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6

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND
ORGANIZATIONS

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

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

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

While all the different organizational forms we have just described are
functional to specific activities of interest to organization members — or,
in the case of informal activist networks, to those who are involved in them
— they often converge in broader campaigns and coalitions on specific
issues. In the last few years, examples of such actions include campaigns
on asylum seekers’ rights, the cancellation of developing countries” debt,
and of course opposition to the Afghan and Iraqi wars. Moreover, the
density of ties between organizations with a strong interest in transna-
tional issues such as globalization, Third World debt, migration, peace and
war, is actually much higher in Bristol than the density of ties between
organizations with other issue priorities (Diani and Bison 2004). On top of
that, extensive links run between the various sectors of Bristolian civil
society through the activities of their members, their multiple member-

ships, their personal acquaintances (the links we described in the previous
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chapter). And of course, the connections of these groups are by no means
restricted to the local area: either through formal links to national head-
quarters, like in the case of Oxfam, or even transnational ones, like Green-
peace, or through involvement in transnational networks such as Jubilee
2000, Drop the Debt, or the Climate Action Network, or through informal
exchanges with organizations based in other countries, Bristol organiza-
tions are part of much broader mobilization networks.

What we found in Bristol is certainly not new. Social movements have long been
identified with loosely structured collective conflict, in which “hundreds of
groups and organizations — many of them short-lived, spatially scattered, and
lacking direct communication, a single organization, and a common leader-
ship — episodically take part in many different kinds of local collective action”
(Oberschall 1980: 45—6). Far from being a unique case, Bristol provides an excel-
lent example of both the role of organizations in promoting and sustaining col-
lective action, and of the different organizational logics that one can locate within
social movements (Edwards and Foley 2003; Andrews and Edwards 2005; Davis,
McAdam, Scott, and Zald 2005). Even though social movements do not equate
with the organizations active in them (see chapters 1 and 5 above), organizations
often play very important roles within them. Like any kind of organization,
organizations active in social movements fulfill — if to varying degrees and in
varying combinations — a number of functions: inducing participants to offer
their services; defining organizational aims; managing and coordinating contri-
butions; collecting resources from their environment; selecting, training, and
replacing members (Scott 1981: 9). Social movement organizations must mobi-
lize resources from the surrounding environment, whether directly in the form
of money or through voluntary work by their adherents; they must neutralize
opponents and increase support from both the general public and the elite (see
e.g. McCarthy and Zald 1987b [1977]: 19).

Organizations are also important because they act as powerful sources of
identity for a movement’s own constituency, its opponents, and bystander
publics. No matter how aware people may be of the complexity and hetero-
geneity of any movement, its public perception is likely to be associated with its
most conspicuous characters. These need not necessarily be organizations, as the
role of people like Martin Luther King in the US civil rights movement of the
1960s, or of Vandana Shiva or Jose Bove in the global justice movement, reminds
us. Nevertheless, it is often organized groups that are associated with a move-
ment, for better or worse: for instance, Greenpeace or WWF with environmen-
talism, Amnesty International with human rights activism, Attac or the so-called
“Black Block™ with the global justice movement.
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For people committed to a certain cause, organizations are an important
source of continuity, not only in terms of identity, but also in terms of action.
At times of collective effervescence, when enthusiasm is high and the will to par-
ticipate is strong; it is easier to mobilize people and resources even informally as
individuals. But when opportunities for action are more modest and it gets more
difficult to attract people spontaneously “to the streets,” then organizations can
secure continuity to collective action precisely because of their tendency to self-
perpetuation. Of course not all organizations survive the end of protest waves
of particular intensity (Minkoff 1995), yet without organizations collective action
would be subject to extreme levels of variability, and challengers’ political weight
would be far more limited than it actually is. The role of organizations as sources
of identity and as actors securing continuity to collective action also results in
them playing representation and, to some extent, leadership roles on behalf of a
movement. One of the reasons why political actors have trouble dealing with
social movements, and media actors struggle to represent them in their accounts,
is the lack of recognized movement representatives. With variable levels of
acceptance from movements’ grassroots, organizations often end up playing such
a role simply by virtue of their greater visibility and greater ease of access (Diani
2003b).

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

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

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

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

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

6.1 Organizational Dilemmas in Social
Movements

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

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

6.1.1 Mobilizing people or resources?

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

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

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



142 SoclAL MOVEMENTS AND ORGANIZATIONS

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

6.1.2 Hierarchical or horizontal structures?

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

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

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

6.1.3 Challengers or “service providers”?

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

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

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

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

6.2.1 Professional movement organizations

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

6.2.2 Participatory movement organizations

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

Mass protest organizations

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

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

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

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

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

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

6.3 How Do Social Movement
Organizations Change?

6.3.1 Patterns of change

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

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

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

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

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

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

6.3.2 Institutional factors and
organizational change

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

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

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

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

6.3.3 Organizational cultures and
organizational change

Although social movement actors have margins of choice when they are trying
to adapt creatively to their environment, such margins are subject to limitations.



154 SoclAL MOVEMENTS AND ORGANIZATIONS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

6.4 From Movement Organizations to Social
Movement Networks

The network nature of social movements has long been highlighted. In a few
seminal contributions, Luther Gerlach pointed out that social movements are:
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Figure 6.1 Patterns of interorganizational relations among movement
organizations

(1) segmented, with numerous different groups or cells in continual rise and
decline; (2) polycephalous, having many leaders each commanding only a limited
following; and (3) reticular, with multiple links between autonomous cells
forming an indistinctly bounded network (Gerlach 1971; Gerlach and Hine 1970).
Recently he qualified his argument by stressing the undirected, acephalous,
rather than polycephalous, nature of such networks (Gerlach 2001).

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

6.5 Summary

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

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

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