efficacy is the belief that group-related problems can be solved by collective efforts.
When people take the instrumental path to political protest, they participate “for the purpose
of changing reality” (Lazarus 1991:48). Collective action is seen as an instrumental strategy
to improve the situation of the group. Action support implies the perceived willingness of
other group members to engage in collective action. That, hence, increases a sense of efficacy.

In the group-based anger pathway unfairness and social opinion support play a central
role. In line with social psychological grievance literature, van Zomeren et al. hold that it are
more often procedures deemed unfair, than outcomes deemed unfair that upset people. In
addition to perceived procedural unfairness, social opinion support is proposed as a mecha-
nism that helps to define the experienced unfairness as shared. Social opinion support refers
to the perception that fellow group members share the experienced unfairness. Appraisals
such as unfairness and social opinion support are believed to promote collective action
because they evoke emotions such as anger. Action participation allows people to regulate
their emotions through action, which makes participating in collective action with a group-
based anger motive a goal in itself.

Van Zomeren and colleagues tested their model in three experiments. They predicted and
found that when a group is collectively disadvantaged (which makes salient individuals’
social identity), (1) group-based appraisals of procedural unfairness and social opinion
support promote collective action tendencies through group-based anger (so-called “emotion-
focused coping”) and (2) group-based appraisal of social action promotes collective
action tendencies through group efficacy (so-called “problem-focused coping”). Moreover,
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(3) because people can use both ways of coping, both group-based anger and group efficacy
independently predict collective action tendencies (i.e., the dual pathway model to protest).

The study of Van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears (2004) confirms the importance of
emotions as motivators without replacing the instrumental pathway. Indeed, both pathways go
together and reinforce one another and are conceptualized as equally rational ways of coping
with collective disadvantage. However, besides emotional coping (i.e., emotion regulation)
we want to emphasize another function for how emotions impact on protest behavior. We hold
that emotions function as accelerators or amplifiers. Accelerators make something move
faster, and amplifiers make something sound louder. In the world of protest accelerating
means that because of emotions, motives to enter, stay, or leave a social movement translate
into action faster, while amplifying means that these motives are stronger.

The importance of these concepts in explaining protest participation is also demonstrated
in a meta-analysis (van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears 2006). The authors conducted a meta-
analysis of 172 independent studies. Three areas of subjective perception are deduced from the
social psychological literature on protest: perceived injustice, perceived efficacy, and a sense of
social identity (see Gamson 1992; Klandermans 1997; van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears
2004). At least three important conclusions can be drawn from this meta-analysis. First, a sense
of injustice, efficacy, and identity each has an independent, unique effect on collective action.
Second, politicized measures of identity resulted in stronger effect sizes than nonpoliticized
measures (see Simon and Klandermans 2001; Stürmer and Simon 2004a). The third conclusion
is that the affective component of injustice is more predictive of collective action than the
cognitive component of injustice. This relates to another important development in the social
psychological injustice and relative deprivation literature that shows exactly the same, namely,
that emotions play a crucial role in predicting collective action participation.

IDEOLOGY MOTIVES. The fourth motive, wanting to express one’s views, refers at the
same time to a longstanding theme in the social movement literature and to a recent develop-
ment. In classic studies of social movements the distinction was made between instrumental
and expressive movements or protest (see Gusfield 1963; Searles and Williams 1962). In
those days, instrumental movements were seen as movements that aimed at some external
goal, for example, the implementation of citizenship rights. Expressive movements, on the
other hand, were seen as a goal in itself, for example, the expression of anger in response to
experienced injustice. Movement scholars felt increasingly uncomfortable with the distinc-
tion, because it was thought that most movements had both instrumental and expressive
aspects and that the emphasis on the two could change over time. Therefore, the distinction
lost its use.

Recently, however, the idea that people might participate in movements to express their
views has received anew attention, this time from movement scholars who were unhappy with
the overly structural approach of resource mobilization and political process theory. These
scholars put an emphasis on such aspects as the creative and cultural aspects of social move-
ments, narratives, emotions, and moral indignation (Goodwin, Jasper, and Polleta 2001,
2004). People are angry, develop feelings of moral indignation about some state of affairs or
some government decision, and want to make that known. They participate in a social move-
ment not necessarily to enforce political change, but to gain dignity and moral integrity in
their lives through struggle and moral expression.

The ideology path to protest participation refers to people’s values and the assessment
that these values have been violated. A fundamental assumption on which this path relies is
that people’s willingness to participate in political protest depends to a significant extent on
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their perception of a state of affairs as illegitimate (see van Zomeren et al. 2004), in the sense
that it goes against fundamental values. An individual’s personal set of values is believed to
strongly influence how, for example, a proposed policy, its ends and means, is perceived and
evaluated.

According to Rokeach (1973:5), a “value is an enduring belief that a specific mode of
conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or converse
mode of conduct or end-state of existence. A value system is an enduring organization of
beliefs concerning preferable modes of conduct or end-states of existence along a continuum
of relative importance.” For Schwartz (1992:4), “values (1) are concepts of beliefs, (2) pertain
to desirable end states or behaviors, (3) transcend specific situations, (4) guide selection or
evaluations of behavior and events, and (5) are ordered by relative importance. Values, under-
stood this way, differ from attitudes primarily in their generality or abstractness (feature 3) and
in their hierarchical ordering by importance (feature 5).” In principle, then, the distinction
between attitudes and values is clear. “Attitudes refer to evaluations of specific objects while
values are much more general standards used as basis for numerous specific evaluations across
situations” (Feldman 2003:481).

Conceptualized this way, values are matters about which people have strong feelings.
They defend them and react strongly when their values are challenged (Feather and Newton
1982). Indeed, “values are standards employed to tell us which beliefs, attitudes, values, and
actions of others are worth challenging, protesting, and arguing about, or worth trying to
influence or change” (Rokeach 1973:13). Participating in collective action is one of the possi-
ble reactions to a perceived violation of one’s values.

MOTIVATIONAL CONFIGURATIONS. We began our section on motives with a discussion
of instrumental motives, and within that context we referred to the debate about the free rider
dilemma. Having discussed now the three other motives of participation we are in a position
to reconcile the free rider debate. Within the instrumentality framework there are two ways
to overcome the dilemma—selective incentives and optimistic but not too optimistic expec-
tations about the behavior of others. The identity, ideology, and emotion framework implies
additional ways to overcome the free rider dilemma. In all three frameworks, the working of
inner drives functions to neutralize the dilemma. In the case of identity, identification with
others involved generates a felt inner obligation to behave as a “good” group member
(Stürmer et al. 2003). These authors show that, when self-definition changes from personal
to social identity, the group norm of participation becomes salient; the more one identifies
with the group, the more weight this group norm will carry and the more it will result in an
“inner obligation” to participate on behalf of the group. Ideology motives create a sense of
inner moral obligation for reasons of moral integrity maintenance. Maintaining one’s moral
integrity incites an inner moral obligation to oneself, as compared to an inner social obliga-
tion to other group members incited by group identification. Group-based anger, finally,
points to emotion regulation or catharsis as yet another mechanism to overcome free riding.
After all, “the emotion-focused coping function is aimed at regulating the emotions tied to
the situation” (Lazarus 1991:48), and one way to regulate these personally experienced emo-
tions is to participate in collective action. Therefore emotional-focused coping makes free
riding less likely, because one might take a free ride on the production of a collective good,
but one cannot take a free ride on regulating one’s own personal emotions. The free rider
literature tends to focus on external pull factors, such as goal achievement and selective
benefits, but neglects the internal factors or felt inner obligations that push individuals
toward participation.
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MOTIVATION: WHERE DO WE STAND AND HOW TO PROCEED. Research of the last
two decennia has taught us a great deal about the working of motivation. It showed that
people have several motives to take part in collective action. It started of with instrumental
motives followed by identity motives. Recently emotion regulation and ideological motives
are added as reasons to take part. However, the current social psychological literature on
protest participation does not elaborate on which of the participation motives proposed so far
will prevail for whom, when, and why. In other words, for whom will what pathway to collec-
tive action prevail, and why? Why are people attracted to one social movement organization
rather than another? Why are some people inclined to take the instrumental path whereas
others take the ideological path? More generally, the combined working of the motives to
participate is far from clear, let alone the way the motivational configuration might differ for
different movements, in different contexts, or at different times. We are currently in the
process of publishing research in which we focus on various motivational constellations as
a result of the mobilizing context (van Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and v. Dijk. 2007a,
2007b, 2007c).

We also have pointed to the role of inner obligations. The social psychological impor-
tance of inner obligations is that one cannot take a free ride on inner obligations. This makes
them important in the process of mobilization. But how such inner obligations are generated
and how the various inner drives differ in their working or how they interact is not clear, let
alone how they interact with group identification and consciousness-raising.

Instead of focusing on people who are motivated to participate, we might learn much
from people who do not participate. Does the motivational constellation of nonparticipants
differ from that of participants? And how about cognitions and experienced emotions? Is the
consciousness of people who do not participate lower than that of people who do participate?
All these kinds of questions are interesting and can tell us a much about why (or why not)
people take to the streets.

COLLECTIVE ACTION PARTICIPATION

In this section, we deal with the phenomenon of collective action participation. We discuss
such matters as what we mean by movement participation, movement participation within the
broader spectrum of the dynamics of contention, short-term versus sustained participation,
and the dynamics of disengagement (an often forgotten aspect of movement participation).

The Process of Participation

Participation in social movements is a multifaceted phenomenon. Indeed, there are many
different forms of movement participation. Two important dimensions to distinguish forms of
participation are time and effort. Some forms of participation are limited in time or of a once-
only kind and involve little effort or risk—giving money, signing a petition, or taking part in a
peaceful demonstration. Examples in the literature are the demonstration and petition against
cruise missiles in the Netherlands (Klandermans and Oegema 1987; Oegema and Klander-
mans 1994). Other forms of participation are also short-lived but involve considerable effort
or risk—a sit-in, a site occupation, or a strike. Participation in the Mississippi Freedom
Summer (McAdam 1988) and participation in the Sanctuary movement (Nepstad and Smith
1999) are cases in point. Participation can also be indefinite but little demanding—paying a
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membership fee to an organization or being on call for two nights a month. Pichardo, Alman-
zar, and Deane (1998) studied a variety of such forms of participation in the environmental
movement. Finally, there are forms of participation that are both enduring and taxing, such
as being a member on a committee or a volunteer in a movement organization. Examples are
the members of neighborhood committees (Oliver 1984) and the members of underground
organizations (Della Porta 1988, 1992). From a social psychological viewpoint, taxonomies
of participation are relevant because one may expect different forms of participation to
involve different motivational dynamics. Let us give two illustrative examples. Long-term,
taxing forms of participation are typically of the kind for which you need a few people who
are willing to do the job. Once you have mobilized those few you do not really need more par-
ticipants. Indeed, more participants might even create problems. This is typically the situation
where people can and in fact do take a free ride (Marwell and Oliver 1993). Oliver (1984)
shows that the few who participate in these activities are usually fully aware of the fact that
they are giving a free ride to most sympathizers, but it doesn’t bother them. In fact, this is part
of their motivation: if I do not do it nobody else will do it, they reason. Compare this to a
strike. For a strike you need some minimal number of participants. As long as this threshold
is not passed all effort is in vain. In terms of the motivation of participants, the problem to be
solved is to make people believe that the threshold will be reached.

Knowing that you are giving many others a free ride or knowing that a threshold must be
reached are two completely different cognitions. The two examples illustrate that different
forms of participation imply different motivational dynamics. More obvious is the impact of
costs. Higher costs will reduce participation. This is indeed what we found in studies of two
campaigns of the Dutch peace movement (Klandermans and Oegema 1987; Oegema and
Klandermans 1994). Although the numbers of sympathizers at the two points in time were the
same, as was the proportion of the sympathizers that was targeted by mobilization attempts,
the campaign for the petition resulted in the participation of more than 50 percent of the sym-
pathizers while that for a demonstration in not even 5 percent. In one of the rare comparative
studies of types of movement participation, Passy (2001) found indeed that the motivational
dynamics of various forms of participation were different.

Demand, Supply, and Mobilization

Social psychology might be interested in individual level processes such as movement partic-
ipation, but this is not to say that the other disciplines have nothing to say about participation.
To illustrate this it is important to understand that movement participation has a demand side
and a supply side. Demand refers to the potential in a society for protest; it relates to the inter-
est in a society in what a movement stands for. Is the movement addressing a problem people
are worried about? Is there a need for a movement on these issues? Usually, the people who
participate in a movement are only a small proportion of those who care about the issue. This
is not necessarily a sign of weakness. On the contrary, for a movement to be viable, a large
reservoir of sympathizers is needed to nourish its activists. Supply refers, on the other hand, to
the opportunities staged by organizers to protest. It relates to the characteristics of the move-
ment. Is it strong? Is it likely to achieve its goals at affordable costs? Does it have charismatic
leaders? Is it an organization people can identify with? Does it stage activities that are appeal-
ing to people? Demand and supply do not automatically come together. In the market econ-
omy marketing is employed to make sure that the public is aware of a supply that might meet
its demand. Mobilization is the marketing mechanism of the movement domain.
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Empirical research into these aspects of the dynamics of participation addresses different
phenomena. The demand-side of participation requires studies of such phenomena as social-
ization, grievance formation, causal attribution, emotions, and (the formation of) collective
identity. The study of the supply-side of participation concerns such matters as action reper-
toires, the effectiveness of social movements, the frames and ideologies movements stand for,
and the constituents of identification they offer. The study of mobilization concerns such mat-
ters as the effectiveness of (persuasive) communication, the influence of social networks, the
implied costs and benefits of participation, and frame resonance.

Studies of participation tend to concentrate on mobilization and to neglect the develop-
ment of demand and supply factors. Yet, there is no reason to take either for granted. To be
sure, grievances abound in a society, but that does not mean that there is no reason to explain
how grievances develop and how they are transformed into a demand for protest. Nor does the
presence of social movement organizations in a society mean that there is no need to under-
stand their formation and to investigate how they stage opportunities to protest and how these
opportunities are seized by aggrieved people.

Between the social sciences, a division of labor exists in terms of the study of demand,
supply, and mobilization. Social psychology is well equipped to study demand and mobiliza-
tion, whereas sociology and political science typically study supply factors. The interplay of
demand, supply, and mobilization leads to different configurations in different local and
national settings. Therefore, comparative, preferable interdisciplinary, studies are the proper
way of exploring demand, supply, and mobilization.

DEMAND. Our treatment of the dynamics of movement participation builds on the previ-
ously described three fundamental motives of why movement participation is appealing to
people: people may want to change their circumstances (instrumentality), they may want to
act as members of their group (identity), or they may want to express their views and feelings
(ideology). Indeed, we mentioned group-based anger motives too, but we take a slightly dif-
ferent approach to emotions than van Zomeren, et al. (2004) do. We do not conceptualize
group-based anger as a separate motive; we rather assume that there is no protest participation
without emotions. Following Jasper (1997), we assume that emotions “give [all] ideas, ide-
ologies, identities and even interests their power to motivate” (p. 127). Or, as we argued, emo-
tions function as amplifier or accelerator for each of the three motives. Therefore we hold that
instrumentality, identity, and ideology (amplified by emotions) together account for most of
the demand for collective political action in a society.

Social movements may supply the opportunity to fulfill these demands, and the better
they do, the more movement participation turns into a satisfying experience. In the section on
the social psychology of movement participation, we elaborated extensively on the demand
side of the motives. In the current section we briefly illustrate how movements shape the sup-
ply side of participation.

SUPPLY

Instrumentality. Instrumentality presupposes an effective movement that is able to enforce
changes or at least to mobilize substantial support. Making an objective assessment of a move-
ment’s impact is not easy (see Giugni 1998, 2004; Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly 1999), but of
course movement organizations will try to convey the image of an effective political force. They
can do so by pointing to the impact they have had in the past, or to the powerful allies they have.
Of course, they may lack all this, but then, they might be able to show other signs of strength.
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A movement may command a large constituency as witnessed by turnout on demonstrations, or
by membership figures, or large donations. It may comprise strong organizations with strong
charismatic leaders who have gained respect, and so on. Instrumentality also implies the provi-
sion of selective incentives. The selective incentives of participation that can be made available
may vary considerably between movement organizations. Such variation depends on the
resources a movement organization has at its disposal (McCarthy and Zald 1976; Oliver 1980).

Identity. Movements offer the opportunity to act on behalf of one’s group. This is most
attractive if people identify strongly with their group. Movements and movement organiza-
tions may be, and in fact often are, controversial. Hence, becoming a participant in a move-
ment organization does not mean taking a respected position upon oneself (Linden and
Klandermans 2006, 2007). Within the movement’s framework, this is, of course, completely
different. There the militant does have the status society is denying him. And, of course, for
an activist in-group–out-group dynamics may turn the movement organization or group into a
far more attractive group than any other group “out there” that is opposing the movement.
Indeed, it is not uncommon for militants to refer to the movement organization as a second
family, a substitute for the social and associative life society was no longer offering them
(Orfali 1990; Tristan 1987). Movement organizations supply, make salient, or even create
sources of identification. Moreover, they offer all kinds of opportunities to enjoy and cele-
brate the collective identity: marches, rituals, songs, meetings, signs, symbols, and common
codes (see Stryker, Owens, and White 2000 for an overview).

A complicating matter is the fact that people have multiple identities while movements
tend to emphasize a single collective identity. This may imply competing loyalties, as
Oegema and Klandermans (1994) demonstrated with regard to the Dutch peace movement.
The movement’s campaign against cruise missiles brought many a citizen who sympathized
with the movement but was affiliated the Christian Democratic Party, which stood opposite
the movement, under cross-pressure. Movement organizations can be more or less successful
in coping with multiple identities. Kurtz (2002) describes how clerical workers of Columbia
University struggled but succeeded to reconcile gender, ethnic, and class identities. Beckwith
(1998), however, explains how women in the Pittston Coal Strike were denied the possibility
to act on their gender identity. Very little systematic attention has been given in the social
movement literature to the issue of multiple identity, yet it is to be assumed that every move-
ment somehow must deal with the problem, and depending on how this is accomplished is
more or less attractive to various constituencies.

Ideology. Social movements play a significant role in the diffusion of ideas and values
(Eyerman and Jamison 1991). Rochon (1998) makes the distinction between “critical com-
munities” where new ideas and values are developed and “social movements” that are inter-
ested in winning social and political acceptance for those ideas and values. “In the hands of
movement leaders, the ideas of critical communities become ideological frames” (p. 31),
Rochon argues. Social movement organizations, then, are carriers of meaning. Through
processes such as consensus mobilization (Klandermans 1984), framing (Snow et al. 1986),
or dialogue (Steinberg 1999) they seek to disseminate their definition of the situation to the
public at large. Indeed, participating because of common interests or ideologies requires a
shared interpretation of who should act, why, and how. Movements affect such interpreta-
tions by the information they disseminate, a process known as framing (see Benford
and Snow 2000; Snow and Benford 1988, 1992). Gerhards and Rucht’s study (1992) of fly-
ers produced by the various groups and organizations involved in the protests against the
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International Monetary Fund and the World Bank in Berlin is an excellent example in this
respect. These authors show how links are constructed between the ideological frame of the
organizers of the demonstration and those of the participating organizations in order to cre-
ate a shared definition of the situation. Such definitions of the situation have been labeled
collective action frames (Gamson 1992; Klandermans 1997).

Social movements do not invent ideas from scratch; they build on an ideological heritage
as they relate their claims to broader themes and values in society. In so doing they relate to
societal debates that have a history of its own and that history is usually much longer than that
of the movement itself. Gamson (1992), for example, refers to the “themes” and “coun-
terthemes” that in his view exist in every society. One such pair of a theme and countertheme
he mentions is “self-reliance” versus “mutuality,” that is, the belief that individuals must take
care of themselves versus the belief that society is responsible for its less fortunate members.
In a study of the protests about disability payment in the Netherlands we demonstrated how in
the Netherlands these two beliefs became icons that galvanized the debates (Klandermans and
Goslinga 1996). While “self-reliance” became the theme of those favoring restrictions in dis-
ability payment, “mutuality” was the theme of those who defended the existing system. For
decades, Marxism has been such an ideological heritage that the past movements identified
with, positively by embracing it or negatively by distancing themselves from it. In a similar
vein, fascism and nazism form the ideological heritage that right-wing extremism must comes
to terms with, either by identifying with it or by keeping it at a distance (Klandermans and
Mayer 2006).

Satisfying Demand. Social movement organizations are more or less successful in satisfying
demands for collective action participation and we may assume that movements that are suc-
cessfully supplying what potential participants demand gain more support than movements
that fail to do so. More specifically, movement organizations may gain support in case of a
“fit” between the fundamental reasons why people participate (more instrumental, identity of
ideological reasons) and what social movement organizations have to offer, that is, supply.
Surprisingly, little systematic comparison of the characteristics of movements, movement
organizations, and campaigns in view of the supply side of participation can be found in the
literature (but see Klandermans 1993; Klandermans and Mayer 2006).

MOBILIZATION. When an individual participates in collective action staged by a social
movement organization, this is the result of a sometimes lengthy process of mobilization.
Successful mobilization brings demand and supply together. Mobilization is a complicated
process that can be broken down into several conceptually distinct steps. Klandermans (1984)
proposed to break the process of mobilization down into consensus and action mobilization.
Consensus mobilization refers to dissemination of the views of the movement organization
while action mobilization refers to the transformation of those who adopted the view of the
movement into active participants.

In their frame alignment approach to mobilization Snow and Benford and their col-
leagues elaborated consensus mobilization much further (see Benford 1997 for a critical
review and Snow 2004), while Klandermans and his collaborators focused on the process of
action mobilization. They broke action mobilization further down into four separate steps
(Klandermans and Oegema 1987). Each step brings the supply and demand of collective
political action closer together until an individual eventually takes the final step to participate
in an instance of collective political action. The first step accounts for the results of consensus
mobilization. It distinguishes the general public into those who sympathize with the cause and
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those who do not. The more successful consensus mobilization has been, the larger the pool
of sympathizers a mobilizing movement organization can draw from. A large pool of sympa-
thizers is of strategic importance, because for a variety of reasons many a sympathizer never
turns into a participant. The second step is equally obvious as crucial; it divides the sympa-
thizers into those who have been target of mobilization attempts and those who have not. The
third step concerns the social psychological core of the process. It divides the sympathizers
who have been targeted into those who are motivated to participate in the specific activity and
those who are not. Finally, the fourth step differentiates the people who are motivated into
those who end up participating and those who do not (Figure 5.2).

In our research on the mobilization campaign for a peace demonstration (Klandermans
and Oegema 1987) we found that three quarters of the population of a small community south
of Amsterdam felt sympathy for the movement’s cause. Of these sympathizers three quarters
were somehow targeted by mobilization attempts. Of those targeted, one sixth were motivated
to participate in the demonstration. Finally, of those motivated one third ended up participat-
ing. The net result of these different steps is some (usually small) proportion of the general
public that participates in collective action. With each step smaller or larger numbers drop out.
The better the fit between demand and supply the smaller the number of dropouts.

Sustained Participation

Most research on collective action concerns a comparison of participants and nonparticipants
in a specific instance of participation at a specific point in time—be it a demonstration, a boy-
cott, a sit-in, a rally, or a petition. In terms of our typology of forms of participation, this con-
cerns short-term, most of the time low-risk or little-effort participation, sometimes high-risk
or -effort. We argued that such short-term activities have different motivational dynamics than
sustained participation, be it low- or high-risk or -effort.

Sustained participation is surprisingly absent in the social movement literature, which is
surprising, because long-term participants keep the movement sector going. A movement
has only a limited number of core activists. For example, 5 to 10 percent of the membership
of the Dutch labor unions are core activists (Klandermans and Visser 1995; Nandram 1995),
while the Dutch peace movement at its heyday counted approximately 500 core groups with
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15 to 20 members (Oegema 1993). Empirical evidence suggests that most core activists are
perfectly aware of the fact that they are giving 90 percent or more of the movement’s support-
ers a free ride, but do not care. On the contrary, this is what seems to motivate them to take the
job (Klandermans and Visser 1995; Oliver 1984). They are the true believers who care so
much for the movement’s cause that they are prepared to make that effort knowing that most
others won’t. Indeed, Nandram (1995) found that for 29 percent of the core activists within
Dutch unions this was the single most important motivation for their participation.

Sustained participation need not necessarily take the form of the same activity all the
time. People often go from one activity to another, sometimes even from one movement to
another, and in so doing build activist careers.

THE DYNAMICS OF SUSTAINED PARTICIPATION. Becoming a long-term activist is to a
large extent a matter of biographical availability. After all, sustained participation requires
discretionary time for an extended period. The concept of biographical availability was pro-
posed by McAdam (1986) in his study of participation in the Mississippi Freedom Summer.
What McAdam had in mind was freedom from other societal commitments. “If college
students are uniquely free of life-course impediments to activism, the Freedom Summer
applicants were freer still. And the actual volunteers were the freest of all” (Goldstone and
McAdam 2001). Indeed, participants in the Mississippi Freedom Summer Campaign were
students who were biographically available. But in terms of a life history there is more than
available time, there is also mental availability, that is, a readiness for the ideas a movement is
propagating. In trying to understand the interplay of socialization, long-term activism, and the
social and political context, we propose to use the concepts of biographical continuity and
conversion.

Biographical continuity describes a life history whereby participation appears as the log-
ical result of political socialization from someone’s youth onwards (Roth 2003). Conversion,
on the other hand, implies a break with the past. Critical events are supposed to play a crucial
role in both situations (see also Blee 2002). In the context of biographical continuity, the event
means the last push or pull in a direction in which the person is already going, whereas in the
context of conversion the event means an experience that marks a change of mind. Obviously,
such conversion does not come out of the blue. It is rooted in a growing dissatisfaction with
life as it is. The critical event is the last push toward change. Teske (1997) describes the exam-
ple of a journalist who ends up in front of the gate of a nuclear weapons plant and whose
experience with the authorities’ suppressive response to that demonstration turns him into an
activist. The story of this journalist made clear that on the one hand it was no accident that he
ended up at that gate, but on the other hand had the demonstration not taken that dramatic turn
it would not have had this impact on his life.

By way of illustration, we refer to life history interviews we conducted with extreme
right activists (Klandermans and Mayer 2006). Three patterns of mobilization emerged from
those interviews: continuity, conversion, and compliance. The first pattern concerned intervie-
wees who had always been interested in politics, some of them from very early on. Interest-
ingly, all reported that they have always been interested in right-wing politics. All but one
were from a politically conservative milieu; the remaining interviewee was from a social
democratic milieu. The converts had not been particularly interested in politics in the past, but
later became involved in the extreme right. They can perhaps be best described as politically
displaced persons who found a new political home. They could no longer identify with the
parties they voted for, or they felt that politics or the government was not addressing the real
problems of society. In terms of their parental milieu, no clear picture emerged. Some are
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from a social democratic background, some from a conservative background. There seems to
be a generational pattern here: the latter interviewees were from an older generation and
became involved in politics later in their lives, obviously, as they are the ones whose right-
wing activism is a matter of conversion. The former were from a younger generation and were
attracted to politics on the extreme right from the very beginning. They seem to constitute
some kind of “new right” reacting to the new social movements of the 1980s (see also
Minkenberg 1998). This group’s political life history can be described in terms of biographi-
cal continuity, that is, at least the way they do it themselves. Compliants are people who were
pulled into activism more or less despite themselves. Sometimes a partner, a friend, or a
brother asked them to assist or accompany them to a meeting and gradually they became more
involved in the extreme right.

The Dynamics of Disengagement

The dynamics of sustained participation in social movements have a clear counterpart, namely,
the dynamics of disengagement. Indeed, the sustainability of a fit between demand and supply
is by no means obvious. Why do people defect from the movement they have worked for so
very hard? Surprisingly little attention has been given to that question. Compared to the abun-
dant literature on why people join movements, literature on why they exit is almost nonexistent
(but see Klandermans 2003; van der Veen and Klandermans 1989). The guiding principle of
our discussion of disengagement is the simple model shown in Figure 5.3.

Insufficient gratification in combination with declining commitment produces a growing
intention to leave. Eventually, some critical event tips the balance and makes the person quit.
Obviously, the event itself only triggers the final step. Against that background, its impact
may be overestimated. After all, it was the decline in gratification and commitment that
causes defection; the critical event only precipitated matters.

INSUFFICIENT GRATIFICATION. In the previous sections, we distinguished three funda-
mental motives to participate. A movement may fall short on each of these motives. Most
likely it is for movements to fall short in terms of instrumentality. Although it is difficult to
assess the effectiveness of social movements, it is obvious that many a movement goal is
never reached. Opp (1988) has argued that indeed people are very well aware of the fact
that movement goals are not always easy to achieve, but they reason that nothing happens

192 Jacquelien van Stekelenburg and Bert Klandermans

Insufficient
gratification

Declining
commitment

Growing intention
to leave

Precipitating
Event

Leave 

FIGURE 5.3. The dynamics of disengagement.



in any event if nobody participates. Yet, sooner or later some success must be achieved for
the instrumentality motive to continue to fuel participation (M. Schwartz 1976). In addition
to not being achieved, movement goals may lose their attraction to people. They may lose
their urgency and end lower at the societal agenda. Finally, the individual costs or risks of
participation may be too high compared to the attraction of the movement’s goals. Repres-
sion adds to the costs and might make participation too costly for people (Tilly 1978).

Movements offer the opportunity to act on behalf of one’s group. This is most attractive
if people identify strongly with their group. But the composition of a movement may change
and as a consequence people may feel less akin to the others in the movement (Klandermans
1994; Whittier 1997). Indeed, Klandermans showed how activists from other movements
flocked in increasing numbers into the Dutch peace movement, and thus estranged the origi-
nal activist who had a church background. Schisms are another reason why movements fail to
satisfy identity motives. Schisms are not uncommon in the social movement domain (Gamson
1975). Sani and Reicher (1998) demonstrate that schisms result from fights over the core
identity of a movement and that people who leave no longer feel that they can identify with
the movement (see also Catellani, Milesi, and Crescentini 2006). Finally, people occupy a
variety of positions in society. Each position is shared with other people and therefore (most
of the time) comes with a latent collective identity. A change in context may make the one
collective identity more and the others less salient, and therefore identification with a move-
ment may wither. For example, in our study of farmers’ protest in the Netherlands and Spain,
we observed that in Spain during a campaign for local and provincial elections the identifica-
tion with farmers declined (Klandermans et al. 2002).

Social movements provide the opportunity to express one’s views. This is not to say that
they are always equally successful in that regard. Obviously, there is not always full syn-
chrony between a movement’s ideology and a person’s beliefs. Indeed, many a movement
organization ends in fights between ideological factions and schisms and defection as a con-
sequence (Gamson 1975).

DECLINING COMMITMENT. The concept of commitment roots in the fields of organiza-
tional psychology and the social psychology of union participation, where a lively debate on
commitment has taken place over the last two decades (Goslinga 2002). Movement commit-
ment does not last by itself. It must be maintained via interaction with the movement, and any
measure that makes that interaction less gratifying helps to undermine commitment. Downton
and Wehr (1991;1997) discuss mechanisms of social bonding that movements apply to main-
tain commitment. Leadership, ideology, organization, rituals, and social relationships, which
make up a friendship network, each contribute to sustaining commitment, and the most effec-
tive, is, of course, a combination of all five.

Although not all of them are equally well researched, each of these five mechanisms is
known from the literature on union and movement participation as factors that foster people’s
attachment to movements. For example, it is known from research on union participation that
involving members in decision-making processes increases commitment to a union (Klander-
mans 1986, 1992). For such different groups as the lesbian movement groups (Taylor and
Whittier 1995) and a group called Victims of Child Abuse Laws (Fine 1995) it was demon-
strated how rituals strengthen the membership’s bond to the movement. Unions and other
movement organizations have developed all kind of services for their members to make mem-
bership more attractive. Selective incentives may seldom be sufficient reasons to participate in
a movement, but they do increase commitment.
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THE ROLE OF PRECIPITATING EVENTS. When gratification falls short and commitment
declines an intention to leave develops. Yet, this intention to leave does not necessarily turn
into defection. Many participants maintain a marginal level of participation for extended peri-
ods until some event makes them quit. For example, Goslinga (2002) calculated that a stable
25 percent of the membership of Dutch labor unions considered leaving. As the event is the
immediate cause of disengagement it draws disproportionate attention as explanation of exit
behavior, but note that the event has this impact only in the context of an already present
readiness to leave. Such critical events can have many different appearances that sometimes
even appear trivial. When some decades ago Dutch labor unions changed to a different system
of dues collection and members had to sign to agree with the new system, quite a few mem-
bers chose not to sign. A change of address may be seized as an opportunity to leave the
movement simply by not renewing contacts in the new place of residence. More substantial
reasons might be a conflict with others in the organization, disappointing experiences in the
movement, a failed collective action, and so on. Such events function as the last drop that
makes the cup run over.

COLLECTIVE ACTION PARTICIPATION: WHERE DO WE STAND AND HOW TO

PROCEED. Movement participation is a phenomenon that has always intrigued social
scientists. Why are people prepared to spend a lifetime as activists and to sacrifice wealth, a
pleasant and carefree life, or sometimes even their lives for a common cause? Why are at
some points of time hundreds of thousands taking to the streets, while at other moments
mobilization fails? We have argued that participation is preeminently a topic of social
psychology. In this section we have focused on the phenomenon of collective action partici-
pation and analyzed how it fits into the dynamics of contention. We have proposed that
individual participation results from the successful interplay of demand factors, supply
factors, and mobilization. The more successfully the three combine, the more individuals
will participate and the more sustainable participation will be. At the individual level
mobilization is successful if people decide to participate.

Admittedly, much of what has been mentioned so far concerns the demand-side of
participation. There remains a whole array of unanswered questions about how the demand-
side of participation relates to the supply-side and how the two influence mobilization
processes. One of the unsolved puzzles has to do with the role of the organizers of protest
(Boekkooi 2006). Obviously some people have to take the initiative to start organizing and
mobilizing an event and thereby create the supply of collective action (Klandermans 2003,
2004). How do they mobilize for an event and what choices do they make? And what is the
role of negotiations in these mobilization processes? Importing the large (social psycholog-
ical) literature on group dynamics and negotiations into the study of mobilization processes
might be helpful.

A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF CONTENTION:
WHERE DO WE STAND AND HOW 

TO PROCEED

In the previous sections, we discussed group identification, cognition, emotions, and motiva-
tion as explanatory frameworks of collective action participation. Obviously, a comprehensive
master frame that brings these elements together is still to be built. Yet, compared to 20 years
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ago, the social psychology of protest has become richer, more sophisticated, and more rooted
in state-of-the-art social psychology. Students of social movements have for too long
neglected social psychology. At the same time, social psychologists have for too long neg-
lected to study such phenomena as social movements and collective action. As a consequence,
social movement scholars are not aware of new developments in social psychology, while
social psychologists are unaware of the many unanswered questions to which they could help
find answers. We hope to have been able to build bridges between social psychology and the
other social science disciplines. This is not to say that the social psychological approach to
social movements is without any flaws. On the contrary, in the next and final section we will
go into some of the limitations and challenges of a social psychological approach to social
movement participation.

Limitations of a Social Psychology of Contention

The most obvious limitation of a social psychological approach to social movements and
collective action lies in its level of analysis and its methodological individualism, as
mentioned in the introductory section. Social psychology is good in explaining individual
behavior but not in explaining the rise and fall or the success of failure of social movements.
Because of its universalistic theories it also tends to be a-historical. Social psychological the-
ories are not always good in taking the context of individual behavior into account and in
theorizing about how contextual factors impact on social psychological mechanisms.
Nonetheless, collective phenomena such as social movements and political protest are also
composed of individual behavior. One may quarrel about the degrees of freedom individuals
have when they choose to participate or not in protest activities, but in principle individuals
do have a choice.

Challenges of a Social Psychology of Contention

We hope our “roadmap” has been useful in exemplifying what social psychology has to offer
to the study of social movements, where we stand, and where we think the lacunas are. What
are the challenges a social psychology of movement participation faces? We will mention a
few and there might be more. Probably, the most important challenge is the integration of the
proposed concepts. In that regard, moving from static to more dynamic explanations of
protest participation is important. A more dynamic approach would provide the opportunity
to study concepts such as identification, participation motives, efficacy, emotions, and feel-
ings of injustice as consequence and antecedent of collective action. “From an investigational
point of view, it is difficult to deal with a variable that, at the same time, can be a dependent
and an independent variable, can develop over time or change across contexts” (Ellemers,
Spears, and Doosje 1999:3). Yet, studying protest participation in a more dynamic way would
do more justice to the theoretical and empirical richness of the concepts and may be crucial to
gain better insights into the processes at hand.

Little social–psychological research has focused on the subjective experience of more
objective macro-level factors (Klandermans 1997). This is not to say that social–psychological
analyses of collective action should return to the “objective” social reality, but we think it
is possible to identify variables at the meso- or macro level that are important in affecting

5. Individuals in Movements 195



peoples’ subjective interpretations of their collective disadvantages in terms, for example, of
identities, opportunities, or constraints and injustice. Recently, for example, it has been
acknowledged that the dynamics of participation are created and limited by characteristics of
the national contexts in which people are embedded (Koopmans and Statham 2000). The key
point is that people still have to perceive characteristics of this context and translate it to their
individual situation (Roggeband 2002, 2004).

Moreover, the relationship between individual and collective processes explaining
collective action is begging for exploration, be it socially shared cognitions, group-based
emotions, idiosyncratic remake of collective identities, or individual versus collective
consciousness. How the individual and collective processes relate to each other is far from
clear. Interdisciplinary approaches might be a good step in resolving these puzzles.

In sum, we see a future for a dynamic (interdisciplinary) social–psychological approach
to collective action exploring both individual as well as collective processes in social
movement participation that goes beyond a static individual level of analysis.

SUGGESTED READINGS

We start the suggested readings section with a few preceding books on the social psychology
of protest, starting with a classic followed by more contemporary books.
Toch, H. 1965. The Social Psychology of Social Movements. Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill.
Morris, A. D. and C. McClurg-Mueller. 1992. Frontiers in Social Movement Theory. Binghampton, NY: Vail-Ballou

Press.
Klandermans, B. 1997. The Social Psychology of Protest. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Identity appears to play a key role in social movement participation and the following
books are excellent sources to get a grip on how social psychologists study and interpret the
concept identity more in general and in the context of collective action.
Ellemers, N., R. Spears, and B. Doosje. 1999. Social Identity: Context, Commitment, and Content. Oxford: Basil

Blackwell.
Simon, B. 2004. Identity in Modern Society. A Social Psychological Perspective. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.
Stryker, S., T. J. Owens, and R. W. White. 2000. Self, Identity, and Social Movements. Minneapolis, MN: University

of Minnesota Press.

It is hard to conceive of social movement participation without feelings of injustice; the
following reference give an outstanding review of the social–psychological literature on
justice and social movements.
Tyler, T. R., and H. J. Smith. 1998. “Social Justice and Social Movements.” Pp. 595–629 in Handbook of Social

Psychology, edited by D.Gilbert, S. T. Fiske, and G. Lindzey. New York: McGraw-Hill.

We argued that in collective action research emotions are a novice with a long history.
We consider socially structured emotions a new and inviting field in relation to collective
action, which is a social phenomenon by nature. Therefore we suggest two key readings in
this field:
Mackie, D. M. and E. R. Smith. 2002. (eds) From Prejudice to Intergroup Emotions: Differentiated Reactions to

Social Groups. Philadelphia: Psychology Press.
Tiedens, L. Z. and C. W. Leach. 2004. (eds) The Social life of Emotions. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University

Press.

Finally, we refer to two more general edited volumes in which chapters elaborate on the
(social psychology) of social movement participation.
Sears, D., L. Huddy, and R. Jervis. 2003. Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology. New York: Oxford University

Press.
Snow, D. A., S. A. Soule, and H. Kriesi. 2004. The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements Oxford: Blackwell

Publishing.
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CHAPTER 6

Anthropology and the Study 
of Social Movements

TON SALMAN AND WILLEM ASSIES

INTRODUCTION

When Barrington Moore († 2005) in the 1987 book The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt
addressed the question of why people at the bottom of society would most often accept their
lot, and only in exceptional circumstances take to the barricades, he underscored what anthro-
pologists had been discovering whenever they studied social movements: to understand collec-
tive action, the political and “grievances” focuses will not do. It is impossible to analyze social
movements if one confines the effort to making an analysis of political power relations, or if
one trusts on the automatism that, in the end, accumulated frustration and anger will produce
insurrection. Moore’s approach was anthropological in the sense that he explicitly took account
of the aspirations and doubts, and the adherence to the “lived normality,” of the rank and file of
the people who, if at all, make social movements. His study of the harsh lot of industrial work-
ers in early twentieth century Germany attempted to explain why overwhelming majorities
were hesitant to rebel, and why, if they did, they often demanded piecemeal improvements
rather than radical, structural changes. The participant’s vantage point and culture, at the
micro-level of lived and shared daily life, took central stage in his analysis.

His approach to the emergence of social protests and movements, in this regard, was exem-
plary of at least part of what anthropologists are able to contribute to our understanding of such
movements. We would, however, do the anthropologists’ participation in the study of social
movements injustice if we were to suggest that in Moore’s work it all, in a rudimentary way, is
there. Rather, as Escobar (1992:400) remarked, Moore’s book was one of the “historically ori-
ented political economy” studies, which only incipiently gave a systemic role to the “problems of
meaning and identity that are essential for understanding ( . . .) forms of protest” (pp. 400–401).
In anthropology, ideally, this is done more systematically. In such efforts, as we will see, also
other issues such as “the cultural and symbolic aspects of ( . . .) social movements” (p. 403), and
the cultured “dispositions” of the various agents in play, crop up. As a consequence of these
research efforts, both in and outside of anthropology, the very concept of “culture” (as a given
ingredient of social movements or as a constituting axis of society) also comes under scrutiny.

We will not make a plea for any exclusive or unique role of anthropology in studying
social movements—anthropology’s specific contribution to or modification of the study
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of social movements, we believe, cannot be captured in one sloganesque phrase. We
illustrate the complementary contribution of anthropology’s approach in analyzing the
multilayered phenomenon of people’s collective action by indicating that such contribu-
tions often came about in cross-disciplinary research and theoretical explorations. To ori-
ent ourselves, however, we suggest that anthropology’s contribution to the study of social
movements entails four crucial dimensions: first, in anthropological approaches culture
takes central stage. Culture, as elaborated below, is an complex matter, and questions
revolving around the connection between “culture” and “social movements” touch on
manifold themes such as the cultural characteristics of societies at large, influencing both
protesters and authorities, such as cultural traits explicitly being contested by social
movements because of their alleged unjust character, and a movement’s proper cultural
narratives to justify their case and recruit supporters Rodriguez 1994. In addition, as elab-
orated in the second section, culture emerged as an extremely complex notion in the very
effort to identify new social movements against the backdrop of analyses of postindustrial
societies. Some, for instance, argued that the nature of social (or, for that matter, histori-
cal) movements had become cultural since it was no longer the production order, but the
basic cultural groundwork of societies that had become the pivotal issue. We address these
various dimensions and appearances of culture in this chapter—introducing the phenome-
nology of some of these items in the remainder of this Introduction, and addressing the
theoretical debates in the second section.

Second, we argue that anthropology (including some non-anthropology fields inspired
by its approaches), through its emphasis on cultural dimensions, contributed to clarifying
the recurrent debate between more structuralist and more agency-focused approaches of
social movements Bouvdieu 1972. Culture is the product of history, but having emerged,
whereby emergence is an ongoing process, it obtains properties of its own. Culture is man-
made—but culture is able to shake off its makers, and impact on them beyond their control
or consciousness. In its analyses and reconstructions of the adventures of social movements
and the people participating in them, anthropology has been able to contribute to insights in
the ways these processes occur. This idea is addressed more extensively in the third section
and throughout the chapter.

Third, we believe that anthropology is strong in taking the analysis to the site of the
individual and group’s perceptions. To understand the participant’s and nonparticipant’s
considerations, doubts, meaning-giving and aspirations, and their own wording and inter-
pretations, anthropology has much to offer. In analyzing sociocultural phenomena, anthro-
pology distinguishes between emic and etic viewpoints. These neologisms refer to the
different contexts in which assertions about cultural features are expressed, or to the differ-
ent nature of the information that is articulated. The emic perspective focuses on the intrin-
sic cultural distinctions that are meaningful within that society. It searches for the words,
distinctions, and labels that the people in that society use and recognize as well as judge the
validity of such descriptions and concepts. The etic perspective searches for the concepts
and categories that have meaning among scientists. These concepts are often not directly
recognized, or even known, among the people and the society they attempt to depict. But
they enable scientific dialogue and comparison. In most (social) scientific accounts, the
concepts and verbatim wording of the people, the emic dimension, has disappeared. Conse-
quently, this language and the meanings it holds are no longer part of the analysis. Anthro-
pology often will try to preserve the emic accounts, and make them part of the appraisal of
the facts. In social movement research, this is of crucial importance. Finally, anthropology
is often depicted as a “holistic social science.” Although controversial, the core idea
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remains valuable. It claims that anthropology is the “study of mankind as a whole” that pro-
fesses “systematically to research all the manifestations of the human being and of human
activity in a unified way” (Hoebel 1972). It integrates political science, economics, archi-
tecture, musicology, and other disciplines into the study of mankind as a whole. Anthropol-
ogy would thus be lifted to the status of a crowning “science.” Whatever one may think of
that, more recently Nash (2005:22), in her introduction to a volume dedicated to the anthro-
pological study of social movements, has also stressed that holistic analysis of such move-
ments is the hallmark of the anthropological approach. Holism entails that a phenomenon
will be studied “in its social whole.” A specific feature—a religious ritual, a particular
symbol, a patrilinear inheritance system, a political upheaval—will be analyzed taking into
account the different dimensions of a society: the economic, religious, gender, political,
kinship, and other spheres that co-constitute the issue under study and give it its—emic—
significance, magnitude, value, and corollary. In social movement research, it is beyond any
doubt important to take into consideration the societal features that surround and penetrate
the events. Economic and societal orders, dominant religious convictions, kinship relations,
and existing communication media, among others, will inevitably have an impact on the
course of events with regard to the conflict at stake, and will definitely have a bearing on
local perceptions and valuations of it. This feature of the anthropologist’s approach will
surface throughout the chapter, as it is intimately connected to the very nature of the key
idea of culture.

Social movements are a multilayered and complex phenomenon. One would therefore
need more than just the help of one discipline or focus; one would need a political science
approach (Campbell 2005; Tarrow 1998), a focus on societal structures (Díaz 1993; Touraine
1985), a sociology and an episodical and longitudinal historical analysis (Thompson 1966), a
social–psychology approximation (Stryker, Owens, and White 2000), and probably more, to
account for their developments. Culture, however, is beyond doubt a key component in social
movements. But culture is fickle.

We reiterate that we do not believe there exists a quasi-ontological, isolated, bounded
cultural layer underneath concrete action and manifest opinions of social movements and their
participants (which would be the exclusive subfield for the anthropological discipline), nor do
we want to ontologize unfathomable strata of culture that actors are subordinated to, and that
rob them of their agency and sovereignty (Salman 2002b). Rather, we suggest taking account
of the cultured features of social movement manifestations. These entail collective memories,
body attitudes and “bodily memory” (Roodenburg 2004:219), le sens pratique (Bourdieu
1980), contested legitimising narratives and cosmologies, habitus, collective identities, and
much more. One thing can already be inferred from this haphazard record: culture reaches
beyond the discursive realm. We therefore need to account for the fact that “a society’s
symbolic violence can (not) be defeated by a prise de conscience” (Roodenburg 2004:223).
Culture, moreover, crops up in multifarious ways in social movement emergence and actions.

Structure of the Chapter

In the remainder of this first section, we, to begin with, introduce the anthropological discipline
in a quite straightforward way. Next, we explore, in a rather phenomenological mode, various
facets of culture’s presence in social movement formation and action, touching on culture’s
locus in social movements, on culture’s “materialization,” and on the problem of the time
perspective of culture in relation to the time perspective of social movements.
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In the second section, we deal with the “cultured constellation” of social movements
and elaborate on the important theoretical shifts in this regard from the 1970s onward. In this
section, we intend not only to demonstrate the cultural layers of social movement manifesta-
tions, but also to suggest that the very conceptualization of the cultural dimension underlying
societal changes and concomitant movement’s motivations and goals was, in the course of
the recent decades, radically altered. We dedicate the second section of this chapter to these
developments, and address some of the crucial transformations in the understanding of these
cultural features of social movements’ raison d’être, among which is a discussion of the new-
ness of the new social movements.

In the third section, attention is given to two important facets of anthropology’s approach
to social movements: the issue of the structure/agency balance and anthropology’s inclination
to highlight (but maybe sometimes overstate) the sociocultural stake, at the cost of the politi-
cal and strategic stakes. With regard to the first facet, the main issue is the recasting of the
debate on the role of structure and of agency once culture is brought into play. With regard to
the second facet, the crucial importance of underscoring the cultural and identity dimensions
is discussed, as well as the concomitant risk to “forsake” politics.

In the fourth section, we discuss culture as natural input for social movements. Culture
is society’s and social movements’ natural habitat and their struggles main resource. This is
the field of the cultural “stuff” social movements tap, or collide against, to make their point.
In the movements’ emergence, their mobilization practices, and their success in obtaining
participants’ commitments, much more than just actual grievances, shared fates, and societal
and political opportunities come into play. The (often constrained) possibilities to contest;
the recognition of collective identities; the revitalization or invention of collective (combat-
ive) memories; and the allusion to appealing historical examples, heroes, and icons are
integrative features of movements’ trajectories. These are eminently cultural facets, and
often analyzed in symbolic, ritual, and ceremonial terms. They, however, also include the
“natural” justifications, in institutions, meaning schemes, and political repertoires present
in any society. As such, they are often highlighted in anthropologists’ accounts of social
movements’ histories.

In this section we also pay attention to the explicitly contested cultural features and
meanings. This is the dimension of the challenge these movements embody vis á vis the
cultural “arrangements” that legitimize and uphold established political, religious, social, and
gendered inequalities (Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998a). It is about their attempt to
create alternative cultures, to resignify hardened significances. In recent years, for instance,
the contents of the concepts of “citizenship,” “civil obligations,” “free markets,” and “govern-
ability” have come under scrutiny in movements’ accusations regarding the concealing
effects of the meanings attached to these terms by oligarchic or neoliberal spokespersons and
discourses. In this realm, then, meaning is the stake of social movements’ actions. We also
come to speak about social learning processes, and about ethnic, gender, or religious identity
converted into a source of pride to foster movement participation.

Finally, in the fifth section, we will attention to perhaps the most (stereo)typical charac-
teristic of anthropology’s approach to social movements: its contribution to the study of social
movements employing its methodological asset of fieldwork and participant observation.
These methods result in ethnographies of social movements that complement the understand-
ing of social movements’ whereabouts in crucial ways. Here, the aspirations, doubts, and
life histories of the rank and file of participants in such movements take central stage, often
shedding new light on the successes and failures of the strategies and mobilization initiatives
of leaders and ideologues.
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Anthropology: Introducing a Discipline

Before discussing in more detail anthropology’s role in the study of social movements, and
the specific consequences this had for anthropology’s own—and ongoing—reflections on
culture, we first briefly introduce the discipline’s main characteristics and its attempts to
grasp the essentials of this cultural dimension.

Anthropology, the “study of man,” is often said to have been born in the nineteenth cen-
tury, with strong roots in the Anglo-Saxon world and in the Enlightenment. This is not fully
correct since the Greeks and Romans already studied the “barbarians” but above all because
travels to the Near and Far East, and later the discovery and conquest of the New World, gave
rise to studies of the customs and social organization of its inhabitants. Although this did not
result in the emergence of a distinct discipline, independent from philosophy, theology, and
juridical theorizing, which at that time were quite mixed up at any rate, it is also certain that
the colonial encounter gave rise to descriptions and attempts at explanation of social facts that
constituted what later would be labeled “anthropology,” a discipline concerned with the study
and understanding of “different” societies and “other” cultures. Such efforts to “understand,”
just to remind ourselves, were often just as much inspired by problems and self-perceptions of
the colonizers as by the actual features of the peoples being conquered (Lemaire 1986). The
nineteenth century saw the rise of cultural evolutionism, soon followed by diffusionism while
the early twentieth century witnessed the institutionalization of the discipline, named cultural
anthropology in the United States, social anthropology in Britain, and ethnology in France.

Enlightenment and John Locke’s attempt to prove that at birth the human mind was an
“empty cabinet” provided the groundwork for the late nineteenth century attempts at formal
definitions of “culture,” of which Edward Tylor’s 1871 formulation is the most quoted in
anthropological textbooks: “Culture or Civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is
that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom and other
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.” Culture here emerges not as
the intellectual or spiritual development of the individual, as in humanist understandings, but
as the way of life of a whole society (Crehan 2002:46), although societies, at the time, were
often still considered to be hierarchically ordered and “cultures” were thought to be of a
higher or lower rank. Culture, as this definition however highlights, is not innate, but acquired
or learned behavior and “man” came to be regarded as a culture-creating and culture-bound
animal, possessor of a “treasure of signs” that sets him and her apart from all other animals: a
signifying animal and as such the object of anthropology in its different guises.

Cultural relativism is a notion of the early twentieth century, but remained fairly
insignificant in broader society until well into that past century. Even more stubborn was the
romantic idea of cultures as coherent, organic, primordial traditions. This view holds the
notion that cultural contacts “contaminate” these traditions and bereave them of their authen-
ticity. Although there have been many attempts to define culture as holistically as possible,
including artistic, symbolic, and religious features; customs and habits; knowledge and
science; morals; laws; and politics, the Geertzian idea (Geertz 1973) that culture is princi-
pally a coherent “whole,” a “web of significance”—penetrating all other realms of life—is
still strong. Only recently is the idea that culture is not something like a body of symbolic
and societal features defended more and more (Kuper 2000). Kuper warns against the
idea that culture might actually explain things (Kuper 2000:xi). We should, he asserts, not
separate out a cultural sphere and use it as explanation. Rather, Kuper (2000:247) insists,
“unless we separate out the various processes that are lumped together under the heading of
culture, and then look beyond the field of culture to other processes, we will not get far in
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understanding any of it.” Following this advice, we avoid reifying culture or present it as an
unequivocal “cause” of anything Bhabha 1996. We instead take into account the hybrid and
often contradictory nature of cultural formations and try to show how the crucial dimension
of (contested) meaning, in concrete ways, penetrates into the decisions taken by the agents
involved in social and political configurations triggered by social movements. Nevertheless,
we do not disregard that culture is not something people easily dispose of; culture shapes our
shaping of ourselves, even in attempts to escape it.

There is an additional important caveat: in the midst of these de- and reconstructions of the
notion of culture, in folk knowledge “culture’ ” is a taken-for-granted dimension of most any
society. Worldwide, all peoples have discovered they “have” a culture. And folk self-references
and explanations for very diverse events often call upon “our culture.” “The cultural self-
consciousness developing among imperialism’s erstwhile victims is one of the most remarkable
phenomena of world history in the later twentieth century” (Marshall Sahlins cited by Kuper
2000:2). This is true for these erstwhile victims, but also for social movements. Inside, or
emic, explanations of social movement features will also often invoke “culture” (Brysk 2000;
Quintanilla 1996)—and often in a fairly essentialist mode. This, then, has to be part of our
efforts to account for the cultural presence in the vicissitudes of these movements as well, and is
addressed further below.

Culture’s Manifold Presence in Social Movements’ Emergence and Actions

To address more systematically the possible role of anthropology in social movement studies,
we first need to explore the terrain of social movement studies as such, to determine the
dimensions of the studies to which cultural anthropology might be able to contribute. Bader
(1991) made a very valuable attempt to understand this terrain, and was able—if not to
answer all theoretical and domain-related distinctions and concomitant questions—to deter-
mine what type of questions need to be posed and what theoretical challenges we face with
regard to the different stages or dimensions of social movement performances. His schemes
(Bader 1991:45, 55) make it possible to distinguish, for instance, between the preconstruction
episodes, the articulation episodes, and the mobilization and conflict episodes. The former
logically precede the episodes of actual mobilization and confrontation, but of course are
not necessarily previous to or fully accomplished once the manifest confrontation erupts.
Paraphrased, Bader distinguishes between the episode that entails the structural social, eco-
nomic, ethnic, or other changes, or given specific unequal access to recourses, that account for
a potential protest group; the episode in which this group’s further development is decisively
influenced by habitus to crystallize in a collective identity of a specific nature; the emergence
of awareness of grievances and interests and of articulated ideologies or utopias; the role of a
minimum level of organization, and leadership; and the possible subsequent mobilization and
the recruitment of resources. It is important to stress that this is not intended to present the
actual course and sequence of things. Many episodes will, in real circumstances, overlap, and
feedback effects occur all the time and have decisive impacts on the other episodes.

The point in reflecting on Bader’s suggestions is not to unravel the whole complex of
factors and aspects relevant in such research, but to be reminded about the crucial role cultural
dimensions play in the various rounds of the emergence and action of the movement, and in the
responses of authorities and opponents. Most obvious and irrefutable is this role in episodes
such as the formation of habitus and collective identity. It is, however, also present in the con-
crete evolvement of episodes such as the framing of interests, and the design of utopias and
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concomitant slogans. It becomes also manifest in the construction or invention of historical
myths and exemplary heroes and events, And resonates in the forms of leadership and
mobilization patterns (Díaz Barriga 1998:261; Lazar 2006; Nuijten 1992). Even models of
confrontation, and expectations and anticipations about risks, about the possible counteractions
of the opponent and about choices to go for concessions or for “all or nothing” are informed by
culture. Culture accompanies the whole course of the life of social movements, and enables to
link the different episodes to features of the surrounding society, where specific culturally
embedded arrangements suggest specific forms of bringing about the movement.

A focus on culture in the study of social movements (see Escobar 1992) moreover
enables us to connect social movements’ actions to the quotidian “going on” (Giddens
1991:35) and the taken for granted, habitual, and routine of everyday. This everyday culture
constitutes the “submerged reality which is the latent or less readily observed side” of collec-
tive action (Foweraker 1995:47, see also Díaz Barriga 1998:261–264 Salman 1998). It is a
social tissue, the nature of which is of central importance to understand both the emergence—
or the absence thereof—of social protest formations, as well as the reach and limitations of
the changes they strive for.

This is not an argument to culturalize or de-politicize the social movements. Social move-
ments, as Foweraker (1995:61ff) has stressed, are not phenomena that remain confined to the
culturally saturated civil society, even if that is where their meaning’s cradle is. They explicitly
relate to political issues and the polity, and can therefore not be studied as if they were mainly
sociocultural phenomena. According to Foweraker, they are political both in the sense that they
politicize new issues, and in the sense that they “enter the political and institutional arena
(and engage) in strategic interaction with the state” (p. 62; we return to this issue in the fourth
section). Nevertheless, as also Foweraker underscores, in understanding social movements it is
crucial not only to focus on the explicitly and discursively politicized dimensions, but also to
take into account the “submerged reality” of “subcultures, alternative milieu, issue-specific
publics, movement networks and social movement sectors” (p. 47, see also Baño 1984) that
constitute their groundwork. This cultural background of the rise of organizations and move-
ments is crucial to understand their fate—where political, discursive, and structural factors do
not suffice to do so (Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998a). To be able to obtain access to the
cultural features of social movement actions, we need anthropology.

Second, culture is important to study in relation to social movements because it corrects
our understanding of the very idea of cultures as “discrete and bounded entities” (Crehan
2002:36). Studying social movements reminds us of an insight that has been growing in
contemporary cultural anthropology and currently haunts its theoretical debates (García
Canclini 1992, 1995; Kuper 2000), namely that culture should not be interpreted as a self-
contained realm of a group of people’s significations, symbols, rituals, and traditions—more
or less detached from or overarching society’s internal heterogeneity, strives, and inequalities.
Culture is plural, contested, and fragmented—as is any society. That is precisely the reason it
plays such an important role in societal frictions and discords. Culture doesn’t merely have
some bearing on conflicting political actors; it is an integral part of their very constitution and
identities—which, to reiterate, does not mean these identities can be reduced to culture. (De la
Cadena 1990). One’s societal position, access to resources, role in power configurations,
gender, age, and so forth, also make identities. Already Gramsci pointed out that the cultural
worlds of what he termed the subaltern were part and parcel of the societal machinery repro-
ducing inequalities (Gramsci 1971:334–343; see also Carroll and Ratner 1994; Crehan
2002:7). Culture, then, appears as intimately engaged with, and providing significations for,
political and economic realities, and as a societal praxis that does not homogenize, but rather
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divides, and keeps divided, societies. Culture, in Bourdieu’s (1986) later and famous words,
distinguishes within societies. Eric Wolf elaborated on the argument, stressing it would be
mistaken to trust, in any given society, “the efficacy of symbols, ( . . .) the workings of logics
and aesthetics in the movement toward integration or reintegration, as if these cognitive
processes were guided by a telos all their own”(Wolf 1982:229). Instead, Wolf argues,
“[p]ower is implicated in meaning through its role in upholding one version of significance as
true, fruitful, or beautiful, against other possibilities that may threaten truth, fruitfulness, or
beauty”. And therefore, “symbolic work is never done” (p. 230). Social movements are one of
the protagonists of this perseverance of the “symbolic work.” Thus, culture not only is the
shared discursive and practical backdrop for the parties in (political) conflict, but it also, in
its heterogeneous and contested nature, is one of the very substances of the conflict. And
conversely, “ . . ..[m]ovements of squatters, women, marginal people, and others also set into
motion cultural forces” (Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998b:6). In Escobar’s (1992:408)
words: “questions about daily life, democracy, the state, and the redefinition of political
practice and development are closely interrelated and ( . . .) social movements might be a
particularly suitable arena in which to explore these interrelations.” In the second section we
return to this theme.

A third reason to include (a dynamically, heterogeneous, stratifying rather than homogeniz-
ing conceptualization of) culture in our attempts to comprehend social movements is the fact that
social movements often explicitly and deliberately recur to cultural symbols to strengthen and
legitimize their case. Their discourse taps (counter)culture, to justify, or give appeal, to their calls
and complaints. Studying such cultural backing is crucial in understanding both the layers of
meaning that provide for the attractiveness, and for assessing the effectiveness of such strategies.

Fourth, there are the ethnic movements, and the identity politics of social movements
(including all the specific intricacies connected to them like the tendency to mistake “a group
position for a ‘culture’ ” (Bernstein 2005:50; Findji 1992 Assies et al. 2000). In such move-
ments, the ways in which dominant cultures constrain the reproduction and public presence of
minority groups becomes an explicit motive for and element of the struggle. Often, the rights
of a particular culture become the central bone of contention in conflicts in which such move-
ments partake.

One of the additional, paradoxical ways in which culture surfaces in social movements is
that often the poor do not mobilize but resort to hidden forms of resistance (Scott 1990), not
challenging but engaging in small-scale undermining of the incumbent hierarchies and imposi-
tions. Such forms of protest, obviously, are also heavily influenced by cultural characteristics
of the “sneakily” protesting group. But in this case, these characteristics do no help explain a
movement, but its omission—or transformation in “decentered” micro-protests.

Although the preceding discussion was not exhaustive, it can help us imagine the many
ways in which the presence of culture in social movements becomes manifest, as illustrated
below.

The Concrete Incarnation of Culture in Social Movements

Culture surfaces in the coming about and in the actions of social movements in various ways.
Two illustrations might help to envision more concretely how this becomes tangible. In the
first place, in taking into account the life histories of the actors in social movements, we learn
to avoid taking social movements as given aggregates once they ubiquitously perform, or
as phenomena inevitably triggered off by adverse circumstances or the worsening of living

212 Ton Salman and Willem Assies



conditions, or, alluding to yet another research strategy, as launched by the mere injection of
a discourse made available by third parties or by a charismatic leader. In all these cases, the
actors are, often implicitly, portrayed as available components. We hold that an analysis of
social organizations’ and movements’ emergence and development needs to include that the
actors involved—or, for that matter, the actors who had the chance but declined becoming
involved—have life histories, and solidified capabilities and inabilities, and views and judg-
ments, and knowledge and networks (Espinoza 1993 Salman 2000), and are therefore not infi-
nitely flexible. They have in a specific manner been prepared, both on the level of conscious
memories and conceptions and concrete faculties, and on the level of unconscious routines,
self-images, and notions of societal differences and inequalities, to react to organizational
opportunities and propositions—to react maybe affirmatively, maybe declining, but neither
one of these possibilities is random. Sensibility toward the cultural features of the make-up of
the people these social movements try to motivate to participate decisively enriches our analy-
sis. Movement leaders, of course, try to connect as well as possible to the people they try to
mobilize, and find the most powerful incentives, the most appealing images, the skills and
characteristics that most speak to people’s self-esteem and pride.

In the second place, and getting more concrete, various studies suggested that, before
explicit protests occurs, people often try to convince the authorities in more “elegant” and
socially conventional ways of their needs. In, for instance, their valuation of official petitions
and a formal, stately, grandiloquent and cultivated language used in them, the poor, in an indi-
rect manner, express their high esteem of respectful, obliging, and polite interaction with
authorities. Incumbent politico–cultural arrangements, thus, often seem to convince, initially
at least, the poor, or to be accepted as “natural.” In addition, in asking to be heard on the
authorities’ conditions, they stress their hankering after a respectful and equal treatment
(cf. Moore 1987). Peasants, workers, and poor dwellers of shantytowns often also tend to
value very much the formal and legal correctness of their initiatives: first you lay down and
have acknowledged your “articles of association,” before you begin to act (albeit that in situ-
ations of harsh repression the logics of organization formation are of course often different).
The devotion to official forms and procedures is equally remarkable. This expresses that often
the poor want to expect that both local leaders and politicians act “regardless of persons,
rejecting particularism” (Burgwal 1995:168). A similar conclusion was reached by Lehmann,
who states that the poor want institutions to “operate according to the rules” (Lehmann
1990:96). In all these wishes and expressions (which, by the way, easily go together with
patron/  client practices and strategies [Menéndez-Carrión 1986] and with cunningly or
unsuccessfully playing the clientelist game), a set of values and standards is present in which
the image “of a dignified and respectful citizen suffering neither exploitation nor humiliation”
(Lehmann 1990:96) prevails. Hence, popular culture does not merely echo the subordination
to insecurity, fate and power, it—between the lines—also expresses the “model” the poor
adhere to underneath their resourceful and inventive adaptation to adverse and unpredictable
circumstances. It is only when dignity and respect is denied them that the poor or subjugated
recur to means that, implicitly or explicitly, challenge the culture they first embodied and
identified with. Culture, it seems, needs to fail before it is questioned. Social movements
emerge when elements of that—culturally codoned—social order became unacceptable.

These examples, among many other possible ones, illustrate the need to look at the
specific, and concrete, cultural features of the premovement circumstances, to be able to
understand social movements. These cultural features include encompassing the cultural
dimensions of the fundamental religious, ethnic, or, for instance, caste societal arrangements;
the ways these arrangements “harden” in people’s memories, identities and aspirations—but
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they also include the ways people initially often resign to given societal orders, and, only in
specific cases, the ways they develop and support the counter- and subcultures that challenge
these arrangements.

The presence of culture in social movements’ actions thus is broad and varied – as will
become even clearer in the subsequent sections. There is, however, another conceptual matter
to be resolved before we address, in the second section, the question of the nature of “culture”
in social movement studies: the traditionally quite different vocabularies and approaches of
the study of culture on the one hand, and the ones most often dominating the studies of social
movements, especially with regard to time, or durée, on the other.

The Distinct “Temporalities” of Culture and Protest Actions

In a way, culture sits uneasily with the study of social movements. Whereas the first often is
assumed to be about longitudinal, largely unintended, and broadly conceptualised meaning-
laden features of—albeit contested—determined social formations, the latter is about specific,
often short episodes, strategic and goal-focused action, and specific collective acts. The trans-
lation of long-term, partially nonintentional and subconscious processes into a short-term
sequence of often strategically triggered events can of course not be a one-dimensional one,
like in the metaphor of the eruption of accumulated grief. There is no direct or causal link
between culture (or, for that matter, people’s perceptions of societal injustices, memories, and
sub-conscious awareness of daily “going on”) and collective action. There is, however, we
insist, a strong and “organic” relationship. But in connecting “slow” cultural traits with the
explicit, visible episodes of social movements’ and organizations’ actions, a conceptual
problem crops up: the constitutive and backdrop factors accounting for the organizations’ and
movements’ vicissitudes are stretched in time and complexity, whereas the movements, to the
contrary, are often episodic (Espinoza 1994). If the “ingredients” to explain movement’s
actions reach into the long interludes of time that passed before anything identifiable as a social
formation emerged, and also reach into de layers of culture and routine the actors are unaware
of, then how do we link the one with the other?

To do so, we need to link these lesser visible and ascertainable dimensions of the culture
of those involved in social organizations and movements with their concrete, episodical
involvement in concrete actions. It seems important to clarify precisely what we understand
by these social (protest-)formations—or at least, we need to reflect upon the common feature
of confining them to a specific lapse of time. We will argue that we should and can avoid
turning this issue into one that leads to a “yes-it-is-one” or “no-it-is-not-one” verdict. Too
often, in our view, has this question guided case research, and such research has focused on
determining the movement level of certain forms of collective action, lapsing into arbitrary
labeling (Salman 1997:2–5, 216). Although we therefore argue against a research strategy
that takes a certain definition or inventory of what a social movement should be as a point of
departure to decide about the degree in which a certain collective action episode fulfils the
requirements, we cannot simply disregard the issue. What we do argue, however, is that
we should renounce from a perspective that detaches the factual period of action and protest
from the broader sociocultural life-world of the people or groups involved in it, or from the
societal politico–cultural hegemonies in which protests emerged. In our analysis of the actual
protests we therefore include the long-term history of the societal context in which these
protests take place. We thus methodologically, for instance, argue in favor of including life
histories—and everything contained in them—of the people mobilized in the analysis.
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Social movements then, in our view, are informal or more formalized groups of people or
small-scale organizations aimed at social change. In the case of small-scale organizations,
these pursued changes may be local and related to specific issues, but a challenge of dominant
structures and stratifications is nevertheless discernible. In large-scale mobilizations, such
challenges are mostly explicit. In their pursuits, these groups embody cultural features of the
surrounding society regarding power, authority, and signification—and will often contest the
symbols, rituals and otherwise legitimizing characteristics of this power, this authority, and
these impositions of meaning. In all cases, neither the participants nor the movements simply
“begin from scratch.” In addition, social movements also themselves construe and embody
shared values, styles, conduct, vocabularies, and/or other forms of group definition. The dis-
cursive layer of such cultured features articulates the movement’s character explicitly. There
is, however, also an unspoken dimension in this movement’s culture, which often accounts for
the feelings of belonging the participants might encounter in it. This movement culture delib-
erately distinguishes itself from the dominant culture of the society it aims to change. But
often, it will also in certain respects echo this dominant culture. These cultural dimensions of
the movements’ identities, discourses, and actions should be taken into account in social
movements analysis.

This emphasis on the cultural dimensions of social movements allows and invites one
not to have a strict and exclusionary definition of what is and is not social movement— and
less so in terms of its exact duration. Maybe exaggerating the point, Hetherington
(1998:10/11) remarks that “[t]o analyse expressive identities and identity politics as
other than new social movements, ( . . ..) we have to move from trying to locate them in some
linear sense of time”. . . .(we need to avoid turning) social movements into a single picture
rather than a multiple assemblage.” Different manifestations of collective action qualify
as relevant and worthwhile if “culture” is the subject of the central questions. Different mani-
festations of social movements represent different forms of interest-promotion, self-help,
public-opinion-influencing, protest, learning processes, culture- and lifestyle-defense strate-
gies, and the like. To study them with a lens on culture, it is fruitful to conceptualize them in
their differences and their respective qualities and imitations. In its definitional-comprising
quality, the concept of ‘social movement’ obfuscates rather than clarifies the specific cultural
features and settings of collective action – and it should therefore be employed in a critical
rather than contracting manner.

We have identified four terrains on which an anthropological approach can enrich
our understanding of social movements (focus on “culture,” intervening in the structure/
agency-debate, bringing in an “emic” perspective, and taking a holistic view), and we have
introduced the most salient features of the anthropological discipline. We also explored
the multifarious ways in which culture “shows” in social movements and reflected on the
consequences of the apparent mismatch between culture’s “slow time” and movements’
“rapid time.” In the next section we reflect on the changing conceptualizations of “culture”
in the course of the involvement of anthropology with political issues.

THE CULTURED CONSTELLATION 
OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

In this section, we first address how, in the course of the discipline’s more recent history, the
notion of culture evolved alongside the development of a more political anthropology. Subse-
quently, we will focus on how in the debates on “new” social movements, culture again was
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reframed as the, almost, synthesizing dimension of social movement’s raison d’être and iden-
tity struggles, Alvarez, Dagnino and Escobar, 1998a, 1998b ending with new questions on the
links between these views and the focuses on resource mobilization, globalization, and right-
wing movements.

Since its inception and institutionalization, anthropology has traveled through time and
space. If initially culture and civilization, as in “primitive cultures,” were used as virtually
coterminous, albeit with strong evolutionist connotations, the notion of “civilization” gradually
faded to the background or was dropped altogether as cultural relativism made headway.1 The
very notion of “cultures” as patterned and bounded wholes came under scrutiny and attention
shifted to mixing and hybridity but also the strident defense of culture and identity in a globaliz-
ing world where roles and functions become increasingly destabilized as sources of meaning,
identification, and identity that appear to become more and more a matter of choice, self-
construction, or construction of the “self” (Castells 1997). Rather than being the reflection of a
role or function in society, identity is said to have become a culturally constructed performance,
related to consumption and life-styles rather than to positions in the production process. As
notions and concepts, or what more pretentiously are called paradigms, have come and faded
because they became worn and exhausted and/or failed to address newly arising questions,
anthropology also traveled in space and sort of “came home” and turned its eye on what used to
be considered “not so different.” Whereas “alien” cultures/societies had been the traditional
object of study it was found that enterprise or corporate company cultures might be quite “alien”
and could be studied through an “anthropological lens.” Neither anthropology nor anthropolog-
ical studies of social movements should therefore any longer be identified with a regional
emphasis, for example, with studies being conducted in “the South.” Anthropologists, today,
possibly have studied “Western” movements as often as they traveled “South.”

Perhaps this development has to do not only with the possibility that anthropologists
were running out of subject matter and jobs as decolonization proceeded, but also with the
allegedly increased “self-reflexivity” of postindustrial societies where culture itself became a
battlefield where “wars of interpretation” were being fought. Things like an “anthropology of
democracy,” an “anthropology of citizenship,” or, for that matter, an “anthropology of social
movements” were thought up and took shape in interaction with other “disciplines” as multi-
and interdisciplinarity came in vogue.

Social Movements: The Oldies

Social movements, as we shall see, have been defined and redefined in the course of time, and
interpretative frameworks have varied and incorporated something as elusive as “culture” in
different ways and under different denominations, for example as “ideology” or “discourse.”
Traditionally anthropologists studied movements closest to their traditional objects of study,
the peoples they came across in the colonial encounter and who reacted to this encounter
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through various forms of protest, rebellion, and revolt. Such reactions took a variety of forms.
Millenarianism, often led by a messianic leader who promises his or her followers that an end
will come to all evil, is one form. By the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth the South Pacific saw the rise of cargo cults. People abandoned their fields, destroyed
their ancestral masks, replaced old rituals with new ceremonies, created new symbols, and built
wharfs and miniature landing strips to receive the goods that white colonizers possessed in
abundance. In the United States at the end of the nineteenth century the Ghost Dance spread
through the Plains, where buffalos had vanished, lands were taken, and the native population had
been decimated by measles and smallpox. It was believed that all whites would be destroyed by
some (super)natural disaster after which the natives would live happily ever after. A number of
Sioux, who were thought to have turned the movement into one of more active resistance, were
massacred in 1890 at Wounded Knee by panicking whites and dumped in a mass grave.

These were the stories of disruption of “old ways of life” and the reaction thereto. The Inca
resistance in Peru led by Tupac Amaru I, who was beheaded by the conquering Spanish in 1572,
gave rise to the Inkarrí myth according to which the decapitated head would, once underground,
unite with the body again and rise up to bring about the end of a historical cycle or pachacuti, turn
the world upside-down, or rather down-side up, and restore the order and social justice disrupted
by the invaders (Andrien 2001). Such are the collective memories that may feed into present-day
“social movements” as exemplified by the rhetoric of Bolivian Indian leader Felipe Quispe when
he asserts that Tupak Katari, the leader of a late eighteenth century revolt against colonial rule,
“lives and will return . . .damn it” as the title of a booklet published, significantly, under the
emblem of Pachakuti: the world turned downside-up. Elsewhere, as in the United States, Gerón-
imo, Sitting Bull, and Red Cloud would become icons of the “red power” movement.

While such stories may be a delight for anthropologists Worsley’s (1957) account of
cargo cults in Melanesia is significant in that the author, an anthropologist, can be regarded as
an exponent of one current in social movement studies. During the post-war years Marxism
became an important source of inspiration in social movement studies, albeit in different
guises in Britain, France, and Germany.

British Cultural Marxism

Worsley’s work provides a bridge to what might be called an epistemic community or more
concretely to postwar cultural Marxism in Britain (Dworkin 1997). While, as an anthropologist,
Worsley was particularly concerned with Third World issues, other participants in this epistemic
community focused on the contentious actions that accompanied the transition from feudalism
to capitalism, the consolidation of industrial capitalism, and the emergence of the modern state
in Europe.2 E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1986), first published
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in 1963, is one of the well-known examples of such studies that sought to write “history from
below” and often emphasized stories of “lost rights” in the transition to capitalism as a motive
for revolt (Dworkin 1997). On the one hand, Thompson sought to counter structural functional-
ism, which regarded class consciousness as an “unjustified disturbance symptom,” and on the
other hand he distanced himself from orthodox “latter-day” Marxism in emphasizing that class
is not a “thing” that can be almost mathematically deducted from productive relations and only
has to be made aware of its real interests, as they “ought to be” as disclosed by a party, a sect, or
a theorist. In his preface Thompson stated that his book has a “clumsy title” but one that meets
its purpose since making refers to the study of an active process, which “owes as much to agency
as conditioning. The working class did not rise like the sun at an appointed time. It was present
in its own making” (Thompson 1966:8–13).

Eric Hobsbawm, another participant in this epistemic community, introduced the distinc-
tion between prepolitical and political movements in his discussion of “primitive rebels,” first
published in 1959 and which for quite some time has been influential in the analysis of
social movements. With this distinction he sought to capture the transformation in political
culture that accompanied the emergence of industrial capitalism. Prepolitical movements,
Hobsbawm (1978:3) wrote, are those of people who come into capitalism as its “first genera-
tion immigrants, or what is even more catastrophic, it comes to them from outside . . .” Social
banditry, the rise of the mafia, various types of millenarianism, the city mob, and labor sects
were phenomena of the transition to industrial capitalism. Established industrial capitalism,
in contrast, saw different movements. The nature of the state changed with the nationalization
of governmental action that paralleled the nationalization of the economic process. Politics
itself was transformed through changes in the forms of organization, propaganda, and
mobilization and, finally, the language of politics changed through secularization.3 For
Hobsbawm, as for later British “cultural Marxists,” the socialist movement, with its labor
unions, parties, and secular aspirations, is the emblematic social movement of industrial cap-
italist society. “Primitive rebels” were people who sought to cope with the changes that came
over them, but yet had to develop a way of thought to confront them.

Such studies inspired the development of the notion of “moral economy” to explain the
protests that frequently accompany processes of capitalist penetration and state making. The
increasing predominance of the cash nexus and the coming of new forms of taxation under-
mined a subsistence ethic that operated through patron–client relationships, reciprocity, and
redistributive mechanisms and provided a sort of social insurance. The undermining of the
precapitalist “moral economy” thus could be a reason for protest and revolt.

These are but a few examples of the typically British approach to working class culture,
which, in contrast to the more pessimistic views of the Frankfurt School on mass culture, was
regarded as potentially subversive. Such work paved the way for the emergence of “cultural
studies” in the early 1970s. British cultural Marxism can be said to clearly tend toward a
humanist Marxism that was critical of orthodox theorizing and its reductionist views and
base/superstructure dichotomy. It is not surprising that the work of Antonio Gramsci became
an important source of inspiration since it allowed seeing culture and ideology as a field of
conflict between dominant and subordinate groups while the concept of hegemony made it
possible to see more than mere domination.
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Structuralist Marxism and Urban Movements

Although French structuralism and linguistics would influence cultural studies, given their
humanist background, British Marxists tended to be weary of the structuralist Marxism that
arose in France around Louis Althusser. One of Althusser’s major contributions was his
recasting of the concept of ideology as the imaginary forms and representation through which
people live their real conditions of existence. Culture or ideology is not regarded as an expres-
sion or reflection of lived experience but as its precondition, the foundation of consciousness
and subjectivity. Though innovative in many ways, structuralist Marxism left very little room
for human agency and tended to become overly scientist.

For our purposes it is important that structuralist Marxism became influential in theoriz-
ing urban social movements, particularly through the work of Manuel Castells (1977).
Castells was astonished by the prominence of urban–environmental issues in the 1970s, at a
time when in his view waves of anti-imperialist struggle were sweeping across the world
and working class action reemerging. He sought to theorize “the urban” as part of the eco-
nomic process, namely the reproduction of labor power. The urban unit is to the process of
reproduction what the company is to the productive process. The new prominence of the
urban question in advanced capitalist countries, Castells argued, has to do with the increased
significance of “collective consumption,” that is, the organization of the collective means of
reproduction of labor power. In this context urban planning is regarded as a political interven-
tion to ensure the extended reproduction of the urban system in the interest of the dominant
social class. Urban social movements, in contrast, are systems of practices that tend toward a
structural transformation of the urban system or the power relations in the class struggle.
Whereas planning is concerned with regulating contradictions, social movements are the
source of true innovation and change.

Urban contradictions, Castells argued, are “pluri-class” in nature in that they affect
different classes and they are secondary to the principal contradiction between labor and
capital. Hence urban contradictions are an important occasion for interclass alliance making.
In cities one can observe different types of mobilization, and Castells reserved the denomina-
tion of urban social movement for those mobilizations that directly link up with the class
struggle at a political level. Castells was one of the people who intervened in a lively debate
about the potential of urban movements and their relationship to the class struggle and struc-
tural or revolutionary social change, of which the pobladores movement in Chile was one of
the oft cited examples.

The interpretation of urban struggles and of their potential significance in bringing
about structural change received a particular twist in Latin America, where it was argued that
under conditions of “dependent” or “peripheral” capitalism no working class similar to the
European counterpart comes into existence since the laboring population is marked by struc-
tural heterogeneity. In such circumstances the site of reproduction—the neighborhood or the
slum—rather than the site of production may become an important front in the anticapitalist
struggle.

Critical Theory

Drawing on the work of Marx and Weber, the Frankfurt School of critical theorists dedi-
cated quite some effort to the fate of the working class under “postcompetitive” capitalism.
Notions of alienation and commodity fetishism along with rationalization and the feeling
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that Enlightenment had gone awry and succumbed to instrumental reason informed their
diagnosis of late capitalism and the forms of authoritarianism that accompanied it. Of partic-
ular interest here is their view of the “culture industry” as producing debased mass entertain-
ment for passive consumers, thus undermining their autonomy and capacity for independent
critical thinking. The culture industry thus was attributed a key role in gaining the acquies-
cence of the masses, a view that contrasts with that of the British Marxists and their more
optimistic assessment of popular culture and its potentially subversive elements.

While critical theorists shared the view on the centrality of the working class in bringing
about a societal transformation with the other currents of European Marxism, they were
quite pessimistic about the capacities and willingness of the working class to engage in revo-
lutionary action. In his One Dimensional Man, Herbert Marcuse argued that the antagonisms
of capitalist society had been superseded by forms of rationality that turned problems into
individual issues instead of clarifying their collective character. Nonetheless, he argued that
the gap between the promises of capitalist society and what it actually was delivering was
growing and that that might fuel dissent, particularly among groups on the periphery of the
system, such as minorities and poor whose basic needs are not even satisfied, or among
students and intellectuals who might escape established social controls and thus might act as
catalyst groups that stir the working class into action.

Jürgen Habermas in a way carried forward the critical theory program in his theorizing
about the colonization of a life-world of communicative interaction by the systemic media of
money and power. Somewhat similar to Marcuse, he draws attention to the potential for
protest of those at the periphery of late capitalist society. He argues, however, that neither the
bourgeois emancipation movements nor the struggles of the organized labor movement can
serve as a model for this protest and that historical parallels are more likely to be found in the
social–romantic movements of the early industrial period. Only the feminist movement,
Habermas argues, stands in the tradition of the bourgeois–socialist liberation movements and
can be regarded as an offensive emancipatory movement, while the others are defensive
resistance or withdrawal movements that seek to defend communicatively structured
domains, but not to conquer new territory (Habermas 1989:393).

Well into the 1970s the study of social movements was strongly linked to unorthodox
Marxist theorizing of different brands, as we have outlined in the foregoing. An implication
was that class analysis played a central role in such approaches, together with political economy
at a world scale. The working class was regarded as “the” social movement of industrial capital-
ist society and other movements were often assessed in their relationship to the full-fledged
working class movement in one way or another. This transpires in the distinction between
prepolitical and political movements as well in the distinction between protest and social
movement in urban movement studies. Whereas protests would be spontaneous eruptions of
disorder, social movements are forms of more sustained collective action. This distinction can
be regarded as two poles of a continuum with various intermediate forms and where social
movements are those that effect significant structural change. For Castells (1977) urban
movements were capable of becoming urban social movements only if they linked up with the
working class movement and adopted a “correct line.”

Second, whereas the British historians and anthropologists distinguished themselves by
their vivid descriptions of culture, not merely as a “whole way of life” but, as E. P. Thompson
put it, “the whole way of struggle” (cf. Dworkin, 1997:102), French structuralism was more
inclined to theorizing about ideology, and a principal aim of Castells’ early work was to
unmask the “urban ideology.” In Germany the focus tended to be on the culture industry and
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the capacity of the welfare state compromise to encapsulate the working class. When he
assessed the feminist movement as the only movement to stand in the tradition of
bourgeois–socialist liberation movements, Habermas (1989:393) enumerated a plethora of
other movements but argued that their potentials for protest are very difficult to classify,
because scenes, groupings, and topics change very rapidly. He mentions the antinuclear
and environmental movements; the peace movement; single-issue and local movements; the
alternative movement (which includes squatters and alternative projects and rural com-
munes); minorities such as the elderly, handicapped, and so forth; the psychoscene; and
religious fundamentalism as well as autonomy movements struggling for regional, linguistic,
cultural, and also religious independence. These movements are seen as movements of resist-
ance or withdrawal that at times are strongly sensitized to the self-destructive consequences of
capitalist growth. According to Habermas, these movements find their historical parallel in
the “social–romantic” movements of the early industrial period, that is, the movements that
so much intrigued the historians among the British cultural Marxists. However, the latter
tended to stress that although the movements they studied might be “primitive,” “archaic,” or
“pre-political” they also pointed out that they were not mere continuations of medieval forms
of social protest but rather were groping to come to terms with the new realities of emerging
industrial capitalism and as such could also be regarded as precursors of the “political” move-
ment of the working class. Habermas, by contrast, does not regard the movements he enumer-
ates as a breeding ground for viable counter-institutions (Habermas 1989:396). Others,
however, saw the movements enumerated by Habermas as precursors of something new: the
new (or a new) social movement(s).

Recasting the Debate: Emerging New “Paradigms”

The 1970s and 1980s saw a shift in the debate on social movements, or rather a construction
of “social movement studies” as a sort of “discipline” in its own right, informed by and
“superseding” contributions from a variety of “established disciplines,” such as sociology,
political science, social psychology, history, and anthropology. The waning of the Cold War
imagery and the transition to a postindustrial society provided the “conditions of emergence”
of movements that could not be easily classified in terms of the working class centred
approach in Europe, while in the United States dissatisfaction grew with the functionalist
and psycho–social approaches propounded by the Chicago School and its emphasis on
the rural/urban and community/society dichotomies that tended to represent protests as reflec-
tions of irrational maladjustment to inevitably changing conditions. In Europe this gave rise to
the emergence of what became known as the “new social movements” approach while in the
United States it gave rise to the “resource mobilization” approach. These approaches have
sometimes been regarded as “competing paradigms” but can also be viewed as “complemen-
tary,” and we can observe attempts to “synthesize” the two approaches in recent years. We
will try to outline some of the main features of both approaches and the mutual attempts to
incorporate such features. We then will move on to the impact of this evolving general
debate on social movements in “the South.” We will argue that although anthropology
made important contributions, social movement studies became sort of an undisciplined
“discipline” in its own right. New themes emerged, and in interaction with other “disciplines,”
anthropologists contributed to the debate while at the same time redefining their “professional
identity” and, again, the place and contents of “culture.”
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New Social Movements

By the 1970s many had become disenchanted with the transformative potential of the work-
ing class, which came to be regarded as culturally and ideologically co-opted by “regulated
capitalism,” underpinned by Fordist production techniques and Keynesian welfare state
economics. Nonetheless, as Habermas noted, forms of protest were not absent. In contrast to
Habermas, however, scholars such as Alain Touraine (1981, 1985) argued that they were the
first manifestations of a new unified social movement. Whereas the old social movement
reflected the class contradiction between workers and managers of industrial society—
whether capitalist or socialist—the emergence of these new forms of social protest, Touraine
argued, indicated the transition to a qualitatively new type of society, the postindustrial or pro-
grammed society. They were to be regarded as the first manifestations of a unified social
movement, the “self management” movement in opposition to the technocrats—and as such
embodied a struggle over a “cultural model.”4 The conflict not only involves two new
“classes” he argued, but also evolves on a different level than the conflict of industrial society.
Those conflicts had revolved around issues of distribution at an institutional or political
level, but the movement of the postindustrial society addresses cultural issues on what
Touraine calls the “level of historicity” or the self-producing capacity of society. Whereas in
the preceding types of modern society—commercial and industrial society—organizational
processes and political institutions had been challenged, in postindustrial society cultural
orientations such as the meta-narrative of “progress” have become open to challenge. With
the advent of postindustrial society the highest level of reflexivity and capacity for self-
production of society has been reached, and this is what the “self management” movement is
involved in. Cultural orientations have become the terrain and object of struggle as we enter
the age of counter-culture in which the identity of social actors corresponds to their capacity
for self-reflection.

Touraine (1985), who was involved in making different movements aware of being part
of the (unified) “new social movement” of postindustrial or informational society, sought to
situate his “sociology of action” by contrasting it to various other approaches to collective
action in vogue at the time: Talcot Parsons’ functionalism, which viewed protest and conflict
essentially as a dysfunction and regards society as classless; strategic or rational choice theo-
ries that focus on self-interested and instrumentally rational calculating actors without taking
account of the cultural orientation that shapes their choices; and (structuralist) Marxism, which
supposes that each class has an ideology of its own. Instead, Touraine argued that society is
divided into classes or social movements struggling over the appropriation/alienation of a
cultural model: preindustrial, industrial, or postindustrial. Social movements, according to
Touraine, therefore are not involved in structural transformation of society but pertain to its
synchronic dimension. He distinguishes between modes of production (commercial, industrial,
and postindustrial) and modes of development (capitalist, socialist, etc.). Social movements,
then, reflect the conflict inherent in a mode of production. Under industrial capitalism the
conflict is between workers and managers, independent of the mode of development. Thus
the conflicts and social movements in capitalist or socialist industrial societies are essentially
the same: they are between workers and managers. And the conflicts and social movements of
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postindustrial or programmed society (and here “modes of development” seem to fade as into
an “end of history”) oppose self-management to technocracy. Conflicts over distribution give
way to conflicts over cultural issues such as “progress,” or as Habermas signals without draw-
ing similar conclusions about a “new social movement” of postindustrial society, “growth.”

Such conflicts between two social movements or classes of a mode of production,
Touraine insists, are about the social direction of historicity or the interpretation of the
cultural model specific to a mode of production and not about the transformation of society.
They belong to the synchronic axis in contrast to the modes of development, which belong to
the diachronic axis and involve politics and the state. Social movements are thus located in the
civil society sphere. This view leads Touraine to assert that in the developing countries, like
those of Latin America, one does not find real social movements because these societies are
dominated by issues of development, that is, the transition from one mode of production to
another through statism or capitalism. Politics thus, as it were, crowds out social movements.

Similar to Touraine, Alberto Melucci (1980, 1985) viewed social movements as a specific
type of collective action and insists that they transcend institutionalized norms and the rules of
the political system. Although he also suggests that the new movements act in the field of
culture rather than on the economic–industrial plane, he points to their fragmented character
and their network-like forms, based in the submerged networks of daily life and permitting
multiple and partial participation and a plurality of significations and forms of action. The
form of movements by itself is a message and a symbolic challenge. Rather than fulfilling a
long-term “universal mission” the new, or rather contemporary, movements can be regarded as
“nomads of the present” responding to expressive needs: the movement as message.

Touraine and Melucci can be regarded as major exponents of what have become known
as “new social movement theories,” which initially were formulated in the 1970s and evolved
over time. Theorizing about postindustrialism and the advent of the information society came
to be complemented by the theorizing about globalization. A good example is the work of
Manuel Castells, who in 1983 renounced his earlier structuralist Marxism and embraced the
approach advocated by Touraine, albeit with the twist that Castells regards statism and capi-
talism as modes of production while industrialism and informationalism are viewed as modes
of development (Castells 1983, 1996:14). In his 1983 The City and the Grassroots the focus
shifted from “the urban” to the city; urban meaning became a central notion linked to urban
function and urban social movements are viewed as involved in the transformation of urban
meaning. Class relations and the class struggle were no longer viewed as the only primary
source of urban social change as Castells now acknowledged the autonomous role of the state,
gender relationships, ethnic and national movements, and citizens’ movements as alternative
sources of urban social change (Castells 1983:291). Among the case studies presented in
this book, the Madrid citizens’ movement, which emerged in the 1960, is presented as the
archetypical urban social movement in its effects on the provision of collective consumption
goods, political self-management, and cultural revitalization and community life.

In his monumental study on the information age and its economy, society, and culture,
Castells further elaborated his new approach (Castells 1996, 1997, 1998) and highlighted the
dramatic technological, economic and social changes occurring at the end of the second
millennium. In this confusing environment of change, he stresses, “people increasingly organ-
ize their meaning not around what they do but on the basis of what they are, or believe they
are” (Castells 1996:3). Societies become structured around a bipolar opposition between the
Net and the Self. For our purposes the second volume of this study, entitled The Power of
Identity (Castells 1997), is particularly relevant. In this volume Castells focuses on identity
and meaning in the network society. He discusses religious fundamentalism, both Islamic and
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American Christian, and renewed nationalisms in the context of the break-up of the Soviet
Union and the Spanish autonomy movements, as well as ethnic/racial communalism, as
defensive reactions to prevailing social trends and as alternative sources of meaning. These
are examples of defensive reactions in the globalization age that aim to shrink back a world
becoming too large to be controlled (Castells 1997:66 Bauman 1992).

In his study, Castells (1997) differentiates between resistance identity, legitimizing iden-
tity, and project identity. Resistance identity is exemplified in the reactions to globalization
mentioned before, which draw on God, the nation, family, and community to mount a counter
offensive against the culture of real virtuality (Castells 1997:66). Resistance identity, which
builds on cultural communes, brings about a crisis of legitimizing identity that relies on civil
society as it was constructed during the industrial era and the nation-state as the main sources
of identity formation. Instead, it relies on a negation of civil societies and political institutions
in a defensive and reactive posture that may “transform communal heavens into heavenly
hells” (Castells 1997:67), an enclosure of cultural resistance in the boundaries of communes.
Project identity, in contrast, may emerge from resistance and the crisis of civil society and the
nation-state as a potential source of social change in the network society; new proactive
subjects may emerge from the reactive cultural communities.

This approach leads Castells to the affirmation that social movements have to be under-
stood in their own terms, perhaps echoing Melucci’s “the movement is the message,” “they
are what they say they are” and, second, that social movements may be “socially conservative,
socially revolutionary, or both, or none,” because there is no predetermined directionality in
social evolution and, therefore, from an analytical perspective there are no “good” or “bad”
social movements. Third, Castells categorizes social movements according to Touraine’s
framework of identity, adversary, and vision or societal goal (Castells 1997:70–71).

Such affirmations lead Castells to examine a sample of social movements against glob-
alization, which are rather different in their identity, goals, ideology, and their relation to
society, but similar in their opposition to the new global “order”: the Zapatista movement in
Mexico, the American militia—self-identified as The Patriots—, and the Japanese Aum
Shinrikyo, which in 1995 attacked the Tokyo subway with sarin gas. The structure of “values
and beliefs” of such movements is summarized in Table 6.1. Nonetheless, while Castells
characterizes these movements as basically reactive and denies any predetermined direction-
ality in history, he also identifies some proactive movements such as environmentalism and
feminism. The environmental movement, in all its diversity and varieties of expression or
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TABLE 6.1. Structure of Values and Beliefs of Insurgent Movements against Globalization

Movement Identity Adversary Goal

Zapatistas Oppressed, excluded Global capitalism Dignity, democracy, land
Indians/Mexicans (NAFTA), illegal 

PRI government
American militia Original American New world order, U.S. Liberty and sovereignty 

culture federal government of citizens and local 
communities

Aum Shirinikyo Spiritual community  United world  Survival of apocalypse
of delivered bodies government,
and believers Japanese police

Source: Castells (1997:105).



what Castells (1997:112) calls “the creative cacophony of environmentalism,” is producing
a deep cultural change by dramatically reversing the ways in which we think about the
relationship between economy, society, and nature. The themes it puts forward directly
correspond to the fundamental structures of the emerging network society: “science and
technology as the basic means and goals of economy and society; the transformation of
space, the transformation of time; and the domination of cultural identity by abstract global
flows of wealth power, and information constructing real virtuality through media networks”
(Castells 1997:122). It is, he argues, a science-based movement but it subverts the conven-
tional understanding of science in using science to oppose science on behalf of life and the
wisdom of a holistic vision. It furthermore defends the “space of places” from the “space of
flows,” privileging the local where social meaning can be constructed and political control
can be exercised, hence its strong links with grass roots and participatory democracy as a
political model. Similarly, the perception of time is challenged, both the “clock time” of
industrial society and the “timeless time” of the network society, in that the environmental
movement introduces a “glacial time” perspective of intergenerational solidarity that merges
ourselves with our cosmological self. Through their struggles over the appropriation of
science, space, and time the movement induces the formation of a new socio–biological
identity, a culture of the human species as a component of nature (Castells 1997:126).
Environmentalism in action seeks to reach minds through witness-bearing attitudes that
restore trust and enhance ethical values. Environmentalists do so by making extensive use of
the media—feeding them with images that speak louder than words—and the new communi-
cations technologies. The multifaceted movement seeks to tame capital and “courts” the
state by lobbying for environmental legislation. All sorts of social struggles become infused
with environmentalism and the notion of environmental justice, which hints at a superseding
of the “exhausted social movements of industrial society” and a resumption, under histori-
cally appropriate forms, “the old dialectics between domination and resistance, between
realpolitik and utopia, between cynicism and hope” (Castells 1997:133).

The other proactive movement that profoundly challenges entrenched forms of domina-
tion is the women’s movement and feminism, which although present for quite some time have
now caught fire (Castells 1997:136). Castells argues that this is so due to (1) transformations
in the economy, the labor market, and education opportunities; (2) the growing control over
child bearing and reproduction; (3) the climate created by the social movements of the 1960s
and the emergence of the “personal as political”; and (4) the rapid diffusion of ideas in a
globalized culture. This combination of elements underpins a questioning of gender relations
and poses a profound challenge to patriarchalism, although Castells (1997:242) also points to
the patriarchalist backlash and restorationism and, once again, underlines that there is no pre-
determined directionality in history. Patriarchalism may be in crisis and it may be strongly
challenged, but it also lashes out in the defense of values that once seemed to be taken for
granted, eternal, natural, or divine.

With this overview, which of course hardly can do justice to an extremely rich and
multistranded debate, we have sought to at least outline some of the main characteristics of
the “new social movements approach” as it emerged from, and is indebted to, the poststruc-
turalist and post-Marxist trends of the 1970s in Europe, in particular. As we shall see, a differ-
ent perspective emerged from mainly U.S.-based thinking about collective action but by now
it will not come as a surprise that in times when ideas travel increasingly harder and faster
some sort of exchange, dialogue, and cross-pollination occurs. What we see from this
overview is that only a partial break took place with “grand theorizing” about the role and
place of social movements in industrial and postindustrial society and their contribution or
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potential contribution to the “progress of humanity,” the “emancipation from domination,” or
“societal transformation.” The theme of defensive/reactive versus progressive/proactive
movements remains important, though it is increasingly emphasized that people are making
history, rather than merely “doing it” as ossified “Marxism” sometimes would have it. Some
of the features underscored in the new social movement approach, besides “identity” and the
ways it can be constructed rather than performed, is that these movements address “post-
material” or “cultural” issues in a context of “postindustrialism.” Another, related, feature is
that these movements in a sense are “postpolitical.” Rather than addressing the state or seek-
ing political power, civil society has become a terrain and object of struggle. The rediscovery
of the work of Antonio Gramsci on hegemony and (popular) culture helped to theorize this
aspect. This also means that the new movements would be regarded as “expressive” rather
than instrumentalist in orientation, as reflected in Melucci’s view of the “movement as
the message.”

Mobilizing Resources for Collective Action

In 1976 James Scott published The Moral Economy of the Peasant in which he sought to
explain peasant rebellions and revolutions in Southeast Asia by focusing on the subsistence
logic of the peasant economy and argued that the transformations brought about by colonial
rule had systematically violated the peasants’ “moral economy”: “their notion of economic jus-
tice and their working definition of exploitation—their view of which claims on their product
were tolerable and which intolerable” (Scott 1976:3). Three years later Samuel Popkin (1979)
countered with his The Rational Peasant in which he develops a “political economy” approach
that focuses on individual decision making, investment logic, and cost–benefit calculation,
which also applies to collective action. Whereas, he argues, moral economists have regarded
rebellion and protest as reactive responses to declining situations such collective action should
better be viewed as responses to new opportunities and depend on the ability of a group or class
to organize and make demands, hence also his interest in “political entrepreneurs” and the “free
rider” problem. With this argument Popkin placed himself within the North American debate
on collective behavior and the critique of the Chicago School tradition and in particular its
theorizing about “mass societies” and structural–functionalist explanations of collective behav-
ior, which tended to depict collective, or crowd, behavior as abnormal and as an irrational
somewhat trampling herd-like reaction to social change.5

Where it come to theorizing social movements as a form of collective action—rather than
“behavior”—this critique gave rise to what has become known as the resource mobilization
approach, often presented as an alternative to the “new social movement approach” dis-
cussed earlier. The resource mobilization approach looks at rational choices—initially perhaps
conceived in rather narrow “cost–benefit” terms6—and looks at organization, strategies,

226 Ton Salman and Willem Assies

5 In this respect Popkin (1979) perhaps overstates his case in targeting the “moral economy” approach which, as we
saw, has strong roots in European non-orthodox Marxism, rather than in “crowd psychology.” One might say that
rather than being rooted in a psychology of irrational and unorganized response to grievance the moral economy
approach looks at culturally established action repertoires and the ways in which they change under changing
circumstances, as in Hobsbawm’s (1978) Primitive Rebels, or for that matter Tarrow’s (1994) discussion of action
repertoires from a resource mobilization perspective.

6 As we have seen, Touraine sought to position himself by stressing that “rationality” is culturally embedded and
cannot be reduced to some sort of decontextualized “economic” interest calculation.



resources, strategizing, and opportunities for mobilization. Social movements, then, come to
be viewed as a form of collective action and more precisely as contentious collective action
or, as Tarrow (1994:3) puts it, “collective challenges by people with common purposes and
solidarity in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and authorities.” Over time, as
noted, a cross-pollination with other perspectives has taken place and eventually McAdam,
McCarthy, and Zald (1996) proposed to group the main features of the resource mobilization
perspective under the rubrics of political opportunities, mobilizing structures, and cultural
framings, which they regarded as elements of an emerging synthesis (McAdam, McCarthy, and
Zald 1996:2).

A basic idea in the resource mobilization approach, to put it crudely, is that the amount of
discontent in any given society is a constant. What has to be explained is when and how discon-
tent erupts into contentious collective action, how it is framed, and what its effects are. Move-
ments, as Tarrow (1994:1) puts it, are created when political opportunities open up for social
actors who usually lack them and, after reviewing the literature—which owes much to political
process theorizing—McAdam et al. (1996:27) lists four dimensions of political opportunity:

1. The relative openness or closure of the institutional political system
2. The stability or instability of that broad set of elite alignments that typically undergird

a polity
3. The presence or absence of elite allies
4. The state’s capacity and propensity for repression

In contrast to the new social movement approach and its tendency to stress the “postpolitical,”
resource mobilization theory thus explicitly takes institutional politics into account. Changes in
the political opportunity structure can be used by people who lack regular access to institutions.
“Early risers” grab the opportunity and that sets in motion a “protest cycle” with a dynamics of
its own, since new opportunities are created in the process and new groups join the bandwagon.
The protest cycle then may result in outcomes that can range from repression, through absorp-
tion into institutional politics, to revolution (Tarrow, 1994:24–25). However, as Tarrow (1994:8)
points out, the effects of a protest cycle go beyond such immediately visible results as they leave
behind permanent expansions in participation, popular culture, and ideology.

The attempt to break with grievance-based conceptions of social mobilization furthermore
led to a focus on the mobilization process and mobilizing structures that can account for sus-
tained movement activity. This directs the attention toward the more or less formal organization
patterns and networks that provide the resources for movement emergence and persistence.
Informal networks, similar to Melucci’s “submerged networks,” like friendships, neighbor-
hoods, or work networks or more formal organizations like churches, unions, or professional
organizations can provide the conditions of emergence for movements, but sustained activity
rather depends on informal activist networks, affinity groups, and memory communities
and more formal social movement organizations, protest committees, and movement schools
(McAdam et. al 1996). The attention then goes to the development of such informal and formal
mobilizing structures and the internal dynamics of the formal movement structures, for example,
the questions internal democracy, participation, decision-making processes, modes of leader-
ship, or the workings of the “iron law of oligarchy.”

Opportunity structures and mobilization structures, however, remain insufficient to
account for collective action. Framing processes are the mediating element. They bring in
the element of shared meaning and definitions, an element that was long neglected in the
resource mobilization tradition as it relied on cost–benefit analysis while, in contrast, new
social movement scholars tended to highlight this dimension. Framing is about sociocultural
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perceptions and the construction of shared understandings that justify, dignify, and motivate
collective action. Framing processes draw on and modify the available cultural stock, such as
images of justice and injustice, as well as the repertoires of contention and models of action.
They are about building consensus for action, but building consensus can be a competitive
and even conflictive process.

The two approaches to social movements outlined here—according to rather conventional
lines—sometimes are presented as competing “paradigms” while at other times they are
viewed as potentially complementary. While the new social movement approach focuses on
structural preconditions for movement emergence and particularly emphasizes the difference
between industrial and postindustrial society, resource mobilization approaches drew attention
to problems of mobilization, organization, and strategizing. And while the new social move-
ment approach with its focus on identity and cultural issues often tended to reduce politics to a
“residual category or to a transmission belt” (Foweraker 1995:18), resource mobilization
approaches put such issues at the forefront. Such differences in emphasis, along with a grow-
ing body of empirical research, have contributed to an enrichment of social movement studies,
which gradually became sort of a “discipline” in its own right. Thus, if anthropologists con-
tributed to the study of social movements they did so against the background or in the context
of this discursive community and its ongoing debates.

A second point that should be made is that much of the theorizing outlined in the preceing
text reflects conditions in the “central” capitalist countries. This certainly is not to say that it
is irrelevant, but that in the “periphery” conditions are different and specific themes require
attention or should be framed in a different way. Drawing inspiration from the new social move-
ments approach, Mainwaring and Viola (1984), for example, listed a series of social movements
that could be regarded as “new” in the Latin American context: the ecclesiastical base commu-
nities of the Catholic Church, the women’s movement, ecological associations, human rights
organizations, and neighborhood associations. These movements were new, they asserted,
in that they are inclined toward affective concerns, expressive relations, group orientation, and
horizontal organization, in contrast to the “old” movements that were characterized by an
inclination toward material concerns, instrumental relations, an orientation toward the state,
and vertical organization. Of course, such assertions about “newness” would soon be scrutinized
and questioned, among others by anthropologists.7 Mainwaring and Viola (1984) also argued
that the values and emergence of the new movements reflected four conditions: the adverse
political consequences of the military regimes under which they emerged, the crisis of the tradi-
tional left, the questioning of the populist style of politics that preceded the military regimes,
and the development of new social movements in the North. To be sure, while valuable and
suggestive the list presented by Mainwaring and Viola (1984) is limited and should be expanded
to include the indigenous movements that have become such prominent sociopolitical actors in
Latin America as well as the Movimento Sem Terra—the Movement of the Landless—in Brazil
and its emulations in other Latin American countries. The case of the indigenous peoples’
movements and, for that matter, of Black peoples’ movements, furthermore points to the impor-
tance of the colonial legacy and the issue of “internal colonialism” as well as to the debate over
subaltern agency triggered by “post-    colonial” theorizing, initially centered in India.

Largely absent from Mainwaring and Viola’s (1984) account is the question of structural
adjustment policies and neoliberalism, which triggered rounds of riots and more sustained
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7 Mainwaring and Viola (1984) themselves pointed out that the base communities and the neighborhood movements
were furthest from their “ideal type,” but that these were also the most “popular.”



protests from the mid-1970s onward (Walton 1989). Neoliberalism and globalization have
become prominent foci of conflict and social protest that have been met with repression and the
criminalization of protest—which took on even more uncanny features after the 9/11 attacks8—
leading Seoane (2003) to speak of “neo-liberalism in arms.” The “Water War” in the Bolivian
city of Cochabamba in early 2000 Assies 2003 is a good example of the more recent protests
against neoliberal privatization policies. A central argument in the protest was that water should
be considered a public good, rather than a commodity, and that access to it is a human right.

The counterpart of neoliberal globalization is “globalization from below” through the
creation of social movement networks involved in cosmopolitan politics and giving rise to a
“global civil society” (Cohen and Rai 2000; Smith and Guarnizo 1998). Most visible have
been the large-scale protests that accompanied the meetings of the World Trade Organization
and the IMF and the creation of the World Social Forum which first met in the Brazilian city
of Porto Alegre and brought together activists from all over the world to discuss common
problems and to devise common strategies to counter the process of globalization from above.
However, apart from such highly visible manifestations the new communication technologies
have created opportunities for new forms of networking and “witnessing at a distance” since
the activities of protest movements and, more importantly the attempts at repression, can be
transmitted in “real time.” The use of cyberspace by the Zapatista movement is one of the
most eloquent examples of summoning support of global civil society to curb the efforts of
the Mexican government at a “military solution” to the conflict.

Finally, as we have seen, Castells (1997) discusses the Zapatista movement in Mexico, the
American militia, and the Japanese Aum Shinrikyo as examples of contemporary social move-
ments, albeit of the “reactive” variety, and points out that the notions of pre-determined progress
or teleological views of history and the role of social movements have come under scrutiny, to
say the least. The sample he discusses is a rather mixed bag indeed and it is suggestive of a
further turn in social movement studies. As Melucci (make it:1985) has argued, social move-
ments should be considered a type of collective action that breaks through the system’s compat-
ibility limits, besides invoking solidarity and making manifest a conflict. And he goes on
(Melucci 1996:31) by saying that “[U]p to this point, social movements literature has
been mainly devoted to oppositional movements, revealing an explicit bias of the majority of
students of collective phenomena. With some important exceptions, much less attention
has been paid to what we can call reaction, that area of collective action where solidarity
is employed to defend social order even by breaching the system limits.” Thus right-wing move-
ments, counter-movements, or backlash movements come under the purview of social move-
ment studies. To be sure, this view of “reaction” as backlash is a bit different from Castells’ view
of reaction as basically a defense of “community” in times of globalization. Nonetheless, it is
suggestive of a shift in social movement studies in the sense that less “sympathetic” movements
or less “progressive” movements have become an object of social movement studies at a time
when the very notion of “progress” has become hedged in with uncertainties.9
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carrier of the Enlightenment emancipation project of expanding rational communicative interaction in the face of
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An interesting instance of this shift is Nash’s (2005) anthology of anthropological stud-
ies of social movements. Although in her introduction to the volume Nash asserts that her
“main preoccupation in organizing this anthology is to document, through studies of social
movements, their ongoing task of building the institutional networks needed to transform
the policies required to ensure social justice in the globalization process” (Nash 2005:4) the
volume includes various studies, by “certified”—and “disciplined”(?)—anthropologists, of
“right-wing” social movements such as the state-sponsored Village Scout Movement in
Thailand or fundamentalist reactions to secularization in Afghanistan, Egypt, West Papua,
and Sri Lanka. And we might add the elite-driven regionalist movement in Bolivia, whose
contribution to social justice in the globalization process is rather questionable (Assies 2006).
While anthropologists certainly can, and should, contribute to the study of such movements
and social movement theorizations provide important tools to approach them we should at
least be aware of the distinction between proactive and reactive, progressive and reactionary
movements, despite the confusion over terms that obviously is in need of clarification.

In either case, we are dealing with societal sectors rejecting incumbent social orders, or
reacting against groups challenging these orders. And in both cases, the question about the
possibility to articulate such resistance (rather than accommodate and adapt to the dominant
order) crops up. It brings us to the question about the reach and scope of agency in structured
and culturally solidified societal arrangements. This question is addressed in the next section.

THE STRUCTURED AGENT 
AND THE CULTURALIST PROCLIVITY

Introduction

Possibly the most “classical,” but certainly not the only way in which anthropology has
been engaged in social movements studies, is by means of its methodological stronghold:
anthropologists go to the grass roots and do participant observation. Thus, anthropologists
often contributed with insights about the rank and file participants (and bystanders). Their
participant observation and often longitudinal involvement with the microdynamics of
movement construction and action provided important knowledge about people’s percep-
tions of and attitudes toward the framing discourses, the leaders’ appeal, the movement’s
strategies, and the actual actions and mobilizations. This is crucial information: looking
“from above,” social movements might appear as homogeneous and determined entities,
consciously striving and mobilizing to obtain their goals. In actual fact, they seldom are.
Often, participation is wavering, the participants heterogeneous, the motives varied and
sometimes improper, and people’s aspirations more modest, or more impatient, than those
of the movements’ spokespersons and slogans. To understand the “voyages” of social
movements, it often is crucial to also know about these grass roots’ characteristics. More-
over, as Turner (1994[1957]) and in his wake Gledhill (1994) assert, looking at particular,
crisis-generating incidents affecting the lives of individuals and small groups often reveals
something of “society’s basic value systems and organizational principles”(Gledhill
1994:130). But the issue triggers two important theoretical issues. First, we sketch the
debate on the delineation of the space for individual freedom of judgements and actions in
cultural constellations, and second, we will briefly reconstruct, in the subsequent para-
graph, the debate on “the cultural sphere” as, in the eyes of some, the realm per excellence
where social movements ought to give battle.
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Social Movements and Structure, Agency, and Culture

To assess the position and role of individual participants in social movements, and to evaluate
anthropology’s contribution in this respect, we must first address the debates that have been
taking place about an old moot point in social sciences: the debate on the balance between
more general societal structures and patterns on the one hand, and the agency in individual
and local decisions on the courses of actions and protests on the other hand. Traditionally,
social science scholars have oscillated between more structuralist and more actor- or subject-
oriented (or “interpretative”) approaches. In our view, in recent decades anthropologists—
among others—have contributed substantially to this puzzle. To begin with, they have, in
their conceptualization of the “determining structures,” given much more emphasis to the
cultural features. Culture, in a way, became the way through which the organizing structures
of a society “transmitted” to the subject. Giddens (1984) “anthropologized” a bit when he
elaborated on his structuration theory. In this work, he suggests that human agency and social
structure are in an ongoing relationship with each other. Individuals repeat their act; there is a
pattern in actions. We do not start anew acting every day, in all known or “comprehensible”
settings and not even in many new situations. We recur to known repertoires and routines; we
are in a “flow of conduct.” This (re)produces the structure. This structure, embodied in tradi-
tions, routines, institutions, moral criteria, and action patterns, for example, in culture,
informs individual performance. But it is not unchangeable. People can resist it or alter the
routine way of doing things. The case is that they don’t often do this, because it would require
a constant “highly active,” reflective consciousness. Such a “rationalizing consciousness”
emerges only when the routine fails to function. Then, “actors mobilize their efforts and focus
their thoughts on responses to problems that will diminish their anxiety, and ultimately bring
about social change” (Giddens 1984:134). Subjective reflexivity thus has a crucial place in
Giddens’ thinking, but at the same time he emphasizes the “weight” of quotidian praxis. This
(structured) praxis, in actual fact, guides most of our (inter)action.

Such a line of thought inevitable brings in “culture.” It helps us to understand a little
bit better the ongoing fine-tuning between, on the one hand, systems of values and norms,
institutions, structured power relationships and symbolized and ritualized prescriptions on
“right” and “wrong,” and on “realistic” and “unrealistic,” and, on the other hand, subjectivity
partly subjugated to the “imposition of actual reality” and partly enabled by it to ask questions
and to disobey. Such notions are crucial in any attempt to explain grass roots conduct and the
instances in which the “flow of conduct” is interrupted, for instance in events of mobilization
to protest.

Giddens, however, is decisively influenced by (post)modern, Western universes. This
makes him overstate the reflexive “victory over tradition,” and makes him overlook crucial
cultural differences. Although Giddens admits that “the sureties of tradition and habit have (not)
been replaced by the certitude of rational knowledge” (Giddens 1991:2/3), and introduces doubt
as the most crucial instance for that statement, he still tends to skip the dimension Bourdieu (see
below) stressed: the stubbornness of unreflected patterns of evaluation, taste, gestures, and
subscribing oneself to his or her “natural place.” Patterns that are nestled in culture.

Giddens emphasizes that “because of the ‘openness’ of social life today, the pluralisation
of contexts of action and the diversity of ‘authorities’, lifestyle choice is increasingly impor-
tant in the constitution of self-identity and daily activity. Reflexively organized life-planning,
which normally presumes consideration of risks as filtered through contact with expert
knowledge, becomes a central feature of the structuring of self-identity” (p. 5). “Choice,”
“consideration,” and “reflexivity” all suggest control over and availability of the ingredients
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and processes of self-constitution. He evades stretching his point too far, because he refers
to “differential access,” to exclusion and to marginalization. But do these qualifications of
the reflexivity account for the involuntary inabilities people with the explicit will to change
themselves or the relationships surrounding them, display? Giddens tends to insufficiently
elaborate the dimension of un-freedom connected to culture and the burden of the past.
This— also persisting in modern society—“weight” of the past, internalized in people and
institutions, and residing in layers of identity not directly available to reflexive scrutiny, coun-
ters the idea of an individual’s relation to the world in which “external criteria (kinship, social
duty, or traditional obligation) have become dissolved” (p. 6). A similar thing is at stake with
regard to Giddens’ claim about the “reflexive mobilization” (p. 7) of the body. In confining
his argument to “bodily regimes” as a example of attempts to construct and control the body,
he leaves out the unconscious self-regulation of bodily gestures, ways of doing, and even
physical awareness of feeling good or feeling uncomfortable.

It thus seems as if Giddens’ account of the “maneuvering space” of the reflexive actor is
out of balance. It insufficiently helps us to understand the (effects and consequences of) socio-
cultural formations that are both individually reflected on and influenced by this reflection, and
in part unreachable for reflexive penetration by the “subjects” of these formations. Archer
(1995, 1996) presents a similar argument against what she calls Giddens’ “central conflation”
(1996:72ff, 1995:101ff). Her main argument is that “the ‘parts’ (of a societal structure and
culture) and the ‘people’ are not co-existent through time and therefore any approach which
amalgamates them wrongly foregoes the possibility of examining the interplay between them
over time” (1996:xiv, italics in original). Although her obsession—as Giddens’—is to relate
structure and agency (cf. Jessop 1996:121ff), she envisions the two dimensions of structure and
agency respond to different logics, and should therefore not be conflated downwards, which
refers to explaining behavior out of the system, nor upwards, in which “cultural properties are
simply formed and transformed by some untrammelled dominant group or placed at the mercy
of capricious renegotiation by unconstrained agency” (p. xv), nor through “central” conflation
(which in Archer’s view applies to Giddens), where the two levels “mutually constitute one
another” (p. 97). In this latter view, according to Archer, “the two elements cannot be untied
and therefore their reciprocal influences cannot be teased out in cultural analysis” (p. 98).
Archer’s point, based on the idea of a “Cultural System,” in her own words, is that

[a]s an emergent entity the Cultural System has an objective existence and autonomous relations
amongst its components (theories, beliefs, values, arguments, or more strictly between the propo-
sitional formulations of them) in the sense that these are independent of anyone’s claim to know,
to believe, to assert or to assent to them. At any moment the Cultural System is the product of
historical Socio-Cultural interaction, but having emerged (emergence being a continuous process)
then qua product, it has properties of its own. Like structure, culture is man-made but escapes its
makers to act back upon them. (1996:107, italics in original)

The quintessence of Archer’s contention is that the systemic cultural features respond to
other rules and logics than do the agents’ rules and logics. “Analytical dualism” (1995:15) is
therefore required, in which the logics of the sequences of action should not be reduced to the
logics of the “autonomous properties (which) exert independent causal influences in their
own right” (p. 14).

On a different level and applying a different vocabulary, Eric Wolf is another theorist who
contributed to the reflection on the structure/actor connection. His primarily historical focus
accounts for his fascination for human agency in social evolution. He highlighted the formative
force of culture, but evaded reifying it. Culture is historical, and constantly transforming.
Power relations—and the resistance against them—often trigger these transformations. He
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therefore rejects “to view any given culture as a bounded system or as a self-perpetuating
‘design for living’ ” (Wolf 1982:19). Against the teleological consequences of such an
approach, Wolf wants to bring in, as a complement, “human consciousness and history”
(p. 401). His proposition is to look at the entanglement of structure and agency in “historical
configurations of relationships” (p. 21). History is a process shaped by people, albeit that these
people are shaped and constrained by forces of wider range. This latter element accounts for
the fact that cultures have a “coherent logic or pattern” (Crehan 2002:182). Citing Kroeber,
Wolf insists that culture is “an accommodation of discrete parts, largely inflowing parts, into a
more or less workable fit” (quoted in Crehan 2002:182). But, from a radical world-history
perspective, there is no such thing as a homogeneous (capitalist) steamroller overdetermining
local outcomes (“downward conflation,” in Archer’s terms). By “decentering” history (Gledhill
2005:44), Wolf opens space for taking into account different “layers” of social transformations
and local contexts, which is exactly where the unforeseen and not externally overdetermined
outcomes come into the picture. And it is the place where the “implausible” rebellion of the
subaltern takes root— even though the rebellion cannot escape its “shaping” by structured
culture. The difference in emphasis with Archer are there—but they are gradual rather than
of kind.

Sherry Ortner, inspired by among others Clifford Geertz, also reflected on “subjectivity”
in anthropological research, defining this subjectivity as “the ensemble of modes of percep-
tion, affect, thought, desire, fear, and so forth that animate acting subjects. But I always mean
as well the cultural and social formations that shape, organize and provoke those modes of
affect, thought, and so on” (Ortner 2005:31). She thus, on the one hand, insists upon the
impossibility to “stand outside of culture” or to evade its experience-shaping power, but on
the other hand stresses that “consciousness ( . . ..) is always multi-layered and reflexive, and
its complexity and reflexivity constitute the grounds for questioning and criticizing the world
in which we find ourselves”(p. 46). As with Wolf and Giddens, however, the main instance to
counter the “structuring power” is consciousness. As we suggested in our elaboration of
Giddens’ position, it seems likely that such an idea insufficiently addresses the subconscious
dimensions of people’s embeddedness in sociocultural structures.

The theoretically most influential scholar on the subject with a clear anthropological
sensitivity is, arguably, Pierre Bourdieu. In particular his concept of “habitus” is important.
Bourdieu’s elaboration of habitus emphasizes various aspects. It is something learned in
socialization, and socialization is structured, first and foremost, by class—in cultural disguises.
Socialization solidifies in patterns of judgment, valuation, and appreciation of social reality,
which in turn produce specific dispositions for thinking and acting. Owing to a process of slow
but inevitable internalization of the patterns of the sociocultural world one grows up in, people
come to “coincide” with that world. Habitus thus functions as a “glue” between the individual
and the social environment, as the principal orienting scheme of one’s actions, and as the
mechanism to recognize oneself and one’s peers in daily interaction. It makes one aware of
the differences in “styles” between one’s own group, and “the others.” Because of its very
nature, it is not easily undone or unlearned; it is something that sunk into the subconscious,
and something responsible for feelings of “ease” or “unease”—at a different level than discur-
sive knowledge or skills can accomplish that. It explains why, in spite of dominating all the
discursive and consciously learned capabilities and being competent in a specific domain of
knowledge one finds oneself in, professionals of lower class background, often for a lifetime,
feel less at ease in the “higher” cultural worlds they have obtained access to thanks to their
schooling. “The habitus is necessity internalised and converted into a disposition that generates
meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions” (Bourdieu 1986:170) “[The schemes of
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the habitus] engage the most fundamental principles of construction and evaluation of the
social world, those which most directly express the division of labour (between the classes,
the age groups and the sexes) or the division of the work of domination, in divisions between
bodies and between relations to the body which borrow more features than one, as to give them
the appearances of naturalness, from the sexual division of labour and the division of sexual
labour” (Bourdieu 1986:466; see also Roodenburg 2004).

Habitus is not “a set of unquestioned rules” on how to do things. It is the pattern of judge-
ment underlying people’s evaluations of situations, and their subsequent actions. This makes
habitus something beyond mere “determination” of one’s lot, whereas at the same time it
entails something not easily disposed off. This is the case both because the direct environment
tends to confirm the “correctness” of one’s judgment and behavior, and also because one feels
“at home” and one feels “oneself” applying them. In this sense they become the “unacknowl-
edged conditions of action” (Livesay 1989) also in social movements and collective actions.
These conditions refer to the barriers for change even among those seeking change or criticiz-
ing the status quo. People are subconsciously attached to their habitual “reality” even in their
efforts to change it. This is a crucial insight for social movement research, and a potential
bridge between structuralist and more agency-emphasizing viewpoints. It makes it possible to
understand peoples’ resistance to prevailing situations of domination, and at the same time
understand their troubles to rise above the “heavy reality” of such relations. Instead of
dichotomising structure and agency, habitus allows us to focus on their entanglement: “. . . .
all knowledge, and in particular all knowledge of the social world, is an act of construction
implementing schemes of thought and expression—( . . ..) between conditions of existence and
practices or representations there intervenes the structuring activity of the agents, who, far
from reacting mechanically to mechanical stimulations, respond to the invitations or threats of
a world whose meaning they have helped to produce” (Bourdieu 1986:467).

All these theoretical exercises learn us that old, “hardened” directive guides do not
disappear easily, and they constitute an important element in explaining the possibilities
and impossibilities for change in times of turbulence or radical revolutions in political or
social circumstances. The more profound strata of group and class culture that the concept
of habitus reveals, help to account for the fact that—in the context of social movements’
performances—proclaimed social and political aims, and passionately avowed changes in
self-esteem are in the end often not met.

As the final or sufficing clue, however, the habitus concept will not do. The reason there-
fore is that it is primarily fit to explain the non-change; it is the concept to explain the solidity
tout court, not slowness. “Habitus seems to stand for the inertia in social structures, for the
persistence of inexorable traditions” (Roodenburg 2004:224). One of the few sections in
Bourdieu’s work that explicitly deals with the relationship between the habitus and the possi-
bility of collective action, for precisely that reason, is one of the few sections that does not
come up to the mark of precision and clarity. In Le sens pratique Bourdieu remarks that the
failure to take into account “the dialectics between dispositions and ‘opportunities’ (is) one of
the reasons ( . . .) for missed chances in efforts to mobilize (people)” (Bourdieu 1980:100).
That is a mere programmatic warning, and does not live up to the suggestion associated with
“habitus” to go beyond similar admonishing advertisements. We suspect that the inability of
the habitus-idea to analyze slow learning and change processes, and even less to explain for
sudden shifts in behavior, surfaces here. Whereas the habitus concept is very fruitful in
analyzing the reproductive patterns of behavior of the “class-unconsciousness,” it is much less
helpful when change-aimed action and atypical conduct are at stake.
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Moreover, the habitus concept suffers of more flaws. It suggests unity within classes, or,
to be more precise, it does not provide for explaining differentiation (beyond mere individual
variety) within classes. It reduces differences to the one “axis” of (“cultured”) class. Habitus,
however, also takes shape in patterns of socialization marked by gender, religion, region,
urban/rural, and the like. A multistratified embodiment of habitus thus appears more realistic.
This idea, moreover, might also be applied to the study of specific capacities for resistance or
change. Fields of socialization, for instance, less confined to particular (geographic, religious,
or other) settings, might allow for wider margins for change.

Hence, habitus is too global, too container-like, to analyze different, multiple subcon-
scious and conscious layers that might at times reinforce each other, but also at times contra-
dict each other (Bader 1991:103). People cross permanently the borders of class and cultural
fields, in their work, though education, media, leisure, and the like. Habitus, then, is not only
a class phenomenon, but also is constructed and challenged in socialization patterns and
encounters that are related to gender, ethnicity, religion, region, to urban versus rural contexts,
and so forth. We have to take into consideration this multilayeredness of habitus if we want to
give habitus the content it pretends to have: culture in the flesh.

For these reasons, it seems necessary to recast the habitus concept. It ought to have not
only a dimension that accounts for what steers the “only-available program,” but also a
dimension that allows for a change potential, on the basis of its multicentred source material.
It also is important to remind ourselves that what is a stake is more than mere “adaptation” in
an—almost—biological–evolutional sense; what we are dealing with is a cultural re-cre-
ation, re-construction, and re-structuration of both the new or changing environment, and of
the subjective resources and action patterns, mediated by the “cultural (in)formation” in
which the subject is immersed. Next, the habitus concept would have to be situated in a con-
stellation that could offer insights in the multitemporality of change. In such a constellation,
a place would have to be reserved for processes of change that might occur relatively fast,
and others that take more time. Crucial is that in such research strategies the focus should not
primarily address the larger constellation in which enter all the dimensions that are external
to the actors’ constitution—such as political opportunities, structural settings, third parties’
attitudes, the whole of the situational circumstances, institutional innovation, changes of
authorities and policies, reshuffling of political alliances, changes in political culture, and
the like—in short, the configuration that would make up the theoretical toolkit for someone
who wants to tell the whole story of a collective action (cf. Bader 1991)—but also the smaller
constellation that focuses on the various forces that account for the actors’ dispositions,
actions, and reactions. These include ideologized convictions and political, religious, or
other tenets, pragmatic—but very consciously appliedrules of conduct, the more quotidian
strategies of interaction with representatives of different strata of society, memories of for-
mer conflicts and their outcomes, “crises” of steady daily routines, exposures to or the con-
quest of new spaces and social circles, as well as the less cognizant dimensions that are, up
to a larger or smaller degree, relatively immune to abrupt changes in societal and political
conditions and stimuli: habitus, homemaking patterns of daily interchange, routines, and
“practical senses.”

Currently, many anthropologists working in the field of social movement studies
observe, in general terms, these insights. They make sure not to overstate or belittle the
maneuvering space of the agents, they are well aware of the intricacies of processes of and
efforts to obtain change, and they attempt to take into account the complexity of cultural
universes and the multilayered ways in which culture is embodied in individuals and
groups.
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The Cultural Sphere as the Acting Ground 
for Social Movements’ Participants

An extra impulse was given to the already existing anthropological focus on social movements
fieldwork when, around the mid-1980s, a plea for focusing on the social movements’ social and
cultural rather than their political achievements became louder and louder. In an attempt to
evade both the sterility of structuralism recognizing only societal contradictions whose “social
bases” would subsequently act, and the strategic-action approach merely seeing a flow of
strategic interactions without taking into account any structural setting, the “new social move-
ment” approach gained terrain, and obtained its strongest defenders among those who high-
lighted the subjective, cultural, and identity-focused dimensions of the social movements of a
new generation: the postmaterialist, horizontal and informal, expressive and anti-institutional
new social movements (Almeida et al. 1996; Bustos 1992; Falk 1987; Kärner 1983). At was
claimed by Melucci cited in the second, new movements act in the field of culture rather than
on the economic–industrial plane.

This sociocultural focus in the study of social movements (sometimes referred to as the
identity-oriented paradigm) was defended in a time of low appreciation of “alienating” institu-
tional and formal politics. Involvement in such politics would probably “stain” the movements,
whose principal goal was another one: “ . . ..it is ( . . ..) about new forms of social relations and
organization: what is being transformed or raised is, more than a political, a social renewal”
(Jelín 1985:17).

Evers (1985) radicalized this idea, by stretching the contents of the political. He explicitly
rejected the political sphere as a mere “power play,” and suggested that the cultural stakes of
social movements ought to alter the very quintessence of politics: “by reclaiming politics as a
constant element within social life and not separated from it, this socio-cultural potential of the
new social movements may turn out to be not less, but more political than action directly
oriented towards existing power structures” (Evers 1985:51). The political reaches into the iden-
tities of people, and it is at this level of identities that the counter-potential lies: “At the very
fundamental level, this means a reassertion of one’s own human dignity, vis à vis the everyday
experience of misery, oppression and cultural devastation” (p. 56). It is this coming together of
identity, social and cultural life, and politics that forms the very kernel of the identity-oriented
approach (Castells 1997; Cohen 1985:690; Touraine 1988). The ways in which social move-
ments struggled expressed the great importance they assigned to mutual respect and participa-
tion. In this way they, in actu, challenged the intrusion of power in human relations.

The problem with this approach is the risk to suggest that power (could) stop at the
threshold of identity. Evers, although from time to time apparently aware of the problem,
strengthened this impression by talking about an “identity of its own” and stating that “any
domination is a theft of identity” (p. 55). In terms of movement developments, this suggested
a possibility to intervene in power relations, without letting “power” into one’s ways of
doing things. It also suggested that identities in which no power interventions whatsoever
occurred were possible. More recently, the idea that not even a given “we-ness” but the
“experience of difference” accounts for the emergence of movements has been brought
forward. Such movements would not share an identity, but “a situation” (McDonald 2004:
575, 589). In most of these analyses, it was suggested that movements should remain
“in themselves,” because the outside (politically institutionalized) world was incapable of
dealing with the “real problems” or would endanger the emancipatory potential of the
movements (Edelman 2001). Sheth (1983:2) illustrated the first point when referring to
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the “all too obvious incapacity of the existing institutions to successfully tackle the contem-
porary crisis in the human condition,” and Kothari (1985:543) illustrated the second point
when judging that invitations to “participate” often “get translated into clientage” or make
that the poor “get trapped into this closed pyramid of participation.” Melucci unwillingly
expressed the stalemate when he, in for him unusually vague terms, suggested that the move-
ments “make society hear their message and translate these messages into political decision
making, while the movements maintain their autonomy”(Melucci 1985:815). However, in
the course of time, doubts about the movements’ ability to replace or make superfluous the
old political institutions increased.

These were the problems subsequent research and theorizing tried to deal with. Cohen
(1982) and others have criticized the anti-institutional thrust of such identity-oriented theo-
rizing. Civil society, the terrain in which movements ought to operate “horizontally,”
according to the identity oriented thinkers, she asserts, is not at all un-institutional, and
should not be considered the antipode of “dirty politics.” Society is full of institutions, of
continuities, and of established bodies of reproduction. This is the principal terrain of social
movements: in fighting for institutions that do express identities, that do include the subal-
tern, that do give voice to the poor, the movements can change societal patterns, and there-
fore change politics. Politics does not stand apart; it answers to societal articulations of
interests and identities. Here, the gap between movements/civil society on the one hand,
and the polity on the other, can be narrowed. The vehicle to do so is not only the message,
but also the institutional logic.

This can be done in various ways. Movements might question the terms that direct insti-
tutions and the divisions of rights and prerogatives embodied in them. The intervention in
the political culture, in such cases, would not remain confined to messages, but include
proposals regarding institutions (Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998b:10). Movements
might also intervene in the debates on “co-government” and concertación in urban shanty
towns. They can undermine the proposals of authorities that often try to make local settlers
co-responsible without offering real influence, by suggesting other arrangements with
regard to proceedings and mandates of these co-governing bodies. This, ideally, would not
be done as a mere power game, but incorporate criticisms with regard to the identities and
capabilities the authorities impose on the “bottom-up” participation in decision making.
Processes of discovering and articulating shared identities and interests on the basis of emic
perceptions instead of ideological proposals could be fostered by such processes (Dagnino
1989; Foweraker 1995:22–23). Women’s movements may, for instance, challenge customary
local arrangements to distribute land when these increasingly tend to disadvantage them, by
recurring to legal resources, to their own increased capital to buy land, and to other tactics
confronting authorities and clans with the dramatic consequences of their tradition-justified
decisions, as they do in Uganda (Tripp 2004). Such and likewise findings help to account for
the simultaneous cultural and political, identity and strategic, autonomous, and institution-
ally embedded dimensions of the actions of social movements. Various researchers have also
done empirical work to illustrate the point (Assies 1992; Banck and Doimo 1988; Burgwal
1995; Downs and Solimano 1988; Sall 2004; Tripp 2004). This empirical work inevitably
took them to the grass roots, the “ants-work” of social movement participants—to be elabo-
rated in the fifth section of this chapter. For now, it seems justified to conclude that, as in the
debate on the entangledness of structure and agency, the developments in this discussion also
demonstrate a plausible, albeit inconclusive, way out of the impasse that the overly cultural-
ist stance ended up in.
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SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: THE PRESENCE 
OF CULTURE AS ASSET, AND AS CONSTRAINT

Culture is not merely a dimension accompanying social movements’ emergence and an
enlivening component of our analyses. It is also something that very graphically, tangibly, and
sometimes deliberately enters the struggles social movements fight. This can take various
forms. It can become an explicit theme of debate and controversy in, for instance, struggles
over normative issues such as homosexuality and gender equality. Conservative, culturally
legitimized positions often resist emancipation struggles, and such moral convictions then
become the cultural bone of contention. In other cases, alleged cultural features of the mobi-
lizing group are celebrated and highlighted as appealing elements to recruit followers. This
may entail the glorifying remembrance of historical events or personalities, the deployment of
images of bravery or perseverance of the group, or the use of motivating and incentivating
rituals preceding rallies or other public acts. In these cases, culture is an asset for the mobiliz-
ing group. Culture here becomes a resource. In yet other cases, culture takes the shape of a
collective trait hampering effective mobilization. This can, for instance, be the case when
clientelism has been internalized to such an extend that people do not manage to resist the
divide-and-rule strategies of the challenged authority—and, once again, prefer the short- term
reward above the long-term change of power relationships. It can also be the case when inter-
nal distrust, often stimulated by the incumbent authorities, produce petty bickering about
leadership or strategies. Here, culture becomes a constraint for successful mobilization.

In this section, we first look into some examples of culture as asset. To illustrate the
different facets of the issue, after the introductory paragraph, we pay attention to the “intimate
relationship” between injustices and the cultural form in which these are perceived, named,
and rejected. We also address how cultural “material” is put to use in efforts to “make sense”
of experienced injustice and exploitation people cannot express because no acknowledged
cultural vocabulary exists. Subsequently, we elaborate on how “culturalized” forms of
expressing protest and rejection contain at the same time an explicit political message.

Next, we explore illustrations of culture as constraint. After introducing some conceptual
issues, we discuss the enormous effort it takes to develop and publicly present an equally
plausible and evenly matched (cultural) alternative to a hegemonic “narrative about the truth.”

The final part of this section is dedicated to the possibilities to turn cultural constraints
into assets.

Culture as Asset

In the early morning of January 1, 1994, Mexican president Carlos Salinas de Gortari was
celebrating New Year’s Day and the entering in vigor of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA), which according to government propaganda meant that Mexico entered
the First World by one stroke of a pen. The atmosphere at the party was jubilant. While the
president danced with his daughter a somber-looking presidential aide entered the room and
walked up to them to whisper something in the president’s ear. Salinas left the party and was
informed by his Defense Minister that in the remote southern state of Chiapas a rebel army,
calling itself the Zapatista National Liberation Army, had seized various cities and threatened
to march straight to Mexico City to topple the government. The news spoiled the party.

One of the most significant social movements of the late twentieth century had erupted
upon the scene to tell the world: “Today we say, enough! We are the heirs of those who truly
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forged our nationality. We the dispossessed are millions, and we call on our brothers to join
in this call as the only path in order not to die of hunger in the face of the insatiable ambition
of a dictatorship for more than 70 years led by a clique of traitors who represent the most
conservative and sell-out groups in the country.”10 The several thousand Maya rebels, armed
with anything from machetes to AK-47 guns, reminded the people of Mexico that they were
the “product of 500 years of struggle.”

The Zapatistas are one of the most expressive instances of what anthropologist Lynn
Stephen (2002) calls “cultural politics.” In her comparison between rural communities in the
state of Chiapas and in the neighboring state of Oaxaca she shows how different views of
the nation are shaped by local identities and histories and, in turn, redefine and reconstitute
the nation. Emiliano Zapata, who led the indigenous peasantry of the central Mexican state of
Morelos in their agrarian revolt during the Mexican revolution (1910–1917), is one of those
icons of Mexican history and Mexican nationalism that have been appropriated in different
ways. As Stephen puts it:

While all four communities may share specific symbolic images and metaphors with the govern-
ment—specifically, Emiliano Zapata and the Mexican Revolution– the contextual meaning of
these symbols varies with each place and forms a key part of reactions to contemporary state pol-
icy such as the end of agrarian reform, efforts to promote privatization of communally held land,
and NAFTA. If nationalism is constructed in regionally and locally distinct manners from below,
then ideas about how one belongs to the nation are also variably understood (Stephen 2002:xxxv).

In fact, president Salinas had used the figure of Emiliano Zapata—until then the emblematic
symbol of redistributive agrarian reform—to market the end of agrarian reform. Where
Zapata had promised his followers “Land and Liberty” Salinas promised “Liberty and Justice
for the Countryside” to promote the individualization and privatization of commonly held
lands. But just as elite constructions of national symbols change over time, local narratives
change over time and vary according to place. Dissenting discourses are forged by rearticulat-
ing symbolic resources and constructing counter-narratives while drawing on a pool of
symbols and collective memories. Such discourses or cultural framings underpin and justify
decisions to act or not to act. The Mexican Zapatista movement is one example of an
extremely effective cultural politics, not only through the creation of a discourse for internal
use and movement cohesiveness but also in addressing the Mexican and global public at large
through its cybercultural politics. Subcommander Marcos and the ski-masked indigenous
warriors from the Lacandona forest have themselves become icons in the struggle against
neoliberal globalization worldwide.

If such are the elements for forging movement identity and identification cultural elements
can also be evoked to picture the adversary. To stick with the Mexican example, President
Carlos Salinas soon was depicted as a reincarnation of the chupacabras, a sort of bat- or dragon-
like animal that according to popular lore attacks goats and other domestic animals and sucks
them dry. Small boys wearing Salinas masks with huge pointed ears and dressing up in bat
costumes appeared at traffic lights all over Mexico City to do juggling acts or stand as
human pyramids to earn their daily tortilla. Earlier, in 1992, on the occasion of Columbus Day
thousands of people, most of them indigenous, had flooded the town of San Cristóbal de las
Casas to protest 500 years of colonialism and oppression. Under loud cheers, they tore down the
statue of conquistador Diego de Mazariegos. It is believed that this was the first manifestation of
the Zapatista movement.
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Popular nationalism and imageries of the nation and ways of belongingas well as images
of the anti-nation as personified in the chupacabras who sucks the nation dry through his
neoliberal policies—are an important element in the cultural politics of social movements.
Indigenous peasants invading, or in their view rather repossessing, large estates in the Peruvian
Andes in the 1960s invariably planted a Peruvian flag on the land. But identifications also may
change. Whereas flying the official national flag was an important statement in mobilizations
in Andean countries in the 1960s, from the late 1960s onward a new imagery was constructed
evoking the heroes of the great late eighteenth century rebellions, particularly Tupac Katari in
Bolivia, where the Katarista movement reclaimed the Indian identity that had officially been
submerged in a generic peasant identity in the context of the nation-building efforts in the wake
of the 1952 nationalist revolution. The new indigenous movements that arose now stated that
“as Indians we are oppressed and as Indians we will liberate ourselves.” A new imagery was
forged and symbols such as the wiphala, the multi-colored flag of the Inca empire, now held to
symbolize multiculturalism, was retrieved and now is prominently present in manifestations
and marches in countries such as Bolivia and Ecuador. Similarly, rituals and ceremonies have
been reinstituted or reinvented and nowadays it is not even unusual that the UN forums dealing
with issues concerning indigenous peoples—not only from Latin America but from all over the
world—are inaugurated with some indigenous cleansing ceremony to ensure the well-being of
all participants and to make the event prosper.

Such movement-building efforts require the creation of “sameness” in the face of “the
other,” which may result in essentialist discourses and a continuous tension between the need
to project unitary identities and the constant negotiation of identities within organizations.
Although essentializing may be a strategic necessity in the process of “self” representation
and creation of symbolic capital, and not only for indigenous movements, anthropologists
drawing on the classic work of Barth (1969) have highlighted the dynamic character of such
processes and have sought to assess them critically, pointing to the constant contingent
processes of reorganization and redefinition without which movements and, for that matter,
their constituencies cannot survive (De la Peña 2006; Sierra 1997; Van Cott 2005; Yashar
2005; Zuñiga 2000).

When people face situations they cannot or will no longer bear, when they become
enraged because of injustice being done, or when that are called upon to rally or organize,
they thus inevitably recur to cultured memories and images for support for their decisions and
actions—or their decision not to act. In individual, and in the case of organizing activities
even stronger so in collective memories, people find examples, inspiration, and symbols that
inform their stand.

In a recent, important article Rubin (2004) argues that social movements (and states, for
that matter) need to be analyzed in their historical and cultural dimensions, rather than as
merely political phenomena. The risk of taking actors like social movements as “pre-existing
subjects”(Rubin 2004:108) or simply “rational actors”(p. 137) is large, if one does not take
into account “the diverse pieces of representation and meaning that come together in political
actors” (p. 136). The point is illustrated by referring to movements such as the indigenous
COCEI (“Coalition of Workers, Peasants and Students of the Isthmus”) in southern Mexico
(here again), the Zapatistas, and the Pan-Maya movement in Guatemala. The more specific
point about the role of the cultured dimensions of gender, beauty, and sexuality is additionally
illustrated by referring to the Afro-Reggae Cultural Group in Brazil. A movements’ appeal,
according to Rubin, stems not only from the “adequate” wording of a political or livelihood
problem or the “convincing” strategy to solve these problems. A movement also needs to be
attractive and promise, one way or the other, “pleasure,” and it does so by (re)signifying the
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cultural components of its make-up. Finally, he stresses that movements inevitably essential-
ize, to be able to represent and make claims. He adds, however, that this does not mean all
participants endorse these “essential” features; peoples’ beliefs and experiences might very
well differ from these prescripts. Such tensions, Rubin asserts, are the “ambiguities and
contradictions inherent in cultures and movements” (p. 128). In his conclusion, Rubin argues
for acknowledging and studying the ways in which movements “arise out of multiple histori-
cal and cultural pathways, involve interweavings of culture and politics, construct authority in
interaction with gender, beauty, and sexuality, and routinely essentialize” (p. 135). Only in
this way can we account for the ways in which identities, interests, and political goals actually
come into being, before and during the actual conflicts movements often engage in.

Many social movements recur to icons and (historical) heroes to strengthen their case.
Sometimes these heroes were tragic figures, murdered for their cause, such as Inca heir to the
throne Manco Capac resisting the Spanish conquest, Tupac Amaru fighting exploitation and
land theft in eighteenth century Peru, and Tupac Katari in Bolivia. Others were rediscovered as
predecessors and are currently venerated as inspirational historical figures, such as eighteenth
century Belle van Zuylen for the Dutch feminist movement. Others, such as Sacco and
Vanzetti, because of their fate have become inspirational for movements in the United States
denouncing classist and racist justice. The names of Zapata, Sandino, Rosa Parks, Bobby
Sands, and Ernesto Che Guevara and many more have become even more famous owing to the
movements that later acted in their names or individuals who honored them in songs, clothing,
novels, and oral storytelling.

Why are such heroes important to movements? Why and how do they use them? Accord-
ing to Navarette and Oliver (2000), heroes must embody liminality; their fame and legendary
status makes them transcend the times in which they lived and make them “fit” the role of
example in later times. It is this very characteristic that accounts for the mixture of history and
myth in the stories about their lives and deaths. Finally, they must embody both something
“ordinary,” being a typical example of their groups’ lives in their times, and something out of
the ordinary, related to their rebellious character, visionary ideas, or exceptional courage. Of
course, to have appeal or charisma, the hero should preferably belong to the same group that
is being mobilized—but in globalized eras, Argentinean Che Guevara inspires Europeans,
North Americans, and rebelling Africans alike.

A hero might very well have ended tragically, but a necessary ingredient is his courage.
Rodriguez (1996) pointed out that a doubtless “masculinity” seems to be a decisive feature of
the suitability as hero. Women heroes, so it seems, can inspire only female-dominated or
feminist movements.

A hero complying with these characteristics is often called upon by protest movements. In
such a hero, they find inspiration for their discourses, and legitimacy for their cause. The injus-
tice once fought for by the hero, it is often claimed, yet has to be undone. The achievements of
the hero, although he in the ended mostly was defeated, strengthen the belief that the opponent
can be defeated. And his words often still arouse enthusiasm and incite the people fighting for
his, or a similar cause. A hero can help a group identify with a cause, with the group as such,
and can help to clarify the need to fight the adversary.

Cultural politics are, hence, not the monopoly of indigenous movements. Popular envi-
ronmentalism, though it sometimes also is a feature of indigenous movements, also heavily
relies on representations of local ways of life that have permitted the forging of alliances with
transnational environmentalism, which often tended to advocate the creation of conservation
units from which the local population was to be removed in order to preserve “nature” as
perceived by Northern Hemisphere urbanites. A case in point is the rubber tappers’ movement
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in the Brazilian Amazon, which eventually found an ally in U.S.-based organizations such
as the Environmental Defense Fund, the Sierra Club, and the National Resources Defense
Council. These organizations had singled out a World Bank funded highway construction
project to mount a campaign against the destruction of the Amazon forest, without giving
much thought to local forest dwellers, such as the rubber tappers, who were involved in a
struggle against the expansion of cattle ranches. Their leader, Chico Mendes, became an icon
in the struggle to defend the rainforest and the rubber tappers’ way of life. The alliance
between rubber tappers and transnational environmentalism resulted in the creation of extrac-
tive reserves managed by the rubber tappers.

Culture can serve social movements in other ways. Mothers, stressing their role as
mothers, have been in the forefront of human rights movements in the struggle against Latin
American dictatorships. The silent protests of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos
Aires, Argentina, who demanded the “alive reappearance” of the disappeared—in the active
mode—are perhaps the best-known example. Initially, they were regarded by many as crazy
for demanding the impossible. But the fact that they were women made it difficult to repress
their manifestations, even for one of the cruelest military regimes. Their continuing protests
when democracy was restored and even after the military had been granted an amnesty, which
made further protests seem hopeless, have against all odds contributed to the recent reopening
of processes against the military.

A final theme to be mentioned is the importance of ritual. Rituals in which leadership is
installed and reaffirmed is one example: on the 21st of January 2006, Evo Morales was ritually
invested as Bolivia’s new president during a colorful ceremony in Tiwanaku, an archeological
site that is a powerful symbol of the expanding indigenous presence in Bolivia’s public and
political realm. Morales’ investiture as mallku—“condor” or indigenous “governor”—at that
particular site is symbol saturated. The united indigenous people revitalized, and partly
reinvented, instauration protocols, symbols, and wordings, to highlight something unprece-
dented in the continent: an indigenous president was accredited and paid tribute to, by “his
people,” in an act neither acknowledged by the nation’s political code of rules nor enacted since
colonization. The uniqueness of the event was underscored by a highly ritualized act.

In addition, movements’ manifestations and actions are often either preceded by ritual-
ized ceremonies, or themselves take a ritual form. The weekly silent walks of the Mothers of
the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires, Argentina, are an example.

The Intimacies of Injustices and Culture

There is yet another dimension to this issue, best exemplified by the work of James Scott
(1985, 1990). In his work, he emphasizes that the poor and subaltern often refrain from overt,
provocative resistance. Instead, they recur to “hidden” forms of opposition, insubordination,
sabotage, or obstruction. Gossip and mockery, malingering, folk songs, jokes, and many more
testify to the fact that hegemonic discourses and imposed social orders do not bereave the sub-
altern of mechanisms to demystify and subvert those orders. Scott thus engages in debates
within Marxism on the “overdetermination” of consciousness, inspired by authors such as
Gramsci, Lukacs, Hobsbawn, and Thompson. But more importantly, he stresses the cultured
ways in which opposition takes shape: rarely are dominant orders challenged in direct,
explicit, confronting ways, based on elaborated counter-discourses “matching” the one sus-
taining the incumbent social stratifications. Rather, counter-acts are fragmented, disrupting
rather than completely undermining, teasing rather than head-on defying. The means of such
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subversions are often cultural: in using words with double meaning, in imitating exaggerat-
ingly authority’s speech and gestures, in quasi-obedience, and the like.

At the same time, the notions of “justice,” fairness, rights, and the moral order are shaped
by the dominant constellation. People “learn” what is fair, what they can aspire for, in the
course of their dealings with authorities and social structures. Their perception of what is
“right” is hence often shaped in a situation of systematic denial of equal rights. As it is
composed of both of these elements, the cautiously disrupting one, and the one constituted by
the impositions of dominants orders, counter-efforts crop up.

One of the countries most notorious for a quotidian practice of the non-application of
equal rights, in spite of constitutional guaranties, might be Ecuador (Salman 2002a). Peoples’
lives are full of experiences such as being denied first aid in a hospital after an accident
because of being unable to guarantee the payment afterwards, in spite of the fact that the law
stipulates that every health institution has the obligation to attend someone who needs first
aid. People know that after an accident it is not a good idea to call upon the police to establish
who was wrong, because bribes rather than the ley de tránsito determine one’s culpability, and
because your car being towed away might result in endless efforts to get it back, and in getting
it back stripped of all its accessories. People know that after having been in a cue for many
hours they might lose their turn because a friend of the counter clerk, or simply a well-off
or “important” person shows up. People know that the police beat up detainees, and that
afterwards the complaint results in an investigation that invariably acquits the police officer.
People know that counter clerks can with impunity ignore them, insult them, and send them
back home in spite of fulfilling all the prerequisites for a bureaucratic formality. People know
that they have to pay their fines whereas people “with influence” usually don’t. Also, people
know that all these things are forbidden and violations of the law. But they don’t have the
means to ensure that the law stands.

People learn to cope with the systematic inequality and build their responses, individu-
ally and collectively, upon these experiences. On a limited and often quite ineffective scale the
poor too try to mobilize friends, or friends of friends. They, instead of demanding their rights,
try to apply the rule of “affirming the authority in his power,” imploring him or her to yield for
the petitioners’ vulnerability: no sea malito, señor. . . .(I beg you not to be harsh, sir . . .). In
addition, they try to avoid “unpersonal encounters” with the law and its representatives,
knowing that only “personal” relations might change no’s into yes’s.

The internalization of these experiences and the incompetence to deal with instances and
institutions in a direct, universal, and impersonal (Weberian) manner in which the “anonymous
individual” is a bearer of “rights” leads to meeting the citizen discourse with suspicion, or in
the best case with skepticism. Asking someone to renounce from all the strategies that serve
not to suffer too much in daily interactions with state or institutional representatives is like ask-
ing someone to expose himself in his most vulnerable stature. For the poor, affirming the power
inequalities in their encounters with power bearers is a much more promising way to proceed
then challenging the unjustified and unjust hierarchies and privileges. The constitution and the
law as instances to call upon in case their rights have been denied are beyond their reach.

Thus, the notion of universal equality and citizenship11 exists as a latent awareness
alongside the daily practices to cope with the endemic violations of civil and social rights.
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The latter, however, is a much stronger and more important guide in daily interactions. This
also informs people about how to understand and, in case it is stimulated or seems useful,
request the fulfilment of their citizenship. Instead of insisting on the universality of rules
and regulations, or on their equal rights in relation to the rights—or privileges—of the more
powerful and the wealthier, people rather will insist on being treated con respeto (respectfully),
or simple being attended. This is a culturally informed “translation” of one’s citizen’s rights.
When we asked a poblador in Quito how he thought of participation, he explained that that
would be a good thing, because more contact would mean that he had more friends at the
municipality, which would make things much easier in case he went there for some asunto,
some bureaucratic errand. Hence, giving shape to citizenship in a society permeated by clien-
telism results in emphasis on “more and easier access” to the levels and circuits where one has
to settle his affairs. The particularism is not abjured; people try to modify and “improve” it.
Not the individual autonomy, right, and dignity, but the amelioration and optimization of per-
sonalized relationships and interactions is seen as bringing closer citizens’ rights.

This does not mean, however, that the notions and parameters of the “classical” concept
of citizenship are absent. They form the background for the insistence on the amplification of
access, the demand for respect, and the persistence of the query to be attended, but are in this
process transformed into a mere reference pillar under struggles for a more equitable negotia-
tion. The systemic character of social and economic segregation therefore stays out of range
in the ways the poor strive for the fulfilment of civil rights. Insisting on a “clean” interaction
pattern between (poor) citizens and state institutions would deprive them of exactly the only
weapon within their reach: making pleas, and using brokers and “friends.”

In addition, the particular traditional character of the Latin American welfare programs
and legal “integrationalism” is deeply ingrained in the strategies and orientations of the poor
supposed to benefit from these programs. As a consequence, the “purist” notions of citizen-
ship often called upon in the discourses of politically informed (and nongovernment organiza-
tion [NGO]-supported) social movements might meet with distrust among the rank and file
participants. Their “imaginative horizon” does not include a citizenship model in which their
old strategies would be inapplicable. This is what makes the current interest in and struggles
for (“more,” or “real,” or even “participative”) citizenship an ambivalent notion for many poor
Latin Americans. And this, in turn, influences social movement participation.

This is even strengthened by the economic adjustment programs in vogue in many coun-
tries in the South. Whereas on the one hand the poor experience that the (deficient) welfare
programs and “compromise states” are withering, they can, on the other hand, not (yet?)
incorporate and put to use individualized strategies and opportunities for obtaining rights
and benefits. The absence or, in some cases, gradual disappearance of a state that could—
sometimes, being lucky—be a help in obtaining urban services, and which, in the case of
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labourers in the formal sector, could owing to its corporatist nature be a guarantee in obtain-
ing (modest) social security, leaves them even more empty-handed when simultaneously the
clientelistic and corporatist strategies they are familiar with are now questioned even in the
circles where they would traditionally find support for their problems: leftist political parties,
NGOs, the Church. More then ever before, the illusion of social mobility is in danger. And
much more, thus, it seems necessary to employ all possible means to open the state’s institu-
tions’ doors, to obtain collective goods, which runs exactly opposite to the individual citizens’
rights’ discourse. Learning new “culture” takes more time than learning clear-cut new skills.

The Political Layer of Cultural Features

Quite a different, but fascinating, albeit controversial contribution to the exploration of the
cultured layers of resistance is the work of Michael Taussig. Especially in his book The Devil
and Commodity Fetishism in South America (1980), he reveals an original way of linking
beliefs on evil, the devil, and individuals who managed to accumulate wealth, to perceptions
of how capitalist modes of production, and even more of producing social relations, destroy
local communities. The research is on miners in Bolivia (based, to a large extend, on June
Nash’s research among these miners; see Nash 1979), and on plantation workers in the Cauca
Valley in Colombia. Stories and metaphors revolving around the devil and devilish powers, in
Taussig’s interpretation, refer to the way these communities try to make sense of the penetra-
tion of “cold,” socially void wage labor, exploitation, and monetarization of their worlds.
Wealthy people the workers have grown dependent upon are believed to have struck a deal
with the devil. In Bolivia, the rituals through which the miners express their linkage to,
dependency on, and worship of the “mine devil,” el tío, contain a similar mechanism: the
merciless mine, on which at the same time the people are dependent for their survival, can be
portrayed and represented only as a devilish entity. Thus, the vocabulary through which
people express their relationship with the entity of their livelihood at the same time coins this
entity as an evil one. In such choices of metaphors, a deep rejection of the current living
conditions is embodied—even if it only occasionally leads to actual collective protests. In his
later work (1987, 1993) Taussig is faithful to his style of analysis. A recurring theme is the
way in which political (counter)stances are expressed in ritual, symbolic, and religious prac-
tices. People tap their cultural repertoire, not only to denominate and “call” the vicissitudes of
their lives, but also to value and criticize, and even demonize them.

Such “cultural layers” and cultural identities of socials movements take completely
different shapes. The punk movement, across the globe, ranges from groups consistently
involved in political actions against urban real estate speculation, world free-trade negotia-
tions, political summits, and racist right-wing movements to groups merely expressing their
“punkist” affiliation through music, clothing, and hair style. What they, in general, share is a
wish to radiate an a-conventional, dissenter attitude, expressed primarily in clothing. Confor-
mity is explicitly, and categorically, rejected. Personal freedom and direct action, often with
anarchist overtones, prevail. The explicit political action priorities, however, vary from
squatting through badgering and pestering authorities of whatever kind, through street
protest against economic and political high-level meetings “jeopardizing” the fate of the
poor and powerless, and the world as a whole, to the mere exhibition of “awkward” clothing
styles. In many cases, political activity has faded altogether, and punks confine to expressing
discontent through their music, attire, jewelry, and body modification, and “provocatively
scruffy” meeting loci. To a significant extend, their message is a cultural one: they challenge
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the sleekly “brushed-up” world for its hypocrisy, materialism, and greed. Although largely
complying with “the movement is the message” (Castells 1983), it must nevertheless be
emphasized that this cultural message expressed in externalities obtains its full significance
only because it is backed by the explicit, and sometimes fierce, political actions of punks.
This is what makes people’s reactions completely different from those triggered by, for
instance, the Hare Krishnas. That is why, in most studies, the political contents of the move-
ment are emphasized alongside its expressive and cultural ones. Thompson (2004) maybe
goes furthest in this, interpreting the punk movement as, primarily, an anticapitalist one.
Others (Hebdidge 1979) have stressed the resistance contents of punk styles. Leblanc (1999)
highlighted yet another aspect: where often male dominance in subcultures is taken for
granted, she went on to give the microphone to punk girls, discovering they are often mixed
up not only in resentful relationships with their parents and society, but also with their
dominant, sometimes “piggish” male peers. Resistance to subjugating social relationships
acquires an ambiguous stature in the punker’s worlds. Maybe this is why punk has a strong
political resonance, but a hazy political stand. The case, however, again, illustrates the
entangledness of the political and the cultural.

Culture as a Constraint?

Invoking cultural ingredients can, as we saw, foster movements—or at least echoes in their
articulations of what grieves them. But cultural features can also hinder the development of
such movements. Sometimes authorities will attempt to “exploit” specific cultural images to
delegitimize social movements. Sometimes specific characteristics of a dominant discourse
on the movement’s nature and goals will deter its development. As, for instance, we have
noted in the theorizations about social movements, especially those of the 1970s and early
1980s, great emphasis was placed on their extrainstitutional character and the ways in which
they breach the limits of “the system” and act outside the usual modes of political regulation,
which are considered to be concerned with “normalization” and “discipline.” Eventually,
much of such theorizations filtered into the discourse and self-representation of would-be
social movements themselves (Assies 1999). Anthropologists like Ruth Cardoso (1983), how-
ever, were quick to point out that realities on the ground often were much more ambiguous,
not to say messy. Mobilizations and urban protests that were labeled “social movements” and
that were attributed a great potential for bringing about momentous change and breaching the
political system—as their own rhetoric often suggested—were found to be engaged in much
more complex and ambiguous power games involving both contestation and engagement in
clientelist give-and-take courses of action. Such movements, as Foweraker (1995) makes
clear, confront the state and the political system as an adversary but to achieve their goals also
engage it as an interlocutor. Cardoso points out that urban movements in Brazil, which
emerged in the context of the “democratic transition,” only partly managed to break away
from the political clientelism that had characterized an earlier generation of neighborhood
organizations. Rather than radically breaking with this earlier pattern, the “new” movements
extended their margins of autonomy and room for maneuver. Things were changing, but the
change was often much more piecemeal than the early enthusiastic accounts of the new urban
movements had suggested. The overrated belief in “extra-institutionality” did, beyond any
doubt, foster the limited scope and success of the movements. A less radical adherence to the
“autonomy” might have helped these movements to challenge the dominant political routines
in a more pressing way.
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If the “external relations” of movements with the state and the political system often are
complex, “internal processes” also have come under scrutiny. Undeniably, participation in a
movement often has empowering effects, as Díaz Barriga (1998) underscores. But he also
suggests that such effects may be more limited than has too often been assumed. Participa-
tion at the grass roots teaches people to speak out and it allows them to move outside the
circumscribed realm of the domestic unit, which affects established gender relations.
Nonetheless, grass roots organization is not simply a practicing ground for democracy.
Mobilization to obtain a concrete material benefit, like a primary school, requires all sorts of
efforts. When finally the objective of mobilizations is reached and the school, in this case,
has been inaugurated disputes often arise about who is going to be employed in the school.
Jobs are scarce and people who somehow participated in the mobilization often expect to be
rewarded according to their self-perceived input. Envy, slander, and backroom politics often
are part and parcel of movement activity. In addition, it is not rare that people’s inclination to
subdue to “authority”—also the product of a long history of hierarchical social and political
relations—is echoed in neighborhood-based organizations. “Micro-despotism” has often
harmed local initiatives. The reasons why such initiatives were so vulnerable to such dangers
are, at least in part, cultural in nature.

Unequal relations can also help to explain some of the less successful aspects of the
Ecclesial Base Communities that, promoted by Liberation Theologians, came to play such a
prominent role in grass roots organizing in countries like Brazil. Such Base Communities
would organize their gathering according to the principle of “seeing, judging—in the light of
the Holy Script—, and acting.” A problem or an injustice would be identified and analyzed
and then a remedy would be sought. However, using the Bible as a source of inspiration and
reading a passage to shed light on a problem at hand also meant that those who did not read
easily or not at all would be in an uncomfortable position. For them Pentecostalism might
then become an alternative option. In this case, thus, the “progressive option” lost terrain to an
often more conservative one, owing to its insistence on an emancipatory strategy that did not
connect to local cultures and skills.

Even the culture of self-help and empowerment generated by grass roots organization can
eventually become problematic, as Schild (1998) and Paley (2001) have shown. Neoliberal
discourse emphasizes responsibility and participation, which allow the state to shed its
responsibilities. Discourses and concepts that were designed, and initially used to foster self-
awareness and emancipation, sometimes were hijacked by authorities or ideologues of the
adversary, and then backfired: women’s pleas for “autonomy,” for recognition of their decisive
role in keeping families afloat in times of crisis, and for acknowledgment of their crucial role in
founding the self-help organizations that were the only real alternative in times of repression,
now see themselves confronted with discourses in which the state embraces such self-help
philosophies and connects them with those women’s (and citizens’ generally) “liberation from
state patronizing.” From there, it is a small step to measures reducing the state’s involvement
in subsidies, social housing, and, more in general, redistribution. In cases like these, counter-
cultural creations proved vulnerable to being captured by the adversaries, and in the end
sabotaged to quest for emancipation.

Lucy Taylor (1998) has argued that specific societal conceptions of politics, citizenship and
rights are in part produced by particular political systems and political cultures (Badev 1995).
Such conceptions obviously include imageries of what people can expect from their politicians,
of what people perceive to be their “rights” in daily encounters with state representatives, and of
what, in times of emerging discontent, people actually challenge or defy: “habits” of slight by
the police or state functionaries, “routines” of patronizing or populist styles of politicians,
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“established” micro-corruption, and systematic manipulation by politicians of terms like el
pueblo (“the people”), “the greatness of the nation,” and the like. Here, dominant cultural
patterns are a constraint because of their very nature of having obtained an almost “natural”
status. Any challenge to what is “natural” runs the risk of being marginalized and ridiculed as
“absurd,” abnormal, and eccentric. The next part of this section addresses the difficult tasks
social movement face when attempting to deconstruct such a “culturally normalized” status quo.

The Tentative Nature of Counter-Cultures

In social movement research, often the challenger’s demands directly or indirectly referring to
notions of justice, participation, rights, equality, and the like, are part of the analysis. Just as
often, however, such notions are more or less taken for granted—especially when they explic-
itly emerge as part of the movement’s discourse. Yet, it might be worthwhile to delve a little
deeper into what the various sectors of movement participants exactly understand on these
notions. Among many poor, for instance, a “non-standard” perception of citizenship exists.
Whereas on the one hand they internalized the awareness (which is incessantly reaffirmed in
most official political discourse) that everybody is equal in terms of the law, and that every
citizen of the nation has the same rights and obligations, on the other hand their experience
taught them that in many cases this equality does not exist. Only latently is there a consensual
demand for the realization of what is supposedly the rule. Although many people are aware of
the friction, a systematic demand for the application of what “ought to be” is not always the
case. This phenomenon has to be explained by the enormous weight and impact of a whole
life of experiences of denial of rights. Not only the poor embody such learning processes
leading to “deviant” perceptions of the relation with politics and the polity, of one’s rights,
and of “natural societal hierarchies,” but also women and ethnic or religious minorities—and
in some cases majorities—often personify notions on the social order that are highly skewed.
Demands by social movements, albeit not always explicitly, frequently challenge such
legacies. The most illustrative example might be the feminist movement. Simultaneously,
however, the “culture battle” fought by this social movement also reveals a controversial
issue. Epstein (2002), on the women’s movement in the United States, notes that “[t]o some
degree this expansion of various forms of consciousness going way beyond the borders of the
movements in which they first emerged shows the lasting influence of those movements. But
it also has to do with what appears to be the decline of political and protest movements, and
the difficulty of finding compelling forms of political engagement. The tendency of the
political to collapse into the cultural, even as it connotes a measure of triumph, weakens the
left.” Does a movement’s “victory” in terms of changing consciousnesses and “hegemoniz-
ing” culture mean its political strength withers? Or is it the other way around: does the
fact that issues addressed by the movement, and later accepted in mainstream consciousness
and policies, mean that the movement has been a success? And is not the feminist move-
ment the most conspicuous example of this? In most Western societies at least, the taken-for-
grantedness of women’s equal rights in educational and job opportunities, in sexual and
reproductive matters, in family affairs and in public and political spheres, is atleast formally
acknowledged. This was not the case in the 1950s and 1960s. The change has not only taken
place in the realm of political measures and legislation—which were of course among the
prominent demands of the feminist movement—but also in the realm of “societal consciousness,”
for example, the cultural embeddedness of dominant views on gender roles and identities. The
point, moreover, underscores that the delineation of what is, and what is not “a movement,” is
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nebulous: its effects extend well beyond the direct impact of its actions and manifestations.
Sociological research might be able to register and measure the shifting opinions on such
matters, but ethnographic research is needed to unpack the processes of change in societal
interactions and people’s “signification” of issues such as gendered patterns of behavior
and aspirations.

Attention to gendered aspects of social movement has also resulted in a theoretical
reconsideration of the “given” distinction between the public and the private, or domestic.
Various authors have pointed out that it was precisely women’s “traditional” obligations in the
domestic realm that brought them to participation in social movements: if their possibilities to
comply with these obligations were blocked by economic or political circumstances, they
would often reach out to “unconventional” activities such as political action, association, and
the labor market to be able to fulfil their domestic, nurturing tasks (Chuchryk 1989; Molineux
1985; Salman 2002a; Valdés 1986). In an important contribution, Díaz Barriga (1998) pointed
out that such “trespassing” from the domestic into the public is accompanied by a challenge
of the “traditional mores” of this public realm. It is about cultural images, about “creating
alternatives to traditional notions of ‘woman as housewife’ and ‘man of politics’ ” (Díaz Bar-
riga 1998:264). More generally, the “expansion of the domestic sphere into politics” (p. 265)
brought about a reimagination of politics in which traditional mores like clientelism and cor-
ruption are no longer accepted as conventional ways to proceed. The very dichotomy of the
domestic and the public is thus questioned: women enter, interpret, and act in the world of
politics with—heterogeneous— skills and tools they developed earlier, and create “border-
lands” (Díaz Barriga 1998) in which they “navigate the intersections of social experience” (p.
254). In the process, the clear distinction between the domestic and the public blurs—and cul-
tured patterns of the “fitting” behaviour in each of these spheres are problematized. The
effects of the social movements thus go beyond the concrete and palpable new policies or
authority’s concessions; they penetrate cultural hegemonies. Whether or not this is accompa-
nied by, or has any causal relationship with, the movement’s strength and cohesion in the nar-
rower sense of the word is therefore dubious.

In other words, the very attempt to challenge hegemonic cultural images is often accom-
panied by various problems: the spokespersons of this dominant imagery will often strike
back by poking fun at the eccentric and ridiculous ideas of the challengers. Besides that, the
movement as a political pressure force often loses its strength and “urgency” when, slowly,
their alternative suggestions are accepted by majorities.

Transforming Constraints into Assets: Building an Alternative 
Cultural Repertoire

Cultural repertoires can support social movements—and can also hamper them. Can con-
straints be transformed into assets, and if so, how? Social movements have, at times, been
interpreted as “practice grounds for democracy” (cf. Assies 1990:82). In optimistic accounts,
the participation in local organizations or social movements was seen as a trajectory toward
an increased political consciousness, increased social and political cohesion among the poor
(Valdés 1986), and as an escape from dependency and fatalism. More recent studies have
revealed that such a unilineary logic does not exist (Vélez Ibañez 1983). Whereas on the
one hand the experiences of the poor in such associations should not be underestimated in
the sense that they do indeed produce important learning processes, on the other hand the
ability of the governments and the dominant classes to maintain the structures of economic
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inequalities and exclusionary politics is vast, especially in view of the fact that protest issues
often are not very suitable for “upscaling” toward systemic political characteristics.

These findings have stimulated a broadening of the research focus, away from a
concentrated “movementist” entrance, toward a contextualization of the organizations’ and
movements’ activities (Oxhorn 1991) in the light of overreaching themes such as democracy
and citizenship Oxhorn 1994. In a way, the experiences people collect when participating in
social movements doubtlessly contribute to their capacities and skills. People become more
articulate, people learn how to express their viewpoints in public, and people learn how to
seek consensus on priorities and strategies. Cultural learning, with all its “slowness” and dis-
tortions, does indeed take place (Salman 1998) . Acquiring such informal technical qualifica-
tions often boosts people self-confidence (Abers 2000). In this sense, movement
participation is an ideal learning school for citizenship. But (often short-term, fragmented,
haphazard) experiences in social movements of course compete with the heavy-weighing
experiences outside these movements. No radically new, politically skilled people emerge out
of movement participation. Nevertheless, a culture of “voluntary” abstention, a culture of
meekness vis à vis the given authorities, and a culture of unquestioned acceptance of subal-
ternity can be eroded by participation (Oxhorn 1994).

A different aspect is that of the discovery of alternative protest forms. Gal (2002) beauti-
fully describes how women, less articulate in defying elaborate political discourse, can recur to
silence, to colloquial forms of speech, or to wordless actions such as making obscene gestures
in front of a politician. Protest, thus, not always has to be a verbal match to the authority’s or
patriarchy’s speech. Silence itself can be an act of protest, and a worthwhile ingredient of a
repertoire of demonstrating rejection.

However, sometimes protests containing a challenge of dominant (political) cultures do
indeed result in growing self-esteem, and in the gradual emergence of a full-blown alternative.
Where initially only timid signs of discontent with the cultural and conceptual a priori’s of the
dominant order are expressed, these might eventually develop into a self-confident defiance of
this order. A case in point might be developments in recent decades in various Latin American
countries. Traditionally, Andean countries coined their national identities, their economic
parameters, and their political systems largely in “Western” terms. The taken-for-grantedness of
these terms has weakened during the last decades Parker 1993. To begin with, political pressure
triggered constitutional reforms in most of the countries, resulting in the formal acknowledg-
ment of the “multinational, pluricultural and/or multiethnic” make-up of their societies (Assies,
van der Haar and Hoekema 2000).

Recent developments suggest the process continues: candidates for political functions
explicitly referring to their indigenous roots or cosmologies either won, or came close to winning
high political positions (e.g., Peru, Bolivia). Also the criticism toward deficient, and corrupt
political practices increasingly draws upon indigenous criteria about proficient and honorable
leadership; and finally the criticism toward neoliberal economic models and free-trade treaties
increasingly draws on indigenous notions of livelihood security, the ecologically superior small-
scale agriculture, reciprocity, and cosmologically embedded environmental harmony.

In broader terms, the ongoing “indigenous emancipation” is accompanied by strength-
gaining insistence upon the legitimacy of these—hitherto marginalized in public space—
indigenous notions on how to conceptualize national identity and sovereignty, on how to
envisage a nation’s peoples’ future, and how to govern “beyond” party systems and representa-
tive, institutionalized democracy. This tendency is supported by nonindigenous voices ques-
tioning the adequacy of Western-styled democracy models for the particular Latin American
realities. In various countries, the traditional party systems and the authority of presidential
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positions are in crisis, and calls for deliberative democracy and “peoples’ assemblies” abound.
Even acknowledging that these development might relapse in a type of neo-populism, these
trends trigger the question of whether Latin America, and in particular the Andes, is in the
process of developing and implementing new models and “rearranging” its societies. Often,
historical, ethnic, and territorial ingredients enter into such increased indigenous assertiveness,
and combine with cross-national networking. On the indigenous Mapuches in Chile, for
instance, Boccara (2006) remarks that “[t]he re-emergence of indigenous territorial conceptu-
alizations happens to be central to the reconstruction of Mapuche identity and polity. Those
renovated modes of territorial ordering result in the reactivation of collective memory. New
forms of organizing transnational mobilization contribute to the emergence of Mapuche
networks that connect local leaders, activists and intellectuals. Creating an identity of objective
interests and subjective perception of the political and cultural issues at stake, indigenous
transnationalism works as integrative mechanism.”

In such cases, culture becomes the central arena of the discord. Demands not only
contain political changes, but also include a counter-discourse to important elements of the
prevailing culture. The legitimacy of this culture to define the terms of the “setting” in which
the discontent is voiced, is defied. And room is claimed for the cultural currents that hitherto
only had a marginal place in the national public space. Claims, today, are often accompanied
by references to the “courage and resilience of women,” or the “millenarian traditions of
biodiversity stewardship by indigenous peoples.” Culture here became a treasure, to guard
and to summon against threats.

Such developments, however, should of course be situated in the context of globalization,
in which calls upon one’s “proper” cultural traditions have become more commonplace.
Worldwide, the awareness that globalization processes alter cultural traditions with unprece-
dented speed, has triggered initiatives to protect, secure, or purify one’s cultural heritages
(Eriksen 2002). Whereas anthropologists have meanwhile reached agreement on the dynamic
and hybrid nature of all cultures, and have even sometimes problematized the very idea of
distinct cultures as such (Kuper 2000), people claim cultural authenticity and value in more
rigid terms then ever before (see special issue Etnofoor journal XVII (1/2), 2004). Bringing in
“culture” as a (central) issue in social movements’ struggles of course has to be interpreted
in this context.

Culture as the explicit subject of social movement manifestations, then, can be addressed
from various angles. The tension between political and cultural effects of social movements
is often an issue in social movements circles themselves, triggering the question of whether
successes in the realm of public opinion “depoliticize” and appease militants. The “counter-
question” is the one asking for movements’ ability to politicize hitherto “domestic” societal
arrangements.

Another matter are the cultural “vehicles” deployed in actions and manifestations.
Some of these embody “deviant” meanings attached to the issues implicitly or explicitly at
stake, such as in the case of one’s rights, others refer to “demonizing” naming of the
elements of the social order people reject. And yet others are explicitly chosen, such as
provocatively visible dresses and accessories, that symbolize the refutation of the dominant
codes and standards.

Often, rebellion is more fragmented, less articulate, and more inchoate than the
contested order. No unidirectional “logic of maturation” can be assumed. Nevertheless,
sometimes protests that begin hesitantly and inarticulately for alternatives develop into self-
conscious, well elaborated criticisms of the moral and political premises of the dominant
societal rule.
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A final important caveat is that culture as a “prideful possession” of the mobilizing group
has become much more commonplace. In view of the fact that globalization-driven processes
are often equated with fears for homogenization and loss of tradition, protesting groups
increasingly call on “their culture” to justify their stand. Culture here, apart from always
already being an “inevitable ingredient” of protest formation and actual actions, becomes a
dimension the protesting groups reflects upon and deploys in its strategies. The often “essen-
tializing” side effects of such calls on culture, should be taken into account in studying its
“application.”

In this section on culture as a dimension backing, or obstructing the emergence, develop-
ment, and success of social movements, we saw that ways in which movements try to “use”
culture all serve to attract followers and gain legitimacy. The way they do this may vary.
Sometimes icons or heroes are called upon for their appealing power. Sometimes rituals are
performed to obtain a more emotional and self-assertive commitment of the participants.
Sometimes the “hypocritical” ways in which authorities try to force through their standards
become a central theme—and illustrate the ambivalence with which people understand and
use elments of the prevailing discursive hopes such as citizenship and equality. People thus
recur to strong but contentious cultural repertoire to denounce injustices they feel but cannot
explain. And sometimes people behave in a culturally unconventional way, to make a politi-
cal statement.

Culture as a constraint surfaced in images and practices that are present in “folk” beliefs,
which actually obstruct a movement’s development. These images vary from leadership myths
to ideologies on the “purity” of the movements itself. Another shape constraints take is when
concepts and demands originally coined by the protest movement, are later usurped by the
authorities, and then used against the original “inventers.” Finally, we addressed the problem
that hegemonic cultural narratives are often so strong and omnipowerful that it is almost
impossible to develop a full fledged counter-discourse. The discourse that challenges the status
quo is therefore often of a more incipient and fragmented nature than the one it addresses.

Finally, we made note of the fact that learning processes, and growing self-esteem and
assertiveness, can, sometimes, convert initial constraints into assets.

RESEARCH AT THE GRASS ROOTS

We claimed that anthropology’s forte in social movement research is also its ability to touch
ground with the rank and file participants, to be able to take into account the “before” and
‘after’ processes of mobilizations, in terms of social cohesion, significations, feelings of
belonging, memories (Turner 1995), micro-networking, sense-making of circumstances and
events, vocabularies and knowledge to build counter-discourses (Siegel 1997), and other emic
issues, in other words: cultural framing. To substantiate this claim, we need to explain, in a
somewhat more methodological vocabulary, in what this practice of anthropology consists.

Emic Accounts: The Views of the Rank and File

Moore’s findings on the modest demands of the German workers in the midst of radical
collective action that we mentioned at the begining of this chapter are prototypical for the
contribution grass root focuses can bring to the study of social movements. Paradoxically,
however, the results of such research has been that Moore’s findings should not be generalized.
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Studies of how structural constraints and the inputs of creative and innovative agency
worked out among the rank and file participants in social movements did not always reveal the
bases’ reluctance to adhere to the more encompassing or radical demands of movement lead-
ers; occasionally it was even the other way round: in such cases protesters on the street forced
the leaders to radicalize or focus their discourses on specific (sub)issues. This, for instance,
was the case during recent protests in Bolivia, in 2005, when rallies organized by movements
demanding the overhaul of a bill on increased state participation in the exploitation of the
country’s natural gas reserves turned out calling for the stepping down of the sitting president,
whose wavering stance people would no longer accept (Salman 2006). They made leaders
adopt the new demand, even though these leaders had never suggested it and were unprepared
for the subsequent step. The point became clear during intensive talking with the protesters on
the street: many protested against the bill as such, because they refused to trust any government
initiative on the matter. Journalists and international observers often coincided in criticizing
these protests for being “for the sake of protest” and for mobilizing people who could not even
state what was at stake in the referendum on the issue. What they missed hearing in the
people’s angry exclamations were expressions of systematic distrust in all governmental
propositions with regard to something that has become a poor Bolivian’s hope for a better
future, namely enormous reserves of natural gas. Their fear of being deceived won over their
awareness that they were indeed unable to answer the question about what alternative would be
possible. The source of this stand was a collective memory dating long back. It is this that
many Bolivians had learned in the dealings with their fatherland’s politics. And it is the point
the political scientists and other “top down” observers failed to spot.

The dynamics between the “guidance” from above and the multiple developments simulta-
neously taking place among the “ordinary participants” can take many different forms. Jeffrey
Rubin (1998), for instance, in his analysis of COCEI (“Coalition of Workers, Peasants and
Students of the Istmus”), a radical grass roots movement in the Zapotec city of Juchitán, in
southern Mexico, denied a simple coincidence between, on the one hand, the sort of “progres-
sive politics” publicly forwarded by social movements such as COCEI, and cultural emancipa-
tion in the sphere of relationships among the movement’s participants. His findings suggested
that left-wing politics as embodied in COCEI’s stands, even if combined with mobilization
power, and autonomy from political parties, does not necessarily mean that also the authoritari-
anism in the movement’s make-up is overcome. To the contrary, he found that caudillismo,
threatening with violence, applying tactics like warning for an “explosion” of the rough and
indomitable “indian,” and repression of women were part and parcel of COCEI’s character.
Racism, sexism, and authoritarianism characterized not only the status quo, but also the victims
of these traits united in a strong social movement. In his explanation Rubin emphasized that
such traits, on the one hand, do indeed dominate much of the popular culture protest allegedly is
rooted in, whereas on the other hand COCEI simultaneously with employing these traits
allowed for ambiguity and “decentered-ness” in its actual performance and relations with its
supporters. It was this ambivalence that, in the minds and hearts of many participants who were
marginalized in its centralized actions, made COCEI attractive.

Rubin stressed that, apart from helping to explain the success of movements that do not
“fully” express people’s convictions, his findings also suggested that “culture” remains an
unruly dimension in social movements’ mobilizations. People are not easily “molded” into
the progressive (or not so progressive) cultural standards the movements advocate. People’s
motivations might therefore be partly dissimilar to those the movements’ leaderships foster.
This, in turn, suggests that cultural features might even be shared between the movement and
the established structures and powers it challenges. Specific values “making it worthwhile to
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fight for” may exist both among the powers that be and protesters. The exact dynamics of
such somewhat “chaotically” distributed cultural beliefs and practices can be revealed only by
thorough field-research among the “ordinary” participants.

Orin Starn’s work (1992) is another case in point. He also came to the conclusion
that social movements do not necessarily unite and homogenize the populations they mobilize
or culturally strive to “emancipate.” Moreover, basing his conclusions on research among
the rondas campesinos (nightly vigilances) in the mountains of northern Peru, he pointed to
the unscrupulous mix of “authentic” and “alien” components in acclaimed new collective
action practices. Like Rubin, he also encountered features within the movements that did not fit
the progressive, and “politically correct” or “culture-oppositional” image they have. He found
that the concrete forms the peasants chose to make their rondas reflected both endogenous and
external sources. The rondas, originally, were nightly vigilances to stop cattle thieves. They
came into being because the peasants were deeply disappointed with the state’s ability and/or
willingness to stop the thefts. In the course of time, the rondas became “autonomous” commu-
nity organizations with the tasks to judge internal conflicts, family violence, and local crime.
They set up local “courts” to deal with these problems. The rondas introduced a sort of idio-
syncratic “uniform,” with ponchos and hats. The idea of the uniforms came from military serv-
ice; it gave status to the rondistas. The actual garments were local and partially the
“reinvention” of traditional attires. The courts embodied both traditional mores and customs,
such as community-broad deliberation, but also appropriated elements such as the alternation
between attorneys and prosecutors. Court hearings were set up as formal ones: dignitaries
behind a table; the bible and (often outdated) books of law within the dignitaries’ and judges’
reach; and proceedings according to formal lawsuits, with prosecutors, solicitors, defendants,
and witnesses taking the floor. On the other hand, the course of events often was not that for-
mal, with people taking the opportunity to express all sorts of complaints unrelated to the case,
gossiping, mocking, and making fun. The rondas thus, in Starn’s view, embody a political mes-
sage, but at the same time a cultural practice and statement inspired by both local, “remem-
bered” forms, and by forms stemming from greater society to give the whole thing more
standing. Among the rank and file participants of the ronda movement, thus, no such thing as a
categorical rejection of everything outside the Andean traditions emerged. This “de-essential-
izing” thrust of Starn’s work would have been impossible without his ethnographic work in the
Peruvian highlands.

Schönwalder’s (2002) book on Peru was another valuable contribution. In his view,
the really important issue is not whether, but how, the interaction between social move-
ments and “third parties” transpires. The book presents a detailed analysis of the relation-
ships between urban movements and local governments and their dependencies, political
parties (especially on the left), NGOs, and the central governments’ agencies responsible
for urban development matters, focusing on Lima, Peru, in the period from 1980 to 1992.
The book is divided into two parts. The first part deals with theory, addressing the auton-
omy question, and making a plea for combining rather than contrasting the traditionally
competing focuses on strategy and identity, because this much better fits the dynamics “on
the ground.” In the analysis, the attitudes and strategies of the Peruvian left on the local
political level in the 1980s are highlighted, because they co-shaped the responses of neigh-
borhood organizations. The book thus interlocks the viewpoints, strategies, and percep-
tions of the various “levels” and actors in play. Maybe Schönwalder does not fully
illustrate our point, because in his account we hear relatively little about the perceptions,
ambitions, and doubts of the “ordinary participant.” The “smallest” level of analysis is not
that of the individual participant (or nonparticipant, for that matter), but the level of the
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organizations, movements, and their spokespersons. Nevertheless, the analysis contributes
to a meticulous unpacking of the not-at-all straightforward opposition between grass root,
and more meso- and macro-levels of interaction.

Vélez-Ibañez’s (1983) book Rituals of Marginality offers more detail on what exactly
takes place in the houses and conversations of the dwellers of a marginal neighborhood in the
city of Netzahualcoyotl Izcalli, close to Mexico city. He presents a detailed account of the
course of events in a confrontation (ending for the most part in co-optation) between a neigh-
borhood organization and political authorities. Focusing on the scarce resources of the local
population, he concludes that their vulnerability to get caught up in “rituals of marginality” is
immense. He suggests that local reciprocity networks, to decrease individual family’s vulnera-
bility, do not necessarily express proper cultural traditions (Vélez-Ibañez 1983:2); rather they
often express the limited access to formal political spheres. In addition, the author stresses that
no such thing as a mere “political conviction” accounts for people’s involvement in local
organizations. People take such decisions in a complex network of dependencies and reciproc-
ity. These networks constitute people’s individual and collective identities, and their “place,”
their belonging, and the reproduction mechanisms of such places and belongings. Not neces-
sarily do people “believe” in the politician they vote for or try to approach for solutions to their
misery, and not necessarily do they agree with the discourses upheld by (local) politicians
and/or the neighborhood “brokers” and leaders. Their decisions, rather, are also based on
loyalties, reciprocities, language codes, and residential affinity (p. 240 ff). Not always, then, do
movement discourses and actions coincide with the views of the participants. This ambiguity is
a prerequisite for the movements because they need to be able to highlight specific features of
identities and interests, and downplay the other dimensions of the participants’ “selves,” if

they want to be successful in the first place. The ambiguity, however, also affects the solidity of
the movement: when the mismatch between movement versions and participant versions
becomes too large, the movement will lose mobilization strength.

Salman (1997), in his research on the Chilean shantytown organizations during the later
years of Pinochet’s dictatorship, found that the overwhelming majority of the participants in
these organizations did not share the opinion of the spokespersons and optimistic NGO
researchers about a new social movement (and a “new democracy”) coming into being.
Contrary to what these optimistic voices proclaimed, the majority of the participants to the
self-help organizations did not have any political ambitions, did not want to shift aside the
traditional (and indeed quite bureaucratic and hierarchical) political parties, and did not even
aspire to continue their organizational efforts once employment opportunities would improve
again, for example, once they individually would be capable again of providing for their
families. Behind these modest outlooks were a number of factors. First of all, the fact that
mainly women managed these organizations gave them a character of their own. Most of the
participants were not trained, and reluctant, to translate their efforts into political projects.
Their motivations were of a practical nature, and attempted to mitigate practical problems
rather than searching for political visibility. The male absence was excused by the (often
unemployed) poor city-dwellers in concomitant terms: they felt uneasy about the fact their
families needed to be “helped,” and were very hesitant about stepping in organizations that
did not demand for improvements in their lot. An organization that would not address the
state, that would not seek for political emancipation, and that would not affirm their class
pride and identity, was something they found hard to sympathize with. In spite of the misery
and lack of prospects, they preferred the ongoing search for odd jobs above stepping into the
“defensive” subsistence efforts of their spouses.

Precisely the fact that the phenomenon was so massive, and that it was “new” and
included so many people who never before had been involved in collective action, stimulated
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observers and scholars to speculate about its future. Many came to the conclusion that a
renewal of politics was at stake, and that the political landscape in Chile, after the return of
democracy, would be changed. It turned out otherwise: the organizations proved to be not a
decisive political force after all, and the traditional political parties proved unwilling to give
up their prominent role in the transition and the make-up of democracy.

But—and this is the second reason for the mismatch between the optimistic assess-
ments and the situation on the ground—it was not only because of the parties’ regained
protagonism that the organization failed to “change politics.” It was also due to the fact that
too few scholars—and “leaders,” for that matter—had critically asked the participating
women about their ambitions and perceptions of “politics.” No doubt many of these women
impatiently awaited the return of democracy, but this was not so much because of aspiring to
an active role in it. Rather, the women hoped the new democratic polity would be more
responsive to their needs and problems. Whereas many of the men, in pre-dictatorial Chile,
had been socialized in a more politicized manner and still maintained images about striving
for a share of power in politics and the state, the women, even after their experiences in these
organizations, and even well aware of the “political” significance of their collective efforts as
“anti-dictatorship,” still were much more reluctant to view a political role for themselves.
Instead, as Worsley (1984:219) has observed, “[p]reoccupied with problems of immediate
survival and individual betterment, the poor perceive and treat the political system as another
resource to be exploited.” This attitude of hoping for a more responsive state, instead of self-
consciously demanding a role in it, had largely been overlooked by the theorists announcing
the transition from grass roots organizations to innovative social movements at the moment of
Chile’s democratic transition.

Besides the “divergences” visible in the relationships between leaders, discourses, and
official strategies on the one hand, and participants’ priorities and perceptions on the other,
another dimension of “mismatch” between these participants and the authorities or the
polity they address calls for attention. The representatives of movements in closer contact
with the authorities often try to adapt to the language and the strategic rules of the game of
these political authorities they are challenging. In doing so, they run the risk of alienating
themselves from the views of the people in whose interest they emerged in the first place.
Many anthropologists have reported a gap between the life worlds of the poor and the lan-
guage of politics. Many poor, many women, many indigenous, and the like believe that in
reality “politicians know nothing about us” (Baño 1984; García Canclini 1995]; Piña 1987).
Lehmann (1990) specifies this and states that what the poor (in his case, informal workers in
Mexico and Ecuador) really reject is the vices and untrustworthiness of politicians and public
authorities: they are “pick-pockets,” cunning people, liars, and in political relationships, a
poor person “risks humiliation and personal dependence” (Lehmann 1990:93). The contacts
and negotiations between their spokespersons and these authorities are often also looked upon
with distrust.

Often, people have trouble connecting experiences of humiliation, injustice, and misery
to structural features of society. “Politics” are associated with “mighty people” rather than
with a system, or a structure of inequality. What, in people’s accounts of their problems, is
therefore not so explicitly rejected, or is not mentioned at all, are the structures, the organiza-
tion and transparency of the state, and the representational institutions. This might in part be a
self-incapacitation, a denial of self-competence with regard to the world of politics, but it also
illustrates how “normal” it is to reduce experiences of injustice and humiliation to the
immoral behavior of persons, and not so much to the underlying causes (Piven and Cloward
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1977:21). This helps explain why rallies against “the system” or mobilizations “for reform”
are often only reluctantly supported: for the poor, that is often not where they feel the core
problem is. Moreover, it is about a world they, in their own perception, have no knowledge of
and no capacity for.

Worsley confirms many of the finding of Barrington Moore on the limited aspirations of
movement participants—even during the highpoints of conflict. As our elaboration on the
scope of agency in structured settings might help explain, people will in their utterances
sometimes endorse quite radical demands—and sometimes even force their leaders into
even more uncompromising or “revolutionary” positions. But often their more profound
ambitions, and their very ability for change, will be more modest. Often, the poor perceive of
politicians and civil servants as the most powerful in society. Most often, there is no overall
aversion toward the system (Worsley 1984:219), even if at times people prove willing to
mobilize, in cases in which their opportunities for subsistence shrink or when they feel
treated disrespectful. In such cases, even radical discourses voiced by movements’ leaders
might be backed. But often, in the end, the poor will act acknowledging they have a stake in
the system. Most often, signs of radical ideology, or propensity to revolutionary action, are
completely absent. Instead, the poor make a rational adaptation to the rules of the political
game, distinguishing which kinds of political action are rewarded by the authorities and
which kind are likely to be ignored or violently repressed. The poor often do not respond to
poverty ideologically, but instrumentally (p. 220). Paradoxically, this is in part a cultural
phenomenon.

It is hard to reveal an unequivocal trend, or theoretically testable hypotheses, in the
findings of anthropological research among the rank and file of social movements. Some
ethnographies find radicalism exceeding the demands of the official spokespersons; many
more find more modest, more diffuse, and more “conservative” aspirations. Some find
attachment to traditions and customs the movement is officially contesting as part of its
transformation wishes; others find rejections of the negotiations their leaders are
involved in, because people have lost confidence in concession by the authorities tout
court. Some find attempts to overcome traditional submissiveness in violent attacks on
official buildings and symbols; others find that some participants loath the confrontations
their neighbours engage in with the police, because their houses and family security are
endangered. To translate this diversity in “informed guesses” about (causal) relationships
between different aspects of the phenomenon, is complicated. What the diverse stories
do tell us, however, is that, in our attempts to understand the movements’ fortunes, the
perceptions, reactions, and ambitions of those who hardly ever obtain a microphone are
just as crucial as are the easier detectable public statements and strategies. Without anthro-
pology, social movements research risks instrumentalizing and functionalizing what these
movements, through the actions of the ordinary participants, actually do. It risks being
teleological and normative in its assessments of the changes movements strive for and
obtain. To be able to analyze these changes beyond normativism and modernization preju-
dices, we need to include culture. Only then can we avoid to merely “discover” the
contrast between the aims of movements in terms of democracy, rights, participation,
justice and citizenship, and the situation against which they rally. A characterization in its
own right of what is going on in such movements, their participants, and in their relation-
ships with the political sphere would then remain out of sight. Change, to the contrary,
should be measured in etic, but also in emic terms, we don’t want to lose sight of its
locally constructed and construed significance.
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FUTURE RESEARCH

It seems that two major tasks lie ahead for anthropologists’ involvement in social movement
research. First, the job of thoroughly and systematically accounting for the participants’ per-
ceptions, reactions, and ambitions with regard to the movement’s goals and strategies has only
just begun. Much too often, movements are still conceptualized as if they were “the unity of
analysis.” Thus, the public statements and strategies, the rallies, and the slogans are taken as
representative of what makes the movement. This is problematic. The so-called “actor-oriented
approach” needs to be radicalized: not the movements-as-actor, but the actors that make the
movements need to be studied much more intensively. Insights into the doubts, aspirations,
motivations, and even “improper” considerations of these participants will help us to under-
stand the movements as a polyvalent, multilayered phenomenon, and will contribute to our
insights in their successes and failures. The only way to avoid the functionalist approach of
these movements is through the attitudes and actual actions of the ordinary participants. Much
more ethnographic research among these participants is therefore needed. And much more
questions need to be asked revolving around collective and individual memories; around the
emotional significance of mottos, metaphors, and rituals; around the role of social networks as
recruiting vehicles; around the pursuit for belonging as a motivational factor; around images of
“a good life”; and around the fears brought about by rapid or unpredictable changes in the
social, economic, and political life conditions. Questions and questionnaires confining them-
selves to motivational dimensions, formulating these in explicit, discursive modes, will not be
able to bring to light the complexities of people’s reasons and motivations to be part—or to
decline being part. Only research into de dimensions referred to in the preceding text will be
able to reveal the entangledness of the cultural contents of political struggles.

Second, some theoretical and conceptual issues triggered by the outcomes of such
research need further attention. One of them is—once again—the intricate nature of culture.
Today’s paradox is that, whereas scholars have become convinced of the fluid, dynamic, and
heterogeneous make-up of cultures, and extensively study the ways in which local cultural
transformations, and local political conflicts, are at least partially “fashioned” outside the
local setting, at the same time the invocation of traditional and “authentic” local cultures
increasingly becomes one of the motivational pillars of many movement’s emergence and
self-legitimating discourses. Scholars of social movements or of “cultural defenses” today
all insist on the transnational, or at least trans-local, character of such initiatives, and show
how the very assembling of countervailing discourses is decisively influenced by external
input. In the eyes of the people concerned, however, there is nothing “alien” in their pleas for
acknowledgment of, for instance, indigenous rights, their pleas for the revival of local rituals
and celebrations, or their claim that the protection of biodiversity is something “natural” to
indigenous populations. The denial of the external impact upon such “assertive” narratives of
local dignity and tradition is, beyond doubt, partially a strategic maneuver—it is, however,
also part and parcel of genuine local views upon the emergence of these struggles. Where
other scholars of social movements are possibly well-equipped to demystify these images of
domestic roots of local discourses, anthropology might be able to help decipher such mecha-
nisms of reification of local ancestry, and help reveal the impulses that propel people away
from the recognition of their own hybridity and heterogeneity, toward believing in “proper”
and authentic identities.

Another issue future research, in our view, should take up is the cultural dimension
of “framing processes.” Our understanding of such framing processes, as one of the crucial
intermediating mechanisms between “conditions” and actual mobilization, has increased
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over time. But our insights in the ways in which (also “pre-conscious”) cultural elements
account for the successes and limitations of such framing processes is still limited. Such
cultural dimensions beyond doubt include the icons, heroes, and rituals we mentioned above,
but they probably also include, for instance, styles, and modes of leadership, and of specific
types of “social glue” responsible for the abilities of movements to get their supporters out
on the streets. One might, for instance, suspect that in some cases “soft” and democratic
leadership (consistent with the movement’s own claims about inclusive and participatory
democracy) might be less successful than charismatic and “caudillo-like” leadership—
because the latter fits local political cultures better. To be able to understand how such
schemes work, we need the accounts of the participants, rather than a mere typology of
leadership styles. Subsequently, we need a thorough reflection on the linkages (or mis-
matches) between participant’s expectations and “familiar modes” of social interaction on
the one hand, and the characteristics of framing discourses on the other hand.

A final suggestion for further research efforts is the theme of cultural ambiguity. Contrary
to political statements or stands, which most of the time leave little room for haziness about the
contents or intentions, cultural phenomena tend to leave more room for interpretation. It is, for
instance, not rare to have two people explain a cultural trait in a society in quite different ways.
Self-ascribed cultural characteristics, the explanation and justification of traditions, and the
culturally condoned inequalities between men and women, may all sound confusing when
conveyed to an observer by different members of such societies. It is, as Rubin (1998) stressed,
a very important, and often facilitating feature of cultural phenomena: it allows for adherence
to movements by people radically different in their convictions about a range of issues—
including the ones the movements did put on the agenda. A movement’s insistence upon the
“original, pure and millenarian” indigenous traditions, to criticize government measures and
strengthen one’s political position, will in the views of the indigenous people often seamlessly
go together with images about access to “modern” and high-tech facilities and services.
Cultural expressions and “properties” allow sharing of things, while differing on exact
meanings and consequences. The effects of this phenomenon need further scrutiny: it may
enhance our understanding of social movements to analyze the combination of political and
cultural vocabularies and repertoires, and to reveal the ways in which political diagnoses and
demands merge with narratives about unity and belonging that permit the divergent to differ,
and simultaneously feel companionship.
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CHAPTER 7

Historians and the Study 
of Protest*

BRIAN DILL AND RONALD AMINZADE

THE DISCIPLINE OF HISTORY

In reflecting on the distinctive way in which historians have approached the study of social
movements and collective action, we call attention to a number of issues that have been
addressed in the literature on history as a discipline. A distinction that has often been made
between the disciplines of history and the social sciences concerns the general and the partic-
ular. Historians are purportedly more concerned with context-dependent generalizations,
offering findings that are relevant only to the particular context they are studying and overly
cautious in making inadequately contextualized generalizations based on evidence from a
particular time and place. However, historians cannot avoid the use of general concepts, such
as revolution or social movement; hence they necessarily generalize. Such concepts select
certain instances as “facts” and make their descriptions more meaningful by suggesting causal
analogies to phenomena in other times and places that may also be labeled revolutions or
social movements. Nevertheless, the types of generalizations and levels of generality with
which historians are typically comfortable are those that apply to a relatively limited number
of cases delimited in time and space, rather than the decontextualized general laws to which
social scientists sometimes aspire. As a discipline, historians are organized along the lines of
time and space, and most historians focus their research on a particular place during a delim-
ited period of time. Philip Abrams (1982:194) contrasts the historians’ “rhetoric of close pres-
entation (seeking to persuade in terms of a dense texture of detail)” with the sociologists’
“rhetoric of perspective (seeking to persuade in terms of the elegant patterning of connections
seen from a distance).”

In their efforts to offer context-dependent generalizations, historians rely on what Kai
Erikson (1970) labels “professional reflexes.” This refers to the distinctive set of working
arrangements, vocabularies, and “standards of explanation” to which students are exposed
during their professional socialization, and that are enforced by a variety of disciplinary
gatekeepers, from journal editors to grant reviewers. Because historians typically work in a
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context of data scarcity rather than da ta abundance, their working arrangements are less con-
cerned with sampling from a large population and more focused on close attention to matters
of texture and detail. Erikson also observes that professional climates and reflexes involve
different criteria for what constitutes a plausible explanation. Historians typically explain an
outcome by telling a credible story about the sequence of events leading up to it or the motives
that impelled it, providing a plausible and persuasive plot that has a sense of dramatic
inevitability, rather than viewing an outcome as explained if it is connected to institutions and
forces in the surrounding environment.1 Historians typically see storytelling, or the use of nar-
ratives, as a central defining feature of their work, an integral part of writing history that
makes possible close attention to actors and events. Narratives, then, are a key vehicle for
addressing the relationship between the particular and the general.

Another distinction relates to the nature of the evidence that historians typically use.
Historians usually rely on documentary evidence available in archives, residues of the past
that are filtered down to the present, typically through the operation of large-scale organiza-
tions, such as churches and states (Tilly 1970:434–466). Unlike social scientists, most histo-
rians do not go out and generate their own data, but rely on already existing data. Although
social scientists sometimes adopt a critical approach to their sources, historian’s reliance on
archival sources has meant treating sources as suspect and paying greater attention than is
often the case among social scientists to questions concerning the social construction of
knowledge, that is, to why, how, and under what conditions documents were created and their
authenticity. A reliance on archival sources requires interpretation, that is, the processing and
evaluation of data by the individual researcher, whose reconstruction of the past is inevitably
shaped by her language, culture, values, and historical location.

A final distinction that observers have made between the disciplines of history and the
social sciences concerns temporal scopes. The focus of social scientists on the present often
means a narrow concern with short-term causes and short-term consequences. Historians’
focus on the past provides an opportunity to study not just short-term sequences but also the
longue durée and long-term processes of change, such as industrialization, urbanization, or
demographic transitions. Many historians do not seize this opportunity and most historical
research tends to focus on the in-depth study of relatively short periods of time, but an atten-
tiveness to long-term processes of change and to the temporal boundaries demarcating differ-
ent historical periods can help to ascertain the scope conditions, or boundaries, of theoretical
generalizations and to identify key turning points in processes of change.

Are these features simply disciplinary stereotypes or are they actually reflected in the
work that historians do? The extent to which historians of social movements actually do
develop context-dependent generalizations, highlight temporal rather than lateral connec-
tions, take long-term rather than short-term approaches to the study of social protest, utilize
the connotative vocabulary of the narrative, and rely on archival data is an empirical question
that we address in our subsequent analysis of historian’s research on social movements. Our
concern is not with whether historical and the social scientific studies of movement should
merge as a common endeavor or the benefits that each side might derive from such a mar-
riage, but the actual disciplinary practices of historians who study social movements.
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HISTORICAL METHODS

Because historians work with such a wide variety of archival and nonarchival sources-
including physical remains, personal documents, organizational records, and oral accounts,
and adopt different approaches to the use of these sources, it is difficult to specify a single
historical method. Yet three key features of the historians’ approach to data, including close
attention to detail and context, a critical interrogation of sources and of the institutional
processes that produced them, and the use of narrative to capture structure and agency as mutu-
ally constituted over time have important theoretical implications. First, close attention to
detail and context can serve as an antidote to broad generalizations that fail to adequately spec-
ify the temporal and spatial scope conditions of claims and can foster more context-dependent
generalizations, greater attentiveness to connections among events, and concern for the micro-
dynamics of mobilization and claims-making. Close attention to details and context can lead
to fortuitous and unexpected discoveries, including the discovery of key silences in existing
accounts. Second, the skeptical and judicious questioning of sources via internal and external
criticism to assess the authenticity and credibility of evidence need not lead to a positivist effort
to find “the true account.” The key question may not be whether or not an account is true, for
example, whether it provides an accurate report of the size of crowds, but rather how and why
this account was produced. Situating historical sources in the social location of the observer or
the social conventions of the organization can lead to the posing of new questions about
“biased” sources to reveal how and why actors created the data and what it tells us about their
interests and values and about the social contexts of power and inequality in which accounts
have been produced. Finally, the use of narrative can help prevent the pitfall of structuralist
approaches to social protest in which agency disappears and actors simply respond to the over-
powering constraints of a political opportunity structure or capitalist class structure. It can also
mitigate against the static use of before and after snapshots and inferences about change based
on their comparison in favor of more event-centered accounts which take time seriously, trace
the contingent and often path-dependent character of movement trajectories, and identify turn-
ing points in movement histories.

Some of the benefits of adopting an historical approach to the study of social movements
stem not from the particular methodological approach of the historian but from the nature of
social movements. The latter have an interest in minimizing public knowledge of their internal
divisions and disputes and maintaining an appearance of unity and solidarity to the outside
world. Thus the divisions and conflicts that may play a key role in strategic decision-making
or framing processes may become available only long after the demise of the movement or it
protagonists, as memoirs, letters, and other documents that record divisions and conflicts
among those struggling for change become available for scholarly analysis.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF HISTORIANS
TO THE STUDY OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Social scientists are typically skeptical about the ability of historians to contribute to the con-
ceptual and theoretical developments in the social sciences. For example, Hamilton and Walton
(1988) argue that the actual disciplinary practices of historians involve a focus on sources rather
than theories or methods. “Among historians,” they write (1988:184), “data collection rests on
finding and mastering a body of primary sources about a clearly delineated topic. . . . competi-
tion to be an expert in an area promotes ever more refined historical specializations, more
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exhaustive treatments of increasingly narrow topics, and a revisionist orientation based on ever
closer readings of primary sources.” They contrast this with the work of sociologists, for whom
“the preference is always for breadth and not for depth of coverage, because it is the scope of
coverage that tests the generality of theories . . .” (1988:184–185). The problem with this analy-
sis, however, is that it presumes a relative unity of the discipline of history when in fact all dis-
ciplines, including history, contain numerous fields, some of which have more in common with
fields in neighboring disciplines than with each other. “The notion of disciplinary unity,” argues
Julie Thompson Klein (1993:191), “is triply false: minimizing or denying differences that exist
across the plurality of specialties grouped loosely under a single disciplinary label, undervalu-
ing connections across specialties of separate disciplines, and discounting the frequency and
impact of cross-disciplinary influences.”

Historians in certain areas of the discipline, such as demographic and economic history,
adopt analytic rhetorics and readily cross disciplinary boundaries to engage in theoretical and
methodological dialogues with other disciplines (Levine 2001; Ruggles 1987). Most histori-
ans, however, limit their generalizations to limited time and place contexts rather than gener-
alize about structures and processes regardless of time and place. The discipline of history is
organized around such temporal and spatial boundaries. In the study of social protest, as we
argue below, the main contribution of historians has not been to develop new theories or
concepts or even to assess critically the core concepts of social movement theories. The
central contribution has been to develop context dependent analyses that provide innovative
interpretive accounts of events, augment the historical record by extending the temporal or
spatial boundaries of particular movements, and correct existing accounts by challenging
official or established views of events.

A number of historians, most of whom define themselves as “social historians” and
many of whom were part of the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s, have a produced
wide range of studies on the history of a variety of movements, from the civil rights to the
women’s and labor movements to peasant rebellions. Some of these studies have directed our
attention to the existence of “free social spaces” within which the microdynamics of mobi-
lization take place (Evans 1986) and shed light on early debates among scholars about
breakdown and solidarity theories (Hobsbawm 1969; Rude 1964). Historians have also
corrected overly structuralist misreadings of peasant protest by highlighting the agency of
peasant actors who had been presumed to be at the mercy of large-scale structural forces over
which they had little control (Isaacman 1993). In addition, they have analyzed the cultural
dimensions of working-class collective action and the moral codes that shaped protests
(Thompson 1963) and called attention to the role of popular memory and oral traditions in
social protest. Historical research has carefully documented the sources of nineteenth century
European artisans’ revolutionary collective actions and the roots of their grievances in
transformations of capitalist production (Johnson 1975; Jones 1983).

Explanations of social change must be based on accurate understandings of how events
unfold over time, which means that in order to answer the question of why, and develop expla-
nations of sequences of events, scholars must first answer the question of how. Genuinely
historical work in the social sciences, notes Charles Tilly (1984:79), must acknowledge that
“the existing record of past structures and processes is problematic, requiring systematic inves-
tigation in its own right instead of lending itself immediately to social-scientific synthesis.”
As our subsequent discussion of the civil rights movement reveals, historian’s research on
social movements has contributed to this task of carefully interrogating the historical record
in at least three ways: by reinterpreting protest events, by expanding our knowledge of
movements and their temporal and spatial scope, and by correcting problematic claims
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and assumptions. This work of interpreting, expanding, and correcting existing accounts may
engender new explanatory challenges that can provide the basis for conceptual and theoretical
revisions and innovations. For example, by reinterpreting, expanding, and correcting the
historical record and clarifying the concrete sociocultural context in which movements unfold,
historical research can inform current theorizing based on contemporary contentious
politics by questioning taken-for-granted assumptions about the existence of liberal-democracy,
secular politics, instrumental rational action, modern temporal orientations, and universal lit-
eracy. This may prompt important questions concerning various meanings of opportunity and
threat; alternative definitions and valuations of resources; the emotional dynamics of protest;
conceptions of time as something other than a scarce resource; and the use of diverse means
of communication, including music, and dance, and oral traditions, to promote collective
identity and solidarity. These are opportunities for conceptual and theoretical progress that
arise from the study of history, but whether historians or nonhistorians take advantage of these
opportunities is an empirical question.

In recent years there has been a lively debate among social scientists concerning the
dominant paradigms informing social movement research and the concepts derived from
these approaches (e.g., see Goodwin and Jasper 2004). Resource mobilization has focused
on the organizational basis of mobilization while political process theory highlights the
sociopolitical contexts shaping movements, whereas cultural and cognitive theories have
emphasized the creation of collective identities and framing of goals. Each tradition has pro-
duced a variety of concepts that have generated research and debate, including mobilization,
professionalization, political opportunity structures, repertoires, cycles of protest, framing,
and collective identity. Has this lively debate and the concepts and theories implicated in it
affected how historians study social movements? Some scholars have claimed that historical
research on social movements “begins by questioning its core concepts” (Clemens and
Hughes 2002). This statement is prescriptive, directed toward a social science audience,
rather than descriptive, illustrating the practice of historians. To what extent, then, do histo-
rians who research social movements and collective action address the core concepts of
social movement theory and question their applicability to past protest? Which, if any, of
the core concepts do historians employ in their analyses? How self-conscious are they in
applying the concepts and theories of social movement scholars to the particular cases they
study? Have they used the study of past protest to challenge core concepts and dominant
theories? Does their work address long-term processes of change? Are the professional
reflexes described above evident in the work of historians of social and political protest or
have they disappeared as historians challenge disciplinary boundaries and professional
reflexes? These are the questions we address in this chapter.

HISTORICAL STUDIES OF SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS AND COLLECTIVE ACTION

To understand how historians have studied the phenomena of social movements and collec-
tive action, we sampled a wide range of articles published by historians on the subject. Given
the enormous body of historical literature that has investigated innumerable examples of
social protest in different times and places, a comprehensive review of all the books and arti-
cles published on the subject is not possible in a single book chapter. We therefore opted for
a preliminary analysis of a limited number of publications that would enable us to make some
tentative observations about the way in which historians approach the study of social protest.
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In selecting journal articles, we used a sampling frame that is both practical and representa-
tive of the work that has been done by historians.

Initially, we thought to limit our investigation spatially, temporally, or thematically. Upon
further consideration, however, we found that each approach was untenable. Limiting the
investigation to social movements and collective action in North America or Western Europe,
for example, may tell us little about how historians have studied these phenomena in the global
South. Similarly, an examination of only those movements occurring in the twentieth century
may not allow us to speak to the challenges, in terms of data and methods, facing historians
concerned with contentious politics in previous eras. Finally, the body of literature on specific
types of movements, such as the labor movement, women’s movement, or peasant movements,
is too large to allow a comprehensive review. Limiting our purview to prominent episodes or
examples of contentious action—for example, the French Revolution, the American civil rights
movement—would also suffer from being unwieldy and unrepresentative. Historians have
produced an enormous amount of material on most well-known movements, thus making it
impossible to cover all that has been written about even one. Furthermore, the extensive
discussion and debate concerning the most renowned movements suggests that researchers
investigating them have had the luxury of employing very different data and methods than their
colleagues studying less well researched movements.

In an effort to understand how contemporary historians have approached the study of social
movements, we decided to sample journal publications temporally, spatially, and thematically.
Temporally, our sample contains journal articles published over a 31-year period (1970–2000).
Spatially, we have chosen to include in our investigation the study of social movements occur-
ring around the world. In an effort to capture the richness and diversity of social movement
activity, our sample includes ten articles for each of the following five regions: North America,
Europe, Latin America, Africa, and Asia. This broad geographic scope has allowed us not only
to investigate scholarly work concerned with less prominent movements, but also to understand
whether and to what extent scholars of movements in the global South utilize concepts similar
to and/or different from those created and used to explain social movement activity in North
America and Western Europe. Finally, we have sought to increase the breadth of our sample by
including articles with a particular thematic focus: women’s movements. Specifically, our sam-
ple integrates ten articles about women’s movements that have occurred across different geo-
graphical regions. We have sampled a minimum of three journals for historical research on
North America, Europe, Latin America, Africa, Asia, and women’s movements. In sum, we
have examined a total of 60 articles from 20 journals over a 31-year period.2

There are advantages and disadvantages associated with each sampling frame we could
have employed. As already noted, we have sought to strike a balance between sampling in a
manner that is not only representative of historical work on social movements and collective
action, but also realistic in terms of analysis. The chief merits of the approach we have taken,
then, are that it captures the breadth of historical research on contentious episodes and does
so in a manner that is practical. But we recognize the limitations of our sample as well, the
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most important of which relates to Erikson’s (1970) point about “professional reflexes.”
History is often viewed as a discipline that is more oriented toward books than articles. By
sampling articles, we run the risk of drawing conclusions about the practice of history that are
more appropriately applied to only a certain aspect of the discipline. By analyzing a form of
published work that is, by design, short, concentrated, and succinct, we may come away with
a distorted or limited view. Scholars clearly have much more freedom in a book. Rather than
limit the claims they make in an effort to produce a minimally publishable unit, such as an
article for a peer-reviewed journal, authors of books have the latitude to approach the events
under investigation from multiple perspectives. Temporal scopes that are quite narrow in a 50-
page journal article might become much broader in a 300-page book. These caveats notwith-
standing, we believe that our sample is sufficient to allow us to make robust claims about the
ways in which historians approach the study of social movements and collective action.

CENTRAL ISSUES AND QUESTIONS WITHIN
THE DISCIPLINE OF HISTORY

This section addresses what we have identified as four central issues that relate to historians’
study of social movements and collective action: (1) the extent to which historians either limit
the claims they make to the particular context they are studying or seek to generalize to other
times and places; (2) the temporal scope that informs historical studies; (3) the extent to
which the core concepts that have informed social science research are employed as tools
in the historical study of social movements and collective action; and (4) the nature of the
evidence used by historians and the extent to which this places limitations on their analyses.

To illustrate each of these four issues, we provide numerous examples from the articles
sampled for this chapter. As noted in the preceding text, these articles differ significantly from
one another in terms of their temporal, spatial, and/or thematic focus. Thus, to reinforce our
argument, we take the additional step of demonstrating our main points by referring to a single,
well-known social movement: the American civil rights movement. In the interest of clarity, we
present the examples concerning this movement in boxes separated from the main text. The first
of these boxes (see Box 7.1) presents a conventional summary of the civil rights movement.

Context-Dependent Generalizations

The historical study of social movements and collective action is replete with general con-
cepts. Strikes, riots, peasant insurrections, labor movements, and rebellions defy the spatial
and temporal boundaries that otherwise circumscribe particularistic historical studies.
Historians have chronicled “labor strikes,” for example, among both Brazilian porters in the
mid-nineteenth century (Reis 1997) and West African railway workers just after World War
II (Cooper 1996); similarly, they have examined “riots” directed toward suburban railways in
Brazil in the mid-1970s (Moises and Martinez-Alier 1980) and Muslims in Sri Lanka a half
century earlier (Kannangra 1984). But for a few exceptions, concern with the general ends at
the conceptual level; historians tend to employ general concepts only insofar as they facilitate
the organization and construction of narratives that are context specific. As we will discuss in
a later section of this chapter, these concepts are neither problematized nor operationalized;
reference is rarely, if ever, made to the concept’s usage in the sociological literature or by
other analysts of social movements and collective action.
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The articles sampled for this chapter corroborate the view that historians tend to offer
findings that are relevant only to the particular context they are studying and rarely make
claims that could be readily applied to other times and places. Painting with a broad brush,
we find that historical analyses of social movements and collective action exhibit concern
with the particular in one of three ways. First, historians characterize their task as interpre-
tative; that is, they attempt to establish not only the “actuality” of an event by constructing a
textual account of it, but also its meaning by providing a detailed description of its causes,
scope, and outcomes, as well as of the parties involved, their motives, and their accomplish-
ments (cf. McDonald 1996). A second approach is expansive. Scholars working in this vein
seek to augment the historical record with respect to established events, legitimating their
particular contribution to the literature by showing how it fills a gap or omission. This typi-
cally takes the form of extending the spatial or temporal boundaries of a documented social
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Box 7.1. The Conventional View of the American Civil Rights Movement

The American civil rights movement generally refers to events that took place in the
Southern United States over the course of 14 tumultuous years: 19551968. During this
period, numerous individuals and organizations undertook a wide range of activities in an
effort to eliminate public and private discrimination against African Americans.
Conventional wisdom holds that the civil rights movement began on December 1, 1955,
when a 42-year-old African American woman named Rosa Parks boarded a city bus in
Montgomery, Alabama. She refused to relinquish her seat to a white passenger as required
by local ordinance and was subsequently arrested, tried, and convicted of disorderly
conduct. In response, African American leaders, most notably Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr., gathered and organized what is commonly referred to as the Montgomery Bus Boycott.
For 381 days, African American residents of Montgomery refused to ride the public bus,
thereby pressuring local authorities to overturn the ordinance segregating whites and
African Americans on public buses.

The civil rights movement that unfolded over the next decade and a half was punctuated
by a series of contentious actions that have been the focus of voluminous historical writ-
ings. Thoroughly researched and discussed events include, but are certainly not limited to:
the sit-ins staged by four African American college students at a segregated lunch counter
Greensboro, North Carolina in 1960; the March on Washington in 1963, where Dr. Martin
Luther King delivered his famous “I have a dream” speech; and the 1964 “Freedom
Summer,” which involved more than one hundred white, northern college students travel-
ing to Mississippi in order to register voters and to teach in “Freedom Schools.” The vast
majority of these events took place in a handful of Southern states commonly referred to
as the “Deep South.”

The final years of the civil rights movement witnessed both legislative accomplishments
and personal tragedy. In terms of the former, the federal government passed three acts that
meant to insure equality and opportunity for all Americans: the Civil Rights act of 1964
banned discrimination in employment practices and public accommodations; the Voting
Rights Act of 1965 restored voting rights to African Americans; and the Civil Rights Act
of 1968 prohibited discrimination in the sale or rental of housing. In terms of the latter, the
movement’s iconic figure, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated in Memphis,
Tennessee on April 4, 1968.



movement, revolution, and so forth. Third, historians of social movements and collective
action portray their narrative accounts of particular events as corrective. This often involves
providing an interpretation that challenges the official or established view of an event. For
example, corrective narratives might illuminate resistance where it was thought to be absent,
argue that non-elite protagonists had well understood and legitimate grievances, or situate a
social movement in a broader context.

Before turning to our data to illustrate each of these context-specific approaches to the
historical study of social movements and collective action, we should note that the division
between interpretive, expansive, and corrective is neither rigid nor claimed by the authors
themselves, but rather is flexible and intended for analytic purposes only. There is consider-
able overlap among these three aspects. Moreover, whereas some of the articles sampled for
this chapter fall into more than one category, others do not fit neatly into any specific one.

HISTORY AS AN INTERPRETIVE EXERCISE. Historiography, that is, “the craft of writing
history and/or the yield of such writing considered in its rhetorical aspect” (Hexter 1971:15),
is first and foremost an interpretative exercise. This is the case regardless of whether the
emphasis is on elites and institutionalized politics, as prevailed in earlier historical writing, or
on the “history from below” that gained momentum during the 1960s and 1970s. Historical
accounts of social movements and collective action are no exception. The number of con-
tentious actions that might qualify as significant historical events is myriad. To complicate
matters, these “events” have no innate boundaries; “observers draw lines around them for their
own analytic convenience” (Tilly 1995:1601). The task of the historian, then, is to discern
which events warrant exposition, to categorize them by reference to general concepts, and to
interpret them in a manner that comports with the requirements of narrative accounts. For
some, this consists of providing a sequential account of an event that is sensitive to the context-
specific processes that led to its occurrence and makes a case for its broader significance:
“What follows is a modest attempt to interpret the event in terms of these interacting processes
and thereby to indicate some of the illuminating contexts in which the tense story of the
Cape Town police strike can be told and its significance appreciated” (Nasson 1992:302).
Other historical articles surveyed for this chapter, however, take a different approach. They
interpret contentious actions by delineating the parties involved, describing their motives, high-
lighting their accomplishments, and noting their context-specific significance. In her analysis
of the Russian peasant movement that emerged in the first decade of the twentieth century,
Perrie (1972) provides an example of this mode of interpretation:

The disastrous course of the war in the Far East precipitated a revolutionary situation in which the
Russian peasantry was to play a major rle. This paper will attempt to assess that rle in terms of the
social composition of the participants in the peasant movement, and the extent to which they were
influence by the revolutionary forces in the towns. (p. 123)

It should be noted that the articles we have categorized as “interpretive” do more than
simply document an event and describe its protagonists; they typically aim to lay out the mean-
ing of the event under investigation—a meaning that is often counterintuitive— particularly in
terms of how it affected the context in which it occurred. Charkrabartry’s (1981) analysis of
labor riots in Bengal is a good example of an interpretive article:

The events that caused such a sudden reversal of official attitude in 1895 are the subject of this essay.
They took the form of a series of riots and disturbances that broke out unexpectedly among the jute
mill operatives of Bengal between the years 1894 and 1897. Interestingly, most of these riots turned
around religious and community sentiments and not around purely economic issues. (p. 141)
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In sum, interpretation is central to the entire enterprise of historical work. That is, rather
than view history as either the “actual” or the “recorded” past, history, as an intellectual
endeavor, should be understood as the active process of creating a “written” past (McDonald
1996). This requires, first and foremost, interpretation of the documents and other materials
that comprise the “recorded” past. As Gareth Stedman Jones (1976:296) notes:

[T]he historian investigates or reconstructs not the past, but the residues of the past which have
survived into the present. [ . . .] The historian, in other words, constructs historical problems on
the basis of an argued case for their relevance to historical analysis, and then, through the critical
use of extant residues (or even a search for new ones), attempts to provide a solution to them.

Given the diversity of “actual” events, “recorded” materials, and underlying research ques-
tions, the interpretive aspect of historiography manifests itself in many ways. In this subsec-
tion of the chapter, we have provided a few examples of how historical work on social
movements and collective action is both interpretive and context specific (see Box 7.2).
Rather than simply catalog or describe contentious events that occurred in the past, historians
of social movements seek to make sense of these events, to imbue them with meaning, to note
their context-specific significance.
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Box 7.2. Interpreting the Events of the Civil Rights Movement

Many of the myriad events that are collectively referred to as the American civil rights
movement attracted scholarly attention because of their dramatic qualities. The
Greensboro sit-ins of 1960, for example, demonstrated the injustice of segregation in a
spectacular way, inspiring similar actions in dozens of cities in adjacent states. Likewise,
the 1963 March on Washington raised public awareness of the movement and its goals by
bringing hundreds of thousands of demonstrators to the streets. But events can have mul-
tiple interpretations and thereby speak to different aspects of complex movements.
Whereas the Greensboro sit-ins reveal the power of audacious and novel tactics, they also
highlight the importance of preexisting social structures to the initiation and spread of col-
lective action (Morris 1981). And while one can reasonably view the March on
Washington as an indicator of the strength of the civil rights movement and a harbinger of
legislative gains, historian Scott Sandage (1993) interprets the event somewhat differ-
ently: as one of two key occasions that African Americans consciously and strategically
used the Lincoln Memorial to “link the black political agenda to the regnant cultural
nationalism of the era” (1996:159). The first event, he argues, was in 1939 when a Black,
female contralto, named Marian Anderson, sang “My country ‘tis of thee” at the
Memorial, after having been denied the opportunity to do so at other venues; the second
event was the March on Washington. Rather than interpret these two rallies as straight-
forward organic expressions of African-American solidarity, Sandage (1993:159) takes
the position that civil rights leaders deliberately chose the venue and “a compelling uni-
verse of national symbols” in an effort to frame their goals in a way that resonated with a
broader nationalist sentiment. Specifically, Sandage claims that:

This essay argues that African Americans’ struggles to hold a series of rallies at the
Lincoln Memorial between 1939 and 1963 constituted a tactical learning experience
that contributed to the civil rights movement’s strategies of nonviolent action. Black



HISTORY AS EXPANSIVE. While documentation and interpretation are central to all histor-
ical work, many historians seek specifically to expand our knowledge or understanding of
recognized events. The stated purpose of narratives that we characterize as expansive is to
supplement the historical record with respect to particular episodes of contentious action. The
events themselves are not in question; however, the conventional understanding of them may
be too narrow and thus subject to reexamination. There are three distinct approaches to this.

First, historians may seek to extend the generally accepted spatial boundaries of a
known social movement, revolution, series of riots, and so forth (see Box 7.3). That is, the
aim is to show that the events under investigation occurred in locales that the dominant dis-
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protestors refined a politics of memory at the Lincoln Memorial. . . . Blacks strategi-
cally appropriated Lincoln’s memory and monument as political weapons, in the
process layering and changing the public meanings of the hero and the shrine.”
(Sandage, 1993:136)

Through the interpretive exercise of “writing” history, Sandage gives these events mean-
ing that they do not possess as “actual” occurrences in time or as basic components of
“recorded” history. Moreover, his analysis is very context-specific insofar as it provides an
interpretation of particular aspect of a specific social movement; the author does not seek
to apply his findings to other movements or even other events within the American civil
rights movement.

Box 7.3. Expanding the Spatial Boundaries of the Civil Rights Movement

With the exception of events that occurred in the nation’s capital, most notably the 1963
March on Washington, the historical record of the American civil rights movement has
tended to highlight the defining episodes that took place in the Deep South at the expense
of those that happened in other parts of the country. And yet some historians have con-
sciously sought to challenge this conventional understanding of the spatial boundaries of
the movement.

In his analysis of racial protest in Seattle, for example, Taylor (1995) provides an alter-
native to a literature that he believes has been geographically too broad or too narrow in
its focus. In contrast to studies that have emphasized either high-profile national leaders
and organizations or local organizations in the South, he argues that:

The movement should be viewed as a national transformation, an energizing of small
and large African American communities throughout the country, inspired by national
goals and leadership, but which pursued distinctly local agendas. For these people the
Movement was not simply a television report of fire hoses and police dogs set on
demonstrators in distant Birmingham. It was instead the campaign to end job bias or
school segregation in the local communities. . . . (p. 1)

Goldberg’s (1983) analysis of the civil rights activities in San Antonio, Texas is also
emblematic of such efforts to contribute to the literature by showing how the movement
had a broader geographic presence than commonly acknowledged:

Despite the plethora of material the movement remains only partially explored.
Television cameras and scholarly studies have focused selectively upon the civil rights



course has overlooked. Instances of efforts to expand our spatial understandings of a
social movement abound. For example, Edelman (1985:260) focuses on a specific part of
the Ukraine as a site of contentious action in order to address what he views as a critical
gap in the literature concerning the peasant revolts of 1905. He argues that, in spite of
the high level of discontent that manifest itself in three provinces on the west bank of the
Dnieper River, scholars have tended to direct their attention to only those regions where the
majority of contentious episodes occurred: “In short, the previous scholarly focus on cen-
tral Russia should be modified to include the right bank Ukraine as a significant area of the
peasant movement during the first Russian Revolution.” Welch (1995:162) similarly
expands the generally accepted spatial boundaries of a well-known social movement in
Brazil, arguing that while there is widespread agreement in the historical literature concern-
ing the role that rural labor militancy played in stimulating agrarian elites to support the
overthrow of the president, “the literature suffers from regional imbalances.” Whereas most
studies emphasize events in the northeast, this article aims to highlight the activities of a
state in the center South.

Second, in a similar vein historians may challenge the more or less arbitrary periodiza-
tion of contentious action. While all historians divide the past and/or the objects of study into
chronological periods, those taking an expansive approach to the study of social movements
and collective action seek to extend the temporal boundaries of the particular movement or
event under investigation (see Box 7.4). This often involves either shifting one’s analytical
gaze to the years or decades immediately prior to the established onset of movement activity
or focusing on the movement’s long-term effects.

An excellent example of extending the conventional time frame so as to include the relevant
actions that occurred both before and after the seminal event is Monson’s (1998) investigation of
the “Maji Maji” rebellion in colonial Tanganyika. She argues that, in contrast to the accepted
nationalist interpretation of this well-known peasant rebellion, which characterizes it as tempo-
rally limited and directed exclusively against colonial authorities, “Maji Maji represents a larger
complex of political relationships, tensions and grievances that spanned the late precolonial and
early colonial periods” (Monson 1998:96). That is, rather than see “Maji Maji” as encompassing
only an uprising against German colonial rulers from 1905 to 1907, it is better understood as a
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struggle in the Deep South where segregation was most vigorously defended and vio-
lence was an all-too-frequently-chosen instrument of resistance. But, what occurred in
the towns and cities outside the Deep South? [ . . . ] A case study of the San Antonio
integration effort provides an important opportunity to investigate a neglected facet of
the civil rights movement in its least publicized environment. (pp. 349–350)

By expanding the spatial boundaries of the civil rights movement, Goldberg is able to pro-
vide a more nuanced understanding the transformations it occasioned and the process
through which they unfolded. While much of the action that took place in the Deep South
is marked by punctuated contentious episodes, Goldberg claims that several key factors in
San Antonio created a situation whereby the process of integration was much less radical
than elsewhere: a small black population, a sizable Mexican American population, and
“Especially important in explaining the absence of racial tension and rigidity were the
actions of the city government” (p. 353). In short, the article shows that the local govern-
ment’s acceptance of the basic tenets of civil rights, as well as their capacity and desire to
proceed slowly, resulted in a protracted but peaceful process of racial integration.



protracted struggle catalyzed by land pressure and intertribal conflicts that extended over
decades. While the article seeks to expand the boundaries of what is referred to as “Maji Maji,”
it maintains the importance of the actual rebellion itself, noting that it was a consequence of
alliances, grievances, and environmental changes that were long in the making.

Third, historians have approached the study of social movements in a way that expands the
roster of relevant actors. That is, they extend the participatory boundaries (see Box 7.5).
Researchers have found, for example, that conventional accounts of a wide range of contentious
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Box 7.4. Expanding the Temporal Boundaries of the Civil Rights Movement

As noted in Box 7.1, the conventional understanding of the American civil rights move-
ment is that it unfolded over the course of fourteen tumultuous years: 1955–1968. But it
hardly seems controversial to suggest that the struggle for racial equality did not begin and
end with the spectacular acts of resistance and violence, most notably the arrest of Rosa
Parks and the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., that often serve to bookend the
movement. Just as the years leading up to 1955 arguably helped to prepare the ground for
the more visible episodes of contentious action that we associate with the civil rights
movement, so have the decades since 1968 witnessed ongoing efforts to bring about equal-
ity and justice for all Americans.

An example of extending a movement’s temporal boundaries forward includes
Korstad and Lichtenstein’s (1988) questioning of the origins of the civil rights era:

Most historians would agree that the modern civil rights movement did not begin with
the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education. Yet all too often the move-
ment’s history has been written as if events before the mid-1950s constituted a kind of
prehistory, important only insofar as they laid the legal and political foundation for the
spectacular advances that came later. . . . But such a periodization profoundly underesti-
mates the tempo and misjudges the social dynamic of the freedom struggle. (p. 786)

To counter what they view as a rather narrow periodization, Korstad and Lichtenstein
(1988:788) argue that to understand the true origins of the civil rights movement, one must
examine the involvement or incorporation of blacks into labor unions in the 1940s: “The
essay explores two examples of the workplace-oriented civil rights militancy that arose in the
1940s – one in the South and one in the North.” The authors show how union activity not
only catalyzed black political and social consciousness in the 1940s, but also brought about
significant gains for black workers. They also show how the anticommunist sentiment and
the mechanization of production in the 1950s resulted in the decline of the movement, lead-
ing to a lull in black activism and social and political gains that would not be reversed until
the emergence of well-documented activism of the 1960s.

Clearly other temporal dimensions of the civil rights movement remain worthy of
investigation, and its prominence in American history begs the question as to the long-
term significance of black activism in the 1960s. Noting a gap in the historical literature,
Minchin (1999:809) stresses the importance of examining the enduring effects of the civil
rights movement: “Scholars have concentrated primarily on protest efforts, especially on
organizations and leaders during the ‘heroic period’ of activism between 1955 and 1965,
and less attention has been focused on economic aspects of the movement and its effect on
southern workers.” To this end, the author considers the effects that the passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 had upon the Southern textile industry in subsequent years.
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Box 7.5. Expanding the Participatory Boundaries of the Civil Rights Movement

Countless individuals and organizations were involved in the American civil rights move-
ment. And yet the historical record has, by emphasizing the achievements of a few notable
examples, tended to overlook the actions of the many. In terms of individual participants,
the spotlight has long been dominated by male leaders of the movement. With the excep-
tion of Rosa Parks, those most closely associated with the national struggle for racial
equality are all men: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Robert Williams, Stokely
Carmichael, and Medgar Evers, to name but a few. In terms of organizational actors, his-
torical narratives have taken a similarly narrow view, emphasizing the role played by
national institutions that were formed and led by African-Americans but calling much less
attention to those of sympathetic whites.

Recently, however, historians of the civil rights movement have sought to expand the
roster of relevant participants. Gyant (1996), for example, endeavors to correct what
is arguably the most glaring omission in the historical record of individual contributors
to the movement, namely, the critical role played by African American women. She
notes that:

When one looks at the history of the civil rights movement, one would think that there
were only a few women involved—Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Hamer, Daisy Bates, Ella
Baker. However, recent research shows that there was a large contingent of women who
participated in the civil rights movement. . . . This essay discusses some of the character-
istics of women who participated in the movement as well as their motivation, leadership
roles, and attitudes toward traditional men’s roles. (p. 630)

Historians have also begun to investigate those organizations that were involved in the
civil rights movement, but, thus far, have received limited academic or popular attention.
In contrast to the welter of studies concerned with the actions and achievements of
pivotal African-American organizations such as the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), much less has
been published about white (or predominantly white) organizations that also contributed
to the movement. Findlay’s (1990) article about the shifting involvement of mainline
Protestant churches in the civil rights struggle is a welcome exception. Specifically, he
examines the National Council of Churches and their participation in advocating on
behalf of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Rather than simply document their contributions,
however, the article probes their limitations, in particular by highlighting the extent to
which their moral commitments were in tension with the system of racial discrimination
in which they were embedded.

Demonstrating an idealism and sense of moral concern stemming from their moral com-
mitments, in 1963 and 1964 the mainline churches spoke out in a sustained and construc-
tive way on the central dilemma of our national domestic life. . . . Soon they fell back
into traditional ways or seemed paralyzed, especially in the late sixties, by tumult and
confusion. In their actions church people for a short time led, but then simply did little
more than reflect, the general course of the nation in race relations. (Findlay, 1990:92)

Both of these articles are representative of recent historical work that seeks to expand the
participatory boundaries of the American civil rights movement.
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events have tended either to exclude or to downplay the significance of certain racial (Echeverri-
Gent 1992), ethnic (Escobar 1993), and class (Basu 1998; Neeson 1984) groups. Historical nar-
ratives have been skewed with respect to gender as well (Johnson 1982). Among the ten articles
on women’s movements sampled for this chapter, we find that half sought to question the estab-
lished understanding of the class composition of such movements. For example, both Vincent
(1999) and Evans (1980) challenge traditional assertions that women’s movements were exclu-
sively populated and directed by middle-class women. The latter argues, for example, that “the
fight for women’s suffrage was led not by middle-class, but by working-class women, and the
largest and most determined women’s suffrage organizations were not the liberal feminist soci-
eties of the bourgeoisie, but the mass socialist movements of the working class” (Evans
1980:534). Similarly, Stevenson (1979:80) defends a counterintuitive position, namely that
women were actively involved in campaigns and organizations opposed to women’s suffrage:
“Historians of the early twentieth-century suffrage campaign have neglected to credit women
with their place in anti-suffragist ranks.” She argues, in other words, that the participatory
boundaries of the anti-suffragist movement need to be expanded to include women. The impli-
cation is that, in the absence of considering this hitherto overlooked group, we are left with an
incomplete account of this historical movement.

Scholarly work that we have characterized as expansive seeks to augment the historical
record with respect to established contentious events and/or social movements. While well-
known examples of collective action may have generally agreed upon boundaries, it is impor-
tant to remember that these boundaries are not innate but rather are demarcated by historians
according to intellectual interests or analytical convenience. For that reason, they are subject
to reconfiguration by subsequent analysts. As illustrated in the preceding text, this expansion
typically takes the form of challenging the spatial, temporal, or participatory boundaries
of a documented social movement, revolution, episode of contention, and so forth. This
expansion should not be confused with generalization, however; for such work seeks to
extend our understanding of events that are rooted in specific contexts, not to apply findings
or interpretations related to these events to those observed elsewhere.

HISTORY AS CORRECTIVE. In addition to being interpretive and expansive, historians who
study social movements often portray their work as being corrective. In some cases, the
intended correction consists of providing an explanation that explicitly challenges the official
or established view of an event (see Box 7.6). In other cases, the desired alteration of the his-
torical record is more innocuous, the aim being simply to reinterpret the event by situating it

Box 7.6. Correcting the Record of the Civil Rights Movement

The history of the American civil rights movement reads like a tactical handbook of
modern contentious politics. Activists employed a wide range of tactics, including
marches, boycotts, sit-ins, “freedom rides,” and other means of nonviolent action, in an
effort to raise public awareness of pervasive racism, to gain support for the movement that
sought to challenge it, and to bring about tangible changes to American society. But, as
noted above, this “written” history of the movement has more often than not concentrated
on its most visible years. This conventional but circumscribed time frame also applies to
analyses of the movement’s tactics, a tendency that one can observe in both the historical
and sociological literatures. McAdam’s (1983) well-known article on movement tactics



in a broader context. This differs from efforts to expand the temporal, spatial, or participa-
tory boundaries of a social movement as illustrated in the previous section; rather than shift
the time frame, broaden the geographical location, or increase the pool of actors of a docu-
mented social movement, corrective narratives typically argue that the movement is better
understood as being a component of a larger movement. Examples of the former (i.e., chal-
lenging the official view) often include narrative accounts of contentious actions in which the
targets of claims are colonial authorities or their proxies (e.g., see Hanson 1994; Osborne
1978; Turton 1972). In such instances, the popular view of those making claims is that they
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exemplifies this approach in sociology, stating in the very first paragraph that it “studies
the relationship between tactical interaction and the pace of black insurgency between
1955 and 1970” (p. 735, emphasis in original).

Sandage (1993) offers a corrective view of the civil rights movement’s tactics. He
argues that the movement leaders’ commitment to nonviolent tactics—that is, those
dramatic approaches for which the movement is known – did not simply emerge in 1955,
but rather developed over the course of decades and was underpinned by a conscious
appropriation of nationalist ideology and imagery. Specifically, the active use of American
symbols began with a concert at the Lincoln Memorial, initiating a “formula” that activists
would reemploy more than one hundred times in subsequent years. Sandage (1993:136)
summarizes his argument as follows:

Tactically, the modern civil rights movement came of age on Easter Sunday 1939. The
concert was not the first African-American political use of Lincoln’s memory, nor even
the first civil rights gathering at his memorial. But it was, significantly, the first black
mass action to evoke laudatory national publicity and earn a positive place in American
public memory. . . . In an era obsessed with defining Americanism, activist success-
fully portrayed their adversary as un-American. . . . Memory and ritual have been cen-
tral concepts in the writing of cultural history but remain mostly unexplored in studies
of black activism after 1940; this essay looks toward a cultural history of the civil rights
movement. It is necessarily a dual inquiry into not only political tactics but also
political imagery—in particular, the ambivalent relationship between African
Americans and the icon called Abraham Lincoln.

Goldberg’s (1983) analysis of civil rights activities in San Antonio, Texas also corrects
the prevailing view of how the struggle for racial equality manifested itself. In contrast to
the numerous and well-documented violent confrontations that characterize the tumul-
tuous years of movement activity, which witnessed police dogs and fire hoses being turned
on peaceful demonstrators, Goldberg presents the process of legal and social transforma-
tion as much less contentious:

Unlike the Deep South, the finished portrait of the San Antonio situation is without
sharp contrasts. The line between right and wrong, heroes and villains, is not obvious.
The San Antonio example also sheds light upon the relationship between minorities.
Included in the San Antonio equation were not only blacks and whites but a large
Mexican American population. (p. 350)

By expanding the spatial boundaries of the movement (see Box 7.3), Goldberg (1983)
is able to offer a corrected portrait of the complex ways in which it unfolded.



are politically immature, influenced by elites, and are engaged in mob violence rather than
coordinated protest. The correction, then, consists of arguing that claim makers engage in
collective action in order to ameliorate well-understood and legitimate grievances. Basu’s
(1998) portrayal of riots and strikes in late nineteenth- century Calcutta is a good example of
what we refer to as a corrective narrative:

This article attempts to re-evaluate the strikes and riots in the mill towns and Calcutta in the
1980s in order to explain the nature of workers’ politics in the period. . . . [C]olonial officials
regarded the western European proletariat as a model against whom they measure the political
and social ‘maturity’ of the Indian factory labour force. Viewed from such perspective, politi-
cal protests of Indian workers appeared to be effervescent outbursts of anger and frustration of
migrant peasants who were lacking in political maturity. . . . This article visualizes workers as
the makers of their own politics rather than as passive clients of the politics of the Hindu or
Muslim elites.” (Pp. 950–953)

In addition to restoring agency to protagonists and meaning to their claims, corrective
narratives also aim to situate the events under investigation in a broader social and political
context. Rather than offer generalizations, however, such approaches remain committed to
unraveling the particular. In his analysis of a massive railway strike in French West Africa,
Cooper (1996) exemplifies the efforts of historians to locate and understand a particular event
vis-à-vis a broader context. By unpacking the connection of the labor movement to the inde-
pendence struggle, he aims to show how “the two were both complementary and in tension
with one another” and “to re-examine the question of how to locate the railway strike in the
history of post-World War II West Africa and to point to questions that need further research”
(Cooper 1996:81–82). In other words, while the article is built around the explication of a
critical event in the labor history or French West Africa, the author seeks to correct the con-
ventional understanding of it; rather than view the railway strike as a straightforward labor
dispute, he argues, it is better understood as a direct challenge to France’s colonial authority.

The articles discussed in this subsection illustrate the point that historians tend to offer
findings that are relevant only to the particular context they are studying and rarely make an
effort to apply them to other times and places. With numerous examples, we have shown how
historical analyses of social movements and collective action exhibit concern with the partic-
ular in three ways. First, history is inherently interpretive, in that its purpose is to reconstruct
the “actual” and “recorded” past into a “written” account of that past. With regards to social
movements and collective action, historical narratives that we characterize as interpretive
seek to convey the context-specific meaning of a single transformative event or series of
contentious episodes. Second, historical analyses are expansive; that is, they augment the his-
torical record with respect to a documented social movement or episode of contention by
extending the temporal, spatial, and/or participatory boundaries typically associated with it.
Third, historical accounts of protest are often corrective, providing an interpretation that
disputes or modifies the established view of a given protest, riot, revolution, and so forth.
We now turn to a discussion of the temporal scope that informs historical studies of social
movements and collective action.

Temporal Scope

How far back must one go to locate the origins of a social process? How long does it take
for meaningful change to occur? The answers to these questions depend on how the researcher
frames the object of analysis. In the case of sectarian or ethnic conflict, for example, the analyst
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will invoke different temporal scopes according to whether s/he seeks to document and
understand the immediate events that precipitated short-term riots (Chakrabarty 1981), or tease
out the long-term environmental and demographic changes that underpinned a protracted,
multi-faceted struggle (Monson 1998). The causes and consequences of analytic interest, in
other words, may unfold rapidly, catalyzed by a rare concatenation of proximate variables, or
very slowly, taking years, decades, or even centuries to work themselves out. The point is that
temporal scopes—that is, the period of time over which change occurs—are not inherent
elements of social processes, but rather are analytic constructs imposed by the researcher. In
this section of the chapter, we examine historians’ use of temporal scopes in the study of
social movements and collective action. Given their concern with events that “actually”
occurred in the past, do historians avail themselves of the opportunity to concentrate on long-
term processes of change? Or are they more narrowly focused on short-term causes and
consequences?

Notwithstanding the obvious variability in the causes and consequences of social
processes and the latitude the researcher has in delimiting them, Pierson (2003:178) argues that
social scientists tend to employ restricted temporal horizons in their analyses: “In choosing
what we seek to explain and in searching for explanations, we focus on the immediate; we look
for causes and consequences that are both temporally contiguous and rapidly unfolding.” As a
result, he continues, researchers either overlook important information or misinterpret the evi-
dence gathered. While this tendency may be true for a good deal of contemporary social
research, historically oriented social scientists have taken a different approach to the study of
social movements and collective action. Following the pioneering work of Charles Tilly
(1964), contemporary sociological analyses of contentious action tend to emphasize long-term
temporal scopes. For example, in a recent volume on the study of contentious politics, two
prominent contributors to the field argue that four temporal rhythms are “highly relevant to an
understanding of the emergence, development, and decline of political contention” (McAdam
and Sewell 2001:89). Three of these rhythms require extended time frames to occur: long-term
change processes, cycles of contention, and cultural epochs of contention. Only the fourth tem-
poral rhythm, transformative events, is short and punctual rather than long and continuous.
(For an excellent discussion of “eventful temporality” see Sewell 1996.)

How, then, does the discipline of history approach temporal scopes? At first glance, the
tendency of professional historians to define themselves in terms of temporal and spatial
dimensions—for example, claiming expertise in medieval Europe, colonial Latin America, or
modern China—suggests that they might take a temporally and spatially circumscribed view
of contentious action. However, the inclination of historians to assume that when and where
something occurs affects how it occurs suggests that they might seek to ground their expla-
nations in long-term processes of change (cf. Tilly 1990). Our analysis of the articles sampled
for this chapter reveals that historical accounts of contentious action array themselves across
the temporal continuum. Some focus on short-term causes and consequences, referring to
and/or explicating long-term processes only insofar as it is necessary to contextualize the
social movement or collective action under investigation. Others, however, go to great lengths
to establish the origins or unravel the consequences of the event in long-term change
processes. Let us now turn to some illustrative examples.

More than half of the articles analyzed for this chapter focused on the short-term causes
and consequences of a given social movement or particular example of collective action.
These articles reflect both the spatial and temporal diversity of the broader sample. One can
observe a narrow temporal focus, for example, in historical analyses of industrial riots in colo-
nial India (Basu 1998), the women’s movement in early twentieth-century Palestine
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(Fleishmann 2000), and the Chicano movement in late-1960s North America (Escobar 1993).
This diversity also extends to those analyses that we have characterized as being interpretive,
expansive, and corrective (see above); examples of each exhibit a similar concern with the
short term.

The grievances impelling collective action and the structural conditions facilitating
mobilization are two examples of causal variables that can exist or unfold within narrow tem-
poral horizons. Kannangara’s (1984:131) recounting of riots in Sri Lanka is characteristic of
work that seeks to explain contentious action by reference to proximate rather than distant
causes:

I shall then argue that while certain economic grievances against the Muslims were of long stand-
ing, they are very far from providing a sufficient or even main explanation of the riots. The fears
and resentments aroused among the Buddhists by the procession dispute were far more significant
in the genesis of the riots than has been recognized.

Whereas this article, as well as Stevenson’s (1979) investigation of women anti-suffragists,
highlights the catalyzing power of immediate grievances, Escobar’s (1993:1486) analysis of
the Chicano movement in Los Angeles focuses on the relatively longer-term opportunity
structures that created the conditions for and shaped the character of mobilization:

While the Chicano movement developed in response to a historically unique set of grievances and
generated distinctive solutions to those grievances, it emerged within and benefited from the
broader currents of social protest that existed in the sixties. The black civil rights movement of the
fifties and early sixties set the stage by focusing on public attention on the issue of racial discrim-
ination and legitimizing public protest as a way to combat discrimination.

We should note that historians who invoke short-term causes and consequences to
explain a particular episode of contentious action do not entirely neglect or overlook long-
term change processes. While migration patterns (Reis 1997) or the geographic spread
of commercialization (Echeverri-Gent 1992) may not figure prominently as explanatory
variables, historians are often at pains to describe these and other processes in order to con-
textualize the event under investigation. Their discussion of long-term processes provides a
background or context for the events in question, rather than serves as integral part of expla-
nation. This point about the discipline of history has also been made by William Roy
(1987:55):

When large-scale processes are examined within a given time/place setting, they can be examined
only as part of the setting rather than as the object of one’s research. Large-scale structural con-
cepts become sensitizing rather than explanatory concepts. They frame assumptions rather than
generate issues for data to arbitrate.

Moreover, temporality is not a dichotomous variable, with analysts forced to choose between
competing and mutually exclusive temporal scopes. Historians whose scholarly pursuits
include the investigation of social movements and collective action often attend to both short-
and long-term processes of change; their causes and consequences also exhibit temporal vari-
ability. Basu’s (1998:954–955) discussion of riots in Calcutta is a case in point. In an effort
to understand workers’ politics during a very contentious year in the city’s industrial history,
the author examines both the immediate, tangible catalysts of a series of riots and the deeply
rooted, longer-term colonial relationships that escalated their frequency and degree:

This article shows that frequent strikes in the jute mills in the 1890s were products of the tighten-
ing work discipline in the factory which led to a curtailment of holidays on the occasion of reli-
gious festivals. . . . Furthermore, this article draws upon the social perspectives of the
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functionaries of the colonial state in order to explain certain biases in police operations that influ-
enced the pattern of unfolding of communal riots.

The roots of many social movements or episodes of contention are to be found in long-
term change processes. Colonization, industrialization, migration, and urbanization, for
example, may act singly or in combination to alter existing power structures, produce
widespread grievances, and/or create new opportunities for people to mobilize. There is,
however, an unfortunate deterministic or teleological bent to some explanatory accounts of
contentious action that invoke the longue durée (McAdam and Sewell 2001:101; Sewell
1996); implicit in explanations that emphasize long-term change processes is often a sense of
dramatic inevitability. Without acknowledging the contribution of other short-term causes or
the capacity of actors to understand, define, and respond to their grievances, one is left to con-
clude that the historical event under investigation was simply an unavoidable consequence of
long-term processes. Osborne’s (1978:236) portrayal of peasant protest in colonial Cambodia,
for example, is arguably deterministic in its account of the movement’s origins:

Quite in contrast to the explanations offered by the colonial officials of the day, the apparent coor-
dination of peasant protest in 1916 may be judged to have sprung less from planning than from
the existence of a generally unsettled peasant society throughout rural Cambodia. Increasing inter-
ference by the French administration had left a situation in which a single protest in Khsach
Kandal was all that was required to bring forth a broad reaction.

Positing the existence of an aggrieved population, in other words, is seemingly, if mistak-
enly, sufficient to understanding the emergence of a widespread movement. Not all analyses that
anchor explanation to long-term change processes resort to deterministic language, however.
Forman’s (1971:3–4) analysis of peasant movements in Brazil, for example, discusses macro-
level, long-term processes as creating the conditions for change (i.e., collective action) without
leading inexorably to the change itself:

Our basic hypothesis is that urbanization, industrialization and subsequent commercialization in
agriculture created demands for increased production and consumption in rural areas which ulti-
mately lead to a breakdown in traditional forms of behavior and to widespread discontent. . . . The
accoutrements of a rationalized internal marketing system—vastly improved transport and commu-
nications facilities – make mass recruitment of peasants, and thus mass movements possible. In
essence, we are arguing that economic rationalization leads to political radicalization.

A similar approach can be found in Andrien’s (1990) investigation of a particular event
in Latin American history: the Quito insurrection of 1765. The author views this event as the
“first in a wave of violent popular protests against colonial rule” (1990:105) that, over the
course of fifteen years, occurred in other locations under Spanish control. This article is a
good example of how the object of analysis largely determines the temporal horizon
employed by the researcher. The author in this particular case hopes to locate the factors that
contributed to the broader “cycle of riot and rebellion” (ibid.) rather than probe the unique
causes and consequences of the event under investigation. As a consequence he focuses his
analytic attention on long-term socioeconomic trends that prompted the rebellion, namely the
“structural changes [that] narrowed economic opportunities, heightened social tensions and
sharpened the political consciousness of the city’s elite and plebian sectors by 1765, when the
crown attempted to raise tax levies” (p. 106). The expectation is that these same long-term
factors were responsible for the broader cycle of contention.

Historians utilize different temporal scopes when studying social movements and collec-
tive action. As the preceding examples illustrate, the temporal scope employed by a
researcher is a function of the questions motivating her or his research. Historians concerned
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with interpreting key, transformative events tend to focus on the short-term causes and con-
sequences of those events; those who seek to understand broader episodes or trajectories of
contention ground their analyses in long-term change processes. Notwithstanding the vari-
ance one would expect to find in the broader historical literature on social movements and
collective action, the majority of the articles sampled for this chapter focus on origins and
outcomes of contention that are short-term. That is, the historical narratives we have analyzed
are more likely to provide a detailed analysis of events rather than to unravel long-term
processes (see Box 7.7). This finding may be an artifact of our sampling strategy. As noted
previously, we have chosen to investigate historical studies published as journal articles but
not as books. The space constraints of journal articles place limits on a researcher’s ability to
undertake a detailed investigation of long-term processes; books offer more appropriate ven-
ues to consider long-term processes as explanatory variables.
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Box 7.7. Temporal Scopes and the Civil Rights Movement

The roots of the American civil rights movement are to be found in long-term change
processes (McAdam 1999; McAdam and Sewell 2001). That is, while the dramatic episodes
of contention that characterize the movement’s most tumultuous years were often responses
to sudden disruptions or injustices, they were also underpinned by processes that took a long
time to unfold. The profound economic and demographic shifts that resulted from the col-
lapse of the Southern cotton economy and the expansion of northern industrial capacity, for
example, not only exacerbated relations between Whites and Blacks in the South, but also
strengthened the educational and organizational capacity of African American leaders. In
particular, the migration of African Americans from rural to urban areas, as Burgess (1965)
noted, was a necessary condition for the emergence of the movement:

It is in the city that the greatest educational opportunities have become available to the
Negro. It is here that expanding occupational opportunities have been possible, and that a
rise in income and standard of living have gradually been realized. In the urban black
belts, Negro institutions . . . have flourished. These social institutions provide the breed-
ing ground for a new kind of leadership trained in the values and skills of the middle class.
(p. 344, cited in McAdam and Sewell 2001:92)

And yet, the handful of articles sampled for this chapter have not availed themselves of
the opportunity to explore the long-term change processes that led to the civil rights move-
ment. While some of the articles attempt to situate the particular events under investiga-
tion in the longue durée, no where do we find a deep analysis of long-term processes.
None of the articles, in other words, investigates the ways in which the decline of the
cotton economy, the shift of African Americans to urban areas, or the ideological strug-
gles of the Cold War set the stage for a concentrated struggle for racial justice over the
course of 14 years. Instead, they examine in detail the actual short-term processes involved
with bringing about the desired legal and social changes in specific spatial and temporal
contexts, such as San Antonio, Texas from 1960 to 1965 (Goldberg 1983), or Seattle,
Washington from 1960 to 1970 (Taylor 1995).

This is not to suggest that all authors adhered to the conventional periodization of the
movement. As noted earlier (see Box 7.4), Korstad and Lichtenstein (1988) shifted the
temporal boundaries of the movement, examining the involvement and incorporation of



Core Concepts

Three key concepts have, over the course of nearly four decades, guided the lion’s share of
sociological research on social movements and collective action. Political opportunities refer
to conditions in the broader political environment that create and sustain the potential for
collective action. Early proponents of this concept (Jenkins and Perrow 1977; Tarrow 1994)
argued that the emergence of a movement is not simply a consequence of accumulated griev-
ances, but rather is contingent upon changes in the external political system. Mobilizing struc-
tures consist of “those collective vehicles, informal as well as formal, through which people
mobilize and engage in collective action” (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996:3). Scholars
using this concept work from the assumption that grievances and opportunities alone are insuf-
ficient to produce a social movement; instead, they argue that preexisting social structures, such
as informal social networks and formal organizations, are crucial to the initiation and spread of
collective action (Morris 1981). Finally, collective action frames are interpretive tools that
individuals call upon to make sense of their situation, identify the sources of their grievances,
and formulate ways to address them (Snow and Benford, 1992; Snow et al. 1986). Frames
include not only those existing cultural codes and understandings that orient protagonists, but
also those that they actively construct over the course of engaging in contentious action.

In recent years, there has been extensive debate among social scientists about the utility
and limitations of these concepts (cf. Goodwin and Jasper 2004). The first two, for example,
have come under spirited attack for being excessively structural and static, and for downplay-
ing the role that human agency plays in social movements and collective action (Morris
2004). Critics of the third concept have pointed to its use in an all-encompassing manner and
a failure to distinguish among frames, framing, and ideology (Benford 1997; Oliver and
Johnston 2000). But the concept does emphasize the active choices and efforts of movement
actors rather than their structural locations. As social movement theory has developed over
the years, researchers have increasingly sought to assimilate both structure and agency into
their explanations. To be sure, concern with the tension between structure and agency is long-
standing in both the humanities and the social sciences. Both historians and social scientists
share an interest in the problematic of agency and structure. As Abrams (1980:7) notes, “It is
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African Americans into labor unions in the 1940s rather than the later period of high activ-
ity. But while their analysis concerned the involvement of black workers in labor unions
in the North and South, they did not look to the profound socioeconomic changes wrought
by the Great Depression, World War II, etc., that provided new opportunities and incen-
tives for African Americans to organize, as key explanatory variables. The purpose of the
article was to understand how context-specific unionization efforts unfolded over a short
period of time.

We suggest two reasons for our seemingly counterintuitive finding that historians of the
civil rights movement focus on short-term rather than long-term change processes. Both
reasons, we believe, are related to our sampling strategy. First, journal articles, which tend
to be shorter than 50 pages, do not readily lend themselves to a detailed investigation of
long-term processes. Analyses of such breadth are better left to much longer books.
Second, the brief, dramatic events that characterize the civil rights movement are of suffi-
cient complexity as to warrant an investigation of them alone. The interpretive demands of
“writing” history place limits on what can be explored in a journal article.



the problem of finding a way of accounting for the human experience which recognizes
simultaneously and in equal measure that history and society are made by constant, more or
less purposeful, individual action and that individual action, however purposeful, is made by
history and society.”

To what extent have the three core concepts listed above informed historical research on
social movements and collective action? And to what extent have historians used them in a crit-
ical manner? Given that much of this research has been undertaken in the wake of the “social
history” that gained momentum during the 1960s and 1970s—that is, history that sought to
reconstruct the experiences of ordinary people—is there greater emphasis placed on agent-
centered concepts? In this section of the chapter we review historians’ use of social movement
concepts. We show that while each of the three core concepts is used by historians, their usage
is quite limited. Among the 60 articles sampled for this chapter, nine made specific reference
to the political opportunities that made collective action possible; seven focused on the mobi-
lizing structures, primarily formal organizations, that played a key role in aggregating and
seeking to remedy grievances; and just five articles highlighted the collective action frames
protagonists employed to articulate their demands. Moreover, the assumptions underlying
these concepts remain unexplored. We find that historians tend not to interrogate the theoreti-
cal origins and implications of the concepts. We also find that historians tend to deploy the con-
cepts of political opportunities and mobilizing structures in a manner that downplays the
agency of movement protagonists. However, those who use the concept of collective action
frames tend to focus on the agency of leaders but not on the social construction of grievances;
that is, they tend to impute grievances to actors by virtue of their structural location.

POLITICAL OPPORTUNITIES. Many researchers of social movements and collective
action have made use of the concept of political opportunities to account for the origins and
outcomes of contentious episodes (Jenkins and Perrow 1977; Tarrow 1994). The central
assumption is that, given their inherently weaker structural position, potential claimants are
unlikely to engage in collective action in the absence of new opportunities. The existence of
grievances, in other words, does not lead inexorably to riots, strikes, labor movements, or
peasant insurrections; changes must first occur in the broader political environment. These
changes, which can be real or perceived, may consist of transformations that are unique and
significant, such as a loss in the state’s capacity and propensity for repression (McAdam
1996:27), or relatively routine and minor, such as the change in political administrations or
the enactment of a specific policy.

Historians who research social movements and collective action incorporate various polit-
ical opportunities into their explanatory narratives. Some of these opportunities evolve from a
profound rupture in the political, economic, and social fabric of the context in question. In an
analysis of peasant resistance in Ethiopia, for example, Tareke (1984:77) argues that the emer-
gence of the rebellion was contingent on very specific opportunities presenting themselves to
an aggrieved population, namely the expulsion of the Italians from the country and the subse-
quent actions of the postcolonial government during the next two years: “The causes of the
revolt were the complex interaction of existing social structures within the political events of
1943, which, by creating new opportunities, reinforced the capacity of the participants for
collective action.” Carr (1996) makes a similar point in his narrative account of strikes
that occurred among Cuban sugar workers in the years between the first and second world
wars. The article argues that a profound shift in power created new opportunities for labor
mobilization:
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The insurgencia was also crucially shaped by developments in the larger society that facilitated a
temporary alteration in the balance of class forces; the serious weakening of the state apparatus for
a brief but important period between August and October 1933; the destruction of the old army offi-
cer corps in the sergeants’ revolt of 4 September; and the appearance of civilian militias which tol-
erated and even supported worker actions. The institutional, coercive and legal structures serving the
sugar mills did not function very well in August-October 1933, and this was as important in explain-
ing the sugar worker insurgency as the role of parties and ideology. (p. 130, emphasis in original)

Other historical narratives link both mobilization and successful outcomes to opportuni-
ties that come about as a consequence of periodic shifts within political institutions, such as
a change in leadership or the enactment of new legislation. Examples from the French labor
movement illustrate this point. In terms of mobilization, for example, Berlanstein (1992:677)
notes that Parisian gas workers responded to specific opportunities that led to a surge in union
membership:

Stokers rushed into the Gas Workers Union. Over 1,400 may have joined between September 1898
and May 1899. The stokers were probably responding to favorable trends in the Parisian job mar-
ket as a result of preparations for the next (1900) international exposition as well as to the climate
of strife created by a large general strike by construction workers and ditch diggers.

As for successful outcomes, Berlanstein (1992:674) highlights the opportunities that Parisian
gas workers gained as a result of a fortuitous change in the city’s political administration:

Opportunities for gas workers to improve their bargaining position with their employer received
support from an exceptional political development. The municipal election of 1890 returned a left-
leaning council that was enthusiastically committed to addressing the ‘social question’. . . . Whereas
labor issues had not arisen at any earlier discussions between the PGC and the city, the aldermen
now insisted on an improved situation for the gas personnel.

As a consequence of this political opportunity, gas workers were, for the first time, in a position
to demand and receive wage increases, pensions, and profit sharing.

The preceding examples suggest that historians do apply the political opportunity
concept to the study of past protest. This should not come as a surprise given the extraor-
dinary attention to detail and the construction of logical narratives that characterizes the
craft of writing history. By unpacking the events under investigation, historians are able to
devote considerable attention to the context-specific transformations (i.e., political oppor-
tunities) that enable actors to engage in collective action (see Box 7.8). We should note,
however, that political opportunity is one concept among many that historians employ to
construct their narratives; it is not typically the central focus of the analysis, but rather one
element of the broader story; its function, then, is supplementary not explanatory. In none
of the articles sampled for this chapter is the political opportunity concept problematized
or operationalized. Moreover, no reference is ever made to the concept’s usage in the soci-
ological literature or by other analysts of social movements and collective action. In short,
historians use this concept in a manner that is distinct from the meaning it has vis-à-vis a
larger theoretical framework.

MOBILIZING STRUCTURES. Social movement scholars have recognized that political
opportunities alone do not produce a social movement or other forms of collective action.
While the political environment may create the structural potential for protagonists to make
claims, the extent to which this potential will be tapped is contingent on the organization of
the aggrieved group. Morris (1981), for example, argues in his classic article that black
churches and colleges played a critical role in the emergence of the student sit-in movement,
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Box 7.8. Political Opportunities and the Civil Rights Movement

In the beginning of the twentieth century, African Americans were structurally in a weak
position from which to pursue collective goals. Their ability to demand the elimination of
racist policies and practices, particularly those that prevented them from exercising their
constitutionally guaranteed rights, was tempered by the fetters of institutionalized segre-
gation, endemic poverty, and limited educational and employment opportunities. But the
emergence of specific political opportunities, both before and after the peak period of
civil rights movement activity, enabled African Americans to make significant gains in the
struggle for racial equality.

Korstad and Lichenstein (1988), for example, stress the importance of specific labor
policies that were developed and implemented in the years bracketing the Second World
War. Specifically, they claim that:

the rise of industrial unions and the evolution of late New Deal labor legislation offered
working-class blacks an economic and political standard by which they could legitimate
their demands and stimulate a popular struggle. The ‘one man, one vote’ policy imple-
mented in thousands of National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) elections, the industrial
‘citizenship’ that union contracts offered once-marginal elements of the working class,
and the patriotic egalitarianism of the government’s wartime propaganda—all generated a
rights consciousness that gave working-class black militancy a moral justification in some
ways as powerful as that evoked by the Baptist spirituality of Martin Luther King, Jr. a
generation later. (p. 787)

Both the mental and legal opportunities occasioned by labor legislation and nationalist
rhetoric gave African Americans an organizing capacity they did not have hitherto and, as
a consequence, significant gains were made for African American workers.

A second example of political opportunities comes from an article concerned with the
activities of Southern African Americans in what is largely considered to be the post-civil
rights era. Minchin (1999) argues that legislative gains made during the “heroic” period of
civil rights activism created new opportunities for African Americans to demand equality
at the workplace. Specifically, he focuses on the effects that the passage of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 had upon the Southern textile industry:

Both black men and women used the passage of the Civil Rights Act to fight discrimination
in the textile industry. Across the South, African American textile workers were acutely
aware of the act’s passage, and they were determined to enforce its non-discrimination
mandate. The act led to an upsurge of militancy as black workers used the machinery
provided by the act to unite and protest against discrimination. (p. 821)

Through examination of data from numerous court cases brought against employers by
African American employees and those seeking employment, the author shows how the
victories attained helped to radically reconfigure the workforce. The article goes on to sug-
gest not only that this political opportunity was the only one at the disposal of African
Americans at the time, because unions, comprising less than ten percent of the workforce,
were relatively weak, but also that it has had an enduring significance: “Today these work-
ers recognize the central importance of the Civil Rights Act in ensuring this change.
Across the South, they recall the legislation of 1964 as the watershed between the status
quo of racial discrimination and an era of increased opportunity in Southern employment
practices” (p. 844).



transforming opportunities into action. The organization of potential claimants need not be
formalized, however; a wide range of preexisting social structures has been shown to facili-
tate movement activity (Freeman 1973; McAdam 1982).

Historians of social movements and collective action are clearly amenable to casting
mobilizing structures in a central role. Several of the articles sampled for this chapter devote
considerable space to discussing the organizations that mobilized aggrieved populations and
made claims on their behalf (cf. Escobar 1993; Forman 1971; Garvin 1982; Krikler 1999;
Smith 1978; Taylor 1995; Turton 1972). This attention to organizations may, as noted in the
preceding text, be a function of the evidentiary constraints faced by historians; that is, their
reliance on evidence that is more often than not produced, collected, and disseminated by
organizations may cause them to focus analytical attention on these organizations. Some
social movement organizations may have, during the course of making claims, created docu-
ments of significant interest to historians; those that continue to exist, such as large, national
organizations that have endured for decades, may even maintain their own collections
(Clemens and Hughes 2002:203).

In situations where the organization in question was transitory or otherwise prevented
from producing documentary evidence of its activities, such as those that were formed on an
ad hoc basis or operated in the context of repressive regimes, historians may be compelled to
highlight them for a different reason: to dismiss the notion of popular politics as irrational
reactions to temporary strain. Basu (1998), for example, seeks to correct the prevailing his-
torical interpretation of this view of labor unrest by restoring some semblance of agency to
the striking workers. In contrast to other historical work on the subject, which either portrays
this particular group of protests as little more than politically immature mob violence, or as
being heavily influenced by elites, this article argues that workers organized and protested in
order to ameliorate well understood and legitimate grievances. Moises and Martinez-Alier
(1980) make a similar point in their analysis of a series of riots directed at the suburban rail-
ways in Brazil. In this case, however, organizations are absent. The authors argue repeatedly
that one should view the lack of organization observed among the various spontaneous strikes
as a rational strategy given the environment in which they emerged:

Since 1964, the Brazilian working class has lacked independent organizations for social and polit-
ical representation through which it can express its grievances in an organized manner. . . . Only
on the surface do the riots appear ‘irrational’, ‘anarchic’ though inevitable reactions to hardship.
Their spontaneity and violence are the consequence of the working class’s formal exclusion from
politics. The people reacted in the way that they did, not out of any historically determined polit-
ical backwardness, but because, in the circumstances in which they found themselves, this was the
only means available to them to make themselves heard. (p. 182, emphasis in original)

Broadly speaking, historians of social movements and collective action employ the con-
cept of mobilizing structures in a manner similar to other social scientists. They portray both
informal and formal structures as vital to the initiation and spread of collective action.
Johnson’s (1982) discussion of anticolonial activism among Nigerian women, for example,
illustrates the importance of a wide range of social ties among protagonists. The efforts of
women’s organizations to mobilize constituents were successful, she argues, largely because
they were able to tap a variety of social networks:

Depending on the issue, the NWP could mobilize huge demonstrations of women, often number-
ing in the thousands. Family and ethnic connections, trans-organizational membership, school ties,
business relationships, and religious networks ensured a broad-based solidarity of women, just as
they did in the male-dominated parties. An individual woman might belong to several organizations
at the same time, thus increasing the chances for cooperation among groups. (p. 145)
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While the use of the mobilizing structures concept is similar to political opportunities
discussed above—that is, it tends to play a supplementary rather than an explanatory role in
the narrative – there are notable exceptions. In his analysis of striking porters in Brazil, Reis
(1997) makes an explicit link between mobilization and organization:

The central argument of this article is that the ganhadores mobilised the strike on the basis of labour
organisations that preceded the movement and were built up on the basis of the ethnic and cultural
characteristics of those Africans. African ethnic identity and cultural practices, had very clear politi-
cal dimensions, both in their daily occupations and at the times when they broke with those daily rou-
tines, as in the case of the strike and the other conflicts that preceded it. (p. 357, emphasis in original)

Without the presence of overlapping formal and informal structures, one is left to conclude
that the dramatic strike that erupted in urban Brazil would have been unlikely to occur or
endure. Mobilizing structures, in other words, helped to ensure that aggrieved porters were
transformed into a striking sector of the labor force.

Mobilizing structures take many forms, ranging from informal interpersonal networks to
formal national organizations. Regardless of whether collective action is facilitated by struc-
tures resembling either the former or the latter, the key insight made by social movement
scholars is that potential claimants require more than just an opportunity to engage in
collective action; they also require some kind of organizing structure to facilitate that action
(see Box 7.9).
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Box 7.9. Mobilizing Structures and the Civil Rights Movement

Organizations were the driving force behind the American civil rights movement.
Churches, colleges, business groups, and advocacy organizations all played key roles in the
local and national struggles for racial equality, undertaking activities that spanned decades,
included innumerable participants, and brought about significant legislative and social
gains. To focus on the mobilizing structures that facilitated action is not to discount the
importance of iconic figures such as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks, Malcolm X,
and Medgar Evers, but rather to note that behind these individuals stood a network of for-
mal organizations.

Since the 1970s, historians have devoted considerable attention to the civil rights organ-
izations that achieved national prominence, producing extensive biographies of most of
the movement’s leading organizations. Meier and Rudwick’s (1975) analysis of the
Congress for Racial Equality (CORE) was an early and oft-cited analysis of one of the
movement’s first noteworthy organizations. A decade later, Adam Fairclough (1987)
recounted the history of Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). Similarly,
Carson (1981) and Zinn (1964) highlighted the important contributions made by the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the organization that played a
central role in the Freedom Rides in 1961, the March on Washington in 1963, and the
Mississippi Freedom Summer campaign in 1964. More recently, Jonas and Bond (2004)
have produced the first comprehensive account of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

But the civil rights movement consisted of more than national organizations and their
efforts to bring about federal legislative reforms; many of the most tangible changes
occurred at the state or city levels and were catalyzed by local organizations. Among the
articles sampled for this chapter, two focus on the local organizations that sought to advance



COLLECTIVE ACTION FRAMES. Framing is about action. It emphasizes the active choices
of potential claimants rather than their structural locations. The concept conveys agency, in that
it consists of protagonists actively defining a situation as unjust or otherwise unacceptable,
attributing blame for the condition in need of correction, and suggesting a course of action to
remedy it (Snow and Benford 1992). To explore the extent to which and manner in which
historians use this concept in their studies of social movements and collective action, we focus
on two aspects of contentious action that are potential sites of agency: leadership and griev-
ances. In terms of leadership, we want to know how historians portray what leaders do.
Social scientists have long noted that social movement leaders play an important and active
role in framing and articulating issues, activating networks, and mobilizing supporters
(Aminzade, Goldstone, and Perry 2001:127). Do historians also ground their explanations
in the view that leaders’ actions shape the course and outcomes of contentious action? Or
do they downplay leaders’ capacity for agency by characterizing them as simply responding to
larger structural forces? In terms of grievances, our aim is to understand whether and to what
extent historians characterize them as socially constructed or structurally determined.
Proponents of collective action frames emphasize the agency of protagonists in defining
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the cause of civil rights in particular urban areas. Taylor (1995), for example, examines the
civil rights movement in Seattle, Washington, a city which, in spite of its distance from
the struggles that engulfed the Deep South, had to confront its own legacy of racial discrim-
ination. By focusing on the emergence and activities of a local civil rights organization that
brought together community leaders from a variety of prominent national organizations,
Taylor (1995:3) is able to show how the issues of concern in Seattle were both similar to
and distinct from those observed elsewhere:

Local civil rights leaders reached a broad consensus on a strategy and tactics which
eluded their national counterparts throughout the 1960s. The created the Central Area
Civil Rights Committee (CACRC) to provide one voice on civil rights issues and deter-
mine the civil rights agenda. Included in this group [was] Edwin Pratt, Executive
Director of the Seattle Urban League. . . . June Smith, President of the Seattle Branch
of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and
Walter Hundley of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) were also members.

One can also observe the importance of local mobilizing structures in Goldberg’s
(1983) analysis of the struggle for desegregation in San Antonio, Texas. As in other
Southern cities, African Americans in San Antonio were constantly reminded of their
second-class status by the visible (and legal) segregation of lunch counters in downtown
department stores. Efforts to change the status quo in this context, as elsewhere, required
the mobilization of aggrieved African Americans. An important insight of Goldberg
(1983:356), however, is that mobilizing structures also played a critical role in getting
Whites to accept the change of an entrenched practice: “The store owners finally agreed
to serve blacks at lunch counters but demanded several safeguards. To defuse a potential
white counterreaction, the businessmen asked Catholic, Jewish, and Protestant clergymen
present to mobilize the religious community in support of integration.”

Both Taylor’s (1995) and Goldberg’s (1983) articles highlight the role of local mobiliz-
ing structures in bringing about a change to racist laws, policies, and practices. But whereas
the former investigates those that enabled African Americans to make claims, the latter
considers those that helped to ensure that whites accepted them.



grievances as injustices and transforming them into demands (Snow and Benford 1992; Snow
et al. 1986). This view contrasts with earlier approaches to the study of social movements and
collective action, which asserted a direct link between dissatisfaction and action (Zald
1992:328). How do historians characterize the relationship between grievances and action? Do
they follow the tack of early collective behavior theorists, explaining collective action in terms
of intensified grievances? Do they impute grievances to actors by virtue of their structural loca-
tion? Or do they explore the manner in which protagonists actively interpret grievances and use
this interpretation as the basis for making claims?

Leadership. A number of scholars have recently emphasized the importance of leadership
as a complex phenomenon that affects the origins and outcomes of movements (Aminzade,
Goldstone, and Perry 2001; Morris 2004). They point to different types of leadership and how
their goals and relationships can produce different outcomes, such as when the choices of
dynamic leaders in fluid and ambiguously defined situations determine the trajectory of a
movement (Aminzade, Goldstone, and Perry 2001:129–133, 147). Many of the articles sam-
pled for this chapter suggest that historians take an agent-centered approach to leadership.
While leadership was certainly not a central feature of all 60 of the contentious episodes in
question, those narratives that did focus on leaders tended to emphasize the active choices
they made, their efforts to aggregate and mobilize aggrieved groups, their relationship with
followers, and their influence on movement trajectory.

In his analysis of peasant movements in Brazil, for example, Forman (1971) devotes
considerable attention to Francisco Julião, the proclaimed leader of the peasant leagues in the
northeast of the country. The article highlights the choices he made in terms of actively seek-
ing out a constituency to mobilize and speculates that his choice of peasants was strategic not
only in terms of mobilization, but also, and more importantly, in terms of his political career.
Julião clearly plays a central role in shaping the peasant movement, essentially determining
its origins insofar as he,

was aware that different land tenure systems and productive arrangements produced different peas-
ant subtypes which could be expected to react differently to appeals for political mobilization. . . .
It was the peasant, he believed, who presented the best conditions for waging a protracted struggle
against the latifundia, and he appealed to them to join together in the building of an effective agrar-
ian society. (Forman 1971:10)

Consistent with the social science usage of the collective action frame concept, histori-
ans convey the agency of movement leaders by documenting their efforts to frame the world
in which they were acting, by interpreting grievances, defining the aggrieved, attributing
blame, and making claims. Smith’s (1978:110) analysis of a revolt among agricultural work-
ers in southern France is illustrative:

Undeniably, Marcelin Albert’s calls for social unity in the face of the wine crisis in 1907 grew out
of these persisting class conflicts in the larger villages of the region. Indeed the demands from the
desperate strikes of 1905–6 were even directly transferred to the mass meetings of 1907—in their
words ‘the right to work in the vineyards’—an issue which Albert skillfully broadened to become
a generalized ‘right to live from the vine’ which was the basis for much of his appeal to all wine
producers, and not only the vine-workers, at the meetings of 1907.

Holton’s (1994) contribution is also representative of how movement leaders employ
collective action frames to define a social condition as problematic and to articulate a strat-
egy for challenging it. The article focuses on the actions of one individual, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton, and the leaders she assembled around her, to show how they were instrumental in
advancing the women’s suffrage movement, both in Britain and the United States. Holton
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(1994:1121) highlights the efforts of the leadership to frame the issue and their approach, not-
ing that it can be a contentious process: “The central suffrage leadership remained cautious
nonetheless, and the disunity this provided among her British colleagues provided another
trial for Elizabeth Cady Stanton during this visit. At the heart of the discord was the question
of whether or not to include married women in the demand for the vote.”

Numerous other examples of the active role of social movement leaders abound. In short,
the articles sampled for this chapter suggest that, when constructing narratives about social
movements or collective action, historians emphasize the role of leadership in a way that is
consistent with social scientists; that is, they portray leaders’ actions as shaping the course
and outcomes of collective action.

Grievances. Implicit in all accounts of social movements and collective action is a sense of
underlying grievances. In the absence of an unpleasant, unjust, or unacceptable social condi-
tion, it makes little sense to expect that individuals would have the impetus to engage in
collective action; making claims can be a time-consuming, hazardous, and uncertain enter-
prise. But while all episodes of contention are rooted in grievances, their presence does not
adequately account for movement activity. Grievances are a pervasive component of social
life; contention is relatively rare. As Trotsky (1959:249) noted long ago, if grievances were
sufficient to cause an insurrection, then one would expect the masses to be in constant revolt.
How, then, have scholars characterized the relationship between grievances and action? More
specifically, how have historians approached this question?

Whereas early collective behavior theorists presumed a strong relationship between
intensely felt grievances and engagement in some form of collective action, later generations
of scholars have sought to show that grievances are socially constructed. Klandermans
(1992:85), for example, emphasizes the agency of potential protagonists by arguing that inter-
pretive processes underlie action: “situations are defined as unjust and grievances are trans-
formed into demands.” This analytical shift owes a tremendous debt to David Snow and his
colleagues, who were among the first to lament the widespread “neglect of the fact that griev-
ances or discontents are subject to differential interpretation, and the fact that variation in their
interpretation across individuals, social movement organizations, and time can affect whether
and how they are acted upon” (Snow et al. 1986:465). While the framing literature has usefully
highlighted the importance of ideas, perceptions, and understandings for inspiring action, it
has been criticized for taking little account of where these ideas come from. Schurman and
Munro (2006), for example, attempt to address this shortcoming by focusing on the process of
grievance formation; rather than simply interpret social conditions, movement leaders, they
argue, play an important role in generating the ideas that produce grievances and, subsequently,
collective action.

All of the historical articles sampled for this chapter make explicit reference to the griev-
ances underlying the contentious event in question. Striking workers, for example, are portrayed
as demanding wage increases and the dismissal of unpopular factory supervisors (Basu 1998),
reacting to layoffs and inequitable sick pay (Berlanstein 1992), and challenging racial discrim-
ination in hiring (Minchin 1999). With the notable exception of one article, however, historians
explain these grievances, and the consequent collective response to them, as structurally deter-
mined rather than socially constructed. That is, they largely impute grievances to actors by
virtue of their structural position; there is virtually no discussion of the manner in which protag-
onists actively frame social conditions and use this interpretation as a basis for making claims.
They do not, in other words, interrogate the relationship between the observed activity (e.g.,
strike, riot, peasant movement) and the conditions thought to have catalyzed it.
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Two examples illustrate this observed tendency among historical approaches to the study
of social movements and collective action. The first focuses on a week-long police strike in
Cape Town, South Africa. Nasson (1992) highlights the ways that economic contraction and
the nationalization of the police force negatively impacted wages; he also discusses how dif-
ficulties in rural areas, paired with the participation of many British officers in World War I,
created both the incentives and opportunities for poor, rural Afrikaners to join the force,
which profoundly impacted the overall expectations, interests, and grievances of the officers.
He does not, however, examine the manner in which these grievances were interpreted by the
officers:

But rank-and-file police discontent had more to do with debt and drudgery than with the anticipated
despotism and illiberalism of new state service which occupied and alarmed those of increasingly
mournful Cape liberal inclinations. . . . Second, and of more importance in shaping the strike pres-
sures of 1918, was the issue of rates of pay. Not only was the South African Police the lowest paid
‘of any of the larger Forces within the Empire’; levels of remuneration and conditions varied
between regions in the Union. . . . Effective wage cuts triggered immediate dissatisfaction and
seemed a long-term prescription for trouble. . . . For Cape Town policemen, the Local Allowance
system became an immediate and principal cause for grievance. (pp. 303–304)

The second article is grounded on a single event: the May Day protest of 1917 in Rio de
Janeiro. Meade’s (1989:264) focus, however, is not on this particular event per se, but rather
on the three decades of community-based protests which led up to it: “The general strike
should be viewed in relationship to the years of protest that had preceded it.” To make this
point, the author highlights a number of smaller riots, protests, campaigns and movements in
the decades leading up to 1917, showing the consistency in grievances and tactics. In doing
so, she presumes a direct link between grievances and action:

In addition to taxes and high food prices, grievances relating to housing, sanitation, health care,
education and the distribution of public services were the motivation for demonstrations, riots and
other forms of collective action. . . . The extent to which the crowds had vandalized the transport
system was not surprising since hatred of the transport companies was something of a long-stand-
ing tradition in Rio. Appallingly erratic service, poor wages and terrible working conditions for
drivers and ever-escalating fares for passengers had caused a steady stream of strikes and protests
during the Empire as well as under the Republic. (pp. 245, 249–250)

In contrast, the article by Escobar (1993) is noteworthy for its emphasis on the manner
in which people actively interpret a problematic condition of their life and frame it as an injus-
tice that needs to be remedied. The author examines the Chicano movement in Los Angeles,
in an effort to expand historical analysis of militant protest and official repression in the
1960s.

The Chicano movement of the late sixties challenged many of the previous generation’s assump-
tions and tactics. . . . They developed a nationalist concept of chicanismo to signal that they
rejected assimilation. They declared that as a result of their Mexican ancestry and their experi-
ences in the Southwest, they had an identity and a heritage that they intended to keep intact.
Moreover, Chicanos declared themselves a nonwhite minority in solidarity with other oppressed
racial groups throughout the world. Like members of other nonwhite racial groups, they saw them-
selves as victims of white racism and argued Chicanos could achieve equality only through col-
lective social and economic empowerment.” (p. 1491)

By actively framing their grievances vis-à-vis a specific nationalist identity, movement lead-
ers were able to mobilize specific constituents and to demand particular reforms.

Grievances are an ineluctable factor of social, economic, and political life. By themselves,
however, grievances do not typically produce collective action or lead to broader social movements.
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Getting people to perceive particular grievances as unjust and in need of resolution requires
that individuals actively frame them as such (see Box 7.10). While this insight emerged in soci-
ological studies of collective action in the 1980s, it appears to have not yet taken root in the
research of historians of social protest. That is, although grievances play a central role in all of
the narratives sampled for this chapter, the active process of understanding or framing these
grievances is under explored. As a consequence, readers are left assuming that individuals have
grievances simply by virtue of their structural location, and that these grievances are a given
rather than something requiring interpretation.
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Box 7.10. Collective Action Frames and the Civil Rights Movement

Long before Rosa Parks refused to give up her bus seat in Montgomery, Alabama, African
Americans were arguably the most aggrieved group of American citizens. Pervasive and
often violent racism, first manifesting itself in the institution of slavery, later reemerging
as the softer segregation of Jim Crow laws, had interfered with African Americans’ right
to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for centuries.

Given such pervasive and long-standing grievances, it is obvious, as suggested above, that
the struggle for racial equality did not begin in 1955. African Americans had sought to attain
their liberty and assert their rights since their arrival in North America. National organizations
committed to eliminating racism, most notably the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP), had emerged decades before Rosa Parks’s act of resistance. But
the campaign did enter a more active phase from 1955 to 1968 as African Americans sought
to bring the injustice of their situation to the attention of the broader public through marches
and street protests, sit-ins and boycotts. What led to this rapid proliferation of civil rights
activity and the eventual legislative gains it facilitated? More importantly, what enabled
African Americans to cultivate the support of essential white allies?

Scott Sandage’s (1993) article about the use of ritual and memory asserts that African
Americans’ success came about as a result of their ability to frame their grievances in a way
that appealed to the broader American public. Specifically, he argues that civil rights leaders
learned over time to tap into the nationalist sentiment that was widespread in the United
States immediately prior to World War II and throughout the Cold War. Rather than appeal
to whites’ common humanity, African Americans found that their message was more read-
ily received once they appealed to whites’ sense of common citizenship. In a direct challenge
to those who argue that the agenda of African Americans was co-opted by white progres-
sives, Sandage (1993:138) takes the position that African Americans were in the driver’s
seat, actively framing their struggle in a way that appealed to whites:

Such views overlook exactly what studies of ritual and memory can show – that it was
often activists who did the co-opting. Protesters mobilized mainstream symbols to
further alternative ends, to constitute (not just reflect) shared beliefs, and to open
spaces for social change. It was precisely the unrelenting nationalism that reigned from
the 1930s to the 1960s that finally offered black activists a cultural language to speak
to white America and to elicit support. (p. 138)

By employing a collective action frame readily understood by all Americans, not just
African Americans, civil rights leaders were able to communicate forcefully why the
status quo was unjust and what needed to be accomplished in order to remedy it.



Nature and Use of Evidence

A final feature of historical analysis is its overwhelming reliance on evidence produced, col-
lected, organized, and disseminated by others. The vast majority of this evidence takes the
form of written material, though there are exceptions for those engaged in historical scholar-
ship of either the most recent or most distant past (Tilly 1990:689). The articles sampled for
this chapter utilize a wide range of written documents, including, but not limited to: govern-
ment policies, reports, and memoranda; judicial records of arrests, trials, convictions, and
executions; newspaper and magazine articles; organizational records, membership lists, and
promotional materials; official and private correspondence; photographs, maps and political
cartoons; and various secondary materials, typically monographs produced by the historians
who first documented the events under investigation. This wealth of written and visual mate-
rial creates tremendous opportunities for and places extreme restrictions on historians
studying social movements and collective action. Opportunities derive from the volume and
range of data gathered by a variety of actors over time, as well as the intriguing possibility of
locating new data sources. Restrictions result from reliance upon data that are limited, pro-
duced by organizations with self-serving agendas; silent, in terms of capturing the perspec-
tives and motives of those making claims; and absent, with regards to the actual object (e.g.,
strike, riot, labor movement, peasant insurrection, etc.) of analysis. Let us now examine each
of these opportunities and restrictions in turn.

The range of existing and potential data sources available to historians of social move-
ments and collective action offers distinct opportunities. First, for those concerned with
prominent episodes of contentious action, the locations and composition of relevant data
archives are well known. The task of the researcher, then, is to gain access to these archives
and undertake the often tedious task of plowing through the established files. Second,
researchers of well-known movements can also turn to a large body of published historical
work, such as books, theses and articles. For example, a surfeit of secondary materials is
available to historians of the American civil rights movement or the French revolution. This,
however, is a mixed blessing, insofar as it complicates the historian’s task of making an
original contribution to the literature (see Box 7.11). Third, researchers who are able to con-
struct their narratives from government documents and newspaper articles benefit from “the
consistency and range of data gathered every year, every decade, or at every occurrence of a
particular type [of event], such as a strike or an arrest” (Clemens and Hughes 2002:206).
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Box 7.11. Evidence and the Civil Rights Movement

Historians of the American civil rights movement have at their disposal a tremendous
amount of primary and secondary evidence. The surfeit of primary materials derives from
the fact that the movement, at least its most active phase, occurred during birth of the
world’s first truly multimedia era. In addition to the government documents, judicial
records, and newspaper and magazine articles that are standard fare for historians, the civil
rights movement was also captured by myriad radio and television broadcasts. Historians
and non-historians alike have already been exposed to or can readily access audio and
visual materials that exhibit the movement’s most heroic moments of resistance and soli-
darity, as well as some of the most ignominious responses to its claims by the authorities.
Who hasn’t heard, for example, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech,



Finally, the variety of recognized historical evidence provides researchers with both an
incentive to, and the possibility of, utilizing and/or locating new sources of data. Historians
attempt to differentiate themselves from their predecessors by noting that their analyses are
based on evidence that has been overlooked, underutilized, or misinterpreted by previous
scholars. In his analysis of nineteenth-century migration from the Senegal River valley, for
example, Hanson (1994:39) links the strength of his narrative to his unique combination of
evidence: “Only a few historians have consulted Pulaar oral accounts about the migrations,
and no one has attempted to integrate information and perspectives from Arabic, Pulaar and
French materials in a synthesis of the fergo Nioro.” In addition, claims to present a historical
event in a new light or with a different interpretation are given a tremendous boost when one
is able to allege that her/his article draws on data that are newly available. This is often the
case with recently declassified government documents, as evidenced by Osborne (1978):

Until recently, only partial comparison could be made of the limited published commentaries on
the 1916 Affair with the official but confidential reports prepared by the French administrators
who held responsibility for Cambodia, and Indochina as a whole. Some of the vital archival
records have been open to investigation for a number of years, but other important documents
became available to scholars only very recently. (pp. 217–218)
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which he delivered from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial during the March on
Washington? And who can forget the violent images from Birmingham, Alabama, where
peaceful protesters were assaulted by the police using dogs, batons, and water cannons?

In terms of secondary evidence, one would be hard pressed to find a more thoroughly
researched social movement. Historians have seemingly produced studies covering every
aspect of the movement, including, but not limited to, the policies of presidential admin-
istrations (Brauer 1977; Burk 1984; McCoy and Reutten 1973), biographies of its leading
figures (Cone 1991; Garrow 1986; Grant 1998; Oates 1982) and national organizations
(Carson 1981; Fairclough 1987; Jonas and Bond 2004; Zinn 1964), the decisions of fed-
eral courts (Kluger 1976; Wilkinson 1979), and even the opponents of the movement
(Bartley 1969; McMillen 1971).

At first glance, the welter of primary and secondary materials is a boon to scholars of
the American civil rights movement. Much of the onerous work of locating appropriate
materials and developing a general sense of the origins and outcomes of the movement has
already been done. But the extent to which primary sources have been scrutinized by
others and the very comprehensiveness of the secondary literature makes it difficult for
contemporary scholars to make new contributions to the field. Nevertheless, given the
volume of potential materials, it would be folly to suggest that all sources of data have
already been tapped by researchers. In addition to reviewing the large body of literature
on the civil rights movement and Southern textile workers, Minchin (1999:812), for exam-
ple, recently made use of unexplored records from the various legal suits brought by
African American workers following the passage of the Civil Rights Act:

During the years when the industry’s workforce was being integrated, there was
generated an extensive body of material that has not been previously utilized by
historians. . . . In particular, the letters that black workers wrote to the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), which was created by the 1964 act,
together with their depositions and trial testimony, are vivid statements of their
grievances. This account is the first to use the records, and it suggests a number of new
arguments about the racial integration of Southern textile plants.



While data abundance is perhaps the rare exception to the rule of data scarcity, the merit
of the historical enterprise hinges on the ability of the researcher to construct a plausible nar-
rative about the events under investigation. Often the available evidence places restrictions
on this ability. That is, with few exceptions, historians must limit the questions they ask and
the meanings they ascribe to the data available in archives and the published works of other
historians. As noted in the preceding text, most existing data are the products of large-scale
organizations such as churches and states (Tilly 1970). While these organizational documents
can prove to be a gold mine for assiduous researchers, reliance upon them is also fraught with
danger, insofar as “they may omit or distort crucial information in order to present the organ-
ization more favorably, for the sake of present legitimacy or future legacy” (Clemens and
Hughes 2002:204). Indeed, this particular limitation, namely, the risk of potential bias, is
particularly salient with regard to social movements and collective action, where the targets
of claim making are often the producers of historians’ documentary evidence. It was in the
self-interest of colonial administrations, for example, to characterize the contentious actions
of their subjects, particularly the grievances motivating them, as having endogenous roots,
lest they lose the support of the citizens in the metropole. In his analysis of a Cambodian peas-
ant movement, Osborne (1978) argues that, contrary to the interpretation of the French colo-
nial administrators at the time, it was features of the administrative system that aroused
discontent among the population.

Historians interested in social movements and collective action face an additional evi-
dentiary constraint. Not only must they, like all historians, confront organizational limitations
in the data they employ, but they are also restricted by the silence of the data (i.e., data
scarcity) with regard to the subjects of their narratives. In many of the articles sampled for
this chapter, the protagonists (i.e., individuals and groups engaging in protest, participating in
strikes, fomenting rebellion, or otherwise making claims) were the illiterate subjects of colo-
nial administrations. As a consequence, they often lacked the capacity to create and preserve
the documentary evidence that would shed light on the grievances, motives, tactics, goals, and
accomplishments related to their collective action. This gap in the historical record is noted
by Reis (1997:390), who, in an analysis of a labor strike in Bahia, Brazil, laments the lack of
written testimonies or oral records from any of the African participants:

Unfortunately, we lack the testimony of the ganhadores themselves. The ganhadores simply com-
municated their feelings throughout the city by word of mouth. . . . Thus, there was not police
investigation, with arrests and interrogations, which would furnish the type of documents that
might provide insight (however distorted) into the movement’s internal workings. We must con-
tent ourselves with reading between the lines. (p. 390)

There are exceptions to this, of course. For example, researchers concerned with rela-
tively recent historical events may have the luxury of gathering data through oral interviews
with surviving participants and eyewitnesses (e.g., see Fleischmann 2000; Johnson 1982;
Monson 1998). But even this has its limitations, insofar as the respondents might either por-
tray themselves and the cause they fought for in rather sanguine terms, downplay divisions
and conflicts within their ranks, or refuse to say much at all. In her analysis of the Palestinian
Women’s Movement, for example, Fleishmann (2000:202) found that “informants were
reluctant to discuss it even almost sixty years after the event.”

In addition to confronting data that are silent with respect to the perspectives and motives
of those making claims, historians also often bump against the stark reality of constructing
narratives from thin or absent data. This is a particularly vexing problem for analysts of con-
tentious episodes, in that it requires them to speculate about how the event actually unfolded
and to impute motives to the individuals and groups making claims. This is problematic for
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two fundamental reasons. First, as suggested in the preceding text, fragmentary data tends to
privilege the organizations responsible for their production; that is, states, churches, and other
targets of claims often have a vested interest in documenting and/or interpreting collective
action in a way that is neither sympathetic to nor reflective of claimants’ interests, demands,
or goals. Second, it forces historians to extrapolate to events from understandings which are
beyond the range of verifiable knowledge. That is, historians must attribute motives to those
making claims in the absence of empirical evidence. This is of particular importance, because,
as we will discuss below, historians of social movements and collective action tend to ground
their interpretations on an assessment of the potential grievances catalyzing action. In contrast
to many sociologists, who assume that grievances are chronic and that mobilization is contin-
gent on the presence of political opportunities, mobilizing structures, and/or collective action
frames, historians, as noted in the preceding text, tend to portray an unencumbered relation-
ship between grievances and action. In the absence of claimants establishing this link in their
own voices, the validity such inferences are questionable. Bernal’s (1981:159) assessment of
social movement activity in Vietnam is representative of this practice: “Although there is no
documentary evidence to suggest it, the form the movement launched in 1930 leads me to
believe that the ICP leaders hoped to establish in Indo-China the rights to organize and
demonstrate which had been achieved by the French Communist Party.”

To be fair, many of the historians surveyed for this chapter are not only keenly aware,
but also forthcoming when faced with the reality that their data are thin and that their narra-
tive may be based more on speculation than actual hard evidence. For example, one analyst
of communal riots in Bengal notes: “The sources used here are conventional: mainly govern-
ment documents, police reports and newspaper accounts. The evidence is scrappy. Much of
what I say is conjectural in nature” (Chakrabarty 1981:142). A similar claim is made by a his-
torian studying the development of the labor movements in Costa Rica and Honduras: “There
is a marked lack of surviving documentation on the black West Indian population that worked
in Honduras and Costa Rica. . . . Regrettably, surviving historical material only provides the
briefest outline concerning this particular strike” (Echeverri-Gent, 1992:284–289).

In their efforts to create “written” accounts of the past, historians analyze a wide range
of materials that constitute the “recorded” past (cf. McDonald 1996). The tremendous volume
of potential materials (e.g., written, audio, and visual) offers unique opportunities to histori-
ans studying social movements and collective action. Given a surfeit of evidence, one can
approach a particular episode of contention from numerous viewpoints and thereby produce
a rich and nuanced interpretation of its origins, the process through which it occurred, and its
outcomes. But the nature of historical evidence also places restrictions on researchers. The
data which are available may be limited (recording only one, self-serving view of the “actual”
past), silent (failing to capture the perspective of claimants), and/or absent (missing with
regard to the event in question). Navigating the opportunities and restrictions afforded by his-
torical evidence is, in short, a fundamental element of the entire historical endeavor.

CONCLUSION: CONTRIBUTIONS, SILENCES,
AND DISCIPLINARY BOUNDARIES

Individuals with an abiding interest in social movements and collective action owe a tremen-
dous debt to historians. Academic and amateur historians have, over the course of several
decades, produced a vast body of rich and nuanced research detailing the origins, dynamics,
and outcomes of what has recently been referred to as “contentious politics” (McAdam,
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Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). Our sample of 60 journal articles, which is merely the tip of the
scholarly iceberg, suggests that the intellectual curiosity of historians has been boundless,
insofar as it has led not only to an examination of large-scale social movements operating in
the context of modern nation-states, but also to the investigation and documentation of small,
isolated contentious events occurring in numerous locations around the globe during differ-
ent time periods. But while these articles illustrate the many ways in which historical work
contributes to our understanding of social change, they also reveal the areas in which histo-
rians remain silent. By highlighting both the contributions and silences of historical research
on social movements and collective action, this conclusion lends support to those who argue
for greater collaboration among historians and social scientists. History and the social
sciences, in our opinion, stand to benefit from the recurring efforts of researchers to cross
disciplinary boundaries.

What have we learned about the discipline of history? On the one hand, our findings
support William Roy’s (1987:55) assessment of how disciplinary specialization shapes
historical research:

Historians, by defining themselves in terms of time and place and orienting their work toward oth-
ers who share their interest in a particular time and place, thereby tend to narrow their endeavor to
gathering new evidence on old questions or making new interpretations of old issues or recutting
the historical pie into new time/place slices. The social boundaries among different time/place spe-
cialties deter comparisons between different times and places. Working within a particular time and
place, one holds constant large-scale structural processes, restricting the agenda to changes within
a region and era.

Although our data preclude us from generalizing to the entire discipline of history, they show
rather convincingly that historical studies of social movements and collective action reflect
both Roy’s (1987) observation that historians tend to offer limited context-dependent gener-
alizations and Erikson’s (1970) contention that the practice of history is shaped by “profes-
sional reflexes.” The articles sampled for this chapter rarely make claims that could be readily
applied to other times and locations nor do their authors attempt to do so. Rather, the various
narratives that we have characterized as interpretive, expansive, and/or corrective tend to offer
context-specific analyses of contentious episodes. With few exceptions, studies analyzing
labor movements, peasant insurrections, or religious riots in one context neither reference nor
seek to compare themselves to those found in other spatial or temporal locations.

We also find that, in line with an evidentiary distinction that is often made between
history and social science, historians rely heavily on documentary evidence found in archives.
As amply captured by exhaustive footnotes, historical studies analyze a wide range of written
and visual materials that have been produced, collected, organized, and disseminated by
others. This observation is neither unexpected nor particularly noteworthy. Of greater inter-
est, however, is the finding that historians dealing with events that occurred relatively
recently have availed themselves of the opportunity to produce their own data. Employing a
methodology usually associated with social scientists, historians have begun to conduct 
oral interviews with the surviving participants of the events under investigation (see, 
e.g., Cooper 1996; Fleishman 2000; Monson 1998). This approach yields unique data that
have not been mediated or picked over by countless others, thereby bolstering an historian’s
claim to making a new contribution to the literature.

On the other hand, we find that the articles included in our sample defy the expectation
that historians employ broad temporal scopes when producing their narratives. Rather than
focus on long-term processes of change, the majority of the studies analyzed for this chapter
explored the short-term origins and outcomes of particular events. Why might this be the
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case? We suggested above that this finding may, to a certain extent, be a product of our sam-
pling strategy: journal articles do not readily lend themselves to detailed analyses of the
longue durée; broad temporal scopes are more likely to be a feature of books that run several
hundred pages. As a consequence, long-term change processes such as colonization, industri-
alization or urbanization tend to emerge as background variables rather than as explanatory
variables. But a comparison of the articles sampled for this chapter and the books produced
by the same authors suggests that most of these historians of social protest have not taken the
opportunity to extend the temporal scopes of their analyses in books and that not all of those
who have written books have used them to expand the temporal scope of their analyses. Of
the 60 contentious events that were the focus of the articles, only 21 were developed further
in books. Of those 21 books, 14 sought to situate the events under investigation in long-term
change processes; the remaining 7 used the additional space afforded by a book-length man-
uscript to provide a more comprehensive narrative account of the event without extending its
temporal scope. In sum, less than one-quarter of the articles examined for this chapter were
subsequently developed into books in which long-term change processes featured promi-
nently as explanatory variables. Thus, we do not feel that our sampling strategy compromises
our finding that historians tend to employ relatively narrow temporal scopes when analyzing
social movements and collective action.

The tendency of historians to explicate short-term processes may also derive from the
practice, at least in journal articles, of providing detailed analyses of particular, temporally
delimited events—that is, “those occurrences that come to be imbued with at least some
degree of public visibility and significance” (McAdam and Sewell 2001:123) instead of com-
prehensive accounts of broader movements. Events are often of significant complexity and
concentrated activity to warrant such a detailed interpretation of their immediate causes and
consequences.

In addition to confirming some of the basic assumptions about the discipline of history,
our analysis also lends support to those scholars who question predictions of a merger of
history with other social sciences, such as sociology, into a common enterprise. We find, for
example, that historical research on social movements and collective action lacks attention
to the key concepts that have generated research and theory construction in other disciplines.
Historians of social movements tend not to interrogate the theoretical grounding of these
concepts, but rather employ them in a somewhat uncritical sense. Should historians of social
protest make greater efforts to address the issues debated by scholars in the disciplines of
sociology and political science? Should social scientists do more to ground their generaliza-
tions in specific historical contexts? We believe that there are a number of reasons why both
efforts should be encouraged.

Social science stands to benefit from a deeper understanding of the specific context in
which social movements unfold or collective actions occur. Because the bulk of the theories
and concepts informing social movement research are based on studies of the present, or the
relatively recent past, deeper historical knowledge would enable social scientists to better
understand the scope conditions of various theories, thereby fostering more context-dependent
theory. Social scientists, most notably Charles Tilly, have argued that the study of social move-
ments requires expert historical knowledge and the grounding of generalizations in historical
contexts. “By and large,” he writes (2003:9–10), “students of contemporary social move-
ments fail to recognize that they are analyzing an evolving set of historically derived political
practices. Either they assume that social movements have always existed in some form or they
treat social movements as contemporary political forms without inquiring into their historical
transformations.” Consider, for example, the distinction made in the both the historical and
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social science literatures between “pre-modern” or “reactive” movements and those deemed
to be “modern” or “proactive” (cf. Hobsbawm 1956; Tilly 1978). Whereas the former are
characterized as being spontaneous, irrational, and nonideological responses to immediate and
tangible grievances, such as “food riots” or “machine-breaking sprees” (Tilly 1986), the
latter are viewed as organized and ideologically driven actions, such as “strikes,” that are
geared towards attaining long-term goals. “Reactive” collective actions are thought to occur
in rural areas or in territories without strong, centralized states; “proactive” movements, in
contrast, tend to occur in modern, industrialized societies and be the purview of urban factory
workers.

While this distinction between the “pre-modern” and “modern” may be both intuitive
and useful at a very general level, historically grounded research, which affords a close
attention to detail, reveals that many examples of collective action, particularly those occur-
ring in non-Western contexts, exhibit both “reactive” and “proactive” elements (cf. Meade
1989; Reis 1997; Yokohama 1975). In their analysis of a series of riots directed toward the
suburban railways in Brazil in the mid-1970s, Moises and Martinez-Alier (1980), for exam-
ple, found that, contrary to theoretical expectations, these riots were spontaneous although
they occurred in the country’s leading industrial centers. Their conclusion, that “in a con-
text where political rights have been reduced to a minimum, riots are after all one of the
few possible forms of popular political expression” (1980:182), is robust and should serve
to modify the scope conditions of subsequent research. Similarly, Carr’s (1996) analysis of
Cuban sugar workers illustrates the “pre-modern” activities of an ostensibly “modern”
labor force:

The Cuban mill occupations of summer 1933 clearly show the limitations of this approach. The rad-
icalism of the sugar workers did not necessarily prefigure a post-capitalist order as the term soviet
might imply. . . . In most cases workers did not challenge the longer-term legitimacy of private
control over the enterprises in which they worked. (p. 130)

In sum, the close attention to detail that comes from grounding research in a particular temporal
and spatial context, research that characterizes the work of historians, should serve to improve the
explanatory power of social science theories. To that end, social scientists should heed Charles
Tilly’s (1989:142) suggestion that they ground their inquires in sources rather than theories in an
effort to overcome their “unawareness of the historical limits to their observations.”

The onus to cross disciplinary boundaries does not fall on social scientists alone, how-
ever. If “written” history should be an essential element of the social scientific study of social
movements, then we must avoid what seems to be the current problematic division of labor
in which historians labor in the trenches of the archives in order to provide a storehouse of
data for social scientists but make relatively little effort to move beyond the historical partic-
ulars to theoretical generalization. Although we did not find much evidence to suggest that
historians have begun to engage with theory, McDonald (1996), analyzing a much larger and
broader sample of published work beyond the study of social protest than we have done for
this chapter, claims that theory has become a common feature of history. He notes that, while
it is common to characterize historians as reluctant borrowers of social science theory,

this view is contradicted by analysis of the actual use of social science literature by the most popular
and widespread of the ‘new’ histories – the ‘new’ urban and social history. . . . [Data] reveal that this
encounter between history and the social sciences was broad-based, overwhelmingly theoretical, pri-
marily sociological, mostly middle range, and, unsurprisingly, only minimally Marxist. (p. 99)

These findings complement a point that we made earlier, namely, that some areas of the
discipline of history have engaged with theoretical debates in the social sciences and crossed
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disciplinary boundaries more than others. The extent to which historians engage with other
disciplines varies greatly, as does the range of disciplines that have become part of a growing
cross-disciplinary dialogue. However, there seems to be more dialogue and borrowing across
the disciplinary boundary between history and anthropology (cf. Kertzer 1986) than between
history and either sociology or political science, the two disciplines which have made the
most important contributions to social movement theory and research.

One of the questions addressed in this paper concerns whether historians who study social
movements, most of whom self-identify as social historians, have engaged in relevant theoreti-
cal debates and made conceptual and/or theoretical contributions. Our negative answer to this
question suggests the need not only for more dialogue between historians and social movements
scholars in other disciplines but also, and perhaps more importantly, the need for dialogue across
the intradisciplinary boundaries separating social, political, economic, and cultural history. In
the discipline of sociology, recent efforts to identify silences in research and expand the research
agenda of social movement scholarship has involved crossing intradisciplinary boundaries that
divide important areas of the discipline—for example, the sociology of emotions, sociology of
religion, and life course sociology—from social movement research (Aminzade et al. 2001).
A similar boundary crossing endeavor among historians might prove extremely fruitful, as
cultural, economic, demographic, and political historians lend their voices and insights to the
study of a phenomenon that has mainly attracted the attention of social historians.

A variety of common concerns also suggest the viability of more permeable disciplinary
boundaries and more interdisciplinary dialogues. In addition to their common concern with
assessing continuity and change, historians and social scientists also share a concern with the
problematic of agency and structure. As Abrams states (1980:5), “both seek to understand the
puzzle of human agency and both seek to do so in terms of processes of social structuring.”
To the extent that historians utilize narratives in a more analytically self-conscious manner,
disciplinary rhetorics constitute an opportunity rather than an obstacle. Historian’s careful
attention to the particularities of specific times and places is a necessary prerequisite to
developing the historically grounded context-dependent generalizations that sociologists and
political scientists who study social movements are seeking.

Given that the problem is one of institutional mechanisms of professional socialization
rather than the logic of knowledge, the obvious solution involves institutional change to fos-
ter collaborative interdisciplinary, or trans-disciplinary, research and transform graduate edu-
cation in a manner that challenges established disciplinary divisions of labor and professional
reflexes and rhetorics. Although a number of “hybrid disciplines” already exist and are even
expanding (Monkkonen 1994), no hybrid discipline for the study of historical contentious
politics exists. We are not so naïve as to suggest that there will be an institutionalization of
such a hybrid discipline in the near future, but at the very least, greater disciplinary collabo-
ration and borrowing of concepts, theories, and methods by historians of social movements
might lead to a more critical approach to the established categories that have informed social
movement research.
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Abolitionist struggles, 15
Action participation, 182
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civil rights, explosion of, 117
transnational, degree of, 145

Activist identification, 181
“Actor-oriented approach,” 258
Advocacy networks (ANs), see Transnational advocacy

networks (TANs)
Affect-control theorists, 85
Affective identity, 165
Affects, 82–83, 85
Afghanistan, secularization in, fundamentalist reactions

to, 230
African Americans

equality at workplace, demand for, 291
incorporation into labor unions, 288
shift to urban areas, 287

African Americans solidarity, organic expressions of, 276
African American women, critical role in civil rights

movement, 280
African National Congress (ANC) party, 137
Agricultural workers in southern France, revolt by, 295
America; see also United States

effects of ERA in, 147
Madisonian system, on development of social 

movements in, 113
American civil rights movement, 272, 299

boundaries, expansion of
participatory, 280–281
spatial, 278
temporal, 279

conventional view of, 274
events in, interpretation of, 276–277
and evidence, 302
and mobilizing structures, 293–294
and political opportunities, 291
record of, correction of, 282–283
and temporal scopes, 287–288

American culture, 66
American political science, norms of, 128
American politics, 113–114

identity, 126–128

interest groups and political advocacy, 118–120
public policy on politics of protest, 114–118
study of, 143
theories of, 142
urban riots, 122–126
voting and mobilization, 120–122

American Sociological Association (ASA), section on
collective behaviour/social movements, 6

American symbols, active use of, 283
America, poverty riots in, 123
“Analytical dualism,” 232
Anger, see Emotions
Anger motives, group-based, 182, 184
Anthology, of anthropological studies of social 

movements, 230
Anthropological

research, among rank and file of social 
movements, 257

studies, of social movements, 230
Anthropology, 113, 137

definition of, 207
distinctive characteristic of, 5
and study of social movements, future research in,

258–259
Anthropology, and study of social movements, 206

culture
as asset/constraint, 238–242
concrete incarnation of, 212–214
as constraint, 246–248
constraints, transforming into assets, 249–252
counter-cultures, tentative nature of, 248–249
cultural features, political layers, 245–246
and intimacies of injustices, 242–245
presence in social movements’ emergence and 

actions, 210–212
and protest actions, temporalities of, 214–215

cultured constellation of social movements, 215
British cultural Marxism, 217–218
collective action, mobilizing resources for,

226–230
critical theory, 219–221
emerging new “paradigms,” 221
new social movements, 222–226



the oldies, 216–217
structuralist Marxism, and urban movements, 219

future research, 258–259
research at grass roots, 252–257
structured agent, and culturalist proclivity, 230

social movements and structure, agency and 
culture, 231–235

social movements’ participants, cultural sphere as
acting ground for, 236–237

Anthropology’s forte, in social movement research, 252
Anti-apartheid, 27
Anticolonial activism, among Nigerian women, 292
Anti-dictatorship, 256
Anti-intellectualism, 66
Anti-Korean conflict, 127
Antinuclear movements, 16

in democracies, study of, 129
Antitechnocratic movement, 69
Antonio Gramsci, for cultural work, 67
Anxiety, 85, 173
Appraisal theory, of emotions, 174, 182
Archival sources, historian’s reliance on, 268
ARENA party, El Salvador, 137
“Astroturf” campaign, see “Grass-tops” campaign
Authoritarianism, 220

Bakhtin, dialogical approach of, 79
Baptist spirituality, of Martin Luther King, Jr., 291
Barbarism, 216
Barthes’ semiotics, 66
Behavioral activation system (BAS), 173, 176
Behavioral identity, 165
Behavioral inhibition system (BIS), 173, 176
Bengal

communal riots in, 301
labor riots in, 275
Biodiversity, protection of, 258
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Black activism, 279
Black peoples’ movements, 228
Black power
advocates of, 125
resurgence, 127
Black revolts, 125
Blacks, and national civil rights movement, 121–122
Black-White confrontation, dynamics of, 126
Black workers, involvement in labor unions, 288
Blame, 89
Bobby Sands, 241
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miners in, 245
regionalist movement in, 230
water war in, 229
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peasant movements in, 286
porters strike in, 293
role in grass roots organizing in, 247

suburban railways riots in, 292
urban movements in, 246

Brazilian porters “labor strikes,” in mid 
19th century, 273

Breakdown theories, 160
Britain, democratic politics in, development of, 123
British cultural Marxism, 217–218
British New Left, 67, 71

CADIS, 69
Cambodia, colonial, peasant protest in, Osborne’s 

portrayal of, 286
Capitalism

critical theorists for, 219–221
industrial (see Industrial capitalism)
in industrialism, production of, 223
to proletarian socialism, 66
and statism, as modes of production, 223

Caricatures, as carriers of meaning, 74
Carmichael (Kwame Ture), on Marxists thoughts, 125
Caste societal arrangements, 213
Casualization, 35
“Central conflation,” Giddens,’ 232
Characters, 81

an aspect of collective identity, 77
Charles Tilly

on emergence of social movement, 16
on institutional elaboration of the modern 

national state, 14
pioneering work of, 284
on study of social movements, 305

Chiapas, see Zapatista National Liberation Army
Chicago School tradition, 226
Chicano movement, 285

in Los Angeles, 297
Christian Democratic Party, 188
Churches, role in integration, 294
Church power, 64
Civic culture, 64–65
Civil rights activism, explosion of, 117
Civil rights movement, see American civil rights

movement
Civil society, and social movements, 38–39
Claims-making, 45
Class awareness, 60
Class-unconsciousness, 234
Clientelism, 244
Clothing, as carrier of meaning, 73
Coalitions, importance in transnational activism, 32
COCEI (coalition of workers, peasants and students 

of istmus), analysis of, 253
CODA, 11
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emotion, and morality, as inseparable components 
of culture, 80–81

in social psychology, 167, 170–171
“Cognitive liberation,” 92–93
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Cognitive misers, in social psychology, 168
Cognitive revolution, 167
Cold War

end of, 144
ideological struggles of, 287
imagery, waning of, 221

Collective action
forms/dynamics of, 1, 20
initiation and spread of, 276, 288
mobilizing resources for, 226–230
self-sacrifice of, 62
shaping course and outcomes, role of leaders in, 296
transformation of discontent into, 5

Collective action frames, 169, 189, 288–289
Collective action participation

demand, 186–187
dual path model for, 181
dynamics of disengagement, 192–194

declining commitment, 193
mobilization, 186, 189–190
process of participation, 185–186
supply, 186–189
sustained participation, 190–192

dynamics of, 191–192
Collective behavior, growth in the study of, 6
Collective behavior theorists, early, 295
Collective beliefs, construction and reconstruction of, 5
Collective identity, 5, 81, 271

bridge gap between behavior and meaning, 70
as emotional solidarity, 81
importance of, 161
means to promote, 271
a metaphor of meaning, 76
and political consciousness, 13
questions of, 44

Collectivity(ies), 27, 89
Colonialism, 239

internal, issue of, 228
Colonization, 286, 304
Commercialization, geographic spread of, 285
Communal riots, in Bengal, 301
Communism, 66
Community, romance of, 61–62
Compassion, ingredient in collective action, 89
Conflicts

intertribal, 278
people to watch in, 114
over progress, 223
sectarian or ethnic, 284

Congress for Racial Equality (CORE), 293
Consciousness

in collective action, concept of, 178
for connecting individual and collective processes,

176–177
as politicized identification, 177

Consciousness: interlock between individual and
context, 176–178

Consensus, 1, 64
formation and mobilization, concept of, 6

Constructivism, 145
in international relations research, 46

“Consumerist elites,” 36
Contention, social psychology of, 194–195

challenges, 195–196
limitations, 195

“Contentious politics,” 303
Costa Rica and Honduras, labor movements in, 301
Cotton economy, decline of, 287
Cross-class contacts, 65
Cross-national networking, 251
Cross-pollination, 225–226
Crowd activity, 84
Crowd behavior, 63

at political protest rallies, 29
Crowd pressures, 62
Crowds

research on, 95
two ways to think about, 95

Crowd traditions
emergence and enthusiasm in, 62–64
eruptions of anger as model for emotions in, 81

Cuban sugar workers strike, 290
Carr’s analysis of, 305

Cultural change, 100
Cultural constructionism, 81
Cultural expressions, 259
Cultural globalization, 26
Culturalist proclivity, and structured agent, 230
Culturalists, 59
Cultural meaning, 59, 61, 63, 71

carriers of
metophores of meaning, 76–78
physical artifacts, 72–75
rhetoric, 78–80

and identity, 60
“social performance,” as embodiment of, 79

Cultural nationalism, 276
Cultural politics, 239

of social movements, neoliberal policies in, 240
“Cultural pragmatics,” 79
Cultural relativism, 209
Cultural synthesis, 71–72
Culture

and community, 61
effect of globalization on, 8
formal definitions of, 209
and protest actions, “temporalities” of, 214–215
and strategy, 100

Culture, and social movements
as asset/constraint, 238–242
as constraint, 246–248

transforming constraints into assets, 249–252
counter-cultures, tentative nature of, 248–249
cultural features, political layers, 245–246
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emergence and actions of social movements, 
culture’s contribution to, 210–212

incarnation of culture in, 212–214
injustices, intimacies of, 242–245

Cultured constellation of social movements, 215
British cultural Marxism, 217–218
collective action, mobilizing resources for, 226–230
critical theory, 219–221
emerging new “paradigms,” 221
new social movements, 222–226
the oldies, 216–217
structuralist Marxism, and urban movements, 219

Culture, vicissitudes of
civic culture, 64–65
crowd traditions, emergence and enthusiasm in, 62–64
cultural synthesis, 71–72
gender as culture, 67–69
Marxism, ideology and science in, 65–67
programmed society, 69–70
romance of community, 61–62

Decision making, 94, 98
“Defensive transnationalization,” 34
“Demand,” in a society for protest, 186–187
Democracy

beyond polyarchy, 134
contemporary, 115

“Democratic deficit,” 23
Democratic politics, development of, 123
Democratization, 133

analysis of, 137
measures of, 18
obstacles to, 136
and repression, 46
study of, 136
in terms of effect of extremist activity, 137

“Democratizing disempowerment,” 23
“Demodernization,” 70
Demographic transitions, 268
Deontological pride, 88
Depersonalization, 162
Deprivation

fraternalistic, 159
group-based, cognitions of, 176
relative, 134, 139, 146, 159

Developed world
political sociology in, 128–133
public opinion in, 133–135

Developing world
repression in, 135–138
revolution and rebellion in, 139–141

Disciplinary approaches, 4–6
issues and themes of, cross cutting and distinctive,

7–10
“Discourse,” French poststructuralists popular term for

deployment of cultural meanings, 78
“Discursive radicalism,” 149

Dual path model, to collective action participation, 181
Durée, 214
Dutch feminist movement, 241
Dutch labor unions, 194
Dutch peace movement, 186, 188, 193

Ecclesial Base Communities, 247
Economic change, and social movements, 35–38
Economic globalization, 21–23
Economic inequality, basis for political struggle in

developing world, 135
Egypt, secularization in, fundamentalist reactions to, 230
Elaborated social identity model, 161
El Salvador, democratization peace process in, 137
Emotional barometer, 176
Emotional mistakes, 80
“Emotion–focused coping,” 182, 184
Emotions, 5, 98

appraisal theory of, 182
and ends, 82–84
facial expressions of, 95
group-based appraisal theories of, 174
as inseparable component of culture, 80–81
justice-related, 176
and means, 84–85
and morality, 88–89
of movement participation, 171, 175–176
and protest, 171–172
role in cultural revolution, 71
social psychological perspectives on, 172–175
in social psychology, 175–176
two-dimensional theories of, 172
types of, 81–82
underlying adaptive systems theories of, 172–173
valence theories of, 172

Environmental Defense Fund, 242
Environmentalism, 224

creative cacophony of, 225
Equal rights amendment (ERA), in America, 

effects of, 147
Ernesto Che Guevara, 241
Ethiopia, peasant resistance in, 289
Ethnicity, 113
Europe, and U.S., contemporary social movements 

in, 128
European Marxism, 220
European Union, 142
Extremism, effects of, 136

Farm lobby, evolution of, 120
Fatalism, 249
“Fellow-travellers,” 6
Feminism, 150

character of, 147
and women’s movement in social movements, 225

Feminist, 68
approaches, towards social change, 149
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movements in politics, evolution of, 147
theory of analysis of social movement protest, 150

Feminist movement
Dutch, 241
in socialist liberation movements, 220, 221

Fergo Nioro, 300
Feudalism, social change to capitalism, 66
FMLN, 137
“Food riots,” 305
Foucault’s genealogical approach to moral intuitions

and emotions, 87
Frames, 81

a metaphor of meaning, 76
Framing, 3, 227, 271, 295
Frankfurt School, 71
Fraternalistic relative deprivation, 159
Freedom Rides (1961), 293
Free social spaces, 270
French communist party, 301
French labor movement, 290
French revolution, 272, 299
French statism, 60
French structuralism, 220

and post-structuralism, 71
French West Africa, railway strike in, 282
Frustration-aggression theory, 160

Gay and lesbian rights movements, 69
Gender

as culture, 67–69
social construction of, 68

Gender inequality, 67
Generalizations, context-dependent, in the history of

study of social movements/protest
history as corrective, 281–283
history as expansive, 277–281
history as interpretive exercise, 275–277
“professional reflexes,” 267

“Generalized beliefs,” 63
German colonial rulers, “Maji Maji” uprising 

against, 278
German political system, 131
German Social Democratic Party, 116
Ghost dance, 217
Global civil society, 229
Global embeddedness, 43
Global institutions, “legitimacy crisis” in, 43
Global integration, 33
Globalism, and the state, dualism between, 43
Globalization

importance in social movement studies, 8
insurgent movements against, structure of values 

and beliefs of, 221, 224
Globalization, and its implications for thinking about

political contexts, 20–21
contextualizing the State, 26–28
cultural, 26

economic, 21–23
political, 23–25

“Globalization from below,” 229
Global justice activism, 23
Global movement society, 33–35
Global warming, 36
Grass roots in social movements, research at, 252
Grass roots movement, in Zapotec, 253
“Grass-tops” campaign, for “grassroots” support, 38
Great Depression, socioeconomic changes brought 

by, 288
Greensboro sit-ins, 276
Grievances

aspect of contentious action, 294–298
embodied in various movements, 160

Grievance theories, 160
Group efficacy, 182
Group identification, 163

affective and behavioral, relationship between, 165
collective and social identity, link between, 164–165
influence on collective action, 162
salience, 165–166
in social psychology, 163, 164–166

Group identity, affective and behavioral, relationship
between, 165

Habitus, 233–235
Hatred, 83
Helping, 89
Helsinki network, 145
Helskinki Accords of 1975, 144
Heuristics, 168, 169, 173
Heuristic Systematic Model (HSM), 168
Historians, and the study of protest

contributions, silences, and disciplinary boundaries,
303–306

the discipline of history, 267–268
historians’ contribution to study of social 

movements, 269–271
historical methods, 269
historical studies of social movements and collective

action, 271–273
issues and questions within the discipline (see

History of study of social movements, issues and
questions within)

Historians, studying social movements and collective
action, opportunities/restrictions, 299

History of study of social movements, issues and 
questions within

context-dependent generalizations
as corrective, 281–283
as expansive, 277–281
as interpretive exercise, 275–277

core concepts
collective action and frames, 294–299
mobilizing structures, 292–294
political opportunities, 289–291
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nature and use of evidence, 299–302
temporal scope, 284–288

Hoffer’s concept, of true believer, 92
Holism, 207
Hope, 89
Human rights

protection of, 145
1993 world conference on, 144

“Hybrid subfield,” Smelser’s, 2
Hysteria, 63

Identification, on collective action participation, 
influence of, 181

Identity, 163, 166
in American politics, 126–128
collective and individual, importance of, 8
cultural, domination of, 225
resistance, on cultural communes, 224
and social context, indicator of political 

participation, 128
social movement approach for, 228
in society, power of, 223

“Identity politics,” 72
“Ideological feminism,” 147
Imperialist intervention, in Suez Canal, 66
Inca heir, 241
Inca resistance, in Peru, 217
India

colonial, industrial riots in, 285
women’s activism in, 27
women’s movement groups in, 32

Indigenous Guatemalan movement, for burial of victims 
of political massacre, 25

Individual behavior, social psychology for, 195
Individual identities, politicization of, 178
Individualism, liberal, 62
Individual movement, in social psychology of

contention, 157–158
Indonesia, rise of keterbukaan in, 138
Industrial capitalism, 222

emergence of, 218
Industrialism, 223
Industrialization, 35, 268, 286, 304
Industrial riots, in colonial India, 285
Inequality, 160

economic globalization on, 21
in societies, 13

Informationalism, 223
Information society, education and professionalization

in, 37–38
Inkarrí myth, 217
Institutional atrophy, 117
Institutionalization, 120
Insurgency, 137, 138
Insurgent movements, against globalization, structure 

of values and beliefs of, 221
Integrationalism, 244

Interactionism, American, 63
Interdisciplinary

collaboration, primer on, 11
exchange, dynamics of, 6–7

Intergroup behavior, social structural characteristics 
for control of, 164

“Intermediary organizations,” 65
Internal colonialism, 228
International Chess Club, 26
International Convention to Ban Land Mines, 25
International Criminal Court, 25, 34
International Historians Association, 6
Internationalization, 2, 23
International Monetary Fund (IMF), 22, 229
International Political Science Association

role in networking of scholars, 2
separate section on collective behaviour/

social movements, 6
International relations research, constructivism in, 46
International Society of Political Psychology, 

role in networking of scholars, 2
International Sociological Association (ISA), 26

role in networking of scholars, 2
separate section on collective behaviour/

social movements, 6
Internet

expanding use of, 33
leap towards information dissemination and 

communication, 36
Internet protest, rise of, 1
Iran, Islamic fundamentalist and Marxist movements

formation in, 1
Iron law

of decadence, 117
of oligarchy, 116, 117, 227

Irrationality, 80
Islamic fundamentalist movement, in Iran, 1
Italians, expulsion of, 289

J-curve theories, 125
Justice schemata, 168, 177

Karl Marx; see also Marxism; Marxist movement; 
Marxist theory

distinguishing false beliefs of class ideology from
objective truths of science, 65

on police response to protest, 132
work of, 15

Katarista movement, 240
Keterbukaan, Indonesia, 138
Klandermans’ models, 160
Knowledge, social construction of, 268
Korean immigrants, in American racial order, 127
Kruschev’s speech, 66

Labor activism, 27
Labor force, “modern,” 305
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Labor mobilization, new opportunities for, 290
Labor movement(s), 44

in Costa Rica and Honduras, 301
and independence struggle, 282
literature on, 272
revitalization, sites of, 23

Labor power, in urban social movements, reproduction
of, 219

Labor riots, in Bengal, 275
“Labor strikes,” 273
Labor unions, black workers involvement in, 288
Labour movement, in Germany, 151
Leaders, as noncultural concept, 91–92
Leadership

aspect of contentious action, 294–295
change in, 290

“Left-libertarian” movements, 1, 130
“Legitimacy crisis,” in global institutions, 43
Legitimizing identity, 224
Lesbian and gay employee associations’ movement, 19
Lesbian and gay movement, in San Francisco, 32
Lesbian movement groups, 193
Lesbians, 68
Letter-writing campaigns, 31
Liberal-democracy, 271
Liberal individualism, rejection of, 66
Liberalism, 62
Liberals, 66
Liberation movements, socialist, feminist movement 

in, 220– 221
Liberation Theologians, 247
Lifestyle choices, as carrier of meaning, 73
Lincoln Memorial, 276, 302
Literary criticism, 72
Long-term processes, 288

of change, 286, 304
deep analysis of, 287

Longue durée, 286- 287, 304
“Long war,” long-term impacts of, 44
Los Angeles riots, 126
Lunch counters, segregation of, 294
Lust, subsequent cost of yielding to, 80

“Machine-breaking sprees,” 305
Madisonian system, on development of social

movements in America, 113
“Maji Maji” rebellion, in colonial Tanganyika, 277–279
Malcolm X, 280, 293
Manco Capac, 241
Maps, as carriers of meaning, 74
Mapuche identity and polity, reconstruction of, 251
March on Washington, see Washington March
Marginalization, of Blacks, 126–127
Martin Luther King, Jr., 280, 293

Baptist spirituality of, 291
“I have a dream” speech, 302

Marx, see Karl Marx

Marxism
British cultural, in social movements, 217–218
ideology and science in, 65–67
on overdetermination of consciousness, 242
and structuralism, 67
structuralist, and urban movements, 219

Marxist movement, in Iran, 1
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