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Introduction 
 

As with many academic conference sections, I found the 2006 North Central Sociological Association 
(NCSA) papers for my “Contemporary Social Movement” sessions fascinating. They were creative, innova-
tive, and diverse in subject. I thought they began pushing social movement theory and research in interesting 
directions. After organizing the papers together into three separate presentation sessions, I realized that very 
few people would be able to hear or appreciate these worthwhile research projects. Thus, I decided to compile 
them into the proceedings you know have in your hand (or on your computer screen). 

Even though these are the papers as submitted by the authors, the papers do not constitute finished projects. 
Many authors plan on revising their work, improving it, expanding them, and maybe even collecting more 
data. Others plan on trying to publish them as articles in peer-reviewed academic journals or as book chapters. 
Thus, although six papers appear here, they are not to be considered finished “published” projects. They are 
not peer-reviewed and often present “preliminary” results and conclusions. Many authors consider their pa-
pers, thus, to be “works-in-progress”. I have made no attempt to correct mistakes or oversights—short of stan-
dardizing references. Nearly all tables and figures appear the authors original intended. 

Please do share these proceedings or individual papers with a wide-audience, and feel free to contact au-
thors with comments, reactions, or assistance. But, remember that the work remains the property of the authors 
and do not cite any of the papers without the permission of these authors, since some may go on to publish the 
work in more advanced, peer-reviewed formats. Beyond these cautions and limitations, I encourage everyone 
to read the work of these scholars—far too often projects and ideas get lost after sparsely-attended conference 
sessions, and I hope these papers can have longer lives and a greater influence. 

Finally, I would like to acknowledge all the scholars who presented in these sessions, particularly those 
who bravely trusted my idea and immediately shared their full papers with me for this document (despite how 
long it took me to release them). Also thanks to the research session organizers of NCSA, Jay Weinstein and 
Rebecca Bordt. Thank you. 
 
Dana Williams 
Session organizer 
 
Department of Sociology 
University of Akron 
Akron, OH 44325-1905 
dw2@uakron.edu 
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Introduction 
The actors of the great upsurge of collective change efforts 

in the late 1960s and the 1970s stimulated not only important 
changes in the socio-political and cultural context of the US 
and Western Europe but also new ways of thinking and theoriz-
ing on collective action. Analyses of these movements led to 
emergence of resource mobilization theory (RMT) in the US 
and new social movement theory (NSMT) in the Western 
Europe. RMT criticized heavily the dominant mode of theoriz-
ing, collective behavior paradigm, that reduced the social 
movements to a mere psychological phenomenon and con-
ceived them as “emotional-expressive outbursts” (Cohen, 1985: 
688) by “irrational individuals propelled into movements by 
crowd contagion or system constrain” (Polletta and Jasper 
2001: 283; Eder 1985). Emphasizing their political character, 
RMT saw social movements as the outcome of a calculation of 
gains and losses by strategically/rationally oriented and for-
mally organized actors. 

Although RMT provided a “sorely needed corrective to the 
ideological biases” (Cohen 1985: 673) of the collective behav-
ior paradigm, it, nevertheless, overlooked, due to its design, the 
importance of subjectivity and culture in social movements and, 
thus, excluded from the scope of analysis those movements 
where these dimensions seem to be crucial. What have been 
ignored in the study of social movements by RMT became the 
central foci of NSMT. New social movement theory saw con-
temporary social movements as a product of the postindustrial 
order and purported them to be radically different from the so-
cial movements of the industrial era. 

There is no doubt that both RMT and NSMT in their own 
ways contributed greatly to our understanding on social move-
ments. However, as insightful as they might be, they are not 
immune to their own weaknesses. Thus, the aim of this paper is 
to examine the main debates of these two diametrically opposed 
paradigms of social movements and to identify their major 
shortcomings. To that end, the paper is divided in three parts. In 
the first part, I will examine both RMT and classical model in 
an interactive manner and reflect on their problematic aspects. 
The object of the second part is NSM theory and the criticisms 
it has been subject to. The third part engages in the literature 
produced by gender scholars of social movements which prob-
lematizes both RMT and NSMT and offers rich insights. 

 
Part I. Classical Model versus Resource Mobilization The-
ory  

In the 1960s, the study of the social movements was domi-
nated by the classical model. In the following decade, Resource 
Mobilization Theory (RMT) emerged as an alternative to clas-
sical model and heavily criticized its central tenants. Through-
out 1970s and 1980s RMT became the dominant paradigm of 
the field (Useem 1998: Buechler and Cylke 1997). RMT util-
ized political sociological and economic theories in explaining 
collective behavior rather than grounding its analysis in social 
psychology of collective behavior. The dynamics and tactics of 
social movements, their growth, decline, and change became 
the major concerns of RMT (McCarty and Zald 1977: 1213). 

While classical model defined social movements as  
“spontaneous, unorganized and unstructured” (Morris, 2000) 
forms of social action taking place outside of the realm of insti-
tutionalized politics, RM theory saw them as “extensions of 
institutionalized actions” (Jenkins, 1983: 529) and described 
them as “structured, patterned, and institutionally organized” 
collective change efforts (Buechler & Cylke, 1997). Social 
movements were treated by the former model as a subcategory 
of collective behavior, a category that included  crowds, sects, 
panics, crazes, gatherings, riots, and mass movements, whereas 
the latter took them as an analytical category on their own 
rights (McAdam 1997; Edelman 2001). 

Classical model followed a linear causal model and argued 
that social strains, inevitable results of significant social 
changes, lead to sudden increases in individual discontents, 
and, they, in turn, when severe enough or prevalent, give way 
to emergence of social movements. This model saw society in 
equilibrium and social changes as disruptive of “the normative 
order to which people are accustomed to” (McAdam, 1997: 
138, Jenkins 1983; Edelman 2001). As a result of this function-
alist overtone, the classical model saw system strains as anoma-
lous conditions, discontents as temporary, and, therefore, social 
movements as rare phenomenon (Jenkins 1993; McAdam 
1997). 

In this model, participants are conceived to be substantially 
different than the average person due to their allegedly abnor-
mal psychological profiles (McAdam 1997). For instance, mass 
society theory argued that when the mediating groups perform-
ing the crucial task of integrating individuals into the society 
deteriorate or cease to function, individuals turn into social iso-
lates and consequently start to develop strong feelings of anxi-
ety and alienation (Kornhauser 1959; McAdam 1997). Like-
wise, status inconsistency theory stated that individuals become 
cognitively dissonant as a result of severe and widespread 
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status inconsistency. Thus, the classical model contended that 
individuals with such psychological disturbances involve in 
collective action and that participation functions as some sort of 
psychological therapy effective in terms of tension and conflict 
management (McAdam 1997). In the last analysis, social move-
ments within this model appear to be a function of grievances, 
and thus, a psychological phenomenon since this model high-
lights psychological manifestations of system strains as the im-
mediate cause of social movements. 

The tendency to see social movements as non-political 
phenomena might have to do with classical theorists’ adherence 
to conventionally held definition of politics of their time, which 
was construed as “a ration group-action in pursuit of substan-
tive political goals” (McAdam 1997: 144) and consequently 
was limited to such formal activities “as registering to vote, 
voting, running for office and being involved in the mainstream 
electoral process” (West and Blumberg, 1990:5). 

       From a starkly different point of view, RMT empha-
sized the political character of social movements and saw them 
as agencies of social change attempting to alter some “elements 
of social structure and/or the reward distribution of soci-
ety” (McCarty and Zald 1977:1218). RMT dismissed the classi-
cal model’s view of movement participants or its “imagery of 
emotional crowd” (Morris, 2000: 445; McDonald 2002) and 
argued that  “no matter where we look, we should rarely find 
uprooted, marginal, disorganized people heavily involved in 
collective action” (1975: 290). McAdam (1997: 144), one of 
the proponents of the later version of RMT, states that isolated 
individuals “do not emerge, band together, and form movement 
groups” no matter how discontented they are, because social 
movements depend on a great deal of communication and orga-
nizing. 

RMT used Olson’s rational-actor model to draw a new pro-
file for movement participants:  purposive rational actors pursu-
ing political goals, calculating the costs and benefits of follow-
ing certain lines of action and then choosing the one with maxi-
mum benefit (Oberschall 1978). However, Olson’s rational-
actor was at the same time one of RMT’s underlying problems 
(McCarthy and Zald 1977:1216) because rational actor entails 
the problem of “free riding”. Olson (1965) argued: 

 
True rational actors will not join a group to pur-

sue common ends when, without participating, they 
can reap the benefits of other people’s activity in 
obtaining them. If every member of a relevant group 
can share in the benefits…then the rational thing is 
to free ride…rather than to help attain the corporate 
interests. (quoted in Lofland 1996: 224). 

 
To solve this free-rider problem which renders movement 

participation as irrational and to maintain the thesis of rational 
movement participant RMT involved in the analysis of re-
sources.  RMT argued that resources are crucial to social move-
ments since they are necessary to involve in the social conflict, 
maintain the struggles, and to “gain a stake in the political sys-
tem” as well as to reward the participants (Edelman, 2001: 289; 
Jenkins, 1993: 528; Tilly 1978; Oberschall 1978; Jenkins and 
Perrow 1977; McCarthy and Zald 1977; Zald 1992). RMT 
maintained that aggregation of resources requires the existence 
of organized groups.  The notions of resources and organiza-
tions are the catchwords of RM theory. 

RMT saw “conflicts of interest built into institutionalized 

power relations” (Jenkins, 1983: 528) rather than grievances as 
the main factor defining the fundamental goals of social move-
ments. This “strategy oriented paradigm” (Cohen 1985) empha-
sized the idea that “there is always enough discontent in any 
society to supply grass-roots support for a movement if the 
movement is effectively organized and has at its disposal the 
power and resources of some established group” (McCarthy 
and Zald 1977: 1215). RMT’s emphasis on the centrality of re-
sources and organizations was, thus, a critique of and response 
to collective behavior paradigm’s emphasis on the central role 
of grievances in social movement formation. 

RMT developed into two versions. The first is the entrepre-
neurial model and the second one is the political process model, 
for both of which resources and organizations are central.  The 
entrepreneurial version of RMT emphasized the importance of 
“the interaction between resource availability, the preexisting 
organization of preference structures, and entrepreneurial at-
tempts to meet preference demands” (McCarthy and Zald 1977: 
1236).  This earlier version of RMT saw social movements “as 
nothing more than preference structures directed toward social 
change” (McCarthy and Zald 1977: 1218) and analytically dis-
tinguished three components of social movements. A social 
movement organization (SMO) “identifies its goals with the 
preferences of a social movement or a countermovement and 
attempts to implement these goals”. A social movement indus-
try (SMI) consists of all SMOs that aim to realize the broadest 
preferences of a social movement. And finally, a social move-
ment sector (SMS) includes all SMIs in a society regardless of 
what specific social movement they are attached to (McCarthy 
and Zald 1977: 1218-1220). 

The entrepreneurial model attributed the great upsurge of 
collective action in the 1960s and 1970s to the proliferation of 
professional social movement organizations and the increase in 
the availability of resources (McCarthy and Zald 1977; Ober-
schall 1978). Briefly, professional SMOs, in contrast with clas-
sical SMOs whose resources came from the aggrieved popula-
tion (McCarthy and Zald 1977), “had outside leaders, full-time 
paid staff, non-existent or “paper” membership, mobilized their 
resources form external or “conscience” constituencies, and 
attempted to “speak for” rather than mobilize direct beneficiar-
ies” (Jenkins and Eckert, 1986: 812). Seeing movement entre-
preneurs as a major influence, this model argued that 
“grievances and discontent may be defined, created, and ma-
nipulated by issue entrepreneurs and organizations” (McCarthy 
and Zald, 1977: 1215). It also contended that even though 
PSMO is a new phenomenon, it is “the common form of recent 
social movements” (McCarthy and Zald, 1973: 20) and more 
effective in garnering resources, “channeling discontent into 
organizational form” (Edelman, 2001:289) and “mounting sus-
tained challenges” (Jenkins, 1983: 528) than classical SMOs. 
This contention is made at the expense of ignoring the fact that 
most of the movements of the mentioned era “were not profes-
sional SMOs and did not rely on external resources for their 
crucial victories” (Jenkins, 1983: 535). 

The findings of many studies were in favor of this conten-
tion.  According to Jenkins (1983: 530-531), 

 
The strongest support… has come from studies 

of the “public interest” movement that came to 
prominence in the 1970s. Berry’s (1977: 17-27) sur-
vey of public interest organizations found that the 
majority were formed by energetic entrepreneurs 
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acting without significant increases in grievances. 
Likewise, Schoefield, Meier & Griffin (1979), and 
Wood (1982) have traced the emergence of the envi-
ronmental movement to a handful of natural scientist 
and policy researchers who redefined traditional 
conservationist concerns in ecological terms and mo-
bilized institutional resources. These movements 
pursued goals linked to the interest of broad, diffuse, 
disorganized collectivities such as the general public 
or middle-class consumers who were unlikely to mo-
bilize without the initiative of entrepreneurs. 

 
RMT did indeed provide new insights to the field of study 

and found significant support for its claims.  Nonetheless, what 
seems to be a strength of RM theorizing on some grounds turns 
out to be problematic on other grounds. RMT’s tendency to ex-
plain collective action with strategic-instrumental rationality 
and interaction is one of them. This view derived from an 
economistic analysis of the issue of support for and involve-
ment in social movements creates “a false dichotomy between 
reason and emotion” (Hercus 1999: 34), on the one hand, and 
leaves one with the impression that material self-interests are 
the main driving force of human conduct. Under such an im-
pression, Oliver, Cadena-Roa, and Strawn (2002: 11) argue that 
RMT imagined people as if they were “nothing more than …
unemotional puppets of their material conditions”. To be sure, 
strategic-instrumental rationality does guide human conduct to 
a certain extent, and social movements involve strategic inter-
action.  But we can still inquire whether or not it “is the most 
salient or important feature of collective action at all 
times” (Cohen, 1985: 688). 

If we apply RMT’s this view to the civil rights movements, 
then we would have hard time explaining why many activists 
engaged in high risk activism which resulted in facing police 
brutality, arrests, ruined careers and sometimes loss of life 
(Edelman 2001; McAdam 1992 & 1989; Barnett 1993; Robnett 
1996; Payne 1990; Irons 1998). McAdam notes that within the 
first ten days of the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer Project 
“three [male] project members…were kidnapped and killed by 
a group of segregationists led by Mississippi law enforcement 
officers. That event set the tone for the summer as the remain-
ing volunteers endured beatings, bombings, and ar-
rests” (McAdam, 1992: 1214). “Moreover, most did so while 
sharing the grinding poverty and unrelieved tension that was 
the daily lot of the black families that housed them” (McAdam, 
1989: 748). 

RMT’s excessive focus on resources and on the strategies 
and actions of well-to-do PSMOs with “clearly defined, fixed 
goals” (Jenkins 1983: 529) is another major shortcoming of this 
mode of theorizing with at least four important implications for 
the field of study. Such a focus downplays the role of griev-
ances in movement formation. Taylor and Whittier (1992) in 
their study on lesbian feminist mobilization argue that griev-
ances and social psychological factors play a greater role in the 
creation of collective identity than RM approach is able to offer 
explanation for. Snow and his colleagues, highlighting the im-
portance of symbolic framing processes in social movements, 
argue that “grievances or discontents are subject to different 
interpretation, and the fact that variations in their interpretation 
across individuals, social movement organizations, and time 
can affect whether and how they are acted upon”. However, 
they argue, neither the classical model which put “too much 

attention…on grievances per se and on their social psychologi-
cal manifestations (e.g., relative deprivation, alienation)” nor 
the RMT which viewed grievances as givens was able to com-
prehend the socially constructed nature of grievances (Snow et 
al. 1986: 465). Contesting RMT, social constructionist scholars 
underline the importance of cultural factors defined as 
“mediating processes through which people attribute meaning 
to events and interpret situations” (Klandermans 1992: 77) and 
see social movement actors as subjectivities rooted in gender, 
class and collective identities (Calhoun 1994; Ferree 1992). In 
this line of inquiry, social construction of grievances is seen as 
a “critical step that allows members of socially dispersed 
groups to mobilize for action” (Buechler and Cylke 1993: 197). 

Second, this top-down view of RMT (Buechler and Cylke 
1997) does not pay enough attention to social movements of the 
economically unprivileged population emerged with very little 
resources and  neglects  grassroots type of organizing common 
to such movements as women’s movements (Barnett 1993; 
Edelman 2001; Robnett 1996; Noonan 1997; Stall & Stoecker 
1998; Langman & Morris; White 1995). RMT also neglects the 
importance of informalism-based or reciprocal type of associa-
tions which constitute an essential mechanism in the survival 
strategies of disadvantaged people (White 1996). White argues 
that these associations are generally concerned with addressing 
to the problems pertaining to the living conditions in their com-
munities, and their life span is limited by the problems to which 
they seek to find a solution. However, “they may form a basis 
for further, more formally organized, political action” and can 
mobilize the wider community in political directions (White 
1996: 143-152). 

Third, due to its emphasis on the movement entrepreneurs 
and formal movement structures, RMT downplays the role of 
an essential process called community organizing. Community 
organizing refers to the process of “building a mobilizable com-
munity”, which is often locality-based and includes often pre-
political activities (Stall and Stoecker, 1998: 730). Stall and 
Stoecker (1998) suggest that social movements should be seen 
as a product of community building process and that viewing 
social movements as such “can stand social movement analysis 
on his head, showing how “leaders are often mobilized by the 
masses they will eventually come to lead” (Robnett 1996: 1664 
cited in Stall & Stoecker 1998: 730). 

Fourth, by limiting the field of study to institutional change 
movements with political goals and ends, RMT could not avoid 
the temptation of treating movement outcomes with a simple 
dichotomy of success and failure. Success refers to achieve-
ment of policy goals specified by movements. Bringing about 
changes in the political level is not the primary concern in the 
agenda of some movements such as new social movements. As 
argued by many, cultural realm is both a site and a target for the 
struggles of new social movements. Inevitably, the notions of 
success and failure have very limited utility in accounting for 
the outcomes of these movements.  Social movements might 
produce policy-related outcomes but also bring about signifi-
cant social, cultural, and institutional changes (Meyer and 
Whittier 1994; McAdam 1992 and 1997; Oliver, Cadena-Roa, 
Strawn 2002; Bernstein 2003). Because of the interaction be-
tween these realms, change in one realm or more can spark 
changes in other realms. Melucci, an advocate of NSMT, ar-
gues that RMT tends to “reduce every collective action to the 
political level”, and, by so doing, it “misses the cultural orienta-
tion of the emerging conflicts” (1985: 798). 
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Additionally, the impacts of social movements are not as 
direct and intentional as RM framework implies them to be. 
Movements have unintended and indirect consequences as well 
(Deng 1997; Giugni 1998; Arrighi 1986; Polletta and Jasper). It 
is by now almost the common knowledge in the field that social 
movements have been effective in terms of changing the opin-
ions and values of public on matters that previously had gone 
unnoticed or given scant attention, by sensitizing people to their 
importance. We can unfold the theoretical contention about the 
unintended and indirect effects of social movements by using 
the resurgence of second wave feminist movement in the US as 
a tangible case. As already noted by many, marginal position of 
women and their experiences with sexism in the movements of 
New Left was one of the sparks that led to resurgence of second 
wave feminist movement in the U.S. (Meyer and Whittier 1994; 
McAdam 1992; Echols 1989). This movement, in turn, chal-
lenging fiercely and changing to some extent the larger socio-
cultural- political arena had an indirect effect on the subsequent 
collective change efforts.  For instance, due to the second wave 
feminist critiques of sexism it became more difficult for peace 
groups of 1980s “to continue the exclusion of women from 
leadership positions” (Meyer and Whittier 1989: 292). Arrighi 
(1986: 189) argues that earlier movements besides providing 
direct assistance can also provide “moral encouragement, ex-
ample, lessons in political tactics” to the latter movements. 

Confining itself to the analysis of macro-level political 
changes movements bring about, RMT overlooked the impacts 
of movements reflected in the individual level. Numerous stud-
ies have shown that social movement participation has pro-
found and enduring impacts on the lives of activist in both po-
litical and nonpolitical terms (Stall and Stoecker 1998; 
McAdam 1992 & 1989; Meyer and Whittier 1994). Speaking 
from a theoretical point of view, Stall and Stoecker (1998: 739) 
argue that social movement communities are where participants 
“attempt to create on a small scale the type of world they are 
struggling for”. And McAdam (1989: 758), providing empirical 
evidence, argues that the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer 
project left activists “attitudinally more disposed and structur-
ally more available for” successive political activism. He also 
maintains that the long-term effects that the project had on par-
ticipants was that many activists attuned their lives in accor-
dance with New Left politics that simultaneously emphasized 
the political significance of personal lives and the importance 
of making “choices about work, family, and relationships” that 
reflect this idea (1989: 754). Taken together, it seems that so-
cial movements through altering the participants’ lives “affect 
longer term changes in the society” (Meyer and Whittier 1994: 
281).       

In sum, we can argue that RMT took a diametrically op-
posed position to collective behavior paradigm by emphasizing 
the rational character of social movement actors and the impor-
tance of resources and organizations in collective action.  

RMT’s focus on “how of mobilization” (Polletta and Jas-
per 2001: 283) was helpful “understanding how different ele-
ments converge in activating specific forms of collective ac-
tion” (Melucci 1985: 797). However, RMT was not able to ex-
plain those movements that organize around a collective iden-
tity and that challenge the dominant meaning systems for 
autonomy and recognition of their identity, the new social 
movements (Cohen 1985; Melucci 1985; Touraine 1985).  The 
scholars of this phenomena argued that RMT eliminated en-
quiries about the meaning of collective action (Touraine 1985: 

769) and failed to explain “why action arises and where it is 
going” (Melucci 1985: 797).            New social movement 
scholars contended that making sense of social movements re-
quires taking into account the values, norms, ideologies, moral 
principles, emotions, projects, culture, and identity as these di-
mensions guide action and shape the very interpretation of 
“interests, individual and collective, and affect the very capac-
ity of actors to form groups and mobilize” (Cohen 1985: 688; 
Melucci 1995; Touraine 1985; Pichardo 1997). According to 
Cohen we cannot “simply add a consideration of solidarity, col-
lective identity, consciousness, or ideology to the resource mo-
bilization perspective without bursting its framework” (Cohen 
1985: 687).  Given this, in the next part I will examine the in-
sights NSMT provides and point out its major shortcomings. 

 
Part II. The New Social Movement Theory  

New social movement theory is not a unified body of 
thought. Despite of the divergences, NSM scholars converge on 
the idea that contemporary social movements are a response to 
and a product of the crises and contradictions of a new societal 
t yp e ,  va r i ous l y d ubb ed  a s  po s t i n du s t r i a l ” , 
“programmed” (Touraine 1985), “information” (Melucci 1985), 
or “network” (Castells 2000) society.  It is argued that this new 
social formation began to take shape in the post-World War II 
decades during which Western capitalist countries reached a 
certain level of affluence capable of fulfilling basic human 
needs owing to the swift economic growth and the redistribu-
tive policies of the welfare state (D’Anieri, Ernst, Kier 1990: 
446). However, the delivery of this economic security brought 
with itself its own set of problems: the capabilities of “societal 
actors to organize their own spheres of social production 
autonomously “(Kitschelt as cited in D’Anieri et al. 1990: 446) 
began to be appropriated in an increasing fashion by the very 
same protagonists of this development. 

It is argued, the salient features of postindustrial society are 
that exercise of power is fragmented and that system domina-
tion has come to operate more on cultural grounds than indus-
trial/economic realm (Taylor and Whittier 1995; Touraine 
1985; Melucci 1985). Put it slightly different, in postindustrial 
society “life world”, “the setting of a way of life, forms of be-
havior, and needs” become the new sites of domination 
(Habermas; Touraine 1988 quoted in Edelman 2001: 288). Ac-
cording to Touraine, postindustrial society must be defined in 
terms of the technological production of symbolic goods 
“which shape or transform our representation of human nature 
and of the external life” (1985: 781).  Thus, Touraine argues 
that the social movements of this new social formation are de-
fined by the “conflicts around the social control of the main 
cultural patterns” (1985: 760).  

To describe the undue interference of the state and the mar-
ket, Habermas coins the term “colonization of life world”. 
Habermas sees “life world” as being dependent upon the sym-
bolic process of communication and involving “culturally in-
grained background knowledge, social institutions around cul-
ture, socialization (personality), and social integration” (quoted 
in Cohen, 1985: 710). With the notion “colonization”, he refers 
to the process of monetarization and bureaucratization of life-
world (Buechler 1995) or to the deployment of logic of strate-
gic-instrumental action by the state and market as a proxy for 
the symbolic process of communication (Pichardo 1988: 420). 
Habermas argues that “colonization of life world” results in a 
generalized legitimation crisis and this, in turn, generates new 
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forms of struggles. These struggles are directed towards 
“dominant rationalities” as well as “institutional con-
trol” (Swain, 7). 

According to Melucci, information society, as the term it-
self suggests, depends on information, and the capacity of this 
society in terms of gathering, “processing, transferring informa-
tion” has reached at a level which we cannot even compare to 
“that of the whole history of mankind”. In this society access to 
knowledge becomes “a field of a new kind of power and con-
flicts” and “the deepest bases of human behavior become a 
field of exploration and intervention” (1985: 804, 805). Exer-
cise of strong pressures over individuals to confirm to norma-
tive order is a feature of this new societal type.  The conflicts of 
information society, Melucci argues, affect “personal identity, 
the time and the space in everyday life, the motivation and the 
cultural patterns of individual action”. Thus, social movements 
emerge in those segments of the system which are “connected 
to the most intensive informational and symbolic investments 
and exposed to the greatest pressures for conformity” (1985: 
796). 

What follows the idea that contemporary social movements 
are the product of and responses to postindustrial society is the 
claim that they represent a new phenomenon radically different 
from the movements of the industrial era. These differences are 
said to appear in the actors, goals/values, and forms of contem-
porary collective action (Pichardo 1997; Edelman 2001; 
Polletta and Jasper 2001; D’Anieri et al. 1990).  New social 
movements are said to be distinct in the sense that they are 
against the domination by the state and the market but their aim 
is not to seize the state or insert themselves into institutional-
ized political processes, and also they are neither after a radical 
alteration of the means/mode of production nor do they strive 
for maximization of economic gains (Polletta and Jasper 2001; 
Pichardo 1997; Cohen 1985; Touraine 1985; Melucci 1985; 
Edelman 2001; Wilson 1995; Offe 1985). Thus, it is neither the 
state nor the market that NSMs struggle over and for. It is civil 
society. According to NSM scholars, conflicts take place be-
tween the social, “civil actors” (Touraine 1985) within and over 
the structures of civil society in which culture resides (Pichardo 
1997) and norms and identities are created, and that, defined in 
“action terms”, is a new site of domination and resistance, 
“public spaces, and political processes” (Cohen 1985: 700). 

NSM theory argues that the political and economic cleav-
ages were central to old movements and that the participation in 
“old” social movements was by a class, generally the working 
class, and on behalf of that class, and, thus, was reflecting the 
values, interests, and demands of that class, which happen to be 
instrumentally oriented (D’Anieri et al. 1990; Offe 1985; Edel-
man 2001). According to NSM theory, the actors of NSMs are 
defined neither by a common structural location nor political 
cleavages but rather marked by common concerns over social 
problems and by common values (Pichardo 1997; Polletta and 
Jasper 2001; Melucci 1985; D’Anieri et al. 1990). Although 
NSM theory acknowledges the “new middle class” base of 
NSMs, nevertheless, it maintains that the participation in NSMs 
is by a class but not on behalf of a class (D’Anieri et al. 1990; 
Offe 1985).  According to Offe, it is not only the new middle 
class that is drawn into activism in NSMs but also the elements 
of old middle class (such as farmers, shop owners, and artisan-
producers), and decommodified or peripheral groups outside 
the labor market (such as students, middle class housewives, 
the unemployed, retired people) (1985: 831-834). 

NSM scholars present NSMs as the move from materialis-
tic to postmaterialistic values (Pichardo 1997: 414; Polletta and 
Jasper 2001). The values/demands of NSMs stress the issues of 
identity, life-style, quality of life, the protection of and expan-
sion of spaces for social autonomy and for construction of new 
identities and solidarities, democratic participation, plurality, 
rights for specificity and difference, and emphasize opposition 
to cultural manipulation, control, bureaucratization, and com-
modification (Pichardo 1997; Moghadam 2000; Edelman 2001; 
Cohen 1985; Offe 1985; Polletta and Jasper 2001). Touraine 
states that the actors of new social movements struggle for 
“historicity” –“the set of cultural, cognitive, economic, and 
ethical models through which social practices are consti-
tuted” (quoted in Edelman 2001: 288). Eder (1985: 888) sees 
NSMs as “symbolic crusades” struggling in the name of recog-
nition for their culture and thus challenging the dominant nor-
mative system and the way this system defines them. For the 
new actors control over their lives and culture is more impor-
tant than appropriating the control over the means of production 
(Wilson 1995).  According to Cohen (1985: 694), the most 
striking aspect of NSMs is that they involve actors who are 
conscious about their capability to construct new identities and 
“power relations involved in their construction”. 

Among all the aims/values of NSMs “to define, celebrate, 
enact, and deconstruct identity” appear to be the most central 
one (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 287; Oliver, Cadena-Roa and 
Strawn; Melucci 1985; Langman and Morris; Wilson 1995). 
NSM theory argues that NSMs organize around a collective 
identity (Meyer and Whittier 1994) which is seen by Melucci 
(1985) a prerequisite of mobilization rather than its outcome.  
Melucci defines collective identity as an “interactive and shared 
definition produced by several individuals (or groups at a more 
complex level) and concerned with the orientations of action 
and the field of opportunities and constrains in which the action 
takes place” (1995: 44). 

Similarly, Taylor and Whittier point out that such factors 
as “political opportunity structures, the availability of resources 
and power” play a decisive role in shaping collective identity, 
and that collective identity is created, set in motion, and main-
tained “only through interaction in social movement communi-
ties” (1995: 172).  According to Taylor and Whittier (1992), 
collective identity formation consists of three interconnected 
processes. The first is the boundary drawing process through 
which differences are established between a challenging group 
and its counterparts. The second process involves creation of 
interpretive frameworks which comes out as a result of chal-
lenging group’s endeavor to identify and comprehend its inter-
ests. And the last one involves politicization of everyday life in 
both symbolic and action terms to resist as well as to restructure 
current system of domination. 

The organizational forms are said to represent another 
unique feature of NSMs. It is argued that, in contrast to old 
movements, the actions of NSMs are expressive rather than 
strategic (Melucci 1985), and that their organizations are nonhi-
erarchical, highly decentralized, and depend on exercise of par-
ticipatory democracy (D’Anieri et al. 1990; Offe 1985; Lang-
man and Morris 2002).  The organizational form of the NSMs 
is a goal in itself rather than being merely an instrument for ac-
tualization of their goals (Melucci 1985). The structure of the 
movement represents both the rejection of interventionist char-
acter of postindustrial institutions and the changes they seek 
for: creating a space within which personal autonomy and de-
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velopment as well as solidarity can be realized (D’Anieri et al. 
1990; Edelman 2001; Melucci 1985). According to Melucci, 
the organizational form of the movement “is a message, a sym-
bolic challenge to the dominant patterns… As prophets without 
enchantment, contemporary movements practice in the present 
the change they are struggling for: they redefine the meaning of 
social action for the whole society” (Melucci 1985: 801). 

NSM paradigm provided important insights on the dimen-
sions of collective action that have been largely ignored by the 
earlier traditions: the role of civil society, identity, and culture 
(Pichardo 1987). “Despite their sympathy with those dimen-
sions of neo-Marxism” that highlights the significance of 
“consciousness, ideology, social struggle, and solidarity to col-
lective action” (Cohen 1985: 691), NSM theorists developed a 
substantial critique of orthodox Marxism. These post-Marxist 
scholars argued that Marxism failed to recognize the profound 
changes in the nature of Western capitalism after the World 
War two periods (Swain) and that  Marxist theory is inadequate 
due to its tendency to see collective identity as being deter-
mined by “structural contradictions, economic classes and cri-
sis” (Cohen 1985: 691). Inexorably, they found Marxist view of 
civil society problematic. 

In the contemporary civil society literature, it is argued that 
the notion of civil society virtually disappeared from the intel-
lectual and political discourse for more than a century and then 
became the subject of an unprecedented upsurge of interest in 
the late 1980s. Some argue that the decline of civil society as a 
central subject matter can be connected to a great extent to clas-
sic Marxism’s derogatory critiques of civil society (Madison 
1998; Baker 2002).  Civil society in classic Marxism is thought 
to evolve out of commerce and production and include the en-
tire material interactions between the individuals. Civil society 
as such was seen as having a decisive influence on the configu-
ration of the state and the rest of the superstructure (Femia 
2001; Kumar 1993a; Ehrenberg 1999; Colas 2002). 

Like Marxist scholars, NSM scholars recognize the ex-
ploitative nature of capitalism. However  they argue against the 
Marxist tendency that sees oppression only in economic terms, 
social struggles as class based, transformation of the mode of 
production as the radical change, and finally civil society being 
determined by the economic realm (Eschle 2001: 64). Inexora-
bly contradicting to Marxist theory, NSM theory sees civil soci-
ety as the new locus of social protest (Pichardo 1997) and as-
sumes, of course, that   “the whole of civil society is not 
“mobilized” or repressed by an absolute state” (Touraine 1985: 
776; Pichardo 1997). It can be argued that to some extent NSM 
theorists resonate Gramsci’s ideas on civil society, who saw it 
as a domain constituted by practices and institutions not di-
rectly relating the system of production. However, radical di-
vergences appear between Gramsci and NSM theorists in that 
the latter conceived civil society as an indispensable element of 
contemporary societies whereas the former saw it as a 
“temporary and historically disposable arrangement” (Keane 
1998:16) that would wither away with a complete transition to 
socialism (Baker, 2002, Keane, 1998). Indeed, NSMT’s empha-
sis on the importance of civil society have been influential to a 
good extent on the contemporary tendency to see civil society 
as a must have in terms of creation and maintenance of a de-
mocratic socio-political order and in the ongoing struggles for 
the enhancement of a democratic space (Eschle 2001). 

RMT’s tendency to see social movement participation as 
something instrumentally-based played a big role in downplay-

ing the role of culture and identity in social movement research. 
As a response to this theoretical gap in the field of study, NSM 
scholars emphasized the importance of these neglected aspects 
and by doing so tried to shed light on how grievances or inter-
ests emerge rather than taking them as constant (Polletta and 
Jasper 2001). In NSM theory, collective identity appears to be 
an alternative to material incentives of RMT. It also explains 
better “the pleasures and obligations that actually persuade peo-
ple to mobilize” (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 284) and provides 
important insights on how structural inequality gets trans-
formed into subjectively experienced discontent (Taylor and 
Whittier1995). As informative and insightful as NSM theory is, 
nevertheless, the central assumptions upon which NSM para-
digm is built became the object of heated debates which are the 
subject of the next part. 

 
Are “New Social Movements” Really New? 

The scholars involved in the critique of NSM paradigm 
contend that the new versus old movement dichotomy estab-
lished by NSM theory overlooks the fact that movements do 
not just emerge out of nowhere but rather they “grow from and 
give birth to” other movements (Meyer and Whittier 1994: 277; 
Taylor 1989; Tarrow 1988; Scott 1990).  Tarrow argues that 
NSMs are “the latest manifestation of a cyclical pattern that has 
been evident for over a century” (Tarrow cited in Buechler 
1995: 302). In fact, what was seen as “births” by the NSM 
scholars were “breakthroughs or turning points in movement 
mobilization” (Taylor 1989: 761). According to Taylor, like the 
other movements of the 1960s America,  the women’s move-
ment of this era can also be viewed as a “resurgent challenge” 
whose roots goes back to an earlier cycle of feminist collective 
action “presumably ended when suffrage was won” (1989: 
761). 

Embedded in the critique of radical break thesis is the idea 
that some features of NSMs considered to be new may not be 
new after all. According to Offe (1985: 829), the values of 
NSMs are not necessarily new in themselves but rather “are 
given a different emphasis and urgency” within NSMs. D’Ani-
eri et al. (1990) note, the features (values, demands, actors, and 
organizational structures) used to established the novelty of 
NSMs were evident in the movements of the past operated in 
different geographical locations and time period. Similarly, 
Calhoun’s work reveals that “artisans and agricultural workers, 
white collar and service employees, and even small proprietors 
have joined the struggles” of the 19th and early 20th century 
working class movements. These movements, according to Cal-
houn, were definitely concerned with economistic issues as the 
struggles over wages suggest but there were also struggles  over  
“women and children working, community life, the status of 
immigrants, education, access to public services and so 
forth” (Calhoun 1994: 391). 

Additionally, Pichardo (1997: 417-18) informs us that the 
discussion on the diverse social base of NSMs may not be ten-
able after all since it is the white middle class that often consti-
tutes the social base of environmental movements whereas par-
ticipation by minority communities is rare unless there is some 
locality based grievances. This observation, Pichardo main-
tains, holds true for most other NSMs. More to the point, 
Charles (2000) sees NSMs as the struggles by the middle class 
of the postindustrial order and argues that they represent a new 
politics of class rather than a new form of politics free from 
class interest. 
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 Another line of critique relates to outcomes of NSMs and 
the paradoxical relationship between NSMs and politics. The 
idea that NSMs challenge the domination of the state but shun 
established channels of political action (D’Anieri et al. 1990) 
invites the question of how much and whether or not resisting 
identities and symbolic struggles pose a real and a sustained 
challenge to domination of the system (Pichardo 1997; 
Buechler 1995; Charles 2000). Swain (9) argues that if we think 
of social movements as “some form of struggle for political or 
social change, then we just cannot ignore the questions of suc-
cess or failure”. As already touched on in the previous, RMT 
style interpretation of movement outcomes is problematic espe-
cially when the movements observed deviate from the RMT’s 
description of social movements. NSM theorists raise the theme 
that symbolic challenges cannot be measured by notions of suc-
cess and failure (Melucci 1995: 813) because this couplet fails 
to capture the fact that creation of a community and construc-
tion of an ongoing collective identity is an achievement on its 
own right (Swain, Cohen 1985; Melucci 1985). Evers (1985: 
49) argues that “transformatory potential within new social 
movements is not political, but socio-cultural”. 

In NSM theory, identity is perceived to be not only the ob-
ject of struggles but also the means of struggle. Cohen (1985: 
694) argues that construction of collective identity presents 
challenges to dominant cultural codes, involves the creation of 
new meanings to action and a challenge “to the social construc-
tion of the very boundaries between public, private, and politi-
cal domains of action”. Similarly, Taylor and Whittier (1995) 
say that the notion of collective identity highlights the impor-
tance of cultural practices that present a simultaneous challenge 
to structures of domination and everyday interactions that sus-
tain inequality.  According to some, to think of the struggles of 
NSMs as identity-based and thus void of political dimensions 
can be misleading because identity politics is in fact is a basic 
focus of political work in these movements (Edelman 2001; 
Calhoun 1994). According to Scott (1990: 23), many demands 
of NSMs, even for personal autonomy, are also political de-
mands…Free abortion on demand, for example, may be 
couched in the language of autonomy or choice, but it is still a 
demand on resources, and thus on the state”. 

What is also problematic with NSM theory is that it, on the 
one hand, by seeing the contemporary social movements as the 
outcome of Western white middle class concerns, marginalizes 
the class-based struggles and, on the other hand, by limiting the 
phenomenon to Western world, fails to account for the contem-
porary social movements in non-Western context. A shift from 
industrial to postindustrial economy and the rise of postmateri-
alist consciousness stemming from the satisfaction of basic eco-
nomic/physical security needs of the population are not taking 
place in most part of the world.  However, in the non-Western 
context, too, identity-based movements have been flourishing, 
and the struggles over economic rights are a key feature of 
these efforts (Pichardo 1997; Basu 2000; Edelman 2001). 
Given this, the connection assumed by NSM theorists between 
postindustrial condition and rise of NSMS seems to be unten-
able (Pichardo 1987; Scott 1990). Following this line of cri-
tique, Scott (1990: 9-10) perceives NSMS as political phenom-
ena and argues that these movements emerge in order to ex-
press “concerns and issues that are excluded from mainstream 
political intermediation and interest negotiation”. He goes on to 
argue that NSMS are rather “manifestations of ‘dysfunctions’ 
in political decision-making processes”. 

Just like classic Marxism eliminated inquiries about move-
ments which did not derive from the working class (Pichardo 
1997; Scott 1990), and RMT did not pay attention to move-
ments of underprivileged emerged with few resources and/or 
based on informal structures, so too NSMT excluded the forms 
of collective action directed its energies at the state and/or 
economy (Edelman 2001; Pichardo 1997). Additionally, both 
RMT and NSMT can only claim to explain contemporary left-
wing social movements as these movements were the object of 
their research (Edelman 2001; Polletta and Jasper; Pichardo 
1997; Calhoun 1994; Giugni 1998). Edelman (2001: 301) ar-
gues that although “identity-based movements sometimes walk 
a fine line between celebrating particularities and promoting 
exclusivity or intolerance, the former dimension has received 
vastly more attention than the latter” in NSMT. Thus, RMT and 
NSMT have largely ignored the issue of right-wing social 
movements as they choose overwhelmingly to study left-wing 
movements with which they sympathize (Edelman 2001; Cal-
houn 1994; Pichardo 1997). 

Before moving on the next section which deals with more 
identifying blind spots shared by RMT and NSMT, a final re-
mark is in order which sums up the discussion of the previous 
two parts briefly.  RMT and NSMT substantially transformed 
the study of social movements from a “marginalized and al-
most-dying sub-specialty of social psychology in the 
1960s” (Oliver et al. 2002: 1) to an ever burgeoning specialty 
of the field of sociology in its own right. RMT provided an im-
portant corrective to the “political biases” (Cohen 1985) of the 
earlier social movement research tradition by emphasizing the 
political character of social movements and centrality of re-
sources, organizations, and rationality of movement actors. 
However, RMT narrowed down the theoretical boundaries of 
field of study to include only institutional change movements 
with political goals and ends and ended up treating every social 
movement as if they were all primarily and merely concerned 
with policy changes. Due to its one-sided focus RMT left es-
sential issues unexamined: social and norm oriented dimen-
sions of social movements. In turn, NSMT emphasized the im-
portance of those neglected dimensions of social movements –
the role identity and culture– and, thus, provided a much neces-
sary and needed corrective to RMT.  However, by excluding 
from its scope of analysis what was being included in RMT, 
NSMT tended to describe movements as if they were not at all 
concerned with politics. Consequently, NSMT neglected the 
fact that both social movements and civil society involve strate-
gic interaction (Cohen 1985: 705).  Scott reminds us that con-
temporary social movements are “as expressly concerned with 
institutional politics and power as they are with collective iden-
tity and culture, that organization and resources are as critical 
as ideology and lifestyle” (in Steinberg 1992: 551). From the 
discussions carried out so far, we can reach two conclusions. 
First, neither RMT nor NSMT provides a complete picture of 
the contemporary social movements, which will be further dis-
cussed in the next part. And second, although it is plausible to 
argue that these approaches represent two theoretically irrecon-
cilable standpoints, it is more plausible to see them as address-
ing different but equally important aspects of a multifaceted 
phenomenon under consideration. 

 
Part III. Further Problematizing RMT and NSMT from a 
Gender Perspective 

As Oliver et al. (2002: 3) rightly argue, all theories, “no 
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matter how abstractly stated, are grounded in empirical cases”. 
The prevalent tendency in social movement research has been 
to take movements of the relatively stable democratic and ad-
vanced nation-states of Western world as an empirical base to 
formulate theories. For RMT the American social movements 
of the late 1960s and 1970s and for NSMT the Western Euro-
pean social movements in the 1970s and 1980s constituted the 
empirical base, which, in turn, brought the charge of ethnocen-
tricism (Polletta and Jasper 2001; Edelman 2001; Pichardo 
1997; Calhoun 1994; Giugni 1998; Oliver et al. 2002).  Re-
gimes differ significantly in terms of their “legitimacy, stabil-
ity, readiness to repress, and responsiveness to popular mobili-
zation as well as in their capacity to contain and channel inter-
group conflicts within the nation state. These matter even in 
comparing European nations, but the range of variation is se-
verely truncated when only the dominant industrial nations of 
US and Western Europe are considered” (Oliver et al. 2002: 3). 
Although the social movement scholars were not unaware of 
this bias, the democratization wave of the 1990s played a big 
role in heightening their sensitivity about the form and role of 
social movements as well as their relationships to regimes in 
authoritarian and postauthoritarian societies (Oliver et al. 2002: 
3). 

Territorially bounded nature of RMT and NSMT left them 
vulnerable to another critique that both of these frameworks fall 
short of explaining the new actors of the global political arena, 
transnational social movements.  Transnational social move-
ments (TSMs) are said to be qualitatively different than the pre-
vious collective social change efforts in the sense that they tran-
scend the boundaries of single states, have constituent groups 
from non-Western nations, and seek not only to influence na-
tional states but also subnational and transnational authorities. 
A growing number of scholars argue that as TSMs are a prod-
uct of, a response to, and a criticism of globalization processes, 
a theoretical shift from statecentric approaches to another one 
which takes globalization as a frame of reference is not only 
desirable but at the same time necessary (Smith, Chatfield, and 
Pagnucco 1997; Smith 1997; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Guidry, 
Kennedy, and Zald 2000; Moghadam 2001; Kriesberg 1997; 
McCarthy 1997). 

Contemporary social movement theories came under the 
heavy and sustained critique of gender scholars of social move-
ments especially since 1990s. Gender scholars of social move-
ments have argued that what is perhaps the most serious, yet 
least acknowledged, weakness of existing paradigms of social 
movements is that they suffer dramatically from a lack of atten-
tion to gender as well as its intersections with the other axes of 
domination matrix. They observe that contemporary theories 
have been developed and applied with a supposition of gender-
neutrality contradicting starkly to the fact that that gender is a 
constitutive element of all social relations and interactions, and 
penetrate every crevice and corner of economic, social, politi-
cal, and cultural institutions and processes (West & Blumberg 
1990; Ferree 1992; Ferree and Martin 1995; Ferree & Roth 
1998; Taylor 1998, 2000; Taylor & Whittier 1998, 2000; Rob-
nett 1996; Ferree & Merrill 2000; Moghadam 2001; Abdulhadi 
1998; McAdam 1992; Kuumba 2001; Charles 2000).  

Gender scholars of social movements suggest that social 
movements should be treated as gendered terrains and con-
structs rather than other way around as their work made amply 
evident that what is assumed to be gender-neutral, namely, the 
state, discontents and claims, resources, opportunities and 

constrains, organizational structures, recruitment patterns, lead-
ership patterns, strategies, tactics, collective action frames, ide-
ologies, outcomes and so long, are indeed gendered (Barnett ; 
Robnett 1996; West and Blumberg 1990; McAdam 1992; Pope 
1990; Lawson and Barton 1990; Stall and Stoecker 1998; Ab-
dulhadi 1998; Payne 1990; Iron 1998; Maggard 1990; Ferree 
and Roth 1998; Taylor 1998; Hart 1996). The following few 
works exemplify what is gendered about social movements.  

In his work on the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer pro-
ject, McAdam looks at the influence of gender in shaping the 
experiences of young, white college students with mostly mid-
dle class background.  He finds substantial differences between 
males and females with respect to recruitment to the project. 
Females were less likely to be accepted to the project and more 
likely not to show up in Mississippi even though they were 
more qualified than their male counterparts in terms of previous 
civil rights activism and organizational affiliations. McAdam 
calls for two factors to explain this quite paradoxical situation. 
First, he notes that the time period in which the civil rights 
movement emerged was one of the most conservative eras in 
the U.S. history. Omnipresence of traditional conception of 
men and women, rigid sexual double standards, and taboo con-
cerning interracial contact were defining characteristics of the 
U.S. cultural context. Naturally, the cultural aura of the time 
inserted extra elements into the biographical constraints for fe-
males for sure. Second, he argues that these hegemonic cultural 
codes were reflected to some extent in the organizational prac-
tices of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC), the unit responsible for the organization of the project. 
The combined effect of these two factors was to turn the re-
cruitment step into a big barrier to be overcome by the females. 
McAdam firmly puts that recruitment to the project was a 
highly gendered process and that females had to be overquali-
fied to become a member of the project. 

It is worth mentioning here that in theory such values as 
decentralized leadership, equality, and participatory democracy 
were purported to be essential elements of organizational phi-
losophy of SNCC (McAdam 1992; Barnett 1993). Even though 
SNCC’s rhetoric was in favor of creating an ambiance that 
would encourage egalitarianism and females were indeed over-
qualified, gender influenced every aspect of the fabric of life 
within the project. The clash between the ideals and the lived 
experiences was virtually a constant feature of the project as the 
females “were subjected to considerable [sexual] harassment 
and a clear double standard regarding sexual behavior…A 
number of women were asked to leave the project” for violating 
“social and public etiquette”, while no evidence exist to suggest 
that “any male –white or black, staff or volunteer –being re-
moved from any of the projects for sexual (or any other) rea-
sons” (McAdam, 1992: 1225). 

McAdam also finds a significant discrepancy between 
what female volunteers had preferred to do and what they 
ended up doing in the project: teaching and clerical work posi-
tions were dominated by females while voter registration and 
other political activities by males. McAdam argues that this 
was a clear reflection of “less political conception of women’s 
role on the project” (1992: 1226) and that the works performed 
by women were valued less. Furthermore, In the following two 
quotes from McAdam’s work, two female activists tells us that 
movement “housewifery” was part of what was expected from 
them. 
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“The men would leave every morning and go 
off to work while the women stayed around the 
(freedom) house and cared for the children (read, 
“students”). Then, “when they [the mostly male 
voter registration workers] came home you were to 
be out of the kitchen;…they were tired and they had 
driven long distances and worked under greater pres-
sure” (McAdam, 1992: 1226). 

        
“There was very much a sense [that]… voter 

registration activity was where it was at...And since 
we had chosen teaching, we were sort of shoved to 
the side…You know here [were the]…guys running 
out…being macho men…you know, ‘We’re going to 
go out and get our heads busted and we’ll come back 
to here where you nurse us… and otherwise service 
us and send us back out again” (McAdam, 
1992:1227-28). 

 
In other two accounts on civil rights, Barnett (1993) and 

Robnett (1996) direct our attention to how gender as an exclu-
sionary construct structured Black women’s leadership and par-
ticipation. These scholars reveal that Black women who might 
have filled the formal leadership positions if criteria for leader-
ship were to be what one can do rather than what your sex is 
were not entitled to such positions. They had to remain active 
in the grassroots level and work behind the scenes as “bridge 
leaders” (Robnett 1996) or “invisible leaders” (Barnett 1993) 
because of the exclusionary practices of male dominated black 
church and the gendered order external to the movement. 

Bridge leadership was informal in nature, and it was the 
only position of leadership open to women. Bridge leaders most 
of whom were African-American women functioned as a con-
nective tissue between the formal leaders and the masses or ad-
herents of the movement (Barnett 1996: 1676-77, 2002). Rob-
nett (1996: 1663) notes that experiences with racial oppression 
on a daily bases did not drive all African-Americans automati-
cally to the movement. It was not the case that they all had 
prior knowledge about the movement and about their constitu-
tional rights and that they were all enthusiastic about taking 
part in the movement as involvement meant risking a lot. They 
were needed to be enlightened and persuaded in order to be re-
cruited to the movement. Bridge leaders played a paramount 
role in this process: establishing a sense of group identity, col-
lective consciousness, and solidarity between rural and small 
town communities–where mobilization proved to be especially 
hard –and the movement. Barnett (1993: 169) reminds us: 

 
 “Had it not been for Septima Clark and her 

mastery at teaching illiterate adult Blacks how to 
read and write, the 1965 Voting Rights Act would 
have been meaningless because Southern states had 
successfully disenfranchised the majority of the 
Black population by establishing gerrymandered dis-
tricts, the grandfather’s clause, all-white primaries, 
and high poll taxes and by requiring Blacks to pass 
literacy and citizenship tests before they were al-
lowed to register to vote” (Barnett, 169). 

 
Robnett’s work challenges the general proclivity in social 

movement research which dichotomizes movement participants 
as leaders and followers and views masses as being mobilized 

by formal leaders. She argues that bridge leaders who were the 
“recruitment and mobilizing force” in the civil rights movement 
not only bridged potential members and supporters to the 
movement but also mobilized the potential formal leaders 
(1996: 1688, 1678). Barnett provides a more complicated pic-
ture vis-à-vis McAdam and Robnett. She analyzes the leader-
ship roles carried out by Black men and women in the civil 
rights movement encompassing the time period of 1955 to 1968 
and explores the way how race, class, and gender simultane-
ously affected the leadership experiences/opportunities of 
Southern Black women. Barnett (1993: 174) argues that 

 “Not only were Black women in the South con-
strained by their jobs as public school teachers, but 
they were constrained as well by their jobs as do-
mestics in white and public buildings. The Southern 
Black male minister, perhaps the traditional counter-
part to the Black female schoolteacher, generally did 
not have the same constraints on him. He was not as 
economically vulnerable as his female counterpart or 
a domestic worker… He generally had to answer 
only to his Black congregation, not to the white 
school superintendent or the white mistress or master 
of the house. 

 
Despite of the all the constraints they to face and the hard-

ship they had to endure, Black women whom Barnett calls as 
invisible leaders, unsung heroes, performed important leader-
ship roles indispensable to the maintenance of the movement 
such as “the initiation and organization of action, the formula-
tion of tactics, and the provision of crucial resources (e.g., 
money, communication channels, personnel)” (Barnett 1993: 
177).  

In her relatively recent account, Iron (1998) emphasizes 
the diversity in women’s experience in the civil rights move-
ment and the important role played by race in this diversity. 
Iron shows that both black and white women were mobilized 
into action through personal and religious networks although 
these took different forms. Black women’s participation was 
channeled by informal, grassroots networks whereas white 
women’s participation by larger, more institutionalized, and 
often national religious organizations (Iron, 1998: 705, 706). 
What drove Black women into the struggles in the first place 
was experiencing racism in a direct way and at a personal level 
as Black people and mothers while it was empathy for black 
people, shaped often by religious beliefs, in the case of white 
women.  This explains, according to Iron (1998: 705), why 
black women were more stoutly attached to the movement and 
tended to involve in high risk activism and as activist mother-
ing while white women developed a more indirect relationship 
to the movement and “involved at low-risk institutional levels 
or with organizational work that offered little threat to their so-
cial, political and economic security”. 

The gendered nature of resources is yet another insight of-
fered by Iron. Confirming the argument Payne made earlier, 
Iron (1998: 699) finds that “women brought different skills than 
men” to the civil rights movement many of which were obvi-
ously “rooted in the way in which these women operated in 
their families” (Payne 1990: 163) such as maternalism, nurtur-
ance, and domesticity. Iron (1998: 705), differing from Payne, 
argues that although the work by both black and white women 
in the civil rights movement can be categorized as “women’s 
work”, in the case of black women this work took a different 
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form that can be called as “activist mothering”.  Taking an Af-
rican American woman, Aurelia Young, as a case in point, she 
argues that Young expanded her “mothering” skills to the com-
munity struggling for civil rights and carried out responsibili-
ties in reproducing the daily life of the movement. Young, like 
many other, opened her house to those students released from 
jail, channeled the goods donated by the community to students 
in jail, and also she “fed civil rights workers and attorneys in 
her home, although she worked as a music teacher,…her 
kitchen was known as one that never shut down” (1998: 699). 

Maggard describes the struggles of women in the coal min-
ers strike in Brookside, Kentucky, which began in the mid 1973 
and lasted over a year. These women were in a position of al-
most entire dependence in the local economy and in their fami-
lies and involved in the strike to support their male family 
members. These working class women faced with serious criti-
cism especially from their husbands since participating in the 
strike meant running against the traditional values prescribing 
home as their proper place and men as the head of the house-
hold. It was not the case that a new division of labor came 
about with their involvement in the strike. To reduce the ten-
sions and conflicts that involving in the strike brought with it-
self, they had to defend the traditional division of labor at 
home. They organized themselves in a way that would allow 
them simultaneously to perform the roles of a fulltime house-
wife and to attend the strike duties, which, of course, required 
enormous amount of time and energy (Maggard 1990: 89). De-
spite of all the odds, women achieved what men could not: 
switching the scabs and shutting down the mines (Maggard 
1990: 88). Pointing out the gendered nature of tactics, Maggard 
(1990: 86) maintains that these women “used their gender as a 
license to behave in extreme ways that might have gotten men 
beaten or arrested”, which included beating up scabs and taking 
the kids with them when they were put in the jail. 

Maggard says that these women were switching scabs, 
taunting the company president, testifying in court about their 
living conditions, risking their lives in violent confrontations, 
appearing on national television, getting arrested, and going to 
jail (1990: 75,89). However, they were also the ones “getting 
meals on tables, cleaning clothes, and seeing to domestic 
chores” (Maggard 1990: 89). Their involvement shaped the 
strike in crucial ways and was a key element “in the successful 
negotiation of a union contract at Brookside” (Maggard 1990: 
96). 

Pope describes the struggles of poor women, mostly black, 
involved in Brooklyn Welfare Action Council, an organization 
with the largest body of membership in the national welfare 
rights movement during the late 1960s. These women came 
into the movement with grievances and demands that were gen-
dered in nature: they were low-income mothers dependent on 
the state for AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children) 
who participated in the movement to demand from the welfare 
agencies “their right to basic human needs for themselves and 
their children” (West and Blumberg 1990: 39-40). Pope shows 
that white nuns played important roles in terms of supporting 
the efforts and organizing the movement at the initial stages. 
Although white nuns chose to act independently from the parish 
priests initially, they were not unaware of the “pragmatic de-
mands of convent life and of the limitations of women in the 
church hierarchy” (Pope 1990: 62). That awareness led them to 
enlist the participation of priests who later did the high level 
negotiating with the authorities and increased their control over 

the movement as it spread. 
This is actually the same kind of observation Lawson and 

Barton (1990) make in the case the New York Tenants Move-
ment. They indicate that although women dominated men in 
numbers in almost all organizations of this movement at every 
structural level, and figured greatly in organizing the challenge 
the movement come to represent and mobilizing others by 
spreading the message of the movement, men emerged at the 
forefront when the higher levels of the structure took place. 
“They have also usually been the leaders of organizations initi-
ating new strategies at these higher levels” (Lawson and Barton 
1990: 41-42). 

When we combine the insights from the literature by gen-
der scholars of social movements with the ideas emerging out 
of the works presented in this part, we can say the followings. 
Both the external context and the internal dynamics and struc-
tures of social movements are gendered. Social movements do 
not emerge and develop in a vacuum but rather have organic 
ties with the society in which they operate in that they reflect 
and reproduce unequal power relations and hierarchies existing 
in the larger society. Although social movements open up a 
space for women to assume new roles to act politically, gender 
ideologies and gendered role expectations limit these opportu-
nities. The space for activism is often marked by gender within 
social movements. 

 As the works on civil rights movement make it clear, even 
in the case of gender-inclusive movements challenging ortho-
doxies vibrantly and demanding justice and freedom for all 
from subjugation, divisions and inequalities along the lines of 
gender as well as others find their way into their oppositional 
communities and shape the experiences of movement partici-
pants in fundamental ways. Gender ideologies work in a way to 
channel women away from movement positions entailing 
greater power and visibility to positions translating into less 
power and invisibility and men to fill the formal leadership po-
sitions. As West and Blumberg (1990: 99) put it, it appears to 
be rule rather than exception that “women seldom consistently 
share” formal leadership positions and make decisions at higher 
levels of organizations with men. West and Blumberg (1990: 
100) argue that “Women often predominate as leaders and or-
ganizers as long as protest fairly confined to the grass-roots, 
neighborhood level. Once the movement “takes off” and shifts 
to confrontations at the regional, or national levels, men tend to 
take over the leadership, especially the formal leadership posi-
tions”, an argument developed also by Lawson and Barton 
(1990), Stall and Stoecker (1998), and Barnett (1993). 

What is also increasingly evident in the works produced by 
gender scholars of social movements is that gender ideologies 
does not only shape the fabric of life within social movements 
but also informs the logic of scholarly work on social move-
ments. If gender ideologies function to restrict women to work 
largely behind the scenes, contemporary social movement theo-
ries by tending to treat social movements as gender-neutral con-
structs have rendered women and their contribution invisible in 
social movements. West and Blumberg (1990: 7, 8) argue that 
in the research on social movements “men assumed to be lead-
ers and organizers in the public sphere, while women who enter 
it are viewed as their supporters…women’s contributions are 
ignored, misrepresented, or erased from history”. Stall and 
Stoecker add that it is not only the women and their contribu-
tions but also an entire substructure of action has gone unno-
ticed in the scholarly work (1998: 751). 
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The idea echoing in many works from a gender perspective 
on civil rights movement is that that the movement “would not 
have been so successful” without the contribution of women 
(Iron 1998: 700). “The crucial role of African-American 
women in  starting the Montgomery bus boycott, which trig-
gered the civil rights movement, has emerged more than thirty 
years after it occurred” (West Blumberg 1990: 9). Barnett ar-
gues that Black women’s experiences and leadership roles 
“virtually have been neglected, forgotten, or considered incon-
sequential or of secondary importance relative to those of men” 
which can be explained for the most part by gender, class, and 
race biases prevalent in the scholarly work (1993: 163). A great 
bulk of the current research on movement leadership has pri-
marily focused on “great men and elites as movement leaders”, 
neglected the role of black women as leaders and organizers, 
and, thus, created an erroneous image that “all of the women 
are white, and all of the Black are male” (Hull, Scott, and Smith 
1982 quoted in Barnet 1993: 165). 

It has become clear by now that the arguments presented in 
this part represent a serious challenge specifically to RMT and 
its later version, political process model which emerged in the 
period after the mid-1980s, provided a “bottom-up” level of 
analysis (Buechler and Cylke 1997: 60) and attempted to recon-
cile the insights put forward by NSMT and social construction-
ism with the purely organizational view of earlier version of 
RMT (McDonald 2002). Political process theorists, Goodwin 
and Jasper (1999: 29) argue, tend to wash the meaning and flu-
idity out of strategy, agency, and culture so that they will look 
like more structure”. Resource mobilization theory, as Ferree 
and Merrill (2000: 458) put it, is “embedded in an androcen-
tric” worldview as it exclusively focuses what is visible, formal 
movement organizations, activities, and actors.  This focus of 
RMT is informed by a logic that relies heavily on the dualistic 
framework of public versus private realm, which is something 
feminist scholars have been very critical from the onset. 

Fraser argues that public/private distinction overlooks the 
importance of “private, particular interests in constructing pub-
lic, political selves” (cited in Meeks, 2001: 337) and Rabo 
(1996: 155) argues that these notions have been deployed as if 
they lacked any “historical moorings” (Rabo 1996: 155) and as 
if they were not both to mirror and strengthened unequal power 
relations in society (Sullivan 1995). RMT by focusing the at-
tention on what is visible neglects social movement activities 
that take place behind the scenes at the grassroots level and 
their actors who are often women. Women’s social, economic, 
and political participation and contribution find little resonance 
in accounts like RMT which focuses on the “public realm” 
since women most of the times participate in the “public realm” 
based on their gendered identities and familial roles (White, 
1996; Rabo, 1996; Sullivan, 1995). Blumberg (1990: 170) ar-
gues that “motherhood and household roles link women to their 
communities”. Lawson and Barton suggest that an “awareness 
of the division between home and community…is vital to an 
understanding of participation patterns” in social movements 
(1990: 48). 

Ferree argues that RMT does not deal well with women’s 
movement for which “reason and emotion, both in theory and 
in the practices of organizing, plays such a central role” (1992: 
43). Feminist scholars found RMT responsible from creating a 
false dichotomy between reason and emotion (Hercus 1999; 
Ferree 1992) which elevates ‘abstract masculinity’ over 
women’s standpoint (Oliver et al. 2002).  Due to this 

“constructed cultural prejudice” (Ferree 1992: 42), forms of 
collective action conceived to be driven by emotions such as 
women’s movement are often marginalized in the mainstream 
social movement research.   In a similar vein, Jaggar argues that 
“oppressed people particularly need and value emotions as a 
means of affirming the values and people that the rational stan-
dards of the culture demean” (quoted in Ferree 1992: 42). 
Oliver et al. (2002: 17) add to the discussion by arguing that  

 
The rationalist bias pervades the culture and 

affects movements’collective identities. Move-
ments perceived as emotional are often not con-
sidered respectable. To gain respectability move-
ment activists may develop a ‘vocabulary of 
emotions’ to rationalize their participation to oth-
ers and to themselves. The animal rights activ-
ists, Groves (1995) studied in the southern 
United States, reproduced organizationally the 
dominant gender division of emotion: recruiting 
men was considered a strategic devise to bring 
credibility to the movement because men were 
believed less emotional and more rational than 
women. As a consequence, male activists were 
often chosen for spokesperson and leadership 
positions while women tended to be overlooked 
for those positions. 

 
It is true that RMT gets the lion’s share from the critiques, 

but NSMT is also criticized on similar grounds since it saw the 
notion of collective identity as only important to the study of 
new social movements owing to the assumption that NSM ac-
tors are not defined by their structural locations (Robnett 1996). 
NSMT suggests a uniform experience for movement partici-
pants as it overlooks the ways in which how gender, class, and 
race differentiates the experiences of participants in move-
ments. 

Although gender scholars of social movements have found 
the insights of NSMT on the centrality of culture and identity 
especially useful, they, nevertheless, argued against the descrip-
tion of women’s movement as symbolic and cultural rather than 
political challenges by NSMT (Pichardo 1997; Buechler 1997; 
Charles 2000).  Charles (2000) pointing out the simultaneous 
importance of politics, the state, and cultural innovation for 
feminist movements argues that feminist movements do not fit 
into the movement model drawn by either RMT or NSMT. 
Taking a slightly different turn, Calhoun (1994: 4) sees 
women’s movement as a new social movement political in na-
ture which seeks the affirmation of excluded identities as pub-
licly good and politically salient. More to the point, Moghadam 
(2001), analyzing four transnational feminist networks (TFNs), 
argues that these TFNs “organize around issues pertaining to 
the economy, the political system and foreign policy, as well as 
reproductive rights, family laws and violence against women”. 
Given this, Moghadam says women’s movements are not nec-
essarily non-economic and identity focused. 

This part ends with a final critique on NSMT revolving 
around two interconnected ideas related to the notion of civil 
society. The first is that NSMT developed a framework in 
which civil society relates to the state and the market in a dual-
istic manner. In this framework, the state represents the locus of 
coercion and control and is seen as an intrusive institution po-
tentially harmful to individual rights and freedoms. By contrast, 
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civil society represents a realm that is autonomous from the 
state and the market resisting both the state control and the mar-
ket exploitation and that is a new site of democratization. In 
relation to first argument, we can say that this binary model of 
civil society versus state not only informed the NSMT but also 
has remained in use for a long time in the contemporary litera-
ture on civil society. Today, an increasing number of scholars 
pinpoint the inadequacies of this model and underline the need 
for a theoretical move towards a dialectical model, without de-
veloping any discussion about the role that NSMT possibly 
played in the development of this binary model.  These critics 
argue that the real nature of the relationship between civil soci-
ety and the state is more complex than this model could possi-
bly capture since especially under the liberal democracies a 
multiple level of interaction and engagement and even an inter-
dependency relation underline the nature of civil society state 
relation (Swift, 1992; Cohen and Arato, 1992; Persell, 1994; 
Cohen, 1995; Walzer, 1995 & 2002; Norton, 1995; Rabo, 1996; 
Hann, 1996; Dunn, 1996; Loizos, 1996; Knight, 1996; Dia-
mond, 1996; Mbogori and Chigudu, 1999; Then and Walken-
horst, 1999; Encarnation, 2002; Buchowski, 1996; Khilnani, 
2001). 

The second idea is that NSMT saw contemporary social 
movements as the “emancipatory projects, expression of socie-
tal democratization and indicators of, and contributors to civil 
society” (Moghadam 2000: 58).  Going beyond the rather ro-
manticized version of civil society developed by NSMT as well 
as by liberal accounts of civil society, feminist scholars along 
with others argue that the civil society in which social move-
ments reside is in fact a realm of fragmentation, inequality, and 
exercise of power. Himmelfarb (2000: 98) argues that civil so-
ciety is not an immaculate moral space free form the relations 
of domination and subordination. Civil society does not only 
reflect but also, more importantly, reinforces the impacts of so-
cietal hierarchies and inequalities since the “relationships 
within civil society are inextricably intertwined with the way 
people organize and relate to each other in the wider soci-
ety” (Philips 2002: 75; Swift 1999). Even the most pro-
democratically oriented groups in civil society do not constitute 
an exception to this. 
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ABSTRACT 

This presentation considers varying expectations that 
protestors have of the impact of their protest activity and ex-
plores the influence of social networks through original survey 
data collected outside the 2004 Republican National Conven-
tion. Previous studies have shown the important effect of social 
ties for social movement success, particularly for recruitment 
and movement longevity, but have not directly compared par-
ticipants themselves and their expectations at such a large in-
clusive event. 

Preliminary analysis finds that while most protestors 
(labeled Externalists) believed that their activity could lead to 
immediate political change on outside reference groups, a sur-
prising amount (Solidarians) believed instead that only protes-
tors themselves would be primarily affected by their activity. 
Considering what may cause protestors to have such different 
outcome perceptions can give social movement leaders and 
scholars better insight as to how to align or understand protest 
participation. Early results revealed that, members of multiple 
organizations and social movement organizations in particular 
seem more likely to be Solidarians, along with protestors from 
neighborhoods that were unsupportive of the protest. However, 
protestors recruited or accompanied by family members or 
friends seem more likely to be Externalists. 
Keywords: Protest, Social Movements, Expectations of Protes-
tors, Social Networks, Republican National Convention 2004 
 
Introduction 

The massive demonstrations outside the 2004 Republi-
can National Convention show that contemporary protestors are 
a diverse group varying not only demographically but by their 
expectations of who is most affected by their protest action. As 
part of a larger project on protestor expectations (Thompson 
forthcoming), this presentation pays attention to the influence 
of social networks such as organizations and family members 
that may account for these different expectations. To do this, 
protestors were surveyed at the United for Peace and Justice 
(UPFJ) protest held in New York City on the eve of the Repub-
lican National Convention (August 31, 2004). Their answers to 
questions about their expectations and the process of their in-

volvement were then used to investigate hypotheses based on 
social movement theory. 

Social Networks have been used in a variety of Social 
Movement studies that typically focus on recruitment and par-
ticipation but have rarely applied these techniques on the ex-
pectations that protestors might have. Research on formal or-
ganizations has consistently revealed the important effects that 
they have on their members’ roles and participation in a social 
movement (e.g. McCarthy and Zald 1977). Close family and 
friends have also proven crucial in their effect on an individ-
ual’s understanding of a social movement and the importance it 
may have on her life (McAdam and Paulsen 1993 (1997); 
Snow, Zurcher Jr., and Ekland-Olson 1980 (1997)). Finally, 
neighborhood factors can influence an activist who may feel an 
urgent sense of pessimism that nothing will get done without 
their participation (Oliver 1984). All of these factors are likely 
to be important considerations in determining a protestor’s ex-
pectations. 
 
The Network Perspective Applied to Social Movements 

A quick review of seminal social network theory eas-
ily demonstrates its relevance to social movement research. So-
cial networks are described by Marden as “structures of rela-
tionships linking social actors [that are] omnipresent in contem-
porary society” (2000, 2727). As tempting as it may be to think 
that individuals operate independently as rational thinkers, the 
network perspective encourages a more comprehensive under-
standing of human action by revealing the salience of our inter-
dependence. Although there is some disagreement among so-
cial scientists as to the extent to which humans, within their 
social networks, have agency or are “passive recipients of envi-
ronmental pressure,” belief in the significant power of these 
networks has widespread popularity in contemporary research 
(Marsden 2000). Simmel’s seminal essay “The Web of Group 
Affiliations” explained that human interaction moved from a 
pattern of being heavy constrained in ‘concentric’ social circles 
in medieval times to often unique patterns of intersecting group 
memberships by the 20th century (1922 (1955)). Finally, 
Pescosolido and Rubin argue that contemporary Western soci-
ety has evolved to a third social form – a spoke structure in 
which people are connected to each other through multiple 
kinds of associations that often temporary, not single and life-
long as previously (2000). 
               Social movements are a challenge to analyze because 
of their diversity of forms and objectives as well as strategies of 
“non-conventional political means to reach their goals”. 
McAdam and Snow define a social movement as “a collectivity 
acting with some degree of organization and continuity outside 
of institutional channels for the purpose of promoting or resist-
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ing change in the group, society, or world order of which it is a 
part” (1997, xviii). 

Diani argues that applying social network concepts is 
helpful since social movements “exist only inasmuch as indi-
viduals can be convinced to become personally in-
volved” (2003, 7). One famous study that made use of social 
network techniques is McAdam and Paulsen’s influential 
‘Freedom Summer’ study, in which they investigated the deci-
sion made by college students on whether or not to participate 
in the 1964 Voter Registration Drive. Specifically, they found 
that the most important indicator of participation was “the exis-
tence of a prior strong tie linking the applicant to another vol-
unteer” but that it was also crucial to look at a variety of ties in 
combination, including negative ties or lack of support from 
‘strong’ ties and ties to people totally uninvolved in the move-
ment (McAdam and Paulsen 1993 (1997)). 

Taking another approach to applying network theory 
to social movements is Florence Passy, who believes that there 
are three main functions of social networks in social move-
ments: socialization, structural-connection, and decision-
shaping. She argues that dominant theorists are often propo-
nents of rational choice and conceive of the function of social 
networks far too narrowly. Her approach posits that 
“embededness in formal or informal networks close to [a spe-
cific protest] issue helps individuals to create a salient identity 
which is an important cultural resource for joining the protest, 
and which facilitates the emergence of a political conscious-
ness…” (Passy 2003, 30). 
 
How Social Networks Might Explain Protestor Expectations 
 
Why the Massive Protest in New York City? 

Particularly interesting to this study is the puzzling 
fact that protestors, even while marching side-by-side at the 
same event, had significantly different expectations, even 
though the UFPJ march seemed largely political in its goals. 
Hundreds of thousands of people marched along the streets of 
New York for the march entitled “The World Says No to the 
Bush Agenda!” on the eve of the Republican National Conven-
tion 2004 that was set to re-nominate George W. Bush for a 
second term as President. Their mission statement of the dem-
onstration is as follows: 

 
On August 29, We Say No to War, Greed, 
Hate, and Lies 
”We march to promote a new way forward. 
The disastrous consequences of the Bush 
agenda are most dramatically visible in the 
ongoing U.S. war in Iraq. The first step to-
ward a peaceful and secure planet is a foreign 
policy grounded in human rights, interna-
tional law, environmental sustainability, and 
respect for the sovereignty of all nations. De-
mocracy begins with an absolute commitment 
to the rights and civil liberties of all, espe-
cially immigrants and other vulnerable com-
munities. Lasting security rests in economic 
and social justice, in providing jobs, housing, 
education, health care and other essential pro-
grams to all. We march for peace, we march 
for justice... Another world is possible!” 

 

The goal of the legally-permitted march was to dem-
onstrate non-violent dissent to the actions and plans of the 
President, his administration, and even the local Republican 
mayor. The fact that global media outlets would be present due 
to the convention was cited as crucial by the anti-RNC protes-
tors to show the world the tremendous unpopularity of the 
President’s foreign and domestic policies, and hopefully influ-
ence undecided American onlookers to vote against him in the 
upcoming November elections. 

 
Expected Externalists 

As a result of the largely external goals of the UFPJ 
protest, we would expect that the protestors descended upon 
mid-town Manhattan with the hope of affecting others, through 
persuasion or even disruption. This idea fits comfortably with 
the dominant social movement theory of resource mobilization 
and its synthesis with the theories of political process and fram-
ing. The synthesis of theories proposed by McAdam, McCarthy 
and Zald melds the importance of protest action within the 
broader political context (political process), the importance of 
formal organizations and informal social networks for activism 
(resource mobilization) and appropriately promoting the goals 
of action to resonate well with activists and outside actors alike 
(framing). Considered jointly, these theories transcend simple 
rational choice to make a seemingly comprehensive account of 
protest activity and how it fails or succeeds (McAdam, 
McCarthy, and Zald 1996). 

According to this dominant theory, virtually all protes-
tors are expected to be who this project terms Externalists – 
protestors who express the hope that their actions will influence 
outside actors (such as the President and his administration). 
Indeed most protestors (almost 80%) fell within this Externalist 
category, fully or partly naming outside actors as who they 
thought would be “most affected by the outcome of the pro-
test”: 

 
Those who haven't registered to vote, those 
who don't vote - they will see how 
[important] a single vote is to get rid of 
BUSH. 
(Female, 61, New York) 
 
 Republican party. They will learn 100's of 
thousands that represent millions are aware 
and disapprove of their actions. 
(Male, 39, New York) 
 
Citizens of foreign nations who will see that 
not all Americans think alike. (Male, 26, New 
York) 
 
I would like to think that Kerry and the De-
mocrats will wake up to the true strength of 
the anti-war (anti-Bush) movement, the 
grassroots' demand for justice. (Male, 57, 
California) 

 
Surprising Solidarians 
               However, not all protestors expected outside actors to 
be most affected by the outcome of the protest, instead citing 
protestors (including themselves) without any mention of exter-
nal reference groups. The protestors labeled Solidarians 
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(roughly 20%) believed that protestors will have life-changing 
and renewing experiences that could confirm their identity as 
non-conformists to a maligned societal system. Protestors 
themselves, particularly first-timers, would feel the support of 
like-minded individuals and perhaps become more ideologi-
cally committed. Solidarians typically made statements like the 
following, in explaining who they thought would be “most af-
fected by the outcome of the protest”: 
 

The Protestors - individuals become more 
emboldened & therefore are more apt to be-
come activists when they know (by first hand 
experience) that others feel as they do. (Male, 
44, Indiana) 
 
People who participate because of the posi-
tive experience, especially first-time demon-
strators. (Male, 59, New York) 
 
The people who took part in the protest. It 
takes a lot of commitment to become in-
volved. (Male, 47, unknown) 
 
protestors - the Republicans will not change 
their viewpoints, but at least the protesters 
will exercise their Freedom of Speech. 
(Female, 33, New York) 
 
The protestors, since this is largely symbolic, 
we're not going to effect any level of change, 
except to galvanize ourselves further. 
(Female, 31, New York) 

 
Understanding the Solidarians 
              What would explain the existence of Solidarians, de-
spite the political goals of this event and the external orienta-
tion of dominant social movement theory? Despite having simi-
lar socioeconomic backgrounds to the Externalists, perhaps 
Solidarians feel the way they do because their social networks 
at this protest are substantially different in ways predictable by 
dominant social theory. Their perception of the outcome might 
be traced to their different organization memberships, or they 
may not have been recruited or accompanied by family mem-
bers and peers, factors more likely to be associated with Exter-
nalists. Perhaps they are products of neighborhoods that are 
already interested in the goals of the protest so they do not feel 
the same pressure to commit to external change. 

However, taking a broader view of protestors and con-
sidering alternative theories may better account for the Solidari-
ans as activists with important strategic differences from Exter-
nalists. New Social Movement Theory counters dominant so-
cial movement theory by focusing less on instrumentality – di-
rect and immediate outcomes related to outside actors – and 
more on the identity and ideology of the protestors themselves 
(Klandermans 2004). Therefore, as instrumental as the goals of 
the UFPJ protest were, a substantial number of protestors may 
have been skeptical of immediate instrumental outcomes and 
instead found value in showing solidarity with like-minded in-
dividuals. By developing and testing the hypotheses informed 
by a variety of social movement theories, this presentation of-
fers some evidence of the influence of social networks on the 
differing expectations of Solidarians and Externalists. 

 
HYPOTHESES: ACCOUNTING FOR SOLIDARIANS AND 
EXTERNALISTS 
 
               The following are selected hypotheses dealing with 
formal and informal social networks of protestors that have 
been chosen for this presentation from the author’s larger pro-
ject (Thompson forthcoming) on protestor expectations: 
1) Formal Organizations and Protestor Expectations: Linking 
Membership to Externalists 

Resource Mobilization Theory outlines the importance 
of formal organizations in the efforts of implementing the pref-
erences and political goals of a social movement (McCarthy 
and Zald 1977). Members of organizations should be more 
likely to expect that their protest will have an effect on external 
actors – and thus be Externalists. Since social movement or-
ganizations directly have “the collective pursuit of social 
change as a primary goal” (Armstrong and Bartley 2006), we 
should expect that their members in particular should be Exter-
nalists instead of Solidarians. 

 
Hypothesis 1A: Members of formal organizations are 
more likely to be Externalists 

Hypothesis 1B: Among members of formal organiza-
tions, members of social movement organization in 
particular are more likely to be Externalists 

 
2) Formal Organizations and Protestor Expectations: Linking 
Membership to Solidarians 

Contrary to Resource Mobilization theorists, New So-
cial Movement scholars go beyond the instrumental goals, to 
suggest that protestors may also want to express their identity 
with like-minded individuals and “give meaning” to their social 
worlds (Buechler 2000; Klandermans 2004). Members of or-
ganizations can develop an affinity for each other and this col-
lective identity may be the primary goal of their protest activity 
so that they are more likely to be Solidarians. Therefore, Soli-
darians are more likely to come from organizations than Exter-
nalists. 

 
Hypothesis 2A: Members of formal organizations are 
more likely to be Solidarians 

Hypothesis 2B: Among members of formal organiza-
tions, members of social movement organization in 
particular are more likely to be Solidarians 
 

3) Personal Networks of Trust Lead Protestors to External 
Goals 

While most protestors were accompanied to the dem-
onstration or mentioned that they were recruited by family or 
friends, a substantial amount showed up alone and did not men-
tion close ties in the process that lead them to the protest. Re-
cruitment and active support from close ties should play a ma-
jor role in whether a protestor believes her activity would en-
gender change on outside actors since these close ties are likely 
to have helped her conceptualize this external effect. Passy 
finds that an activist’s “socialization, … structural-
connection… , and decision-shaping” continue to be influenced 
by her close ties (Passy 2003). Without this active social net-
work, it seems far less likely that protestors would make this 
link between protest activity and effecting political change. 
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These ideas motivate the following: 
 
Hypothesis 3A: Protestors who cite members of infor-
mal social networks for recruitment are more likely to 
be Externalists. 

Hypothesis 3B: Protestors who are accompanied by 
members of informal networks, such as family mem-
bers, are more likely to be Externalists. Protestors 
who come to the protest alone are more likely to be 
Solidarians 

 
4) A Desire to Influence Outside Actors Stems from Perceiving 
their Lack of Interest 

Optimism about the role of members of a protestor’s 
extended social network may not be the essential motivator 
driving her involvement in collective action. Oliver’s study of 
participants in neighborhood organizations led her to conclude 
that “pessimism [of the actions of others], not optimism, makes 
a person more willing to contribute” (1984, 602). Protestors 
who expect their activity to effect immediate social change be-
yond the protest are likely to have this expectation out of a need 
for such change due to the hostility or apathy of their social en-
vironments. 

 
Hypothesis 4: Protestors who cite lower interest in the 
protest by neighbors are more likely to be Externalists 

 
METHODOLOGY: ANALYZING PROTESTOR EXPECTA-
TIONS AND NETWORKS 

Survey and Sampling 
It was determined that this project would be best 

achieved through use of surveys completed by active protest 
participants instead of media sources, such as newspaper cover-
age, and non-media sources, such as archived social movement 
organization files. The concern with using these more popular 
methods were that they were unlikely to reveal the substantive 
motivations of the protestors and may contain excessive bias – 
concerned noted by several researchers (Koopmans and Rucht 
2002; Smith, McCarthy, McPhail, and Augustyn 2001). 
              Through active collaboration with a research team of 
Indiana University colleagues conducting simultaneous pro-
jects, and a test run at an earlier protest, the final research strat-
egy involved meeting with protestors and distributing a survey 
that they would return by mail. A concise survey instrument 
was developed that asked key questions about protest involve-
ment and social networks, along with socioeconomic character-
istics, all on one side of a regular-sized page that could be eas-
ily folded and mailed. Along with two colleagues who assisted 
me (each of us situated about five street blocks apart), I ap-
proached every tenth participant (alternating between men and 
women) who passed by my position within the crowd. Walking 
briefly with her (or him), I asked whether she would be willing 
to complete the anonymous survey (pre-stamped and ad-
dressed) and mail it within a couple days. 

In total, 400 surveys were distributed and 153 were 
returned by the time of data analysis for this study (December 
2004) for a reasonable response rate of over 38%, considering 
that mailed surveys “seldom generate response rates higher 
than 30 percent” (Klandermans and Smith 2002, 17). Overall, 
the demographics of respondents were quite similar to those 

collected by other researchers who conducted 206 ‘on-the-spot’ 
surveys at the same protest (Heaney and Rojas 2005; Rojas 
2004). 

 
Coding and Measurement 

Once surveys were returned, decisions were made as 
to how best to code responses in order to examine the hypothe-
ses of the study with quantitative measures. While the closed-
ended questions were typically straightforward to quantify, 
content analysis was needed to categorize answers to several 
open-ended questions. What follows is a description of some 
key coding decisions made for this analysis and Table 1 sum-
marizes all variables used for analysis. 

Dependent Variable. A bivariate variable for ‘Being a 
Solidarian’ (1=Solidarian; 0=Externalist) was created by ana-
lyzing responses to the question: “Who do you think will be 
most affected by the outcome of this protest? Please explain 
who and why.” As described earlier in the paper, if in answer-
ing the protestor mentioned exclusively fellow protestors 
(including themselves) with no mention of any outside actors, 
the protestor was coded as a Solidarian, otherwise as an Exter-
nalist. 

Independent Variables. Many variables here were ob-
tained directly from survey respondents except for the follow-
ing variables which required coding decisions from open-ended 
questions. To construct the variable for Membership in a Social 
Movement Organization, every organization listed by respon-
dents was investigated to determine if social change was a pri-
mary part of its mission statement. To determine the variable 
measuring whether a respondent’s neighbors were not inter-
ested in the protest, the value of ‘1’ (instead of ‘0’) was as-
signed if the protestor perceived mostly apathy or even hostility 
towards the protest by their neighbors. 

Control Variables. While most variables in this cate-
gory were created directly from survey responses, additional 
analysis was needed for the ‘Live within the New York Metro-
politan area’ variable (for whether a respondent lives 50 miles 
or closer to the protest site). Using the home residence zip 
codes provided by each respondent, the approximate driving 
distance from the site of the protest (Madison Square Garden, 
zip code 10001) was determined. 

 
Analysis 
               Due to the bivariate nature of the dependent variable 
(Being a ‘Solidarian’ versus Being an ‘Externalist’), logistic 
regression was the primary method of data analysis. For added 
clarity, bar charts of cross-tabulations between the dependent 
variable and key independent variables that had significant 
Pearson χ2 statistics were also included (Figures 1 through 4). 
 

 
 
V. EARLY RESULTS: THE EFFECT OF SOCIAL NET-
WORKS ON EXPECTATIONS 

               The following preliminary results reveal that social 
networks clearly have an important effect on the expectations a 
protestor has of her protest action. 

While simply being a member of any formal organiza-
tion does not make a protestor any more likely to be a Soli-
darian or an Externalist, the number of memberships that a pro-

19 



testor has does seem to have an effect. There is no statistically 
significant association between being a member of an organiza-
tion and being a Solidarian versus an Externalist (χ2=0.59; 
p=0.44). However, when we take into account the number of 
organizational membership a protestor has, we find evidence 
that supports Hypothesis 2A while contradicting Hypothesis 1A. 
Controlling for demographic characteristics, regression results 
revealed that each additional organization membership that a 
protestor has increases the likelihood that she is a Solidarian by 

38% (|z|=2.21; p<0.05). 
               Considering the type of organization, we see that be-
ing a member of a social movement organization (SMO) also 
has a significant effect (Figure 1). For protestors who have 
joined at least one formal organization, none of them who were 
members of exclusively non-SMOs were Solidarians, while 
protestors who were members of at least one SMO included 19 
Solidarians – a statistically significant difference (χ2=3.32; 
p<0.10). While having no Solidarians come from the former 

 
 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Variables for Analysis, N=147* 

Variable Description Mean 
Std. 
Dev. Min. Max. 

  Dependent Variable         
sol4 1=Solidarian; 0=Externalist 0.204 0.404 0 1 
            
  Organization Independent Variables (Hypotheses 1A through 2B)         

memaorg 1=Member of Any Organization; 0=Not Member of Any Organization 0.571 0.497 0 1 
totalorg Total Number of Organization Memberships 1.442 1.844 0 9 

socmove 1=Belong to a Social Movement Organization; 0=Does not belong to a So-
cial Movement Organization 0.503 0.502 0 1 

            
  Close Tie Independent Variables (Hypotheses 3A & 3B)         

pafafrecb 1=Recruited by Partner, Family Member or Friend; 0=Not Recruited by 
Partner, Family Member or Friend or Did not mention Recruiter 0.158 0.366 0 1 

pafafacc 1=Accompanied by Partner, Family Member or Friend; 0=Not Accompa-
nied by Partner, Family Member or Friend 0.760 0.428 0 1 

aloneb 1=Came Alone to Protest; 0=Came with others to Protest 0.158 0.366 0 1 
            
  Pessimism Independent Variable (Hypothesis 4)         

pessn 
1=Neighbors Lack Interest in Protest; 0=Neighbors are Interested or Re-
spondent does not know interests of neighbors 0.381 0.487 0 1 

            
  Demographic Control Variables         

age Age (years) 41.442 15.927 16 80 
female 1=Female; 0=Male 0.551 0.499 0 1 

white 1=White (Not Hispanic or Mixed); 0=Other Race/Mixed Race/Hispanic 0.752 0.434 0 1 

bagrad 1=Has Bachelor's Degree or higher; 0=Did not complete Bachelor's Degree 0.823 0.383 0 1 

hincome 
Annual Household Income (1=less than $20,000 (10.2% of sample); 2=
$20,000 to $44,999 (28.6%); 3=$50,000 to $74,999 (24.5%); 4=$75,000 or 
more (36.1%)) 2.870 1.026 1 4 

fullwork 1=Works Full-time; 0=Part-time or Other Work Status (including students 
or retired persons) 0.456 0.5 0 1 

nymetro 1=Lives 50 miles or closer to Site of Protest; 0=Lives further than 50 miles 
from Protest 0.710 0.455 0 1 

aThese are categorical variables for Frequency of Protest (0=one of the other 3 responses) 
bExamining the data and extensive tests (including joint significance tests) revealed that these two variables are in fact independent 
of each other and had similar sample distributions, entirely by coincidence 
*NB: While 153 surveys were received, 6 were excluded completely because few or no survey questions were answered for a total 
of 147 valid cases in most variables. The following variables had substantially fewer valid cases: Bush Vote variables (141 cases); 
Frequency of Protest Variables (135 cases) 
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group prevented regression analysis of this differ-
ence, it is still clear that there is support for Hy-
pothesis 2B over 1B. 
While these findings are surprising considering the 
external aims of organization membership espoused 
by resource mobilization theory, they make sense 
considering ‘New Social Movement theory. While 
just being a member of any organization was not 
significant, perhaps protestors who were ‘joiners’ – 
joining multiple organizations – are more likely to 
associate membership as an important part of their 
identity and thus more likely to consider fellow pro-
testors as being most affected by the protest. The 
type of organization also seemed important since 
being merely a member of organizations with no 
focus on social change meant that they were not 
likely to feel a sense of collective identity with other 
people at a change-oriented event such as a protest. 
Considering personal networks of protestors, there 
is strong support for Hypothesis 3A. Figure 2 shows 
that Protestors who mentioned being recruited by a 
partner, family member or friend were more likely to 
be Externalists than Solidarians (χ2=4.39; p<0.05). 
In fact, only one respondent recruited by a close tie 
was a Solidarian. Even controlling for demographic 
characteristics, the regression model estimates that 
being recruited by a close tie makes a protestor 85% 
more likely to be an Externalist than a Solidarian 
(|z|=1.83; p<0.10). 
This finding demonstrates that family and friends are 
likely to socialize a protestor to expect external out-
comes as a result of her protest action. Beyond 
McAdam and Paulsen’s finding that the strength of 
strong ties is crucial for predicting an individual’s 
participation in collective action (McAdam and 
Paulsen 1993 (1997)), these strong ties also seem 
crucial for the expectations of the participant. In en-
couraging the protestor to take part in the event, 
close ties may mention possible external benefactors 
or targets who will be affected by the protest or 
these ties may also serve as ‘bridges,’ actually link-
ing the protestor to these external actors. As a result 
the protestor is more inclined to mention targets 
such as undecided voters, moderate Republicans or 
international observants, instead of primarily fellow 
activists as people most affected by their protest ac-
tion. 
              There was only partial support for Hy-
pothesis 3B since, although being accompanied by 
close ties to the protest had an effect on a protestor’s 
expectations, this effect was only significant when 
controlling for demographic characteristics. While 
Figure 4 does show that a greater proportion of pro-
testors who attended with close ties were External-
ists, this difference was not significant at the 90% 
confidence level (χ2=2.19; p=0.14). Only when 
demographic controls are added in the regression 
model does this effect become significant with an 
estimate that being accompanied by close tie makes 
a protestor 48% more likely to be an Externalist than 
a Solidarian (|z|=1.70; p<0.10). There is also insuffi-
cient for support the second part of Hypothesis 3B 
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which predicts that protestors who attend the alone would most 
likely be Solidarians. Though protestors attending alone were 
slightly more likely to be Solidarians (30%) than those who had 
came with others (18%), this difference was not statistically 
significant in cross-tabulation (χ2=1.92; p=0.17) nor in the re-
gression model with demographic. 
              These results indicate that partners, family members 
and friends not only have an effect on a protestor’s expectations 
at the recruitment stage but actively during the protest as well. 
As the protest unfolds, protestors accompanied by close ties 
interpret the event through people with whom they spend much 
of their everyday lives – external to the protest. Since the role 
of these close ties may differ depending on factors such as the 
age of the protestor and how far the protestor traveled to the 
event, it is not surprising that the effect of close ties is only sig-
nificant when we control for these demographic factors. While 
conversely we would expect protestors who came alone to the 
event to identify and congregate with other protestors, perhaps 
they were not significantly more likely to be Solidarians due to 
factors beyond the scope of the survey – they may not have 
planned to attend the protest alone. 
              Protestors who perceive a lack of interest (or even hos-
tility) in their neighbors’ attitudes about the protest are more 
likely to be Solidarians than Externalists, a finding that strongly 
contradicts Hypothesis 4. Figure 4 shows that the proportion of 
protestors with non-interested neighbors that were Solidarians 
(29%) was almost double the proportion of Solidarians (15%) 
among protestors who did not perceive a lack of interest in their 
neighbors (χ2=3.71; p<0.10). The regression model estimates 
that, controlling for demographic characteristics, protestors 
with non-interested neighbors were over two-and-a-half times 
more likely to be Solidarians than Externalists (|z|=2.13; 
p<0.05). 
              While Oliver’s thesis that pessimism, rather than opti-
mism, is more likely to drive an individual to participate in col-
lective action (Oliver 1984), pessimism does not seem to simi-
larly translate into protestors having externally-oriented expec-
tations. Rather, protestors seem to be reluctantly pragmatic in 
believing that since their neighbors are not interested in the pro-
test, then perhaps only fellow protestors are and this is the 
group who is most likely to be affected by their protest actions. 

Finally, it should be noted that demographic charac-
teristics did not have a significant effect on a protes-
tor’s expectations (at the p<.10 level) when consid-
ered on their own or in any of the other models dis-
cussed. This point is important since it strongly sug-
gests that the significant effects of the explanatory 
factors important to this study are generally inde-
pendent of demographic characteristics. 
 
 
VI. SOME PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS 
 
This presentation makes the point that, while past 
studies have focused on differences between partici-
pants and non-participants, or collective dynamics of 
protestors as a whole, there are also important differ-
ences between protestors. Considering this diversity 
through surveys of actual participants, this presenta-
tion reveals that protestors at the same event can 
have substantially different expectations of their pro-
test activity, Most protestors, the Externalists, ex-

pected their protest activity to primarily affect outside actors 
(such as undecided voters), unsurprising given the external 
goals of the United for Peace and Justice demonstration on the 
eve of the Republican National Convention 2004. However, 
less easily understood were the expectations of the Solidarians 
who believed that the protestors themselves would be primarily 
affected by the protest. 

Social Network theory was found useful in helping to 
account for differences in protestor expectations though in a 
manner that was not always consistent with the dominant syn-
thesis of social movement theory that combines the resource 
mobilization, political process and framing literatures. Consis-
tent with this dominant synthetic theory is that protestors who 
were recruited or accompanied by close ties (partners, family 
members and friends) were more likely to be Externalists, as 
were protestors who came from unsupportive neighborhoods. 
However, New Social Movement theory proved better able to 
predict that protestors who were members of multiple organiza-
tions, particularly social movement organizations, were more 
likely to be Solidarians. 

Activists and social movement scholars can benefit 
from further understanding protestor expectations since these 
are crucial to the success and longevity of a broader social 
movement. Externalists may be more likely to act vigorously 
for immediate change than Solidarians who are more interested 
in expressing ideology or showing solidarity with fellow activ-
ists. Solidarians are also less likely to be disillusioned if exter-
nal goals are not readily achieved, perhaps forming a constitu-
ency that could be crucial for the longevity of a particular social 
movement. Understanding the roots of protestors’ differing ex-
pectations is also important since the task of recruiting partici-
pants with expectations appropriate to an event’s goals defies 
mere use of socioeconomic characteristics which do not have a 
significant effect on protestor’s expectations. 
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Abstract 
In this paper, I examine the relationship between religion and 
the rioting that occurred in the 1960s in the United States. In an 
attempt to understand the role that black churches played in 
urban rioting, I study the relationship between the size of Bap-
tist adherents in a community and that city’s propensity to riot. 
My analysis finds that the percent of Baptist adherents in a city 
was negatively associated with rioting. This relationship 
changed, however, in cities with large non-White populations. 
By testing an interaction between non-White population size 
and percent of Baptist adherents, I find that in cities with large 
non-White populations, as the percent of Baptist adherents in-
creased, the number of riots also increased. This result suggests 
that Black Baptist churches had a politicizing effect on their 
communities, contributing to a greater propensity to riot. While 
Spilerman (1970, 1976) found that the size of non-White popu-
lation and a dummy variable for Southern states are the best 
predictors of rioting, I suggest that this is an incomplete view of 
the differences between northern states and southern states as 
they relate to rioting. While southern states did experience 
fewer riots, the reasons for this effect has cultural and religious 
explanations that are more complicated than simply a city’s 
Southern location.  
 
Introduction 

The civil rights movement in the United States 
brought dramatic changes to the legal, political, and social land-
scapes of America. As the 1960s drew to a close, however, 
nonviolent sit-ins and marches waned and hundreds of riots 
broke out across the United States. The late 1960s and early 
1970s were scarred with urban rioting. Since then, this period 
of collective violence has been the subject of repeated social 
scientific research into the causes of rioting. Spilerman (1970, 
1976), for example, conducted a series of tests on the patterns 
of rioting during the 1960s in the United States. He concluded 
that the size of the non-White population of a city and a dummy 
variable for Southern location were the best predictors of riot-
ing (1970, 1976). The South dummy variable was employed “in 
recognition of the very different traditions of race relations in 
the South and non-South” (Spilerman 1970: 643). 
              Despite the clear results of Spilerman’s research, soci-
ologists have continued to search for explanations of the vari-
ance in rioting behavior of the 1960s and 1970s (Granovetter 
1978; Macy 1991; Myers 1997; Oberschall 1978). Many soci-
ologists, believing that non-White population and region were 
incomplete explanations of the violence, continued to search for 
additional structural conditions of rioting, including individual 

thresholds for riot participation (Granovetter 1978; Macy 
1991), patterns of diffusion of riots among cities (Myers 1997), 
and interethnic competition (Bergesen and Herman 1998; Ol-
zak, Shanahan, and McEneaney 1996). 
               While structural conditions clearly are critical to our 
understanding our rioting, there has been less of a focus on cul-
tural conditions that may also affect rioting and collective vio-
lence. Even the broader field of research into social movements 
has tended to neglect cultural dimensions, instead focusing on 
group resources and political opportunities for collective action 
(McAdam 1982; Morris 1984). This research has assisted in 
interpreting the structural components of social movements, but 
also has offered an incomplete picture of the components that 
contribute to collective action. Religion, especially, is fre-
quently overlooked as a variable in social movements (Smith 
1996).  

This void in sociological research is particularly trou-
blesome because of the leading role that religion played in 
launching the civil rights movement, which preceded the out-
break of race riots during 1960s and 1970s. Black churches 
were the organizational center of the early civil rights move-
ment. They provided an existing framework for mobilization 
and a community of people who were willing and able to par-
ticipate in boycotts and demonstrations (McAdam 1982; Morris 
1984; Smith 1996). The mobilizing ability of the black 
churches was the result of their role as the dominant institution 
within African American society (Morris 1984). Given their 
central role in African American communities, any discussion 
of the race riots that followed the civil rights movement must 
also consider the influence of the churches on the minority cul-
ture. Thus, my paper examines how religion may have influ-
enced the propensity of a city to riot, and whether religion gen-
erally, or black churches specifically, have different effects on a 
city’s propensity to riot.  

A great deal of sociological research treats rioting as 
an extension of protest activity. Although it occurs in a differ-
ent form than a boycott or sit-in, a riot is a similar expression of 
a grievance (McAdam 1982; Turner 1969). While Christianity 
generally may have discouraged disruptive behavior by its ad-
herents, black churches acted as a mobilizing and politicizing 
institution during the civil rights movement. They produced 
communities that were more prone to participation in collective 
protests, whether non-violent or violent. The radicalizing effect 
of black churches could therefore be expected to be positively 
associated with rioting. 
 
Background on Churches During the Civil Rights Move-

Black Churches and Their Effect on Race Rioting in the 1960s 
 

Elizabeth Bullock 
University of Notre Dame 

 
ebullock@nd.edu  

 

24 



ment 
Black churches in the South played a vital role in initi-

ating and sustaining the many struggles of the civil rights 
movement. Beginning with bus boycotts in Baton Rouge in 
1953 and Montgomery in 1955, black churches helped to rally 
the African American community. They were the source of 
fundraising, volunteers, and leaders for the movement (Morris 
1984). The dominance of black churches in African American 
society allowed organizers of these social movements to use the 
churches and ministers to reach the majority of the city’s Afri-
can American population quickly. Many of these ministers rose 
to become prominent organizers and leaders of the movement. 

The significant mobilizing abilities of the urban black 
churches were the result of their dominance within African 
American society. Morris (1984) explains: 

 
It [the black church] has provided the organ-
izational framework for most activities of the 
community—economic, political, and educa-
tional endeavors as well as religious ones. 
The black church was unique in that it was 
organized and developed by an oppressed 
group shut off from the institutional life of 
larger society. (P. 4-5) 
 

The black churches remained central to the civil rights move-
ment for several years. Between 1960 and 1965, however, 
“formal movement organizations gradually replaced the indige-
nous institutions of the African American community as the 
driving force behind black protest activity” (McAdam 
1982:182). Black churches, during these years, ceased to act as 
the primary resource for social movements. Instead, organiza-
tions like NAACP, Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), Stu-
dent Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) began to rely 
upon their own resources to instigate social change. Despite the 
decrease of formal organizing in the churches, the black church 
institutions remained central to the black community (Wilmore 
1998; Pinn 2002).  

The civil rights movement proved that religion has the 
potential to contribute significantly to the occurrence of social 
movements. Smith (1996) explains that: 

 
Religion itself is a socially constituted reality 
that always exists in a social context that 
shapes and is shaped by religion. For this rea-
son, in explaining social movements, it is 
simply impossible to separate the religious 
factors of belief and practice from more mun-
dane matters of wealth, power, and prestige. 
All of these elements of social existence in-
teract dynamically and mutually, and can 
have combined and reinforcing effects in 
generating disruptive social conflict. (P. 7) 
 

In this way, the religious beliefs of a community will shape the 
direction that a social movement takes. The urban black 
churches that helped to organize the early civil rights move-
ment significantly affected the dynamics of the movement. The 
tactics used to instigate change during the civil rights move-
ment primarily were based on ideals of peaceful resistance, and 
were greatly influenced by the Christian roots of the movement.  

In order to be effective, the civil rights leaders had to 
present the movement in ways that resonated with the men and 
women they were recruiting (Snow et al. 1986). Understanding 
the prominent role that the churches played in African Ameri-
can culture, many used the Christian roots of the community to 
frame the movement’s actions. Traditional church hymns were 
transformed into anthems for the civil rights movement; church 
events became centered on civil rights. McAdam (1982) ex-
plains, “it was not so much that movement participants were 
recruited from among the ranks of active churchgoers as it was 
a case of church membership itself being redefined to include 
movement participation as a primary requisite of the role” (p. 
129). Thus, not only was the movement framed to include 
much of the language of the black churches, but the framing of 
the role of an African American churchgoer was also expanded 
to include participation in the movement. The message of the 
church was clear: support for civil rights had become a central 
element of African American Christian identity (Morris 1984). 

As the civil rights movement drew to a close, the non-
violent tactics of the bus boycotts and sit-ins that had begun the 
movement greatly decreased. Attempts by Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. and others to address urban poverty and violence 
through the traditional desegregation tactics were ineffective 
and often met by violent repression (McAdam 1982). National 
church organizations distanced themselves from Dr. King and 
other civil rights leaders and organizations, hesitating to invest 
their resources fully in the movement (Wilmore 1998).  

Concurrently, the idea of “Black Power” was spread-
ing quickly . As the non-violent tactics of the civil rights move-
ment faded, other groups and leaders advocated more direct 
action. Leaders like Stokely Carmichael of SNCC advocated an 
insurgence of Black Nationalism and separatism. Black Power 
became increasingly popular among those in urban areas who 
were frustrated with the seemingly utopian dream of integration 
(Wilmore 1998). Carmichael and others began to encourage 
separatism, claiming, “no matter how ‘liberal’ a white person 
may be, he cannot ultimately escape the overpowering influ-
ence—on himself and on black people—of his whiteness in a 
racist society” (Carmichael 1967:61). The Black Power move-
ment was not expressly violent, but was used by some to advo-
cate actions that peaceful resistance condemned. Pinn and Pinn 
(2002) explain that “Black Power advocates questioned the 
long-term benefits of the strategy of nonviolent action, espe-
cially in the face of the violence of beatings, water hoses, police 
dogs, bombings, and general abuse met by blacks during pro-
test activity (p. 133). The spread of Black Power coincided with 
the emergence of the Black Panther Party in 1966. Organiza-
tions like the Black Panthers encouraged immediate, and some-
times violent, action to stop police brutality and the oppression 
of African Americans (McAdam 1982:218). The Black Nation-
alist movement was spreading.  

During the 1960s, the Nation of Islam also began to 
gain support. It vocally criticized Christianity as a religion of 
whites and slavery, declaring that the Christian faith was a tool 
for continued oppression of blacks across the United States and 
the world. Black Muslims became more numerous, following 
the message of black separatism encouraged by leaders like 
Malcolm X. (Wilmore 1998). The influence of the Nation of 
Islam on black Christian churches is unclear. Wilmore (1998) 
explains that: 

 
There is no evidence that there was wide-
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spread defection from the churches into the 
Nation of Islam, as the Muslims predicted, 
but since the rise of Islam in the black com-
munity, churchgoers have often measured 
what their preachers say about the black 
condition by what they recognize as the 
painful truth from the late Malcolm X, 
Louis Farrakhan, and other Muslim minis-
ters. (P. 203) 
 

Some Christian pastors, concerned about the influence that 
Malcolm X had over urban youths in the community, banned 
Muslims from their pulpits. Other church leaders, however, in-
tegrated some of the Black Power message into their vocabu-
lary, radicalizing their own churches rather than risk losing fol-
lowers. Wilmore (1998) suggests that the growing popularity of 
Black Power led some major denominations “to shift to more 
militant tactics and [they] now gave open support to the move-
ment” (p. 210).  

The 1960s ended with the explosion of urban race riots 
across the United States: “This [period] was, after all, the peak 
period of urban rioting. No less than 290 ‘hostile outbursts’ 
were recorded for the years 1966-68 alone” (McAdam 
1982:182). While it is clear that black churches played a monu-
mental role in the civil rights movement, their cultural signifi-
cance after this time is less obvious. Certainly, they continued 
to be important institutions in black communities (Baer and 
Singer 2002; Pinn 2002; Wilmore 1998), but their ability to 
continue to politicize the community is less obvious. 
 
Religion and Social Change 

Just as religious organizations can shape the path of a 
social movement, they also have the ability to either encourage 
or discourage social change in a community (Hunt and Hunt 
1977; McVeigh and Sikkink 2001; Smith 1996). McVeigh and 
Sikkink (2001) explain, “a religion’s system of collective be-
liefs can be drawn upon to construct a worldview that legiti-
mizes the use of contentious tactics” (p. 1429). Some denomi-
nations of black churches condemned the more militant ap-
proach of addressing inequality, while others became more 
radical, embracing the Black Power movement (Pinn 2002; 
Wilmore 1998). Various radical preachers and ministers from 
Methodist, Baptist, African Methodist Episcopal Zion, and 
various other denominational backgrounds worked together to 
from the National Committee of Negro (later Black) Church-
men. The NCNC published a statement that gave theological 
backing to the black power movement (Pinn 2002; Wilmore 
1998). The NCNC issued an interpretation of Black Power 
through the gospels, stressing stressed that the greatest threat to 
the United States was its failure to follow God’s rules of justice 
and righteousness (Pinn 2002). 

Research has found that black religion has the 
potential to fuel or stifle this form of “militancy” 
within the black population. In this context, militancy 
is defined to include:  

 
The feeling that there are definite barriers to 
personal achievement for blacks, that integra-
tion of American life is proceeding too 
slowly, that blacks deserve equal public ac-
commodations, and that more demonstrations 
against racial inequality are desirable. (Hunt 

and Hunt 1977:6) 
 

While some black churches suppressed militancy among its 
adherents, the “activist” black churches were associated with 
high levels of militancy (Hunt and Hunt 1977). Within black 
churches, African Americans found “a stimulus for militancy 
and protest” (Nelsen, Madron, and Yokley 1975: 176). Thus, 
the churches that were more active in the movement, produced 
adherents that were more politicized and militant in their views. 
Further research has continued to indicate that Black churches, 
with gospel music and liberation themes, encouraged—and 
continue to encourage—community action among their adher-
ents (Barnes 2005). Black churches after the civil rights move-
ment continued to have the power to politicize the community, 
creating a social network of individuals who believed that the 
status quo of racial inequality was inadequate, and that contin-
ued efforts should be made to fix the problem. 
 
From Protests to Riots 

While rioting may have been antithetical to the non-
violent campaign that defined the civil rights movement, by the 
end of the 1960s it became apparent that the tactics used during 
the civil rights movement would not easily improve conditions 
for African Americans across the country; poverty in urban 
ghettos could not be solved by a march or sit-in. Despite their 
conflicting methods, the protests of the civil rights movement 
and riots that followed were not completely different from each 
other. McAdam (1982) explains: 
 

The urban riots of the mid to late 1960s can 
be seen as a final extension of the “politics of 
protest.” That there were differences between 
the riots and the earlier southern campaigns 
should be obvious. Underlying these differ-
ences, however are two basic similarities. 
Both forms of action occasioned a dramatic 
breakdown in public order. And both served 
to stimulate or hasten federal action favorable 
to blacks (P. 221). 
 

So while the riots took a more radical approach to addressing 
grievances than the protests had taken, the goals of the two tac-
tics were consistent with each other.  

Indeed, many sociologists view riots as a form of po-
litical protest. Turner (1969) finds that riots were a distinct 
form of protest and a means to expose injustices: 

 
The riots are protests because they are at-
tempts to call the attention of white society to 
the Negroes’ widespread dissatisfaction with 
racial subordination and segregation in urban 
America. The riots are also articulate because 
they are restrained, selective, and perhaps 
even more important, directed at the sources 
of the Negroes’ most immediate and pro-
found grievances. (P. 817) 
 

Public opinion also supports this interpretation of rioting. Many 
Whites in Los Angeles, especially those who believed that dis-
crimination existed, saw the 1965 Watts Riot as social protest 
(Jeffries, Turner, and Morris 1971). This view of rioting as a 
distinct form of civil protest is supported in other research as 
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well. Many scholars have attempted to explain rioting as the 
result of rational actions (Bergesen and Herman 1998; Myers 
1997; Olzak, Shanahan, and McEneaney 1996).  

Paige (1971) expands this idea by concluding that 
many riot participants are those who have high political effi-
cacy, but low trust for the government. Thus, those who are 
participating in riots believe that they have the ability to influ-
ence the government, but do not trust that the government will 
naturally act in their best interests. This combination of charac-
teristics leads to riot participants who are highly integrated into 
their community, but may feel that traditional outlets are not 
effective. Their beliefs that the government is untrustworthy 
would cause them to resort to more radical or violent actions, 
like rioting. Greater political access for minorities, on the other 
hand, would reduce this risk for violence (Jacobs and Carmi-
chael 2002). In the late 1960s, however, as the Voting Rights 
Act was just beginning to reduce voter exclusion and discrimi-
nation, few cities offered true political access for its minority 
populations.   
              By categorizing riots as an extreme form of protests, 
with participants who are well integrated into their societies, 
the potential influence for black churches becomes more obvi-
ous. Black churches during the civil rights movement produced 
adherents with highly politicized views, who had begun to view 
political participation as an extension of their role as church-
goers (McAdam 1982). As the effectiveness of sit-ins and pro-
tests began to wane, trust in the government’s willingness to 
improve conditions began to decline as well. At the end of the 
1960s, there was growing pessimism among African Ameri-
cans, especially regarding their status in the future (McAdam 
1982). Black church adherents, with a general skepticism of the 
government, became a demographic with characteristics that 
Paige (1971) links to rioting: high political efficacy and little 
faith in the government. The growing militancy of some black 
churches intensifies this quality, by deepening their adherents’ 
beliefs that changes continued to be necessary. These commu-
nities, accustomed to protests, may have contributed to rioting, 
a more extreme type of protest. Black churches, therefore, have 
the potential to increase the likelihood of a community to riot. 
 
Structural Explanations of Rioting 

In addition to studying the types of people most likely 
to participate in riots, sociologists have also examined the 
structural conditions of cities that contribute to rioting (Myers 
1997; Spilerman 1970, 1976). To understand the role that black 
churches played in preventing race riots after the civil rights 
movement, other causes of riots must be taken into account. 
Spilerman (1970, 1976) conducted a great deal of research into 
the variables that influenced the occurrence and severity of race 
riots in the 1960s. After testing various explanations of rioting, 
he determined that the only significant predictors of rioting 
were the size of 
the non-white 
population in the 
city and a dummy 
va r i a b l e  f o r 
southern states.  

S p i l e r -
man’s (1970, 
1976) research 
found that non-
white population 

was positively associated with rioting; the larger the non-white 
population, the more likely a city was to have riots. He justified 
this finding by concluding that the size of the non-white popu-
lation “relates directly to the ability of the Negro community to 
mobilize a disorder, and also to the number of incidences oc-
curring in a ghetto which might precipitate a distur-
bance” (Spilerman 1970:643). These riots, in addition to being 
more likely to occur, became more severe as the non-white 
population increased (Spilerman 1976).  

Spilerman’s use of a dummy variable for Southern 
states showed that riots occurred less frequently and were less 
severe in the South than in the North (1970, 1976). Several ex-
planations have been offered for the significance of the “South” 
variable in Spilerman’s research and subsequent analyses. Spil-
erman (1976) explained this effect as a result of the repressive 
nature of race relations in that region, “A southern city tended 
to have fewer and less violent outbursts, possibly because Ne-
groes in that region held lower expectations regarding improve-
ments in their circumstances and were more fearful of retribu-
tion from participating in racial protest” (p 790).  
               The view that riots were fewer in the South because of 
a fear of retribution, however, seems inconsistent with the path 
of the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s. Threats of 
violence did not prevent protests in the South, even as fire 
hoses were sprayed at peaceful protestors and bombs were 
thrown into the homes of controversial leaders. Oberschall 
(1978) argues that institutional repression failed to end the 
Movement. Instead, it was internal weaknesses in organizations 
that caused the decline in organized activism during the 1960s.  
               In my analysis, I hoped to find that black churches 
politicized communities in a similar way as they had during the 
civil rights movement. The politicized communities, with few 
legal outlets for grievances, would turn to violent protests in-
stead. To ensure that an effect that black churches may have 
had on rioting was not simply mirroring the effect of religiosity 
in general, I also examined that religiosity, generally, and test 
this relationship, I looked at the relationships between other 
types of religiosity and rioting. If black churches actually did 
have a positive correlation with rioting, then the effect would 
likely be different than the effects observed from other types of 
religious participation. Black churches should have a positive 
correlation with rioting, while other forms of religiosity should 
not. 
 
Data and Methods 

To test the relationship between black churches and 
rioting, several concessions had to be made. The American Re-
ligion Data Archive (ARDA) gathered the religion data used in 
the study. ARDA collects religious information every ten years, 
to supplement the lack of religion data in the US Census. I used 
the ARDA “Churches and Church Membership in the United 

Figure 1:  Description of Independent Variables 
Variable Description 

Non-White Population Natural log of total non-white population of the city 

Percent black denomi-
nation 

Percentage of total adherents in county belonging to American Methodist Epis-
copal Zion or Christian Methodist Episcopal denominations 

Percent Baptist Percent of total adherents in county belonging to any of the eight Baptist de-
nominations 

Percent Religious Percent of total county population who are adherents to a religious denomination 
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States, 1980 (Counties)” data set which provides the number of 
adherents, by county, to over 100 religions and religious de-
nominations.  

A 1970 data set from ARDA is available. However, 
this set failed to differentiate any of the seven major black de-
nominations from their larger denominations. The 1980 data set 
includes the measures for the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
and the Christian Methodist Episcopal churches, two of the ma-
jor historically black denominations. Although the 1980 ARDA 
includes these two denominations, it neglects the five other sig-
nificant ones: the National Baptist Convention USA; the Na-
tional Baptist Convention of America; the Progressive National 
Baptist Convention; The African Methodist Episcopal Church; 
and the Church of God in Christ (Steensland et al. 2000). In-
stead, the churches that belonged to these denominations are 
included within the larger denominations. The absence of these 
five denominations is troublesome for the accuracy of the study 
because it makes it impossible to distinguish the black churches 
from the others.  

The limitations on the black church denominations 
caused us to look into other possible, less direct, measures of 
the effects of black religion. Many black churches are Baptist 
churches, and these churches were frequently associated with 
the civil rights movement. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. preached 
at a Baptist church, as did Rev. Abernathy. “In 1977, the 
American Baptist Churches, U.S.A. had more blacks than any 
other denomination. The denomination’s 1.6 million members 
included 200,000 blacks” (Fitts 1985:302; see also Progressive 
National Baptist Convention 1977). However, Baptist African 
Americans are not confined to the American Baptist Churches, 
U.S.A. They span across the various Baptist denominations 
(Fitts 1985). As such, I created a Baptist category that included 
all Baptist denominations for each of the cities. This category 
was the sum of the adherents in each of the eight Baptist de-
nominations in ARDA.  Although not all adherents in the Bap-
tist variable are African American, in cities with larger non-
white populations, a significant amount of the Baptist popula-
tion is likely to be African American. This allows the Baptist 
variable to reflect black religious composition in a county, even 
if this measure also includes other races as well 

Carter (1983, 
1986) previously as-
sembled the riot data, 
as well as the popula-
tion data for the cities. 
The data set includes 
the race riots in the 
United States from 
1964 to 1971. The city 
sizes and non-white 
populations are from 
1970 U.S. Census 
tabulations. The data 
are sorted by city, with 
the 125 largest cities 
included for my analy-
sis. I limited the sam-
ple to 125 cities to re-
duce error in using 
county religion data to 
approximate a city’s 
rel igious profi le. 

Smaller cities would be more susceptible to this city/county 
discrepancy than larger cities would be. In the study, I also in-
cluded a dummy variable for Southern states. It was given a 
value of one (1) for all cities in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, 
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, 
Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and 
West Virginia (Spilerman 1970, 1976; Myers 1997). Of the 125 
cities, 47—or 37.6 percent—were in the South.  

As the riot data are given for cities and the religion 
data are given for counties, the two sources were somewhat 
challenging to merge. When possible, each city was matched 
with its corresponding county, and the ARDA data for that 
county were added to the city data. Several cities in the analysis 
are located in more than one county. For each of these, I used 
maps with city and county lines to determine in which county 
the majority of the city resides. The religion data for the pri-
mary county were used for that city. A few cities in the analy-
sis, like Kansas City, have significant portions in more than one 
county. In these cases, the religion data for all the included 
counties were added together. The state of Virginia also created 
a problem for measurement. Some of the major cities in the 
state are not part of counties, they are independent townships. 
The religious data were not available for these townships, so 
their religion values were defined as “missing.” 

Rather than using raw numbers of adherents in the 
analysis, I chose to convert these into percentages. Since the 
religion data are measured by county, county populations that 
are substantially larger than their corresponding city popula-
tions could alter the accuracy of the analysis. To accommodate 
this possibility, I used percentages of adherents as a proxy for 
the religious profile of the city. It seems reasonable to assume 
that cities with high percentages of Baptists or African Method-
ist Episcopal Zion will be located in counties that reflect this. I 
acknowledge, however, that reliance on county-level data to 
capture city-level religious attributes introduces some measure-
ment error.  
 
Analysis of Data 

The dependent variable for my analysis is the number 
of riots that occurred in each city between the years 1964 and 

Figure 2:  Pearson Correlation Coefficients and Univariate Statistics for Independent Variables 

** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed) 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 
1) Total City Population 1.00           
2) Southern State -.139 1.00         
3) Log of Non-White Popula-

tion 
.586** .093 1.00       

4) Percent Black Denomination .272** .331** .355** 1.00     
5) Percent Baptist -.147 .834** .037 .344** 1.00   
6) Percent Religious -.126 .136 -.085 .098 .104 1.00 
              
                                        Mean 421881.2 .38 10.646 2.176 16.7922 49.9431 
                   Standard Deviation 808489.6 .486 1.241 3.643 16.28871 11.7794

2 
                                  Minimum 110938 0 7.91 0.00 .61 27.34 
                                 Maximum 7894851 1 14.41 20.43 59.38 88.73 
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1971. The majority of the cities—all but 22—experienced at 
least one riot, but the number of events varied significantly. 
The greatest number of riots occurred in New York City; the 
city had 18 in the time period. The mean number of riots for the 
125 cities was 3.29 with a standard deviation of 3.235.  

As shown in Figure 2, a strong correlation exists be-
tween the South and the size of the Baptist adherence. The 
Pearson Correlation coefficient of .834 indicates a strong posi-
tive relationship between the southern region and the percent-
age of Baptist adherents. The Baptist adherence percentage var-
ied greatly among the cities; Baltimore, MD (Baltimore 
County) had 
less than 1 
percent (.61 
percent) of 
its religious 
adherents in 
a Baptist 
deno mina -
tion, while 
Knoxvi l l e , 
TN (Knox 
County) had 
the highest 
percentage 
of Baptists, 
59.38 per-
cent.  

The 
p e r c e n t 
black church 
variable had 
a strong, 
positive cor-
relation with 
the size of 
the non-
white popu-
lation in the 
city. This 
correlat ion 
seems some-

what intuitive, however, since cities with few African Ameri-
cans are unlikely to have black churches. The percent black 

church was also strongly correlated with the log of the total city 
population. This relationship is likely a result of the strong cor-
relation between city size and size of the non-white population. 
As the city population increases, there is a corresponding in-
crease in the non-white population. Alternatively, this correla-
tion could indicate a greater amount of religious differentiation 
in larger cities. 

As Figure 3 indicates, the non-white population size is 
directly related to an increase in rioting. Cities with larger non-
white populations tended to experience more race riots in the 
1960s and 1970s than cities with smaller non-white populations 
experienced. This result is consistent with Spilerman’s (1970) 
findings that non-white population was positively associated 
with increased number of riots in cities.  

When performing the negative binomial regression 
analysis, I began by replicating Spilerman’s (1970) analysis of 
riots. As model 1 in Figure 4 indicates, the natural log of the 
non-white population was positively associated with rioting, 
and the dummy variable for South was negatively associated 
with race rioting. These results are consistent with Spilerman’s 
findings.  

Following the replication of the Spilerman analysis, I 
added a variable of “Percent Black Church” to the regression. 
The addition of black church adherents to the data set proved to 
be insignificant, and had little impact upon the strength of the 
South and non-white population variables as predictors of riot-
ing. The statistical insignificance of the variable likely results 
from its incomplete nature. Although this variable is comprised 
of the adherents of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion and 

Figure 4: Race Riots in the United States. Negative Binomial Regression. Standard Errors in Parenthesis (n=125) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Non-white 
Population 

.422*** 
(.049) 

.430*** 
(.050) 

.426*** 
(.049) 

.425*** 
(.050) 

.436*** 
(.049) 

.435*** 
(.049) 

.308*** 
(.060) 

.384*** 
(.051) 

Southern city -.509*** 
(.139) 

-.455** 
(.147) 

-.265 
(.276) 

  -.472*** 
(.141) 

-.313 
(.277) 

-.336 
(.275) 

-4.050* 
(1.740) 

Percent Bap-
tist 

    -.007 
(.008) 

-.013** 
(.004) 

  -.005 
(.008) 

-.145** 
(.050) 

-.007 
(.008) 

Percent Black 
Church 

  -.001 
(.019) 

            

Percent Reli-
gious 

        .009 
(.006) 

.008 
(.006) 

    

                  

Percent Bap-
tist X Non-
white Popula-
tion 

            .013** 
(.004) 

  

South X 
Non-white 
Population 

              .342* 
(.155) 

                  

Constant -3.283*** 
(.550) 

-3.369*** 
(.594) 

-3.291*** 
(.555) 

-3.259*** 
(.558) 

-3.880*** 
(.645) 

-3.807*** 
(.655) 

-1.984** 
(.677) 

-2.821*** 
(.577) 

Log Likeli-
hood 

-255.28 -242.47 -242.14 -242.60 -241.27 -241.05 -238.01 -239.54 
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Figure 3: Scatter Plot of Non-white Population and Number of Riots 
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Christian Methodist Episcopal denominations, it is not a com-
prehensive measure of black religion; the majority of black 
church adherents are included in the “Percent Baptist” variable. 
It remains possible, therefore, that a more inclusive measure-
ment of black churches would be significant or would affect 
other variables. 

The addition of “Percent Baptist,” which includes the 
majority of black churches, to the Spilerman model had a sur-

prising effect (see model 3 in Figure 4). When the percent Bap-
tist was included in the regression, the South variable ceased to 
be statistically significant. As discussed earlier, and shown in 
Figure 2, there is a strong correlation between South and per-
cent Baptist. Since the South variable is no longer significant 
when controlling for percent Baptist, it is possible that the 
negative effect that “South” has on rioting is, at least partially, a 
reflection of the religious distributions in southern cities.  It is 
also possible, however, that the strong correlation between the 
two variables simply causes the two to cancel each other’s ef-
fect.  

Model 4 replaces South with percent Baptist. The ef-
fect shown is as expected; the percent Baptist measure has 
similar effects on rioting as South has. Cities with more Bap-
tists tend to have fewer riots. Figure 5  illustrates this relation-
ship.  

To ex-
plore the effect 
that percent Bap-
tist has on rioting, 
c o mp a r e d  t o 
South, I used the 
coefficients from 
models 1 and 4 to 
predict the prob-
abilities of rioting 
in cities. Using 
model 1, a south-
ern city with an 
average non-white 
population would 
have a predicted 

riot value of 2.014—approximately two riots would be ex-
pected for that city. A non-southern city with the same non-
white population would have a predicted riot value of 3.352. 
Using model 4, a city with an average non-white population 
and the minimum percent Baptist (.61%) would be expected to 
have 3.517 riots, while a city with the maximum percent Bap-
tist (59.38%) would have a predicted riot value of 1.638. Since 
the range of predicted riots is greater for model 4 than for 

model 1, the percent Baptist variable appears to have a 
stronger impact on rioting than the South variable. A city with 
the maximum amount of Baptists would be expected to have 
fewer riots than a southern city, while a city with the mini-
mum percent Baptists would be expected to have more riots 
than a northern city.  
              To ensure that the effect of percent Baptist was not 
merely a reflection of the religiosity of the South, I added per-
cent religious to the Spilerman model. Percent religious was 
insignificant in the analysis. The South and non-white popula-
tion continued to have high statistical significance. Percent 
religious, while positively correlated with percent Baptist, 
fails to replicate the effect of percept Baptist on rioting. Model 
5 illustrates these results. 
 
Interaction Variables 

I created an interaction variable for percent Baptist 
and non-white population to clarify the influence that the Bap-
tist variable had on rioting. The interaction is a calculation of 
the product of percent Baptist and the log of the non-white 
population of each city. By calculating the product of percent 
Baptist and non-White population, the value is roughly equal 

to the number of black Baptists in the city, assuming that the 
number of non-white Baptists in total Baptists is proportional to 
the number of non-White persons in the city. Model 7 of Figure 
3 shows the results of this analysis. The interaction between 
Baptist and non-white population helps to reveal if the two 
variables have different effects on rioting under different condi-
tions.  

The interaction reveals that, in addition to non-white 
population, percent Baptist and the interaction between percent 
Baptist and non-white population are highly significant. The 
dummy variable for South, however, loses its significance. The 
positive coefficient for non-white population indicates that in 
areas with few Baptists, non-white population continues to have 
a positive and strongly significant effect on rioting. The coeffi-
cient for percent Baptist indicates that the effects of percent 
Baptist on rioting shifts from negative to positive as the size of 

Figure 6:  Interaction between Nonwhite Population and Percent Baptist  (In South)  

“Low” and “High” values of Percent Baptist and Non-White Population are one standard deviation above and 
below the mean values.  

    
PERCENT BAPTIST 

  
  Low Mean High 

  
Low 1.76 1.15 0.75 

NON-WHITE POPULA-
TION Mean 2.60 2.18 1.83 

  
High 3.84 4.15 4.49 
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Figure 5:  Scatter Plot of Percent Baptist and Number of Riots 
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the non-white population increases; the 
effect of non-white population on rioting 
becomes stronger with increases in per-
cept Baptist. 

Figure 6 illustrates the results of 
the interaction by showing the predicted 
number of riots in cities with the speci-
fied characteristics. In a southern city 
with average non-white population and 
percent Baptists, for example, 2.18 riots 
would be expected to occur. If the percent 
Baptist for this city is increased, however, 
the expected number of riots decreases to 
1.83. In a city with a large non-white 
population and a low percent Baptist, 
3.84 riots would be expected. As the per-
cent Baptist increases in this city, how-
ever, the number of predicted riots also 
increases.  

The interaction shows that the 
effect of the Baptist population on rioting 
is affected by the non-white population of 
the city. As shown in Figure 7a, the per-
cent Baptist is negatively associated with 
rioting in cities with average or below 
average non-white populations; the num-
ber of riots predicted for these cities de-
crease as the percent Baptist increases. 
At higher levels of non-white popula-
tion, however, the likelihood of rioting 
increases as the percent Baptist in-
creases. This pattern holds true in both 
the North and the South, although the 
interaction coefficients are higher in the 
North, due to the inhibiting quality that 
South has on rioting (Spilerman 1970).  

This interaction provides sig-
nificant insight into the influence of re-
ligion on rioting. Although the presence 
of Baptists did generally reduce the level 
of rioting, which was also true for cities 
with non-white populations at or below 
the mean, the opposite occurred in cities 
with larger non-white populations. It is 
not surprising that cities with low non-
white populations would experience 
fewer riots. In these cities, especially 
those in the South, likely were more con-
servative, discouraging more militant 
actions in their communities. They 
would have been better insulated from 
the radicalization that was propelled by the Black Power and 
Nationalist movements. Their adherents would have been less 
likely to turn to violent protest. The coupling of Baptists with 
large non-white populations, however, had the opposite effect. 
In these cities, a large number of the Baptists would have been 
African Americans. This would create a situation in which the 
black Baptist churches would have a greater influence on the 
actions of the population. The belief systems that led to such 
strong support of the civil rights movement, of these churches 
may also carry over into rioting. As Paige (1971) discussed, the 
participants in riots frequently are those who are politically 

minded. The black church adherents in these cities closely fit 
this description of common riot participants. The civil rights 
activity of the black churches, therefore, may have contributed 
to characteristics that made individuals more likely to riot, by 
increasing militancy in their congregations.  

These results also illustrate the power of churches to 
influence militancy in their populations. As Hunt and Hunt 
(1977) discussed, different denominations of black religions 
had different amounts of militancy in their populations. These 
correlations are unlikely to change within a few years. The 
militancy that encouraged African Americans to participate in 

Figure 7a:  Number of Predicted Riots at Low, Average, and High Levels of Non-White 

Figure 7b:  Number of Predicted Riots at Low, Average, and High Levels of Percent Baptist 

Low Non-White
Mean Non-White
High Non-White

Low Percent Baptist
Mean Percent Baptist
High Percent Baptist
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protests may be the same force that increased the likelihood of 
rioting.  

I also tested an interaction between South and non-
white population. The results of this interaction are found in 
column 8 of Figure 4. The interaction indicates that in the 
North, as previously known, the size of the non-white popula-
tion has a significant, positive effect on rioting (Spilerman 
1970). The negative effect that South has on rioting becomes 
less negative as the size of the non-white population increases. 
The non-white population, therefore, has a stronger effect on 
riots in southern cities than in northern cities. This interaction 
also indicates that percent Baptist is not mirroring the impact 
that South has on rioting. While it is true that percent Baptist is 
strongly correlated with South, the differences in the interac-
tions indicates that percent Baptist affects rioting in a different 
manner than South does.  
 

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS 
 
Weaknesses in the Data 

The available data for this project created several 
problems for analysis. The religion data were gathered a decade 
after the riots occurred. It is not possible, therefore, to claim 
that the religion values assigned to each city actually could 
have “contributed to” a riot. It is reasonable to assume, how-
ever, that religious affiliation is somewhat static and changes 
slowly over time. So, although the religion data are not from 
the decade in which the riots occurred, they may be used to pro-
vide a general idea of the religious makeup of the cities in the 
analysis. The difference in the measures of the riot and religion 
data also decreases the validity of the study. Most cities, how-
ever, fill the majority of the county they reside in. Therefore, 
the influence of “suburban” religious adherence on the county 
profile will be minimal. These data limitations require that the 
results of this research be qualified more than what is desirable. 
The significance of the Baptist variable, despite the measure-
ment error, however, suggests that this relationship could be 
even stronger than what is indicated in this project. A more pre-
cise measurement of the variables would help to clarify the re-
lationship between the variables.  
 
Riots and Protests 

The civil rights movement brought the strength and 
significance of black churches to the foreground of American 
understanding. Churches organized sit-ins, protests, and boy-
cotts; the government responded through the repeal of Jim 
Crow laws. The significance that the black churches played 
during the 1950s and 1960s in the United States can be difficult 
to overstate. They provided leaders, funding, participants, and 
organizational support for the civil rights movement; they acted 
as cultural hubs for African American society (McAdam 1982; 
Morris 1984). After the civil rights movement ended, the black 
churches no longer organized protests and marches, but contin-
ued to be—and still are—significant elements of African 
American culture (Baer and Singer 2002).  

Although the percent black church variable was in-
complete and proved to be insignificant, a great deal can be 
learned about the impact of religion from the Baptist variable. 
The interaction between non-white population and percent Bap-
tist indicates that, as Smith (1996) explained, religion has the 
ability to pacify its followers, but it also has the ability to in-
spire or encourage social change. My analysis suggests a simi-

lar idea. In populations with average or below average non-
white populations, high concentrations of Baptist adherents can 
discourage rioting. This likely reflects the larger number of 
white Baptists in the population, but could also be an indication 
that black Baptists in these communities are less radical due to 
the cultural domination of whites. In cities with large non-white 
populations, however, a large percentage of Baptist adherents 
can increase the likelihood of rioting. This interaction suggests 
that the size of non-White Baptists in a city generally has a 
positive effect on rioting behavior, although the interaction can 
only roughly measure the black Baptists in the city. 

This relationship can seem logical if rioting is viewed 
as an extension of protesting (McAdam 1982; Turner 1969). 
During the civil rights movement, the strength of black 
churches helped to fuel the protests that were occurring. The 
black churches—and black church adherents—at this time be-
came inseparably tied to politics and civil rights activity 
(McAdam 1982). Black church adherents became highly in-
volved in protest events. These church members were highly 
integrated “into the most organized segments of the black com-
munity,” and the roles of the church members were extended to 
include participation in the movement (McAdam 1982:128). 
This politicizing of religion created a mobilized African Ameri-
can community that was sensitive to civil rights issues. As the 
civil rights movement ended and the nonviolent tactics became 
less effective, however, these individuals may have become 
disheartened by the government’s inaction. Individuals, like 
these, who are highly integrated into the community, politically 
minded, but frustrated with the government are often the ones 
who participate in rioting (Paige 1971). The potential for 
“militancy” among churchgoers also suggests that these riots 
are an extension of the protests that occupied the previous dec-
ade.  
 
Impact on Spilerman and Other Riot Research 

The finding that the variable of percent Baptist causes 
the South dummy variable to become statistically insignificant 
is an important one. Spilerman (1970), in his analysis, deter-
mined that, “if nothing else, nonwhite population and South are 
certainly efficient predictors of rioting. One can do better in 
predicting disorders with these two variables than with all other 
clusters and South” (p. 644). My research suggests that this 
provides an incomplete picture of rioting patterns. It is impor-
tant to consider that there are cultural factors about the South 
that differentiate it from the non-South. If these individual so-
cial qualities can be separated from a general category of 
“South,” then it may be possible to determine the specific quali-
ties in the South that inhibited rioting. 

It is also vital to acknowledge that, although the South 
and Baptist variables are strongly correlated, the Baptist vari-
able did not completely mirror the effect of South on rioting. 
As was previously discussed, the role that the percent Baptist 
played in the community changed as the non-white population 
changed. This indicates that the percent Baptist is not merely 
replicating the results that Spilerman (1970) found to be true 
for South.  
               The research suggests that black churches were an em-
powering force in the community. The energy created through 
the mobilization of communities in the South was funneled into 
non-violent tactics that ended Jim Crow in the South.In the 
North, however, where Black Nationalism pressured churches  
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towards more militant and radical messages, the communities’ 
protests frequently were more violent—riots, rather than sit-ins. 
This could explain why Spilerman found the South to have a 
negative relationship to rioting; the black churches in the South 
were not radicalized to the extent that the northern churches 
were. Ultimately, additional research will be necessary to deter-
mine all of the conditions that created regional differences be-
tween North and South, but religious differences will clearly 
play an important part in this analysis. 
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Notes 
1. These eight denominations are: American Baptist Associa-

tion; American Baptist Churches U.S.A.; Baptist General 
Conference; Baptist Missionary Association; Conservative 
Baptist Association; Separate Baptists in Christ; Seventh 
Day Baptist General Conference; Southern Baptist Con-
vention. 

2. For a description of variables, see Figure 1. 
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Abstract 
This paper creatively outlines the cognate characteris-

tics of Goffman’s normative expectations and Foucault’s re-
gimes of truth as a discussion piece.  I believe integration is 
useful for all disciplines that utilize Goffman and Foucault.  I 
feel that academic compartmentalization has maintained a divi-
sion between both theorists and that little has been written to 
integrate their work.  I also argue that they are cognate con-
cepts, one at the micro-level and one at the macro level, and 
that both are cognate to the “self-organizing systems” of Chaos 
Theory.  Using the new cognate of self-organizing power sys-
tems, social change, and radical social movements can be ex-
acted through boundless creative actions that permeate self-
organizing power systems.  Major theorists such as Mead, 
Goffman, Garfinkel, Foucault, and Gladwell are outlined along 
with anecdotal evidence of the implications and application of 
the integration of Goffman and Foucault with the concept of the 
self-organizing system.  Anecdotal information includes the 
Berkeley riots, September 11, Pakistani shame raping, and the 
recent debate concerning the remarks of the president of Har-
vard University. 
Keywords: Chaos Theory, Foucault, Goffman, Power 

 
Introduction 

 
General Overview of the Problem 
              In sociology and other disciplines, there is a ten-
dency to maintain strong divisions between theoretical 
concepts that are cognate.  Because of this tendency to-
wards academic compartmentalization, conceptual over-
laps often result in discipline-specific duplications of eso-
teric language.  Thus, when two discipline-specific con-
cepts are cognate, and can be synthesized into one over-
arching concept, the result may speak with more clarity 
and with broader academic implications.  Removing one 
extra layer of conceptual language is appropriate when 
nothing is lost in translation.  I believe that is the case with 
conceptions of power. 

First, this essay seeks only to be creative—no, to be bound-
lessly creative, and advance the sociological imagination 
through academic curiosity and a love for new theoretical ques-
tions.  In this writing, I discuss the similarities of Goffman’s 
“normative expectations” with Foucault’s “regimes of truth” by 
claiming that they both reflect the inherent conceptual compo-
nents of the “self-organizing power system.”  I treat Foucault’s 
regime of truth and Goffman’s normative expectations as theo-
retical cognates and sociologically useful in the description of a 
self-organizing power system.  I also claim that self-organizing 

power systems are highly permeable through boundlessly crea-
tive actions.  I begin by outlining the underlying assumptions, 
propositions, and consequences of those propositions.  Next, I 
outline the work of Gladwell, Goffman, Garfinkel, Greene, 
Foucault, Chaos Theory, and Self-Organizing Power Systems.  
Finally, I demonstrate, through anecdotes of creative action, 
how self-organizing power systems can be permeated.  Ulti-
mately, I hope that this creative discussion demonstrates the 
power that the individual actor is able to utilize.  A movement 
towards individual utility of power is the impetus of social 
change and is imperative for social sustained social progress.  I 
also hope this theoretical joyride opens up further discussion 
into serious attempts at integration. 

 
Assumptions  

I support the assumption that the human actor enjoys a 
type of freewill.  The limits of this freewill are hedged only by 
the limits of the creative action of that actor.  Rather than see-
ing the actor as only being able to rely on preexisting structural 
resources such as language and culture, the actor is capable of 
creative action that is completely beyond any pre-existing cul-
tural knowledge.  Thus, there is infinite creative potential in 
each actor that may never be realized beyond the actor’s own 
consciousness.  Therefore, there is always the ability to act in a 
way that does not sustain or reflect current cultural knowledge.  
To accept this argument, one must accept the premise that we 
are not bound by creative action— creative action is boundless. 

Truly boundless, creative actions are beyond the routi-
nized experiences of day-to-day life.  Once boundlessly crea-
tive actions are interpreted by others through language, they 
become categorized as human and cultural, sub-cultural, or de-
viant.  However, until that gestural and symbolic interpretation 
occurs through language and culture, the behavior exists inter-
nally as boundlessly creative—and is a social unknown.  In ref-
erence to social interpretations of novel, creative action, Berger 
and Luckmann (1966: 26) state, “Typically, therefore I ‘distort’ 
the reality of the latter [new behaviors] as soon as I begin to use 
the common language in interpreting them, that is, I ‘translate’ 
the non-everyday experiences back into the paramount reality 
of everyday life.”  Though this boundlessness may not appear 
practical in everyday life, the impact of boundless creativity has 
indeed been the impetus for the social change of power systems 
throughout history. 

For this writing, power is defined as “agency, driven 
by conscious and unconscious motivation, in which the actor or 
actors seek to maintain, redress, utilize, or manipulate certain 
social facts or arrangements through the use of those same ar-
rangements and the other actors within the boundaries of those 
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arrangements.”  This means that power is defined as coming 
from the system itself, and, more importantly, the actors within 
that system. 

 
Propositions 

In reference to power, both normative expectations 
and regimes of truth are framed with the following three propo-
sitions.  [1] Power, as expressed through both normative expec-
tations and regimes of truth, is crystallized in a tenuous, sys-
temic formation, [2] Power systems are highly permeable [3] 
Power systems are permeated by boundless creative action, no 
matter how seemingly insignificant.  [4] Power systems are 
self-organizing in nature. 

Framing the above propositions epidemiologically, 
Gladwell (2000) outlines the tipping point of social change 
whereas the individual is intimately connected to others in soci-
ety.  Along with this, the ability to execute the beginnings of 
social change comes down to only three social facts: [1] A few 
people can make a big difference.  [2] The message conveyed 
must be packaged to “stick” in the minds of the audience.  [3] 
Context is very important.  In other words, social change is as-
sisted by occurring at the right time in the right place with the 
right environmental support.  Like a virus, one alternative ac-
tion can unleash a chain of events which alter the normative 
expectations of the specific context in which they occurred and 
possibly that of the broader regime of truth for that political 
landscape. 

 
Consequences 

No matter how seemingly insignificant the action, 
there are three power-related consequences to action.  [1] The 
action is positively or negatively sanctioned, and the existing 
power system maintains its formation.  [2] The action can dis-
turb the power system, causing the system to be structurally 
modified by the disturbance.  [3] The action can destroy the 
existing system, with a new system rising and forming in its 
place. 
I believe that most actions, no matter how radical, generally 
result in consequence one or two—with two being the most 
likely result.  History bears this point repeatedly.  It is impor-
tant to recall the three propositions of power systems, as they 
are [1] tenuous, [2] highly permeable, and [3] self-organizing in 
nature. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Foundations 
Regardless of the particular cultural theatre, there exist 

systems of power that pervade every social context within that 
theatre.  Power systems range from broad, macro-level global-
state actors to micro-level interactions by individual actors in 
dining rooms and taverns.  Power systems exist as the current 
bedrock definition that determines both symbolic, conscious 
and gestural, unconscious action.  When an action occurs in a 
manner that is reflective of the current context, it is an active 
response to the prevailing normative expectations and/or re-
gimes of truth—in other words, the prevailing power system.  
The perceived norms of a situation, which reflect underlying 
assumptions about power, allow the actor to have a social tem-
plate from which to judge the appropriateness of self-action and 
the action of others.  Even when action is not consciously re-
flective of contextual expectations, the actor still tends to be-

have according to this underlying bedrock of power, regardless 
of whether or not the action constitutes the complete act as out-
lined by Mead (1934).  In other words, the social act can occur 
apart from conscious realization.1 

Many times an individual action that runs counter to 
prevailing power systems has little recognizable social conse-
quence.  Thus, the individual actor errantly interprets, substanti-
ates, and transmits the idea that social change is out of reach.  
This is a mistake.  The most nominal of gestures, when coupled 
with other supportive factors such as a perception of subordina-
tion, assistance from other actors and/or smoldering social con-
flict can create large-scale power-system upheaval.  To be ade-
quate, many times the consequences of an action are only rec-
ognized after-the-fact such as latent functions or dysfunctions 
that exist as unintended consequences of action. 
               Turning to the work of Goffman and Foucault, we find 
that both offer insight into the question of power from different 
levels of analysis.  However, their perspectives are decidedly 
cognate.  Hacking (2004: 300) states, “Foucault gave us ways 
in which to understand what is said, can be said, what is possi-
ble, what is meaningful—as well as how it lies apart from the 
unthinkable and indecipherable.  He gave us no idea of how in 
everyday life, one comes to incorporate those possibilities as 
part of oneself.  We have to go to Goffman for that.”  I offer the 
idea that Goffman and Foucault are more than complimentarily 
situated at opposing ends of the analytic spectrum.  Rather, they 
can be integrated as equivalents. 
 
Goffman 
               To begin, I accept the thesis of the “presentation of 
self in everyday life” by Goffman (1959).  The actor moves in 
and out of differing contexts and differing situations within 
those contexts, which results in modifications in the presenta-
tion of self.  This is always related to informal identities and 
formal roles that are both ascribed and achieved within that 
context.  As an actor moves from one context to another, their 
demeanor, language, attitude, and posturing can change to re-
flect the prevailing normative expectation, and for our pur-
poses, regime of truth.  In other words, normative expectations 
and regimes of truth are based in the social realm of relation-
ships and assumptions about appropriate action within the con-
text. 

Goffman does not explicitly state his stance on the no-
tion of power systems though it is pervasive implicitly in his 
theoretical architecture.  Goffman (1959: 242-3) states, “When 
an individual appears before others, he knowingly and unwit-
tingly projects a definition of the situation, of which a concep-
tion of himself is an important part.  When an event occurs 
which is expressively incompatible with this fostered impres-
sion, significant consequences are simultaneously felt in three 
levels of social reality…personality, interaction, and social 
structure.”  In this case, the three-part action-alignment with the 
prevailing power system is crucial to creating and maintaining 
coordinated social action in a way that is reflective of that 
power system. 

Action-alignment can be consciously or unconsciously 
used by the actor to extract power from the available power 
system formation.  Goffman (1959: 3-4) says, “Control is 
achieved largely by influencing the definition of the situation 
which the others come to formulate, and he can influence this 
definition by expressing himself in such a way as to give them 
the kind of impression that will lead them to act voluntarily in 
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accordance with his own plan.”  Regardless of intentionality, 
Goffman’s observations stand-alone with respect to normative 
expectations and power.  The concepts offer and reflexively 
demand adherence to a prevailing attitude of appropriateness 
for the situation. 

Social situations, contexts, and interaction exert a form 
of power on the individual.  Rogers (1977) nicely extrapolates 
the elements of power from Goffman’s work piece-meal.  
Rogers (1977: 90) states, “Interaction, whether strategic or not, 
necessarily affects behavior insofar as copresence typically de-
mands modes of behavior (e.g., speech) which are generally not 
exhibited by solitary individuals.”  It should be noted that this 
ability to demand a certain brand of behavior from others is not 
always apparent to the individuals involved.  This is not to say 
that the actor is not savvy to status and power differentials in 
the various relationships encountered in everyday life, but that 
social interaction typically does not allow consciousness of 
power to be a resource at all times.  Rogers, (1977: 90) states, 
“It can be inferred that power is a capacity which exists but 
may or may not be used.” 

One potentially subversive action within the micro-
sociological context of normative expectations is role distanc-
ing.  According to Goffman (1959), while people certainly 
carry formal roles in everyday life, they also carry informal 
identities that require varying amounts of subordination while 
acting upon the formal attributes and behavioral characteristics 
of the role.  The actor assumes a stance that is a reflection of 
what the actor assumes is expected within the minds of the au-
dience.  However, an actor can distance themselves from their 
respective role by allowing aspects of their identity or other 
roles to seep out from underneath the formation of the current 
power system.  Role distancing allows the prevailing power 
system to be permeated, which demonstrates the fragility of the 
power system itself. 

Through all social activity, the individual remains a 
viable agent of boundless creativity.  Regardless of the oppres-
siveness of a particular context, the individual always has a 
choice to make—either conforming to the prevailing regime of 
truth and/or normative expectation, or defying the power sys-
tem by acting differently and role distancing (Goffman, 1959).  
The individual can exact a type of freewill from every situation.  
With this agency comes the gift of choice, option, and possibly 
a completely novel idea as the catalyst of radical social change.  
In other words, the individual is always capable of causing dis-
turbances within, and permeating power systems.  Hence, the 
tenuous formation of power is affected by action disturbances 
that occur when the actor simply acts differently, or contrary to 
normative expectations. 

To follow, sometimes-subtle actions can have severe 
social consequences.  The ethnomethodological work of 
Garfinkel substantiates the idea of boundless creative action 
quite well.  Garfinkel (1967) demonstrates the fragility and per-
meability of social structures and power systems.  This was 
achieved simply yet dramatically through a radical form of act-
ing differently.  Students were asked to engage in the breaking 
of norms so to allow a delicate power system to be shattered by 
behaviors that did not fit the normative expectations of the 
other actors within the context and situation.  The power system 
was found to be easily disturbed, causing interpretive confusion 
followed by (interestingly enough) anger on the part of the au-
dience who were victimized by the project.  Ultimately, the 
power system returned to its original state once the persons in-

volved were “let in” on the project.  Empirically, this demon-
strates power-system proposition number two and consequence 
number one.  The power system is highly permeable and the 
consequences may be nil.  In this case, the disturbance was 
fleeting and the system self-organized to its previous state. 

 
Foucault 

Foucault’s conception of power systems is also based 
on the notion of high permeability.  Foucault’s power system is 
deep and broad but demonstrates a highly permeable character-
istic.  From Rabinow (1984: 61) Foucault states, “If power 
were never anything but repressive, if it never did anything but 
to say ‘no’, do you really think one would be brought to obey 
it?  What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is 
simply the fact that it doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that 
says ‘no’, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces 
pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse.  It needs to be 
considered as a productive network which runs through the 
whole social body, much more than a negative instance whose 
function is repression.”  This means it is subtle and people 
largely go-along with the current system in day-to-day activity.  
This does not mean people do not resist in subtle, passive ag-
gressive ways, as this is a day-to-day reality much the same. 

Foucault’s conception of power systems describes 
how the actor feels comfortable, pleasured, and enticed to act in 
a way that reflects the normative expectations or contextual re-
gime of truth.  From this standpoint, Foucault substantiates 
Garfinkel’s demonstration that power system disturbances re-
sult in discomfort, confusion, displeasure, and even anger for 
the other actors in the context of that power system.  This also 
links Foucault and Goffman through the behavioral expecta-
tions of power systems that are experienced by the actor. 

For Foucault, power systems can be breached in even 
the direst of circumstances.  Even in concentration camps in 
which power is seemingly absolute, the individual has the 
power to resist.  From Rabinow (1984: 245), Foucault states, 
“…[N]o matter how terrifying a given system may be, there 
always remain the possibilities of resistance, disobedience, and 
oppositional groupings.”  Some historical research has shown 
that under moments of inter-group conflict, in-group solidarity 
increases while in-group-out-group definitional lines are 
streamlined and crystallized as a form of resistance or defiance.  
This process, though social, is also exacted by each individual 
within that group as a reflection of that group solidarity 
(Piacenti, 2000).2 

According to Foucault (1984), power and dominance 
of the individual by society is all encompassing in breadth, 
however, this formation of power is susceptible to disturbances 
by individuals or groups seizing control of the prevailing power 
system.  When this occurs, control of the legitimized through a 
change in formal, legal discourse.  The dominant discourse of a 
particular historical context is the regime of truth, and exists as 
a type of power system in society. 

 
Chaos Theory: Self-Organizing Systems 
               Chaos theory has much to offer the social sciences.  
Behind the numbers and elegant computer models is a recipe 
for social change.  This comes from the proposition that a small 
action can have enormous consequences.  As is frequently cited 
in pop-science parlance, the butterfly flapping its wings in the 
Marshall Islands can cause a thunderstorm in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan.  Though this is a theoretical possibility, it certainly 
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does not happen often.  The same goes for contextual distur-
bances in which individual actions result in little or nothing of 
consequence. 

Related to chaos theory is the concept of self-
organizing systems.  The theory of the self-organizing system 
implies that formations or patterns found in nature are self-
organizing and that the minutiae of micro-scaled events, regard-
less of each event outcome, continue to propagate this trend 
towards a type of tenuous formation.  Eve, Horsfall and Lee 
(1997: xxxi) state, “Let sand drip from a tube upon a table for a 
few hours and what do you see?  At first glance, you will see a 
sand pile.  Look closer and longer however, and you will see 
avalanches of sand grains from time to time.  [P]redicting the 
path of a single grain of sand in such an avalanche would defy 
our most powerful computer because the avalanche is a chaotic 
system (it involves so many interaction effects as grains of sand 
bump each other, the path of a single grain becomes infinitely 
complex to compute… however, the sand pile itself stays the 
same shape.  It does so because it is a self-organizing system.” 

Self-organizing systems also exist in computer 
weather models.  Though storms come and go on Earth, relative 
calm is the reality of most geographical contexts most of the 
time.  Therefore, it also is with social relations at both micro 
and macro-sociological levels.  At times, the action of the indi-
vidual in a context causes a disturbance or breeze.  At other 
times, the action or actions of individuals in a context are very 
disruptive and a social storm occurs but can soon blow over.  
Lastly, an action can cause a social storm or conflict that is so 
severe that social relations and the power system indicative of 
those relations is permanently destroyed.  However, when ac-
tion causes an upheaval in a power system, that conflict is not 
infinitely sustained at an overt level.  Rather, the social climate 
changes and eventually becomes part of a new power system 
formation—or “relative calm” marked by a new normative ex-
pectation and/or regime of truth.  In other words, a new self-
organizing power system is created. 

The self-organizing system is valuable to the under-
standing of power systems.  For my purposes, the idea of the 
self-organizing system is framed as historically and contextu-
ally contingent, highly permeable, and most importantly, 
wholly destructible.  Again, there is no denial of overt or covert 
conflict as being integral to this discussion.  As Gladwell 
(2000) points out, context matters, but conflict does not appear 
to result in significant social consequences on a daily basis. 

Rather than viewing the self-organizing power system 
as a barrier to social change, what is implied here is that the 
ease by which the pebbles tumbled can be viewed similarly as 
the ease by which social change can occur within a system 
through individual action.  The implications of Goffman, the 
work of Garfinkel, the macro-level analysis of Foucault, the 
actions of individuals acting alone or in unison with like-
minded others, all demonstrate that a tipping point, can be 
reached and that power systems can be breached (Gladwell, 
2000).  After large-scale social change, the self-organizing sys-
tem of power returns as either a modified, or an entirely new 
formation.  By breaking norms, acting differently, boundless 
creative action, or social movements, the individual is quite ca-
pable of causing social change.  Though not every action of 
resistance results in large-scale change, chaos theory allows us 
to realize that it might.  Though not every flap of a butterfly 
wing causes a storm, occasionally it happens. 

 

Empirical Anecdotes 
 

September 11th 
The above propositions and consequences to action 

can be empirically noted throughout history.  As example, 
never before in history have 19 individuals’ piloted four com-
mercial planes into two large non-military commercial build-
ings housing a variety of people in an urban public space.  This 
was an act of boundless creative action, and had to be catego-
rized into Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) “paramount reality” 
in hindsight.  Even the meaning attributed to the kamikaze pi-
lots in World War II is fundamentally different on a historical, 
contextual, and cultural level.  In the case of the 19, the tipping 
point of the prevailing United States political power system had 
been reached.  The consequences are obvious—as the creation 
of the Patriot Act and the Department of Homeland Security, as 
are reflections of consequence number two.  That is, a modifi-
cation in the existing United States political power system is 
occurring with the above bureaucratic structures and the mili-
tary invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. 

 
Pakistani Gender Rights 

A few people can also change power systems that are 
cultural, rather than political.  Recently a woman in rural Paki-
stan was shame-raped as part of centuries old tradition.  Instead 
of allowing this to happen without retribution, as it has for a 
long time, she fought it and demanded the men involved be ar-
rested.  She brought the case to the Pakistani Supreme Court.  
She won.  This case changed Federal, State, and, most impor-
tantly, tribal law concerning this centuries-old custom.  Not 
only did she win, but similar cases in other cultural contexts are 
now finding a social climate of acceptance in which to be 
heard.  Social change has been enacted.  Both the 19 and the 
Pakistani woman demonstrate boundless creative action and the 
validity of the propositions of Gladwell (2000).  A few people 
can make a big difference, and the context in which the few 
people operate makes a difference.  The “stickiness factor” is 
also evident in the case of September 11, as the “war on terror” 
continues to be a symbol of the current political regime of truth 
while other shame-rape cases are emerging as new, normative 
expectations.  Regardless, each is a new self-organizing power 
system 

 
The Berkeley Riots 

In the 1960’s, social turmoil in the United States 
caused the higher educational power system to be modified in 
accordance to consequence two.  The Free Speech Movement 
on the campus of the University of California-Berkeley and 
many other campuses of higher education is a prime example.  
Heirich, (1971: 10) states, “The explosion that rocked the 
Berkeley campus and reverberated across the country was trig-
gered by actions so innocuous, in themselves, as to leave the 
uninitiated totally perplexed.  How could such trivial events 
shake a university to its core?”  This example is also congruent 
with power system proposition two and Gladwell’s first propo-
sition--the power system was modified, and the modification 
was due to the actions of only a few people in the right context. 

 
President Summers 

Recent statements by President Summers of Harvard 
University concerning the innate inability of women to become 
proficient in the “dry sciences” is a good example of the ramifi-

37 



cations of discourse that is contrary to the prevailing institu-
tional regime of truth and the normative expectations of the 
audience within that context.  After Summers made this state-
ment, some female scientists got up and walked out.  In addi-
tion, the President’s job is being “called for” publicly.  This is 
an example of consequence two and quite possibly conse-
quence three depending on whether or not President Summers 
is released and whether or not the new power system will be 
similar to the old.  Chances are it will be modified but similar. 

 
Flash Mobs 
              Another recent phenomenon that has made headway 
into the insights of the individual upon power structures is flash 
mobs.  Loosely defined, flash mobs are groups of individuals 
who belong to an electronic, web-based list-server, which sends 
out periodic announcements to its members in order to coordi-
nate and choreograph random acts of non-violent civil disobe-
dience and generally mild forms of norm violation and devi-
ance.  Examples include over 1000 people converging on an 
intersection and engaging in a pillow fight at a pre-determined 
time.  Though harmless, traffic was disrupted, not to mention 
the order of the context in which the individuals converged.  In 
another similar example, a student moviemaker provided foot-
age of twelve cars, four-wide driving the speed limit on a major 
city freeway.  Though not actually breaking the law, this stunt 
caused the disruption of thousands of commutes and backed 
traffic up for miles.  Flash mobs demonstrate the capabilities of 
the individual, when coordinated with others, in altering the 
powers structure and potentially bringing the social structure to 
its knees. 
 
Immigration Protests 
              “A day without a Mexican,” though only the title of a 
movie, was a reality for many U.S. cities in recent protests con-
cerning the change in immigration laws.  When the word got 
out that a proposed law would make felons of illegal immi-
grants, their children (regardless of age), and social service 
agencies who aided and abetted, people individuals used cell 
phones and blogspots to amass a group of protestors that 
reached 500,000 in only a few days of coordination.  It should 
be noted that local Hispanic-market radio stations also played a 
key role in the mobilization, but the power of the individual and 
their networks was also integral to the success of the protests.  
In all, this effectively halted the progression of ill-fated Sensen-
brenner House Bill-44373, and created a new context of nego-
tiation concerning immigration reform and the economic reali-
ties of migrant labor in the U.S. 
In Sum 

Certainly, when the 19 pilots, the Pakistani woman, 
the students of Berkeley, and President Summers performed 
their disruptive action, conflict at various levels of intensity and 
with various amounts of social salience were at work prior to 
the observable actions.  In other words, the environment has to 
be receptive of the action in a way that fosters a viral spread 
that has the potential to disrupt the current self-organizing 
power system.  Though each scenario is different culturally, 
historically, and contextually, each shares a common element.  
That common element is the unyielding impression that self-
organizing power systems are tenuous and highly permeable, 
and that the breach of such systems, regardless of micro or 
macro level, are possible through boundless creative action and 
an environment with the proper nutrients to foster large-scale 

social change. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Self-Organizing Power Systems 
The metaphor of the pile of sand as an infinitely com-

plex, self-organizing system is practical for sociology.  As new 
pebbles are introduced, there is a natural breaking point where 
the sand tumbles.  However, the form is not altered beyond 
what appears to be the shape of a sand pile.  Therefore, the 
power system moves beyond a threshold of tenuous formation 
to a place where it self-organizes by reestablishing a state of 
relative balance (Eve, Horsfall et al., 1997).  This same process 
exists at the micro-level as evidenced by the work of Goffman 
and Garfinkel, and at the macro-level as outlined by Foucault.  
Once the sand pile (power system) topples, it becomes a new 
type of sand pile (power system), and the process begins anew.  
Maybe one grain (actor/action) will not affect it (consequence 
one).  Maybe one grain (actor/action) will affect it but it will 
not completely avalanche (consequence two).  However, maybe 
one grain (actor/action) will cause an avalanche of the entire 
system—causing a new power system to self-organize and be-
gin its movement towards a new, tenuous formation 
(consequence three). 

To reiterate, in a self-organizing power system, rela-
tive calm does not imply the absence of conflict.  Heirich 
(1971: 35) states, “Despite occasional flare-ups, and ruffled 
feelings most of social life remains orderly, even harmonious.  
Even when hostility is open and recognized, the occasions for 
direct confrontation are relatively rare.”  This is a good exam-
ple of how Chaos Theory’s weather model applies to the cli-
mate of social relations on an everyday basis.  Though there is 
some validity to the idea of relative social calm, the potential 
social climate for direct confrontation is continual.  The illusion 
that the opportunities are rare is just that, an illusion.  Behind 
the social veneer of the self-organizing power system, behind 
the power that is perceived, acted upon, and not acted upon, 
exists a nothingness—and when this self-organizing power sys-
tem is permeated through boundless, creative action, it becomes 
evident that this “power” can be very thin. 

Power systems do not try to change for they are self-
organized, but that does not mean they are inapproachable by 
the individual.  However, they will exist in one form or another, 
beyond the life of any one individual.  They are, in a word, in-
stitutional to humans.  They are quite permeable, but it must be 
reiterated that there is always a new power system on the East-
ern horizon emerging and self-organizing as the toppled power 
system sets in the West.  Similarly, Simmel (1921: 11) in Etz-
korn (1968) describes society as being simultaneously created 
and destroyed by stating, “Left to itself, however, life streams 
on without interruption; its restless rhythm opposes the fixed 
duration of any particular form.  Each cultural form, once it is 
created, is gnawed at varying rates by the forces of life.  As 
soon as one is developed, the next begins to form; after a strug-
gle that may be long or short, it will inevitably succeed its 
predecessor.” 

In conclusion, there are three propositions of power 
which frame this discussion; [1] Power, through normative ex-
pectations and regimes of truth is crystallized in a tenuous, sys-
temic formation.  [2] Power systems are highly permeable [3] 
Power systems are self-organizing in nature.  Next, there are 
three power-related consequences to boundless creative action; 
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[1] The action is positively or negatively sanctioned and the 
existing power system maintains its current formation.  [2] The 
action disturbs the power system and causes the system to be 
modified by the disturbance.  [3] The action destroys the exist-
ing power system, and a new power system emerges in its 
place. 

Freewill and boundless creative action is at the heart 
of this argument.  Permeating the self-organizing power system 
is possible at every imaginable sociological level.  It is up to the 
individual actor to cause disturbances in the power system.  In-
action by the actor will get the actor just that—inaction.  Using 
this framework, we can understand the implications of Goffman 
and Foucault and the cognates of normative expectations and 
regimes of truth in a way that simultaneously describe self-
organizing power-systems and a type of individual freewill, 
which continually threaten their very existence. 

 
Notes 
1.  On pages 17-8 of Mind, Self & Society, Mead states, 
“Contrary to Darwin, however, we find no evidence for the 
prior existence of consciousness as something which brings 
about behavior on the part of one organism that is of such a sort 
as to call an adjustive response on the part of another organism, 
without itself being dependent on such behavior.  We are rather 
forced to conclude that consciousness is an emergent from such 
behavior; that so far from being a precondition of the social act, 
the social act is the precondition of it.” 

 
2.  This information comes from a master’s thesis on the topic 
of slavery and group solidarity.  Using the theories of mead, 
Goffman, and Shibutani, the context of inter-group conflict and 
in-group solidarity within slavery in the Southern United States 
is explained. 

 
3.  For more on this bill, see www.icirr.org for a complete de-
scription of the bill parameters. 
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Since the fall of state socialism, the ideals and aspira-
tions of past Left goals seem increasingly hopeless and unreal-
izable, often deferring to some recapitulation of Keynesianism. 
The political arena is, by many popular perceptions, a fixed no-
fly zone for intervention; the very notion of a pluralist system 
exists more as an historical dream than a present reality. More 
than fifty years since Herbert Marcuse published his manifesto 
on one-dimensional society, increasing isolation of the acad-
emy and hopelessness in the streets leaves few inroads for new 
social possibilities or radical critique.  The pressures of neolib-
eral globalization and neoconservative domestic politics – to 
say nothing of internal strife and confusion – have sunk the so-
cial and labor movements into a crisis that can get deeper only 
in death.   
              The paradox of expanding potentialities in the eco-
nomic sphere and the ever-more rigid paralysis of social and 
cultural forms is central to understanding the structure and con-
tent of the opposition. Against the backdrop of this schizophre-
nia and the lurid torpor of Liberalism, there is, however, still 
reason for hope. For the first time, the technological capability 
to network social movements on a global scale is at hand, 
which makes the reliance on a party or a national vanguard less 
likely and perhaps even less feasible. The global justice move-
ment – so called for its organizational structure and disparate-
but-related claims and goals – has made a habit of disruptive 
and inspiring protests of the leading proponents of empire, at 
times in coalition with the large sections of the labor move-
ments. In this paper we seek to highlight an emergent political 
perspective – the anarchist spirit within the global justice move-
ment, a thread of radicalism which has at times claimed great 
victories in the streets, confused more than a few media pundits 
and intellectuals, gained both the ire and admiration of the Left 
and Right, and despite this controversy remains a concomitant 
part of the new social movements.    

 
Brief Genealogy of Anarchism 
              The European conception of anarchism of the mid and 
late nineteenth century—largely promulgated by Bakunin, Stir-
ner, and Marx and Engels’ primary anarchist interlocutor, 
Proudhon—arose amid wildly contested intellectual and politi-
cal activity (Thomas 1980). That revolution seemed possible, 
indeed even inevitable, gave the discussion a sense of urgency. 
Could society be changed through the state? Did communism 
or state socialism provide the necessary conditions for human 
freedom, or would the state have to be abolished with the 
mechanisms of capitalist production as well? Though Marx and 
Engels were at the heart of this controversy, little of what they 
wrote was in fundamental disagreement with the majority of 
anarchist conceptions of a free society. The notion of a dicta-

torship of the proletariat was an unfortunate phrasing, having 
given rise to a multitude of misreadings, not the least of which 
stir from reactionary currents of anarchism.  
               Politically, Marx and Engels understood the state as 
the executive committee of the bourgeoisie; philosophically 
(stemming from a critique of Hegel) they viewed it as a mediat-
ing force among human relations. The primary disagreement 
among the various radical camps hinged predictably not on the 
end desires for freedom and equality, but the mode of revolu-
tion. Where Marxists tend to view the state as a vehicle for so-
cial transformation, anarchists maintain that the state paradigm, 
as a mode of the centralization and accumulation of power, 
stands to uphold modes of domination no matter who sits at the 
head of the table. Against a positivistic sense of communist 
logic, the state will not “wither away,” they say. Anarchists 
contend the world in which state powers are merely rearranged, 
or change hands to fulfill a revolutionary objective, reinforces 
the deck of cards metaphor—a set of suits and symbols and hi-
erarchies no matter how you shuffle.  
               The rich public debate around anarchism that evolved 
in Europe was relatively absent in the US. The deep philosophi-
cal tendencies suspicious of the state that were present in the 
European tradition do not inform early US anarchism as 
strongly. Historically, the US anarchist current emerges amid 
the libertarian tendencies within the socialist movement, in par-
ticular organized labor. At the turn of the century, the anarcho-
syndicalism of organizations like the Industrial Workers of the 
World (IWW) occupied the militant, radical space within the 
mainstream labor movement that communism—boosted by the 
victories of state socialism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet 
Union—would come to hold in the forties and fifties. The 
Knights of Labor, the first large scale national workers’ organi-
zation in the US, took a lukewarm stance on class struggle and 
union militancy, yet as the late nineteenth century economy 
dipped in and out of frequent depressions, working class senti-
ment often openly opposed capitalism (Murolo, Chitty: 2001). 
The American Federation of Labor initially associated itself 
with this radicalism, but as it grew later denounced it in favor 
of a more liberal populism.   
               Still, some of its member organizations—most nota-
bly, the Western Miners’ Association—helped build radical 
alternatives. The IWW arose from this impulse, and while it 
originally attracted socialists as well as anarchists (the Socialist 
Party often divided along lines of affinity for the IWW), its re-
jection of the political party system and emphasis on direct ac-
tion and mass strikes lost it supporters in mainstream socialist 
ranks. The chronic history of infighting and government repres-
sion helped weaken the organization, and in the wake of the 
Bolshevik Revolution (support for which was strong in the US 
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left and immigrant communities), further eroded their numbers 
and strength. By 1927, when anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti, 
two Italian immigrants accused of robbery, were executed, an-
archism had lost nearly all its sway in the US left.  
              The anarchist impulse, so often associated today with 
the cultural aesthetics of contemporary youth movements, actu-
ally emerged with a critique that looked much more old left 
than new left, engaged as it was with the political economy of 
work and labor. 
              A resurgence of the anarchist spirit in the US appeared 
again in the late forties and fifties as an outcropping of pacifist 
activism and in alliance with organizations which opposed the 
Cold War. Though small in comparison to those activists who 
advocated electoral politics as a means to oppose instances of 
war, anarchists and pacifists opposed political violence in gen-
eral, and often led the charge to employ tactics like civil dis-
obedience and strategic property damage.  

Anarchism probably earned its reputation for violence 
in Europe, where terrorism, assassinations, and “propaganda by 
the deed” were more common anarchist practice. But even in 
the US, many anarchists joined the friends of Abraham Lincoln 
Brigades that fought against Franco in the Spanish Civil War, 
supported Alexander Berkman (Emma Goldman’s lover who 
tried twice unsuccessfully to assassinate steel baron Henry Clay 
Frick), and advocated armed struggle in labor battles. In the 
sixties, Weatherman and the Black Panther Party were more 
influenced by third world Marxist-Leninist and Maoist resis-
tance movements though the fixation on violence was confus-
ing for some who wanted to equate such action with anarchism. 
Despite this historical link to violence, anarchism has, accord-
ing to Barbara Epstein and Chris Dixon, “often provided a too-
often ignored moral compass for the left.” 
              In the late seventies and early eighties, the nonviolent 
direct action movement against the nuclear power industry and 
nuclear armaments was influenced by anarchist principles. The 
emphasis placed on large-scale direct action and civil disobedi-
ence that was developed in the sixties, and the consensus deci-
sion making processes inherited from the Quakers, framed a 
logic of protest whose aims were often electoral reform, but 
with tactics which epitomize anarchist practice—suspicious of 
hierarchies and forms of domination, hoping to sway public 
opinion with moral arguments and actions that involve personal 
risks. While it would be foolish to claim this movement—
which ended as the arms race declined at the end of the Cold 
War—was an anarchist movement per se, it would also be un-
wise to overlook the remnants of anarchist practice that in-
formed it.  
              This example illuminates an interesting development 
in social movement history. While the theoretical, humanist, 
and explicit anti-statist positions of anarchism are often over-
looked (or dismissed as utopian) many popular and successful 
US social movements employ tactics developed and pioneered 
by anti-authoritarian socialists and anarchists and base their 
moral claims on similar foundations. Practical anarchist tactics 
and strategies, in other words, have tended to outlast theory and 
egalitarian aspirations. In this context, students of social move-
ments often detect an anarchist sensibility present in many radi-
cal movements of the past few decades. This is most true today 
of the global justice movement. 
 
Global justice activism 
              As capitalism has extended its reach into all corners of 

everyday life – exemplified most notably by the privatization of 
almost everything, especially natural resources, healthcare, and 
education – there has developed a global “anti-neoliberalist” 
movement that confronts the expansion of the limits of capital 
and its social, economic and environmental consequences in 
varied and interconnected ways. Alternately, this movement has 
been called the anti-globalization movement, the globalization 
movement, anti-corporate globalization movement, the anti-
capitalist movement, and the movement of movements, more or 
less interchangeably, none of which satisfy a great degree of 
accuracy. For us, the term Global Justice Movement represents 
the most suitable label for the diverse formations, goals and 
objectives within the movement.  

The movement exists not as a unified front, but rather 
as a series of interrelated movements. Where previous left 
movements have at times consolidated their power in political 
parties or front organizations, the global justice movement’s 
characteristic organizational style is its decentralized power 
base. Moreover, the structure and sometimes the critique of this 
movement bare the obvious mark of an anarchic sensibility in 
its core values, operating procedures, tactics, and desired out-
comes. 
               Naomi Klein, in her manifesto-esque essay, writes: 
 

This kind of impression is reinforced by the 
decentralized and nonhierarchical structure of 
the movement…Rather than forming a pyra-
mid, as most movements do, with leaders up 
on top and followers down below, it looks 
like an elaborate web. In part this web-like 
structure is the result of internet-based orga-
nizing. But it is also a response to the politi-
cal realities which sparked the protests in the 
first place: the utter failure of traditional party 
politics. 
 

               But what is this movement, and where did it come 
from? Or: “Who sent out the memos?” The answers very 
widely. Some say Seattle was a coming out party, while others 
claim it began over 500 years ago, at the dawn of resistance to 
imperialism. Both these positions have merit. Most, however, 
situate the movement’s origins at a particular confluence of 
both political-economic factors and levels of organized resis-
tance.  
               Kiely (2005) points to Polanyi’s theory of a “double 
movement” as a method of explaining the rise of the global jus-
tice movement at the end of the twentieth century. Similar to 
Polanyi’s diagnosis of the socio-economic situation a hundred 
years earlier, when “instead of economy being embedded in 
social relations, social relations are embedded in the economic 
system” (Polanyi, 57), the rise of neoliberal capitalism in the 
eighties and nineties constitutes the ‘first phase’ of such a new 
double movement. In both instances the formation of a 
‘separate’ economic sphere, with its tendency to dominate all 
facets of social life, leads to a “second phase”: a counter-
movement of organized resistance and efforts to regain some 
control over the market. At the end of the 19th century, this 
phase constituted struggles for universal suffrage, the rise of 
mass politics and trade unions. Today the protests against the 
politics of IMF, World Bank, G8 and WTO suggest growing 
opposition to the disengagement of capital from social relations 
and its detrimental byproducts: uneven global development, 
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increased inequality and poverty, environmental destruction. 
Officially, push came to shove on January 1st, 1994  in 

Mexico, when Zapatista rebels took up arms against NAFTA. 
Undeniably the inspiration of the Zapatista struggle to the bur-
geoning global justice movement was found less in their ac-
tions than in their rhetoric. Predictably, the mainstream press 
grabbed on tightly to the apparent Marxism-Leninism of the 
uprising, situated as it was in the Third World; articulated, as 
far as anyone could tell, against the Mexican state. For clarity’s 
sake, one of the first communiqués of the Zapatista army 
sought to set the record right. “We wish not to seize power,” 
they said, “but to exercise it.” 
              Chiapas has been a revolutionary tourists’ Mecca since 
the uprising began, and a light in the dark for anti-authoritarians 
who questioned the statist position but had no alternative to of-
fer. Two years after the uprising began, activists from across 
the globe met in the muddy jungles of Chiapas with Zapatistas 
to discuss plans at The International Encounter for Humanity 
and Against Neoliberalism, which essentially led to the birth of 
the network mentality for the modern global justice movement, 
most notably Peoples’ Global Action (PGA). PGA is the inter-
national network that first drafted the call to protest at the WTO 
in 1999; from its inception the federation included constituen-
cies as diverse as Maori indigenous groups in New Zealand, 
anarchists from Spain, Indian farmers’ organizations, and the 
Canadian Postal Workers’ Union.   
              According to their web page, PGA 
 

“is not an organisation and has no members. However 
PGA aims to be an organised network. There are contact 
points for each region, who are responsible for dissemi-
nating information and convening the international and 
regional conferences; an informal support group that 
helps with fundraising; a website, numerous email lists; 
and a secretariat.” 
 

    PGA’s style is symbolic of the movement’s structure as 
a whole, and its characterization as a network, as decentralized, 
as autonomous, as international, all tend to color it with sympa-
thies for anarchism.  
           The majority of the objectives, goals, and campaigns of 
various components of the global justice movement have an 
international focus. Graeber (2002) points to Ya Basta!, an Ital-
ian anarchist organization whose handle derives from a slogan 
of  Zapatista resistance meaning, “Enough already!” They sup-
port a guaranteed basic income, global citizenship, and equal 
access to new technologies. Further, one need only to look at 
the main sites and targets of protest in the last ten years of 
global justice activism to ascertain an emphasis on internation-
alism: the WTO meetings in Seattle (1999) and Cancun (2003), 
the IMF/World Bank meetings in Washington D.C. (2000) and 
Prague (2000), the meeting of the Free Trade Area of the 
Americas (FTAA) in Quebec in 2001, as well as the G8 sum-
mits in Genoa (2001) and Scotland (2005). 
           If there is any overriding public face of the movement it 
is summit-hopping. Activists regularly establish convergence 
spaces that act as a base of operations for trainings, medic 
headquarters, and street protest information weeks in advance 
of meetings of large international financial institutions. Gener-
ally, it is local activists who call protests and who are responsi-
ble for much of the internal infrastructure of the convergences. 
From there the scene generally involves a collage of union or-

ganizers marching lock-step in the streets, mixed with roving 
bands of punks on bicycles, organized street medic teams, well-
rehearsed theatrics and elaborate costumes, black-masked re-
bels, fire-breathing performers, Zapatista supporters, and a 
small army of frantic organizers screaming into Nextels. So 
called “Carnivals Against Capital” have propped up at almost 
every decision-making meeting of the WTO and IMF since No-
vember 1999. We remember walking through tear gas on April 
16th, 2000 in Washington DC with a friend as a motley group of 
students on stilts and workers dressed as butterflies repeatedly 
shouted at a line of riot cops the familiar refrain: “This is what 
democracy looks like!”  
           “Maybe my reading of the Federalist Papers is the defi-
cient one,” our friend told us, looking at the spectacle in front 
of us. “But somehow I don’t believe this is what Madison or 
Hamilton had in mind.” 
           Amid the carnivalesque spectacles of these demonstra-
tions, it is admittedly sometimes difficult for the casual ob-
server (e.g. most Americans) to discern a unified plea or a com-
mon grievance. Despite its diverse and seemingly fragmented 
constituencies, opposition to the neo-liberal globalization pro-
ject unites the global justice movement. The diverse criticisms 
from within the movement might be summarized in the follow-
ing five points: (1) opposition to increased exploitation, e.g. 
through free-trade zones and the abuse of cheap Third World 
labor for First World consumption; (2) criticism of intensified 
social inequality between countries by the marginalization of 
certain regions and peoples and the apparent lack of effective 
redistributive mechanisms; (3) opposition to global political 
inequality, in particular to US hegemony; (4) resistance to a 
perceived cultural homogenization or the “inequality of cultural 
flows”; and (5) opposition to continued environmental destruc-
tion by disregarding the “social costs” of production and con-
sumption; criticism of the limited success of global environ-
ment conferences, like the Kyoto Accords in 1998. 
       But if the anarchist sensibility is the modus operandi of the 
global justice movement, shouldn’t the uncompromising aboli-
tion of the state be at the top of the list of complaints? Also, as 
an organizational style, anarchism is typically considered apro-
pos only in small, insular environments, and seems all the more 
incongruous with rising globalization and a global social move-
ment. As the world gets bigger, shouldn’t it automatically un-
dermine a social project that, at its best, is applicable only on a 
small scale? 
 
Anarchism and the Global Justice Movement 

The "New New Left" differs fundamentally from the 
revolutionary movements born at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury in a number of ways, one being the most general and use-
ful here: while the Leninist format was widely accepted and 
followed as the only course for struggle, no single ideological 
construction drives the new social movements. Rather, the new 
politics embraces a multiplicity of tactics, forms, and ideolo-
gies, which constitutes a qualitative shift both in rhetoric and 
action—suspicion of hierarchies and bureaucracies in organiza-
tional structure, de-emphasis on the state as the fulcrum of radi-
cal change, and a dedication to elaborate and disruptive street 
protests against institutions of meta-governance and corporate 
globalization. It’s not the case that self-identified anarchists 
comprise the majority of global justice activists, but that the 
movement as a whole tends to embody many of the principles 
often associated with anarchism.  
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Graeber contends, somewhat anthemically, that 
“Anarchism is at the heart of the movement, its soul; the source 
of most of what’s new and hopeful about it”. While the anar-
chist sensibility is certainly vital, as we have tried to make 
clear, its not always central to what the movement actually 
does. Rather, the power of the movement, and the possibility 
for it to grow, lie not in its philosophical and/or structural foun-
dations but in its continued insistence on emphasizing the role 
of resistance in transforming everyday life, and in giving mate-
rial existence to some rather immaterial targets—the secretive 
WTO, the Washington Consensus, global warming, etc. The 
World Social Forum (WSF) is the crowning achievement of the 
global justice movement not because of its potential for politi-
cal power, though that is of high importance. More to the point, 
it represents the union of demands for changing daily life and 
raises issues pertinent to that end—the burden of debt, the qual-
ity of food, the commodification of health care and education, 
the solvency of corporate-political elite governments, the own-
ership of bio-technology. 
           Anarchism may not be the soul of the movement, but it 
is the force, which has tended to most dramatically re-shape the 
left and helped promote the idea of global justice and global 
resistance. As a political philosophy, the ethical standpoint of 
anarchism, which emphasizes equality, participation, and ac-
cess, has enlarged the ability of radicals to make socially rele-
vant moral claims on a global scale, leading many to theorize 
the development of a “global civil society,” that exercises 
"global solidarity" with an understanding of "global norms and 
rights". Though many have welcomed what they view as a 
more open and democratic field of political engagement, others 
are more skeptical.  
           Tariq Ali claims, for example, that there is a “virtual the-
sis” within the global justice movement--we can change the 
world without taking state power--that is hindering our ability 
to consider fully the objectives and necessities for real radical 
change. He credits the Zapatista movement, in its ability to cap-
ture the imagination of the world, for fomenting a brand of 
revolutionary doctrine that, while possibly useful in Southern 
Mexico, is mere fantasy anywhere else. Ali is hardly alone in 
this criticism; the social democratic parties generally acknowl-
edge the gains won by the movement, gains which they feel are 
greatly limited by the burden the anarchist sensibility places on 
the movement. 
           Responding to Ali’s remarks, Andrej Grubacic, an anar-
chist student leader of the Serbian resistance to Milosevic, says 
that changing the world without taking power, “is about the re-
fusal to accept the disastrous idea, which, somehow, still re-
fuses to die, of the separation of ends and means, which always 
leads to a divorce between the ‘vanguard’ and ‘another world’.” 
Grubacic highlights the essence of prefigurative politics and the 
consistent demands by anarchism that the movement actually 
reflects—with regard to diversity, solidarity, equality, etc--to 
the greatest degree possible, the future society.  
           Critiques like Ali’s have considerable merit and weight, 
however, and not only because of his notoriety as a veteran 
street fighter. The anarchism within the movement, in its push 
for radical equality, diversity, solidarity, and often-complete 
distrust of organization, sometimes has the effect of derailing 
the movement and collapsing it inward on itself. Too often the 
fear of hierarchy leads to the abandonment of the entire notion 
of structure and organization, and by default anarchist organiza-
tions defer to a politics of openness that tends to maximize 

painstaking and tedious analysis of internal issues of democ-
racy at the expense of the issue at hand—neoliberalism, war, 
etc. 
           In the first place, it is in the name of efficiency and effi-
cacy that Ali’s complaints make sense. His criticism is practi-
cal, but it underscores obvious theoretical tensions the anarchist 
spirit tends to engender within the movement—the mode of 
organization and question of the state.   
 
On movement organization 
           All revolutionary action is collective, and all collective 
action requires some form of organization. All organization 
requires some degree of bureaucracy, which implies hierarchy 
and a division of labor. All hierarchy involves exclusion and 
domination, and the exercise of power of one group over an-
other, especially when many constituencies with various goals 
and priorities are involved. This is the take-it-or-leave-it logic 
of social movement-building, which anarchism struggles to un-
dermine and modify.  
           Just weeks after the May revolts in Paris, 1968, student 
leader Daniel Cohn-Bendit wrote, “What we challenge is not 
the need for this [organization] but the need for revolutionary 
leadership, the need for a party.” The revolutionary year of 
1968 – in politics, social norms, culture, and styles of resis-
tance – represents the most direct ligature between the old left 
and the anarchist sensibility that inspires today’s movement for 
global justice. Many young radicals today are repeating/
continuing Cohn-Bendit’s call, the shortcomings of totally de-
centralized activism becoming increasingly evident.  
               For example, anarchist organizer and scholar Ezequiel 
Adamovsky, active early in the Argentinean assembly move-
ment and the massive street demonstrations that helped oust 
three different presidents in just one week, explains what he 
calls a “double recapturing” of the revolutionary momentum. 
He laments the degree of disorganization that prohibited the 
radicals and antiauthoritarian activists in Argentina from being 
able to build a movement with wider parts of society, when the 
fervor of revolt finally died down and everyday Argentines re-
turned to their loyal parties and bureaucratic organizations.  

 “In the months following the 2001 uprising, the people 
of Argentina turned off their TVs and opened their ears 
to hear us. Sadly, in this moment we didn’t have any real 
alternatives to offer them. And, not surprisingly, there 
was then a double recapturing. The people were recap-
tured by the state; and the activist movements were re-
captured by the Leninists and the nationalist left.” 

            
               The Argentine situation exemplifies what many anti-
authoritarians consider to be a step towards horizontalism, a 
system of networked social movements (the unemployed work-
ers’ movements, the asambleas, the piqueteros, the occupied 
factories) that are organized non-hierarchically. Nevertheless, 
the road to social transformation is paved with more than good 
intentions, and Adamovsky’s point highlights a common fate of 
radical alternatives—they often end up in the hands of those 
with the most clout, power, and historical significance, who are 
not the stewards of their true possibilities. In light of the grow-
ing ineffectiveness of summit-hopping protests—of which the 
recent anti-G8 demonstrations in Scotland were especially illus-
trative—many anarchists are calling for some degree of formal-
ism within the movement. The idea of anarchist organization 
to most people is comically ironic, the punchline of a bad 
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movement joke. The real irony of course is worse—the insis-
tence on maintaining non-hierarchy and avoiding any kind of 
alienating leadership often comes to dominate every practical 
decision and step taken by an organization/movement, evoking 
notions of what feminist writer Joreen Freeman called the tyr-
anny of structurelessness. (Freeman, 1970) 
              Can this be overcome; can anarchists and the global 
justice movement develop new modes of organization without 
the alienation and oppressive character of the old left and still 
be effective? PGA’s impetus to coordinate lasting relationships 
and alliances with myriad international organizations is a case 
in point. The recent changes in the Zapatista organization con-
stitute a stronger example. For ten years, the “Autonomous Mu-
nicipalities” in Chiapas inspired social movements around the 
world interested in horizontal forms of social organization and 
control. Then, late in 2003, the Zapatistas announced a system 
of reorganization with the creation of “Good Government Jun-
tas” situated in buildings called “Caracoles.” Where some saw 
this formalization as a consolidation of power (indignant Mexi-
can political leaders denounced the idea of a “state within a 
state”), it became soon clear that the new structure hoped to 
alleviate issues of inequality within the Zapatista territories and, 
interestingly, to “confront problems of autonomy.” 

Marx says “to be radical is to go to the root, to make a 
ruthless critique of everything.” Anarchism does this quite well, 
but recently many have been for want of something more sub-
stantive. To that end radicals of various stripes have embraced 
thinking that makes attempts toward such formalizations. The 
reverence for a politics of openness has often tended to sidestep 
the possibility of vision for a future society, or even a mecha-
nism for a transformative process. As Adamovsky (2005) 
points out, a lack of internal structure seems linked to the in-
ability of new social movements to even consider formal alter-
natives to capitalist organization. Undoubtedly one of the pri-
mary objectives of socialist organizers in the 1930s and 1940s 
in the US was to inspire in people—through labor unions and 
civil organizations—a possibility for a new way of life, a better 
way of life. Anarchism makes claims about a world free of 
domination and hierarchy, and is eager to agree that “another 
world is possible.” But how? And what might it look like? 
Some new thinking is trying to meet this need. Many say the 
World Social Forum, the impetus to move “from protest to poli-
tics,” is indicative of the global justice movement’s interest in 
building and formalizing strategies that can empower the move-
ment to new political aspirations, the critique of a lack of inter-
nal democracy not withstanding. The anarchist-cum-social 
ecologist Murray Bookchin’s work, in collaboration with Janet 
Biehl, developing structures for “Libertarian Municipalism” 
and Michael Albert’s Participatory Economics (ParEcon) 
scheme are two prime examples. Steven Shalom’s Participatory 
Politics (ParPolity) closely follows Albert’s work, but is hereto-
fore less thoroughly developed. These are inroads into theoriz-
ing life after capitalism that don’t mimic state-socialist archi-
tecture which have strong affinities with new anarchist concep-
tions of future forms of social organization.   
           Where communist and socialist organizations have his-
torically considered parties the engines of growth and transfor-
mation, anarchists tend to view the process of movement build-
ing as a more concomitant aspect of the revolutionary process 
itself. That is to say that developing a party as an engine of 
revolution and building a revolutionary movement are very dif-
ferent things.   

 
On the state 
           Never is this tension more tenuous than at the World 
Social Forum, the defacto annual meeting of the movement, 
which, as it has grown in recent years, attracts tens of thousands 
from around the world, including heads of state in Latin Amer-
ica as well as thousands of disaffected youth who establish a 
camp outside in protest of the “coup” the political parties have 
engineered over “their” movement.  

The WSF is not an anarchist project. Nevertheless, the 
experiment in doing politics without a party, as a network of 
organizations, is as worthwhile to anarchists as anyone else. In 
that sense many new anarchists join the chorus of voices who 
would like to see a return to more open, democratic, and egali-
tarian politics within the social forum scene. They also tend to 
view the local social forums more hopefully, for their potential 
to help build, empower, and radicalize local institutions.  

Generally speaking, a primary goal of the social de-
mocratic parties, the NGOs, and liberal street protesters—many 
of whom make the trek to the WSF year after year--is to 
enlarge the role of the state relative the economy in the hopes 
that the political sphere can better serve the citizens and act less 
at the beck and call of capital. Even a quick perusal of the lit-
erature produced and distributed by global justice activists will 
show an impressive emphasis on the desecration of the national 
state qua sovereign power over territory and economics. The 
WTO makes decisions for the EU, the IMF places demands on 
Central America, the World Bank controls the African conti-
nent, and so on. The strategy of expanding the scope of the na-
tion-state largely follows the theoretical perspective that the 
state, as a locus of sovereign power for local governance, has 
eroded during the age of globalization, and that the job of the 
movement is to re-invigorate its role in politics and social life 
over the domination of the market. In other words, to enlarge 
the welfare state. Anarchists generally view the welfare state, 
which is often lauded as the pinnacle achievement of the organ-
ized Left, as a massive lumping of apologies for the exigencies 
of capitalism. In exchange for the falling rate of profit, there is 
the minimum wage; for the division of labor and alienation in 
the workplace, the right to form a union; for the greater fulfill-
ment of leisure time, the culture industry. The state, as an enor-
mous mediation, serves the fundamental legitimation and repro-
duction of a system based on exploitation. Philosophies that 
disavow the state as an impediment to true freedom and those 
which seek to enlarge its capacity and charge are often irresolv-
able conflicts that play themselves out in the movement as dis-
agreements over the nature of power and prospects for change. 
Therefore, the model of social change that instrumentalizes the 
state by enlarging its powers is obviously antithetical to the 
goals and politics of anarchism.  

The question of how to engage the state and what de-
mands to place upon it has always been at issue. But because 
corporate-led globalization and institutions of meta-governance 
(WTO, IMF, World Bank, etc) have altered the fundamental 
nature of the state’s relationship to its territory and constitu-
ency, the problem is even muddier today. In light of the declin-
ing power of states to recognize claims made by their constitu-
ents, because of pressure from international capital, radicals are 
often quick to highlight a disturbing paradox of today’s main-
stream national social movements: the capacity and incentive 
for social change are inversely related.   
           While anarchists certainly see political power as useful 
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to movements and important for democratic organization, they 
do not envision that power as rooted in a large state apparatus. 
Ideally, anarchism grants the space for multiple forms of the 
consolidation and organization of power, and at various points 
the global justice movement has inspired some interesting ex-
amples.  

The historical struggles of the anarcho-syndicalists in 
the times leading up to and during the Spanish Civil War often 
typify what many anarchists think of when they consider a 
working anarchist movement. And though today the Zapatista 
struggle has captured more hearts and minds of many young 
radicals—authors included—the experiences of the Argentin-
ean uprising in the wake of the 2001 economic collapse may be 
more instructive to the global North when considering pros-
pects for a social movement that values direct democracy, mass 
organization, and direct action.  

Naomi Klein’s and Avi Lewis’s recent documentary, 
The Take, explores the movement of unemployed factory work-
ers to occupy their factories after bosses shut the doors and 
locked them out when they ceased to be profitable. Today over 
15,000 people work in occupied factories in Argentina, as well 
as schools, hospitals, and other businesses. And the movement 
is growing. The film documents what Klein has dubbed “the 
new impatience”—a sentiment she says is insinuating itself 
around the globe (from Seattle to Soul) that takes issue with the 
reform-oriented politics of social democratic parties and also 
the alienation associated with hierarchical forms of organiza-
tion. The movement of recovered factories operates as a net-
work, working as allies when necessary, and autonomously 
when appropriate, and many of its supporters shun the political 
system altogether, refusing to vote in national elections. 
Around the same time workers began recovering jobs in closed 
factories, Argentinean neighborhood assemblies were popping 
up like weeds, relatively autonomous councils of neighbors and 
community leaders, to discuss plans for action to respond to the 
economic crisis. The assembly movement grew to typify the 
new politics—small-scale autonomous groups of working class 
people committed to local struggles within a global context that 
developed alternative institutions and workplaces. Activists saw 
the building blocks of a possible dual power movement emerg-
ing and quickly joined the assemblies, eager to help shape a 
kind of political consciousness that might grow and strengthen 
its capacity for political action.  

Movements must not seize power in order to exercise 
it. Having followed developments for more democratic forms 
of governance in Chiapas and taken pointers from the new so-
cial movements in Argentina, new anarchists are investing in-
terest in the revival of dual power strategy. The idea of dual 
power was pioneered by Lenin in a small note written in the 
wake of the February Revolution, before all power was consoli-
dated in the hands of the Bolsheviks. Today the concept of dual 
power, as re-popularized by Bookchin and Biehl (1997), is seen 
as a way for people to practice new ways of life as organized 
groups that can build alternative institutions (schools, hospitals, 
etc) based on shared values. These institutions can grow and 
eventually compete for allegiance of the people and power with 
the state. In this fashion, alternative workings of everyday life 
are put to tests and trials before a revolutionary moment occurs, 
in the hope that the larger society will assume a heightened role 
in the acts of revolution and also carry a larger stake in process 
of building a new social foundation on democratic and collec-
tive principles.  In short it assumes an altogether longer trajec-

tory and more processural characterization of revolution, and 
seems to appreciate the role that daily life-practices can play in 
transforming social relationships. 

Since Seattle, the global justice movement has devel-
oped an increasingly nuanced understanding of the state. Dur-
ing Clinton’s terms, which furthered the unfettered develop-
ment of neoliberal globalization more than any modern world 
leader, the movement honed its sights on free trade, financiali-
zation of imperialism, and neoliberal institutions like the WTO 
and IMF. The Bush administration and the accompanying neo-
conservative agenda, especially in the wake of 9/11 and the Iraq 
war, has forced activists to reconsider the continued relevance 
of nation-states in promoting capitalist expansion and the im-
portance of facing the problem of domestic politics more 
firmly. A total rejection of the state—as if it does not exist or 
will not need to be contested—is often replaced by a politics of 
engagement where anarchists work to enhance areas of govern-
ance that are most democratic and accountable to people and 
local communities and at the same time to undermine the legiti-
macy of the state as a patriarchal provider of privileges and citi-
zenship.  The relationship of the new social movements to the 
concept of nation states and federal government is still widely 
critical and skeptical, but an emergent politics of engagement, 
even within the anarchist milieu, makes it also more complex 
and problematic. Where previous anarchist movements have 
tended to blanket the notion of government as domination 
(often for good reason), new radicals and antiauthoritarians are 
interested in more complicated dynamics—what are the aspects 
of government which have been won by workers and are worth 
expanding upon, for example, and what parts purely serve the 
interests of capitalists and heads of state? If nothing else, all of 
these questions are helping to further discussions on real radical 
alternatives for social organization--what society might look 
like without a state, and how the movement itself can best re-
flect those wider aspirations.  
 
Conclusion 
               The anti-capitalist movement that claimed a clear vic-
tory in Seattle when the millennium round of the WTO col-
lapsed amid the African member nations’ refusal to accept the 
terms and conditions of first world trade rules is at a critical 
stage. Since September eleventh, the bombing of Afghanistan, 
and the horror of the Iraq war, the movement has been reeling. 
The labor movements, which backed the street protesters in 
1999, have been nowhere to be found. In the wake of the at-
tacks, plans to protest the IMF/World bank meetings in Wash-
ington were all but scrapped. Many leaders of the movement 
have become preoccupied with anti-war activism, a cause that 
has been, at times, difficult to publicly connect to the same 
movement that shook Seattle. The recent passing of the wildly 
contested Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA, 
which essentially expands the scope of NAFTA from Chiapas 
to the Panama Canal), after it lingered for years in Congress 
because politicians were afraid to touch it, was clearly a disap-
pointing loss. For the global justice movement now is a time of 
reckoning.   
               Can anarchism contribute to the movement’s dire need 
for self-reflection, new forms of democratic/horizontal organi-
zation, and a more proactive and inspiring call for everyday 
resistance? Can anarchists in the movement find a way to push 
the limits of activism and organizing in a way that leads to a 
more bottom-up, popular movement that values solidarity, di-
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versity, and direct action? Can we change the world without 
taking power?  
              Anarchists do not produce much theory. This dearth of 
theory production complicates an analysis of what anarchists 
think and do and why they do it. In recent times, John Hollo-
way, an autonomous Marxist thinker, has risen to the forefront 
of interest in anarchist circles because he asks the question of 
the day: “can we change the world without taking power?” Hol-
loway is the latest progenitor of a new kind of antipolitics, and 
may well be the anarchists’ answer to Hardt and Negri (whose 
work has helped to breath life into more traditional Marxist 
ideas about imperialism and revolution). Both reserve a soft 
spot for postmodernism and advance theories of revolutionary 
practice that, at times, require some mental acrobatics to com-
prehend. Holloway’s main contribution, as per the concerns of 
this inquiry, is that he establishes a dialectic within the concept 
of power—power-over and power-to—a Spinozist formulation 
which attempts to reinstate the role subjectivity plays in revolu-
tion. He envisions the revolutionary process as interstitial, “a 
revolution that takes place in the interstices of capitalism, a 
revolution that occupies spaces in the world while capitalism 
still exists.” The degree to which these interstices resemble a 
state or a movement is, of course, up to the movement itself and 
remain to be seen.                
              The movement for global justice is a coordinated in-
ternational assault on global neoliberalism, a movement whose 
leaders and participants are drawn from thousands of diverse 
struggles around the world. Occasionally they meet and come 
together in dramatic moments of “collective effervescence.” 
There is not consistent widespread cooperation on individual 
issues across borders yet, though the international anti-war 
protests of the last few years encourage that tendency. Without 
a central command, no intelligentsia, and comparatively infor-
mal modes of organization, disagreement (rather than consen-
sus) is often the engine of activity, and the movement proceeds 
at times in myriad directions, with an open spirit reflective of 
the Zapatista adage for their struggle to change Mexico: 
“Walking, we ask questions.” 
               We view this muddling through as problematic but 
also probably the necessary grappling with ideas that question 
traditional left thinking, the basic tenets of which haven’t been 
challenged in decades by social movements. The anarchist sen-
sibility that today survives after decades of mutation neverthe-
less maintains the importance of keeping all eyes on the prize—
change life.  And do it in a way that minimizes alienation, 
maximizes mass participation, and is sustainable, which cannot 
happen if one state continually replaces another. 
              The American left has always faced a double con-
flict—attack from outside and internal strife, both of which 
have at times proved to be the graveyard of radical possibility. 
This is the dilemma new anarchism finds itself in today—at 
odds obviously with the mainstream political party system, 
with the social democrats and Leninist-minded activists within 
the global justice movement, and sometimes torn from within 
by conflicts over ideology, practice, and structure.  None of 
these conflicts are likely to subside soon, though they help to 
make sense of the intermittent success and failure of anarchist 
projects and the degree to which the anarchist spirit ebbs and 
flows in popularity within the new social movements.  
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racy on a global scale is emerging today for the very first 
time.” (Hardt; Negri 2004: xi) 

3. Demonstrations in Seattle, Genoa, and Davos, against the 
WTO, G8, IMF, being prime examples. 

4. Epstein, Dixon, 2005. 
5. See Epstein 1993. 
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tionalist protectionism of some right-wing anti-
globalization groups (see also Kiely, 178-179). 
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myriad and varying interests of the movement’s constitu-
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8. For further discussion about terminology, see for example 
Graeber 2002, pg. 62-63. 

9. Klein 2004: 222. 
10. Klein 2001. 
11. Referencing the 1999 anti-WTO protests that brought the 

movement, and the WTO, onto the radar of popular con-
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12. Polanyi 2001. 
13. The exception being the WTO meeting in the scenic desti-
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a reigning monarchy, and is less than amenable to public 
protest. 

14. See Kiely 2005: 167-176. 
15. Term coined by David Graeber 
16. Graeber 2002: 62. 
17. Obviously the forums, large as they are, fulfill myriad pur-

poses within the movement. Brand (2005) suggests that the 
“fantastic atmosphere” of WSF serves an identity forma-
tion function and affirmation of (non-)participants and 
their positions, is needed for the search of “emancipative 
alternatives” to neo-liberal project, calls it “a gigantic edu-
cation event”, and an “important symbolic counterpoint” to 
WEF/G8/UN meetings.  

18. Kiely 2005: 183. 
19. Cohn-Bendit; Cohn-Bendit 1968: 249. 
20. We feel compelled to report (not in search of an ironic or 

telling twist), that Daniel Cohn-Bendit, whose name be-
came a symbol of young revolutionary spirit in Paris, and 
who published an absolutely spectacular book on the bur-
den of “Obsolete Communism” of his day, is now a mem-
ber of the European Parliament. 

21. Adamovsky 2005.  
22. Contrary to high hopes, the anarchist spirit at the G8 dem-

onstrations failed to materialize in any coherent form of 
protest or critique. There were squabbles with police, a few 
haphazard road blockades, and a fence was torn down. It 
was by many accounts a low point for the movement both 
in terms of creativity and efficacy. It shows that in a vac-
uum of organization and vision past tactics and strategies 
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23. See Communiqué of the EZLN. (http://www.ezlnaldf.org/
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25. Shalom 2005. 
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of some change in the sovereign power of nation-states. It 
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on terror and the political hegemony the EU and US con-
tinue to enjoy, that nation states are reduced to impotence. 
Nevertheless, as states in the developing world have come 
increasingly under the jurisdiction of the IMF, World 
Bank, WTO, etc, a case can certainly be made that the 
power of these states, as sovereign political actors, is often 
displaced by institutions of corporate globalization.  

27. For an elaboration of dual power strategy and a critique of 
Biehl and Bookchin’s work, see Brian Dominick: 
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Abstract 
The proliferation of the Independent Media Center (IMC) net-
work throughout the world in recent years has been frequently 
reported upon by communication scholars, but rarely by organ-
izational sociologists. The radical, decentralized, and democ-
ratic structure and processes used by IMCs is contrary to that 
used by all mainstream corporate and state-run media. This pa-
per briefly describes the IMC movement in terms of organiza-
tional sociology, and then explores the structure within individ-
ual IMCs, the IMC global network, and the external environ-
ment of the movement. Anarchism may be seen as an ideologi-
cal and organizational framework directing the movement, and 
suggestions are made to explore this possibility as well as other 
questions not yet examined by scholars. 
Keywords: Indymedia, radical social movement, alternative 
media, anarchism 

 
Introduction 

The Independent Media Center (“IMC” or 
“Indymedia”) movement is a network of autonomous, radical 
collectives that publish alternative media in a variety of medi-
ums, covering demonstrations against capitalism, states, and 
human rights abuses throughout the world. Since its inception 
in 1999, the network of IMCs has grown to include over 150 
independent centers on every continent in the world (except 
Antarctica), in a dozen languages, all using democratic deci-
sion-making processes, an open-publishing system that encour-
ages public participation, and a radical opposition to conven-
tional media creation. 

None of the literature on the IMC movement in aca-
demic, peer-reviewed journals comes from sociology journals, 
but mostly from communications and journalism journals. This 
is unfortunate, because Indymedia is not only a source for alter-
native news, but also a clear example of radical organizational 
structure and methods. Similar to Rothschild-Whitt’s (1979) 
collectivist-democratic organizations, which organize in egali-
tarian, cooperative, and democratic ways, Indymedia takes par-
ticipatory media to the Internet and to radical social move-
ments. Indymedia emulates many of the same traits found in 
these collectivist-democratic organizations, while extended 
them beyond their own internal structure and into a interna-
tional network of IMCs linked together on the same principles. 

This paper has two goals. First, I explain the Indyme-
dia movement in terms of major organization theories, includ-
ing rational, natural, and open systems theory. By drawing out 
the organizational connections to Indymedia from the existing 
literature, I hope to extend the understanding of Indymedia as 

an organization itself. 
Secondly, I note that there are two important intersec-

tions with the Indymedia movement and anarchism: 1) the com-
mon presence of anarchist participation in local IMCs and more 
importantly 2) the anarchistic nature, structure, and behavior of 
the Global IMC Network and of local IMCs. These two inter-
sections will be explored more in-depth during future research. 

 
About Indymedia 

The IMC grew out of the anti-World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) demonstrations that took place in Seattle, Washing-
ton during late November 1999. The demonstration was largely 
an Internet-motivated mobilization (Eagleton-Pierce 2001), par-
ticularly the segment of activists working with the anarchistic 
Direct Action Network (DAN) who were intent upon blockad-
ing all roads and entrances leading to the WTO meetings 
(Smith 2001). Media activists suspected that the message of 
demonstrators (especially DAN) would be shut-out of the me-
dia or distorted beyond recognition, and thus took it upon them-
selves to set-up various mechanisms for distributing news about 
both the demonstrations and the protestor’s complaints about 
the WTO itself (Almeida and Lichbach 2003; Eagleton-Pierce 
2001; Hyde 2002; Kidd 2003a; Tarleton 2000). These mecha-
nisms took the form of a central, clearinghouse webpage (www.
indymedia.org) where anyone could get up-to-date develop-
ments from the streets, share photographs, video footage, and 
first-hand accounts. The IMC broadcast a half-hour TV pro-
gram during each of the five days of demonstrations and pub-
lished a daily newspaper (Morris 2004). These TV broadcasts 
were carried on many independent cable television programs, 
collected in an IMC-produced video called “Showdown in Se-
attle” (Kidd 2003b). 

This alternative media model was so effective and in-
spiring that anti-corporate globalization activists decided to 
emulate Seattle’s IMC in subsequent mass mobilizations in the 
US, particularly the anti-International Monetary Fund/World 
Bank demonstrations in Washington DC during April 2000 
(Tarleton 2000). Subsequent large demonstrations against capi-
talist globalization were also covered by Indymedia (Juris 
2005; Montagner 2001). 

Now, Indymedia is a central website in the anti-
globalization network (Van Aelst and Walgrave 2002; Owens 
and Palmer 2003). The actual rate of growth has not been stud-
ied, so researchers have instead studied snapshots in time: 25 in 
late 2001 (Montagner 2001), 60 in November 2001 (Hyde 
2002), 104 in October 2002 (Morris 2004), and 122 in October 
2003 (Mamadouh 2004). Predominantly qualitative research 
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has been done on various individual IMC collectives: Australia 
(Pickerill 2003), Cleveland (Shumway 2003), New York City 
(Beckerman 2003), Ontario (Hanke 2005), Vancouver 
(Uzelman 2002), as well as IMCs in various “non-Metropolitan 
nations” (Downing 2003b). Mamadouh (2004) has focused on 
the particular geographic scale at which IMC collectives are 
located, such as city or metro area, country, region, or disputed 
territory. 

The Indymedia movement offers a post-modern cri-
tique of “media” and “journalism”, by declaring: “Everyone is 
a witness. Everyone is a journalist.” (Montagner 2001: 14; No-
gueira 2002) The movement disrupts the notion that journalists 
are “gatekeepers” to news, and encourages a form of “civic, 
public or communitarian journalism: involving the audience in 
the [manufacture of] news” (Platon and Deuze 2003: 341). 

Platon and Deuze (2003) interpret Indymedia’s 
“repertoires” as a contrast of its ideology applied to its practice, 
and the access it offers everyday people via the process it has 
established (pp. 342-344). Anyone visiting an IMC’s webpage 
can post their own news story, photographs, video footage, or 
thoughts on a wide-variety of politically relevant movements. 
Then, anyone else can post comments, questions, and requests 
for further explanation or details to the original posted story 
(Cordell and de Silva 2002; Meikle 2003). This open-ended 
format encourages debate and discussion about the news re-
ported at the IMC (Moore 2002). 

This interactive mechanism further blurs the line be-
tween media producer and media consumer. IMC participants 
sometimes view themselves as activists and sometimes as me-
dia producers. However, there is often little distinction between 
the two roles. As such, IMC participants further distance them-
selves from the popular notion of an “independent press”, 
claiming that the corporate and government is not neutral, so 
why should social movements pretend to be neutral? Instead, 
Pavis (2004) asserts that Indymedia activists believe that 
“Journalists can and should be agents for social change” (para. 
13). 

 
Within the Independent Media Centers 

In certain respects, IMCs may be explained via a ra-
tional systems theory, which claims that organizations are pur-
poseful and have a high degree of formalization: IMCs have 
very explicit goals and transparent policies. All IMCs have 
their own mission statements (Morris 2004), yet all tend to em-
phasize their dedication towards “democratic”, “empowering”, 
and “passionate truth-telling”. Each IMC also has its own edito-
rial policy stipulating how and which news bits are promoted as 
key stories, as well as which newswire posts are hidden and for 
what reasons—racist, sexist, homophobic, or xenophobic posts 
are often candidates for immediate removal. Yet, the 
“rationality” of an IMC is not coupled to pre-determined out-
comes, but a certain process. 

Specific roles or positions of “leadership” are not only 
usually absent, but deliberately de-emphasized or blurred (a la 
Rothschild-Whitt 1979). For example, people who work on a 
print-media team may also help edit a radio show, all without a 
title of any importance. Each IMC likely has its own idiosyn-
cratic practices that remain un-formalized. Thus, some aspects 
of inner-IMC workings more closely follow the informal incli-
nations of natural systems theory, which views organizations as 
informal entities that are ends in themselves. 

Collective members, and individual IMCs themselves, 

often pursue divergent interests. Various causes, movements, 
media formats, issues, or philosophical questions are important 
to some and not others. While members may wish their issues 
to remain more prominent than others, there is still an over-
whelming tolerance for other radical/left issues that may not be 
as personally-favored. IMCs as a whole often focus more cov-
erage on some issues as opposed to others—the flavor of local 
movements and their support to the IMC are large factors in 
creating these tendencies (Jankowski and Jansen 2003). Thus, 
the Rogue IMC in southern Oregon focuses heavily upon envi-
ronmental issues, while the Boston IMC is more likely to deal 
with topics about labor struggles. 

There is tension between rational and natural systems 
within the IMC, particularly in terms of how work gets done. 
Although some forms of informal social relations may domi-
nate within an IMC, efforts are often made to bring these prac-
tices out of the informal realm into the formal—not to christen 
them as the “only way, forever”, but to prevent an unspoken or 
unacknowledged hierarchy from forming (see Freeman 2002). 
By making practices more formal, the practices are more able 
to change because all members can discuss them  (Morris 
2004). 

Decisions in IMCs are made via a consensus decision-
making process, which requires active participation (Shumway 
2003). If members do not speak up—whether in “face-to-face” 
meetings, over email listserves, or on Internet Relay Chat (IRC) 
meetings—they are assumed to be in general support of the 
proposal being discussed. Various inequities may develop when 
consensus is badly practiced (Butler and Rothstein 2001) or 
practiced online. 

 
The Indymedia Global Network 

There are two main scopes of the Indymedia move-
ment: individual collectives and the Global Network. The col-
lectives are connected to each other via a dense network of 
online working groups that negotiate various aspects of the net-
work, including “process”, “tech”, “communication”, 
“editorial”, “new IMCs”, and so forth. Representatives from 
individual collectives and other individuals work with these ad 
hoc decision making bodies that constitute the connective as-
pect of the Network’s structure (Morris 2004). The core of the 
Network is, and has always been, the individual IMC collec-
tives themselves (Nogueira 2002). This federated interplay be-
tween local collectives and the Network suggests an open sys-
tems approach that considers the actions of the Indymedia 
movement in its totality to impact each local IMC. 

Using an open systems theory approach (Handel 
2003), illustrates how the Indymedia movement evolved and 
shows the many environmental restraints placed upon it. Open 
systems approach argues that organizations are shaped, sup-
ported, embedded, dependent upon, and constituted by their 
surrounding environments, not merely their internal own struc-
tures. 

Since April 2001, a “New-IMC” process (Morris 
2004) has required interested media activists where prospective 
IMCs are forming to connect themselves with existing social 
movement organizations and actors, as well as with other pro-
ducers of progressive or radical alternative media. This orients 
the focus of the IMC towards local active social movements 
and offers the IMC to those movements as a potential mouth-
piece for their struggles (Cordell and de Silva 2002). 

After admittance to the Network, individual IMCs 
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may remain as autonomous from other IMCs as they like or 
may engage in vast resource and information sharing with other 
IMCs. Yet, many IMCs share hyperlinks with each other, espe-
cially on issues that others are reporting of interest to their own 
research. This happens particularly during large demonstra-
tions, where many IMCs band together to cover the events. 

Every level of the Indymedia Network operates on 
consensus decision-making models. These models can and do 
vary, yet all consensus decision making remains as much about 
the process of democracy as it is the ends (Butler and Rothstein 
2001; Freeman 2002), and thus decisions cannot be made prior 
to proposals and discussions amongst all concerns parties—
usually via listserves. Thus, Laroche’s (1995) claim that organi-
zations make pre-figurative decisions that are subsequently jus-
tified does not seem to occur in the IMC process. Indymedia 
does have certain pre-figurative politics, which suggest a cer-
tain approach to decision-making, but not the content of the 
decisions themselves. This is not to say that the process is 
smooth—consensus by its very nature is highly contentious. 
The rapid growth in the size of the Network has also contrib-
uted to increased difficulties in reaching consensus due to the 
diverse and sometimes divergent opinions on what the Network 
should do (Kidd 2003a). 

Anyone with computer access can theoretically par-
ticipate in nearly all of the Network’s listserves. On these 
listserves there are no people with positions that give them 
privileging amounts of power, save list moderators/owners. 
IMC listserves are dedicated to cooperative and collective 
work, thus stemming the oligarchical tendencies Michels 
(2003) saw as organizations grow in size. No research has been 
done on the concentration of Indymedia activists—particularly 
their real-world locations—although one can witness the long-
term participation of a small number of IMC activists are many 
of the key listserves. 

The physical hard drive space used by the many Indy-
media collectives was for a long time on one web server. But, 
true to its political ideology of decentralization, the Network 
has engaged in a process of redistributing many individual 
IMCs and other server functions to more servers, spread-out 
across the planet (Hanke 2005; Mamadouh 2004). 

 
External Environment of the Network 

Indymedia is clearly a product of its environment(s). It 
grew out of radical American movements particularly the anti-
corporate globalization movement (Juris 2005), which deeply 
values direct democracy, feminism (Breitbart and Nogueira 
2004), self-determination, and liberatory politics. Indymedia 
retains strong roots in North America, as many of the network’s 
technical resources and activists remain within the United 
States and Canada (Mamadouh 2004; Morris 2004), although 
internationalist in character. Other social movements, beyond 
the anti-corporate globalization movement, have demanded a 
wider focus than the explicitly anti-corporate globalization fo-
cus Indymedia began with in Seattle. Now, many left-leaning 
and radical movements throughout the world utilize the IMC 
Network to get their message out (Kidd 2003b), including la-
bor, environmental, anti-war (Atton 2003), feminist, civil and 
human rights, anti-capitalist, anti-police brutality, and other 
transnational movements. 

Indymedia is also the product of a growing disgust felt 
by many for the corporate- and state-owned media (Hyde 
2002). Media concentration throughout the world continues, as 

well as the declining quality of the media (Bagdikian 2004). As 
opposed to merely trying to get the message of radical move-
ments into the mainstream press, those movements now also 
support alternative methods for distributing their opinions and 
visions (Moore 2002). Some Indymedia activists also see alter-
native media as a possible institution to displace mainstream 
media (Shumway 2003). 

Due to its highly open nature, right-wing reactionaries 
have also played a role in shaping Indymedia’s direction and 
development. Right-wingers, “trolls” (online agitators who an-
tagonize those who do not share the views of authors), and “law 
enforcement” agencies have provoked the IMC network to 
sharpen their editorial policies, security protocols, and such 
(Downing 2003a; Kidd 2003a; Uzelman 2002). As previously 
mentioned, posts which violate an IMC’s editorial policy 
(particularly if it contains offensive text that is racist, sexist, 
homophobic, etc) are automatically hidden from view (Kidd 
2003a; Uzelman 2002). In response to repeated police harass-
ment, IMCs now do not store any access logs in order to free 
users from fear of police reprisal. Other IMCs have created 
“redundant” systems in order to continue their operations 
should their server be seized by authorities. Perhaps in the near-
future (and it may already be happening) state, corporate, or 
right-wing actors may infiltrate IMCs in order to cause schisms 
or additional chaos. This would follow a well-established pat-
tern of disruption a la the FBI’s Counter-Intelligence Program 
that disrupted most movements on the political left in the US 
during the post-WWII period (Churchill and Vander Wall 
2002). Such infiltration also may be viewed as a desirable alter-
native given the bad publicity associated with the overt repres-
sion of IMC reporters during protests or the seizure of IMC 
technical resources. 

Indymedia is a perfect example of an organization as a 
system of interdependent activities: whether through webpages 
or radio or print, the differing aspects of the IMC’s output are 
dependent upon the diligence of active IMC members and the 
larger activist community (Morris 2004). The extent to which 
an IMC organizes is constrained by the energy and activity of 
its members and supporters. Through meetings, listserve dis-
cussions, newswire posts and comments, other media projects 
(like radio and print), and the activist movement’s pace itself—
these activities can be either tightly- or loosely-coupled with 
each other. Thus, each IMC is unique and different than each 
other (Jankowski and Jansen 2003; Morris 2004).  

 
Indymedia and Anarchism 

According to Rothschild-Whitt (1979), collective-
democratic organizations run counter to nearly every other 
form of modern organization. The values professed by the col-
lective-democratic organizations—consensual, community-
oriented, pre-figurative, egalitarian, minimal division of labor, 
wholistic—are arguably highly compatible with anarchist val-
ues and Indymedia movement. As mentioned above, this is one 
of many points of contact between Indymedia and anarchism. 
Contrary to popular belief, anarchism is not dedicated to nihil-
istic, chaotic violence, but rather towards an organized, yet 
horizontal and decentralized social order (Ehrlich 1996; Ward 
1996). 

Additionally, since the decision to form the first IMC 
in Seattle grew out of the highly-anarchist DAN, it is predict-
able that many anarchists would become involved in the func-
tioning and design of the IMCs. Thus, many anarchists were 
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engaged in the construction of the early IMCs and later the Net-
work, it is predictable that its structure would reflect many an-
archist values. Downing (2003a), Breitbart and Nogueira 
(2004), and Shumway (2003) hint closer to this than most re-
searchers.  

 
Future Research 

Although vigorously written about since its origins, 
most research has focused on the end results of Indymedia—the 
communication medium itself and its benefits for opening up 
new channels of alternative information for radical social 
movements. Yet, there are many aspects of the Indymedia 
movement that warrant further research, specifically how Indy-
media has succeeded where other radical movement endeavors 
have failed. What is unique and dynamic within the Indymedia 
movement that has allowed it to prosper? Research oriented 
towards these goals might wish to focus on a few specific gaps 
in the literature: 
1. Identify anarchist values (i.e. anti-authoritarian, autonomy, 
consensus, cooperation, decentralization and federation, direct 
action, freedom, mutual aid, solidarity, voluntary association) 
and apply to both the Network and individual collectives. Use 
these values to identify quantitative and qualitative methods for 
testing the hypothesis that IMCs function anarchistically. 
2. Map-out the main avenues of decision-making in the Net-
work. Determine the density of the Network by studying the 
links between core listserves (i.e. “cross-posting”) and activity 
between highly engaged Indymedia participants. 
3. Plot the evolutionary timeline for all new IMC collectives. 
How did these new collectives develop and where did they re-
gionally develop at different historical points? Also, what loca-
tions initially proposed an IMC to the Network and how many 
of these proposed IMCs successfully became official IMCs in 
the end—and are there patterns to those admitted and those not 
admitted to the Network? 
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Notes 
1. For more on the DAN, see Polletta 2001.  Also, see Maiba 

2005 and Wood 2005 for more about People’s Global Ac-
tion (PGA) which organized solidarity demonstrations 
around the world to coincide with the Seattle protests. 

2. Whether in the past (Cobb-Reiley 1988; Hong 1992) or in 
the present (McLeod and Detenber 1999), media distortion 
has been a consistent dynamic during the entire history of 
anarchism (and other radical social movements) in the 
United States. 
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