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1. See the analysis of D
urkheim

's view
 of sym

bols as constitutive in B
ellah 1973. 

2. T
he tw

o m
ajor lines of em

pirical w
ork on values are the anthropological, com

paring 
values of different social groups (K

luckhohn and S
trodtbeck 1961), and the social-psycho­

logical, com
paring the values of individuals (R

okeach 1973). 
3. G

eertz's early classic, The R
eligion 0/Java (1960), is overtly W

eberian in inspiration 
and execution, tracing the influence of differing religious ethics on econom

ic action. G
eertz 

(1966) also em
phasizes the problem

 of theodicy (explaining suffering and injustice in the 
w

orld G
od controls), w

hich w
as central to W

eber's analysis of the dynam
ics of religious 

change. A
nd G

eertz has returned repeatedly to the problem
 of rationalization in 

non­
W

estern religious traditions (1968, 1973). 
4. S

ee K
eesing 1974 for a detailed treatm

ent of this issue. 
5. See S

herry O
rtner's (1984) insightful and entertaining analysis of shifts in culture 

theory, 'T
heory in A

nthropology Since the Sixties." 
6. T

his is the theoretical strategy R
andall C

ollins (1981, 1988) has called "m
icrotransla­

tion." T
he theorist attem

pts to provide concrete, individual-level causal im
agery even for 

m
acro or global causal processes, w

ithout m
aking the m

icro reductionist claim
 that the 

underlying causal dynam
ics operate at the m

icro level. 
7. C

arefulreaders ofW
eberw

illnote thatsuch an explanation
ofaction

is
perfectly

com
­

patible w
ith his theoretical orientation. "Social action" is, after all, action w

hose "subjective 
m

eaning takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course" 
(W

eber 1968: 4). W
eber (1946b) also argued clearly that the P

rotestant sects continued to 
influence action long after intense belief had faded because m

em
bers knew

 that sect m
em

­
bership gave visible social testim

ony to their w
orthiness. N

onetheless, W
eber and m

ost of 
his follow

ers have been preoccupied w
ith the inner w

orkings of the religious psyche rather 
than w

ith m
ore external form

s of cultural pow
er. 

8. W
illiam

 Sew
ell Jr. (1985, 1990) analyzes how

 dram
atic social m

ovem
ents shift an 

entire pattern of public discourse and thus rem
ake future form

s of collective action. 
9. S

ee Jepperson 1991 and S
cott 1992 for fuller treatm

ents of institutions and problem
s 

of institutional analysis. 
10. I develop this argum

ent m
ore fully for the case of m

arriage in Talk 0/ Love: H
ow
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T
he P

rocess of C
ollective Identity 

A
lberto M

elucci 

C
ulture and C

ollective A
ction 

Interest in cultural analysis h
as grow

n in the past tw
o decades together w

ith 
an extraordinary cultural transfonnation of planetary society. W

e are w
itness­

ing, w
ith m

ixed feelings of am
azem

ent and fear, the im
pressive developm

ent 
of com

m
unication technologies, the creation of a w

orld m
edia system

, the 
breakdow

n of historical political cleavages, the im
pact of cultural differences 

on national societies and at the w
orld scale. N

ever before have hum
an cul­

tures been exposed to such a m
assive reciprocal confrontation, and never has 

the cultural dim
ension of hum

an action been directly addressed as the core 
resource for production and consum

ption. It is not surprising therefore that 
social sciences are rediscovering culture, that a new

 reading of the tradition is 
taking place through the lens of this key concept, and that a w

ave of interest in 
cultural analysis is bringing a new

 vitality to theoretical debates in sociology. 
Social m

ovem
ents, too, seem

 to shift their focus from
 class, race, and other 

m
ore traditional political issues tow

ard the cultural ground. In the past tw
en­

ty years em
erging social conflicts in advanced societies have not expressed 

them
selves through political action, but rather have raised cultural chal­

lenges to the dom
inant language, to the codes that organize infonnation and 

shape social practices. T
he crucial dim

ensions of daily life (tim
e, space, inter­

personal relations, individual and group identity) have been involved in these 
conflicts, and new

 actors have laid claim
 to their autonom

y in m
aking sense of 

their lives. 
T

his essay addresses the concept of collective identity that w
as introduced 

in m
y previous contributions to the analysis of contem

porary social m
ove­

m
ents 

(see especially M
elucci 

1989), and that has already stim
ulated a 
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prom
ising discussion (B

artholom
ew

 and M
ayer 1992; L

araiia, Johnston, and 
G

usfield 1994). W
hy should the issue of collective identity be a concern and, 

m
ore specifically, in the context of a book on social m

ovem
ents and culture? 

F
rom

 the theoretical point of view
, interest in cultural analysis corresponds to 

a shift (see Sw
idler, chapter 2 in this book) tow

ard new
 questions about how

 
people m

ake sense of their w
orld: H

ow
 do people relate to texts, practices, 

and artifacts so that these cultural products are m
eaningful to them

? A
nd, ulti­

m
ately, how

 do they produce m
eaning? T

hese new
 questions raised by the 

recent reflections on culture are paralleled by the increasing evidence of the 
w

eaknesses of traditional sociological theories w
hen they are confronted 

w
ith contem

porary social m
ovem

ents. 

T
he study of social m

ovem
ents has alw

ays been divided by the dualistic 
legacy of structural analysis as a precondition for collective action and the 
analysis of individual m

otivations. T
hese parallel, and som

etim
es intertw

ined, 
sets of explanations never fill the gap betw

een behavior and m
eaning, be­

tw
een "objective" conditions and "subjective" m

otives and orientations. T
hey 

never can answ
er the questions of how

 social actors com
e to form

 a collectiv­
ity and recognize them

selves as being part of it; how
 they m

antain them
­

selves over tim
e; how

 acting together m
akes sense for the participants in a 

social m
ovem

ent; o
r how

 the m
eaning of collective action derives from

 struc­
tural preconditions o

r from
 the sum

 of the individual m
otives. 

T
h

e developm
ent of a new

 interest in culture and the related attention to 
herm

eneutics, to linguistics, and to the m
any m

ethodological w
arnings com

­
ing from

 ethnom
ethodology and cognitive sociology have also m

ade m
ore 

evident the low
 level of epistem

ological aw
areness and self-reflexivity typical­

ly im
plied in traditional research on collective phenom

ena. W
ith few

 excep­
tions (for a good exam

ple see Johnston, chapter 11 in this volum
e), research 

on social m
ovem

ents has been led so far by a w
idespread "realistic" attitude 

tow
ard the object, as if collective actors existed in them

selves, w
ere unified 

ontological essences that the researcher had to understand by referring them
 

to som
e underlying structural condition o

r by sorting the m
otives behind the 

behaviors. T
h

e position of the observer is of course that of an external eye, as 
objective as possible, and very little attention is paid to questions such as how

 
the relationship of the researcher to the field contributes to the construction 
of it. T

h
e present book is in itself a significant exam

ple of a turning point on 
these m

atters and a sign of an increasing epistem
ological aw

areness. 
A

 thorough rethinking of the concept of collective identity is necessary to 
confront the dualism

 betw
een structure and m

eaning. T
h

e concept, as w
e w

ill 
see, cannot b

e separated from
 the production of m

eaning in collective action 

T
H

E
 P

R
O

C
E

S
S

 O
F

 C
O

L
L

E
C

T
IV

E
 ID

E
N

T
I1Y

 
43 

and from
 som

e m
ethodological consequences in considering em

pirical form
s 

of collective action. T
his strategic role of the concept in dealing w

ith the ques­
tions that are com

ing to the forefront of contem
porary sociological debates 

probably explains the parallel interest in both cultural analysis and collective 
identity. B

y asking the question of how
 individuals and groups m

ake sense of 
their actions and how

 w
e can understand this process, w

e are obliged to shift 
from

 a m
onolithic and m

etaphysical idea of collective actors tow
ard the 

processes through w
hich a collective becom

es a collective. A
 processual 

approach to collective identity helps account for 
such a theoretical and 

m
ethodological shift. B

ut the concept is often used in social m
ovem

ent stud­
ies in a reified fashion, a new

 passe-partout that sim
ply substitutes the old 

search for a core "essence" of a m
ovem

ent. T
his essay stresses three basic 

points that are fundam
ental to a processual approach to collective identity: 

(1) collective identity im
plies a constructivist view

 of collective action; (2) it 
has som

e epistem
ological consequences on the w

ay one considers the rela­
tion betw

een observer and observed in social research; and (3) it affects the 
research practices them

selves. 

D
efining C

ollective Identity 

A
ction an

d
 F

ield
 

I consider collective action as the result of purposes, resources, and lim
its, 

as a purposive orientation constructed by m
eans of social relationships w

ithin 
a system

 of opportunities and constraints. It therefore cannot be considered 
either the sim

ple effect of structural preconditions or the expression of values 
and beliefs. Individuals acting collectively "construct" their action by m

eans of 
"organized" investm

ents: they define in cognitive term
s the field of possibili­

ties and lim
its they perceive w

hile at the sam
e tim

e activating their relation­
ships so as to give sense to their "being together" and to the goals they pursue. 

T
h

e em
pirical unity of a social m

ovem
ent should be considered as a result 

rather than a starting point, a fact to be explained rather than evidence. T
h

e 

events in w
hich a num

ber of individuals act collectively com
bine different ori­

entations, involve m
ultiple actors, and im

plicate a system
 of opportunities and 

constraints that shape their relationships. T
h

e actors "produce" the collective 
action because they are able to define them

selves and their relationship w
ith 

the environm
ent. T

h
e definition that the actors construct is not linear b

u
t pro­

duced by interaction, negotiation, and the opposition of different orientations. 
Individuals or subgroups contribute to the form

ation of a "w
e" (m

ore or 
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less stable and integrated according to the type of action) by rendering com
­

m
on and laboriously adjusting three orders of orientations: those relating to 

the ends o
fth

e actions (the sense the action has for the actor); those relating 
to the m

eans (the possibilities and the lim
its of the action); and finally those 

relating to relationships w
ith the environm

ent (the field in w
hich the action 

takes place). T
he action system

 of a collective actor is thus organized along a 
num

ber of polarities in a state of m
utual tension. T

he collective actor seeks to 
give an acceptable and lasting unity to such a system

, w
hich is continuously 

subject to tensions because action has to m
eet m

ultiple and contrasting 
requirem

ents in term
s of ends, m

eans, and environm
ent. C

ollective m
obiliza­

tions can occur and can even continue because the actor has succeeded in 
realizing, and in the course of the action continues to realize, a certain inte­
gration betw

een those contrasting requirem
ents. T

his "social construction" 
of the "collective" through negotiation and renegotiation is continually at 
w

ork w
hen a form

 of collective action occurs. A
 failure o

r a break in this con­
structive process m

akes the action im
possible. 

T
he question H

ow
 is a collective actor form

ed? at this point assum
es a 

decisive theoretical im
portance: w

hat w
as form

erly considered a datum
 (the 

existence of the m
ovem

ent) is precisely w
hat needs to be explained. A

nalysis 
m

ust address itself to the plurality of aspects present in the collective action 
and explain how

 they are com
bined and sustained through tim

e. It m
ust tell 

us, therefore, w
hat type of "construct" w

e are faced w
ith in the observed 

action and how
 the actors them

selves are "constructed." 

A
 D

efinition 

I call collective identity this process of "constructing" an action system
. 

C
ollective identity is an interactive and shared definition produced by several 

individuals (or groups at a m
ore com

plex level) and concerned w
ith the ori­

entations of action and the field of opportunities and constraints in w
hich the 

action takes place. B
y "interactive and shared" I m

ean a definition that m
ust 

be conceived as a process because it is constructed and negotiated through a 
repeated activation of the relationships that link individuals (or groups). 

F
irst, collective identity as a process involves cognitive definitions con­

cerning the ends, m
eans, and field of action. T

hese different elem
ents o

r axes 
of collective action are defined w

ithin a language that is shared by a portion o
r 

the w
hole of a society or that is specific to the group; they are incorporated in 

a given set of rituals, practices, cultural artifacts; they are fram
ed in different 

w
ays but they alw

ays allow
 som

e kind of calculation betw
een ends and 

m
eans, investm

ents and rew
ards. T

his cognitive level does not necessarily 
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im
ply unified and coherent fram

ew
orks (as cognitivists tend to think: see 

N
eisser 1976; A

belson 1981; E
iser 1980), but it is constructed through inter­

action and com
prises different and som

etim
es contradictory definitions (see 

B
illig, chapter 4 in this volum

e). 
S

econd, collective identity as a process refers thus to a netw
ork of active 

relationships betw
een the actors, w

ho interact, com
m

unicate, influence each 
other, negotiate, and m

ake decisions. F
orm

s of organizations and m
odels of 

leadership, com
m

unicative channels, and technologies of com
m

unication are 
constitutive parts of this netw

ork of relationships. 
Finally, a certain degree of em

otional im
restm

ent, w
hich enables individu­

als to feel like part of a com
m

on unity, is required in the definition of a collec­
tive identity, C

ollective identity is never entirely negotiable because participa­
tion in collective action is endow

ed w
ith m

eaning but cannot be reduced to 
cost-benefit calculation and alw

ays m
obilizes em

otions as w
ell 

(M
oscovici 

1981). P
assions and feelings, love and hate, faith and fear are all part of a body 

acting collectively, particularly in areas of social life like social m
ovem

ents 
that are less institutionalized. T

o understand this part of collective action as 
"irrational," as opposed to the "rational" (w

hich in this case m
eans good!) 

part, is sim
ply a nonsense. T

here is no cognition w
ithout feeling and no m

ean­
ing w

ithout em
otion. 

L
et us try now

 to understand m
ore closely this interactive and com

m
unica­

tive construction, w
hich is both cognitively and em

otionally fram
ed through 

active relationships. 

P
rocess and F

on
n

 

T
he term

 identity is m
ost com

m
only used to refer to the perm

anence 
over tim

e of a subject of action unaffected by environm
ental changes falling 

below
 a certain threshold; it im

plies the notion of unity, w
hich establishes th

e 
lim

its of a subject and distinguishes it from
 all others; it im

plies a relation 
betw

een tw
o actors that allow

s their (m
utual) recognition. T

he notion of iden­
tity alw

ays refers to these three features: the continuity of a subject over and 
beyond variations in tim

e and its adaptations to the environm
ent; the delim

i­
tation of this subject w

ith respect to others; the ability to recognize and to be 
recognized. 

T
he notion of a certain stability and perm

anence over tim
e seem

s to con­
trast w

ith the dynam
ic idea of a process. T

here is no doubt that at any given 
m

om
ent social actors try to delim

it and stabilize a definition of them
selves. So 

do the observers. B
ut the concept of collective identity as defined here can 

precisely help to explain that w
hat appears as a given reality, m

ore or less per­
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m
anent, is alw

ays the result, at least to a certain extent, of an active process 
that is not im

m
ediately visible. 

S
uch a process involves continual investm

ents and as it approaches the 
m

ore institutionalized levels of social action it m
ay increasingly crystallize 

into organizational form
s, system

s of rules, and leadership relationships. T
he 

tendency and need to stabilize one's identity and to give it a perm
anent form

 
create a tension betw

een the results of the process, w
hich are crystallized in 

m
ore or less perm

anent structures, in m
ore o

r less stable definitions of iden­
tity, and the process itself, w

hich is concealed behind those form
s. 

T
he concept of collective identity as defined here can help catch the inter­

active and som
etim

es contradictory processes lying behind w
hat appears to 

be a stable and coherent definition of a given collective actor..! am
 aw

are of 
the fact that I am

 using the w
ord identity, w

hich is sem
antically inseparable 

from
 the idea of perm

anence and is perhaps, for this very reason, ill-suited to 
the processual analysis for w

hich I am
 arguing. N

evertheless, I am
 still using 

the w
ord identity as a constitutive part of the concept of "collective identity" 

because so far I have not found a better linguistic solution. B
ecause, as I w

ill 
argue, this collective identity is as m

uch an analytical tool as a "thing" to be 
studied, it is by definition a tem

porary solution to a conceptual problem
 and 

can be changed if other concepts prove to be m
ore adequate. In the m

ean­
tim

e, I w
ork w

ithin the lim
its of the available language, confident that the 

shift tow
ard new

 concepts is a m
atter not just of different w

ords but of a new
 

paradigm
. T

h
e w

ay out from
 the legacy of m

odernity is a difficult process, and 
w

e w
ill realize that our tim

e is over only at the end, w
hen w

e w
ill find our­

selves in a new
 conceptual universe. M

eanw
hile, for the sake of com

m
unica­

tion, w
e cannot help but use old w

ords to address new
 problem

s. 
O

ne w
ay to overcom

e the apparent contradiction betw
een the static and 

the dynam
ic dim

ensions im
plied by collective identity is to think of it in term

s 
of action. C

ollective identity enables social actors to act as unified and delim
­

ited subjects and to be in control of their ow
n actions, but conversely they can 

act as collective bodies because they have achieved to som
e extent the con­

structive process of collective identity. In term
s of th

e observed action, one 
m

ay thus speak of collective identity as the ability of a collective actor to rec­
ognize the effects of its actions and to attribute these effects to itself. T

hus 
defined, collective identity presupposes, first, a self-reflective ability of social 
actors. C

ollective action is not sim
ply a reaction to social and environm

ental 
constraints; it produces sym

bolic orientations and m
eanings that actors are 

able to recognize. S
econd, it entails a notion of causality and belonging; actors 

are, that is, able to attribute the effects of their actions to them
selves. T

his 
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recognition underpins their ability to appropriate the outcom
es of their ac­

tions, to exchange them
 w

ith others, and to decide how
 they should be allo­

cated. T
hird, identity entails an ability to perceive duration, an ability that 

enables actors to establish a relationship betw
een past and future and to tie 

action to its effects. 

T
he R

elational D
im

en
sion

 of C
ollective Identity 

C
ollective identity therefore defines the capacity for autonom

ous action, a 
differentiation of the actor from

 others w
hile continuing to be itself. H

ow
ever, 

self-identification m
ust also gain social recognition if it is to provide the basis 

for identity. T
he ability of a collective actor to distinguish itself from

 others 
m

ust be recognized by these others. T
herefore it w

ould be im
possible to talk 

of collective identity w
ithout referring to its relational dim

ension. 
R

ecent advances in the neurosciences and cognitive sciences on w
hat is 

innate to hum
an behavior and w

hat is acquired (O
m

stein and Sobel 1987; 
G

azzaniga 1987) provide a form
al m

odel for the present discussion of collec­
tive identity. A

lthough som
e extrem

e positions have been taken up, contem
­

porary brain research tends tow
ard th

e interm
ediate view

 that the relational 
and social aspects of hum

an behavior lie w
ithin its biological constitution. In 

the functioning of o
u

r brains, heredity lays dow
n a neural program

 that gov­
erns the grow

th of an individual's nervous system
. A

s far as the constitution 
of individual identity is concerned, the program

 creates conditions under 
w

hich individual differentiation com
es about as a result of interaction w

ith the 
environm

ent. P
sychoanalysis, genetic psychology, and sym

bolic interaction­
ism

, investigating the early structuring of individual identity, had already 
dem

onstrated the crucial 
role 

of prim
ary interactions-recognizing and 

being reco
g

n
ized

-in
 the m

ost deep-lying experiences of the life of an infant. 
In a sim

ilar w
ay, therefore, w

e can say that social m
ovem

ents develop col­
lective identity in a circular relationship w

ith a system
 of opportunities and 

constraints. C
ollective actors are able to identify them

selves w
hen they have 

learned to distinguish betw
een them

selves and the environm
ent. A

ctor and 
system

 reciprocally constitute them
selves, and a m

ovem
ent only becom

es 
self-aw

are through a relation w
ith its external environm

ent, w
hich offers to 

social action a field of opportunities and constraints that are in tu
m

 recog­
nized and defined as such by the actor. 

T
herefore the unity of collective action, w

hich is produced and m
aintained 

by self-identification, rests on the ability of a m
ovem

ent to locate itself w
ithin 

a system
 of relations. A

 collective actor cannot construct its identity indepen­
dently of its recognition (w

hich can also m
ean denial or opposition) by other 
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social and political actors. In order to act, any collective actor m
akes the basic 

assum
ption that its distinction from

 other actors is constantly acknow
ledged 

by them
, even in the extrem

e form
 of denial. T

here m
ust be at least a m

inim
al 

degree of reciprocity in social recognition betw
een the actors (m

ovem
ent, 

authorities, other m
ovem

ents, third parties) even if it takes the form
 of a 

denial, a challenge, o
r an opposition ("W

e are for Y
ou the Y

ou that Y
ou are for 

U
s"). W

hen this m
inim

al basis for recognition is lacking there can only be 
pure repression, an em

ptiness of m
eaning nullifying the social field in w

hich 
collective identity can be produced. 

T
he autonom

ous ability to produce and to recognize the collective reality 
as a "w

e" is a paradoxical situation: in affirm
ing its difference from

 the rest of 
the society, a m

ovem
ent also states its belonging to the shared culture of a 

society and its need to be recognized as a social actor. T
h

e paradox of identi­
ty is alw

ays that difference, to be affirm
ed and lived as such, presupposes a 

certain equality and a certain reciprocity. 

Identity an
d

 C
onflict 

C
ollective identity as a process can be analytically divided and seen from

 
internal and external points of view

. T
his separation of tw

o sides is obviously 
a w

ay of describing w
hat should b

e seen as a basically unified process. C
ol­

lective identity contains an unresolved and unresolvable tension betw
een the 

definition a m
ovem

ent gives of itself and the recognition granted to it by the 
rest of the society. 

C
onflict is the extrem

e exam
ple of this discrepancy and of the tension it 

provokes. In social conilicts reciprocity becom
es im

possible and com
petition 

for scarce resources begins. B
oth subjects involved deny each others' identi­

ties and refuse to grant to their adversary w
hat they dem

and for them
selves. 

T
he conilict severs the reciprocity of the interaction; the adversaries clash 

over som
ething that is C

om
m

on to both of them
 but that each refuses to grant 

to the other. B
eyond the concrete o

r sym
bolic objects at stake in a conilict, 

w
hat people fight for is alw

ays the possibility of recognizing them
selves and 

being recognized as subjects of their action. Social actors enter a conilict to 
affirm

 the identity that their opponent has denied them
, to reappropriate 

som
ething that belongs to them

 because they are able to recognize it as their 
ow

n. 

D
uring a conilict the internal solidarity ofthe group reinforces identity and 

guarantees it. P
eople feel a bond w

ith others not because they share the sam
e 

interests, but because they need this bond in order to m
ake sense of w

hat 
they are doing (P

izzorno 1978, 1986). T
h

e solidarity that ties individuals to 
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others enables them
 to affirm

 them
selves as subjects of their actions and to 

w
ithstand the breakdow

n of social relations induced by conflict. M
oreover, 

they learn how
 to gather and focus their resources in order to reappropriate 

w
hat they recognize as theirs. P

articipation in form
s of collective m

obilization 
or in social m

ovem
ents, involvem

ent in form
s of cultural innovation, volun­

tary action inspired by altru
ism

-all these are grounded in this need for iden­
tity and help to satisfy it. 

C
ollective Identity over T

im
e 

C
ollective identity is a learning process that leads to the form

ation and 
m

aintenance of a unified em
pirical actor that w

e can call a social m
ovem

ent. 
A

s it passes through various stages, the collective actor develops a capacity to 
resolve the problem

s set by the environm
ent and becom

e increasingly inde­
pendent and autonom

ously active in its relationships. T
he process of collec­

tive identity is thus also the ability to produce new
 definitions by integrating 

the past and the em
erging elem

ents of the present into the unity and continu­
ity of a collective actor. 

It is above all situations of crisis o
r intense conflict that challenge the iden­

tity of a m
ovem

ent, w
hen it is subjected to contradictory pressures that set a 

severe test for the ability of the collective actor to define its unity. It can 
respond by restructuring its action according to new

 orientations, or it can 
com

partm
entalize its spheres of action so that it can still preserve a certain 

am
ount of coherence, at least internally to each of them

. T
he m

ost serious 
cases provoke a breakdow

n o
r fragm

entation of the m
ovem

ent or a breach of 
its confines. T

his can lead to the incapacity to produce and m
aintain a defini­

tion of the m
ovem

ent that has a certain stability or, vice versa, to the com
pul­

sive assum
ption of a rigid identity from

 w
hich it is im

possible to escape, as in 
sects or terrorist groups. 

C
ollective identity ensures the continuity and perm

anence of the m
ove­

m
ent over tim

e; it establishes the lim
its of the actor w

ith respect to its social 
environm

ent. It regulates the m
em

bership of individuals, and it defines the 
requisites for joining the m

ovem
ent and the criteria by w

hich its m
em

bers 
recognize them

selves and are recognized. T
h

e content of this identity and its 
tem

poral duration vary according to the type of group. 
W

hen w
e consider organizational structures, leadership patterns, and 

m
em

bership requisites, w
e deal w

ith levels of collective action that presup­
pose the notion of collective identity: they incorporate and enact the w

ays a 
collective actor defines ends, m

eans, and field of action. O
ne should consider 

those levels as em
pirical indicators of a possible collective identity and, con­
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versely, should use this concept as an analytical tool to dism
antle the "reified" 

appearance of those em
pirical dim

ensions of a social m
ovem

ent and to attain 
the constructive process behind them

. 

D
ereification o

f C
ollective Identity 

In sum
, one cannot treat collective identity as a "thing," as the m

onolithic 
unity of a subject; one m

ust instead conceive it as a system
 of relations and 

representations. C
ollective identity takes the form

 of a field containing a sys­
tem

 of vectors in tension. T
hese vectors constantly seek to establish an equi­

librium
 betw

een the various axes of collective action and betw
een identifica­

tion that an actor declares and the identification given by the rest of the 
society (adversaries, allies, third parties). 

C
ollective identity in its concrete form

 depends on how
 this set of relations 

is held together. T
his system

 is never a definitive datum
; it is instead a labori­

ous process in w
hich unity and equilibrium

 are reestablished in reaction to 
shifts and changes in the elem

ents internal and external to the field. C
ollec­

tive identity therefore patterns itself according to the presence and relative 
intensity of its dim

ensions. S
om

e vectors m
ay be w

eaker o
r stronger than 

others, and som
e m

ay be entirely absent. O
ne m

ay im
agine it as a field that 

expands and contracts and w
hose borders alter w

ith the varying intensity and 
direction of the forces that constitute it. 

A
t any given m

om
ent both actors and observers can give an account of this 

field through a unified, delim
ited, and static definition of the "w

e." T
his "reifi­

cation" tendency is alw
ays part of a collective actor's need for continuity and 

perm
anence. B

ut today this unsurm
ountable necessity has to confront im

por­
tant changes in the w

ays identification takes place. 

Identification processes are today gradually transferred from
 outside soci­

ety to 
its 

interior. 
F

rom
 

transcendent and 
m

etaphysical 
en

tities-fro
m

 
m

etasocial foundations like m
yths, gods, and ancestors, but also from

 the 
m

ore recent avatars of G
od like H

istory o
r the Invisible H

and of the m
a
rk

e
t­

identification processes shift to associative hum
an action, to culture and com

­
m

unication, to social relations and technological system
s. A

s identity is pro­
gressively recognized as socially produced, notions like coherence, boundary 
m

aintenance, and recognition only describe it in static term
s; but in its 

dynam
ic connotation collective identity increasingly becom

es a process of 
construction and autonom

ization. 

F
or recent social m

ovem
ents, 

particularly those centered on cultural 
issues, collective identity is becom

ing the product of conscious action and the 
outcom

e of self-reflection m
ore than a set ofgiven o

r "structural" characteris­

'\ 
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tics. T
he collective actor tends to construct its coherence and recognize itself 

w
ithin the lim

its set by the environm
ent and social relations. C

ollective iden­
tity tends to coincide w

ith conscious processes of "organization" and it is 
experienced as an action m

ore than as a situation. 
T

o express this increasingly self-reflexive and constructed m
anner in 

w
hich contem

porary collective actors tend to define them
selves, I suggest 

that w
e coin a term

: identization. W
ithin the boundaries ofour language, it is a 

rough and provocative acknow
ledgm

ent of a qualitative leap in the present 
form

s of collective action and also a call for an equivalent leap in our cognitive 
tools. 

T
h

e L
ens of C

ollective Identity: W
hat O

ne C
an S

ee T
hrough It 

C
ollective identity is a concept, an analytical tool, not a datum

 or an essence, 
not a "thing" w

ith a "real" existence. In dealing w
ith concepts, one should 

never forget that w
e are not talking of "reality," but of instrum

ents or lenses 
through w

hich w
e read reality. T

he concept of collective identity can function 
as a tool only if it helps to analyze phenom

ena, or dim
ensions of them

, that 
cannot be explained through other concepts or m

odels and ifit contributes to 
new

 know
ledge and understanding of these phenom

ena. 
A

s I said in the opening section of this essay, the concept of collective iden­
tity w

as devised in order to overcom
e the shortcom

ings of the dualistic lega­
cy still present in the study of collective action and the difficulties of the cur­
rent approaches in 

explaining som
e dim

ensions of contem
porary social 

m
ovem

ents, particularly the central role of culture and sym
bolic production 

in recent form
s of action. Italso addresses the naive epistem

ological assum
p­

tions im
plied very often by m

any contem
porary approaches to the study of 

social m
ovem

ents. It is then a concept that is intended to introduce changes 
in our conceptualization of social m

ovem
ents, and for this very reason should 

contribute to a different understanding of the changing significance of social 
m

ovem
ents in contem

porary society. 
T

hese tw
o levels, changes in conceptualization and changes in our under­

standing of the significance of collective phenom
ena, are connected by a cir­

cular relation. T
he circle is not a vicious one ifconcepts help us to see m

ore of 
the phenom

ena to w
hich they apply, to see them

 differently. M
oreover, if 

these em
pirical phenom

ena are filtered and interpreted through these lenses, 
they m

ay help us to refine and im
prove the quality of the lenses them

selves. 
L

et m
e try to indicate w

hat one can see through the particular lens of col­
lective identity. 
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F
irst, the notion of collective identity is relevant to sociological literature 

because it brings a field vie',v of collective action and a dynam
ic view

 of its def­
inition. It im

plies the inclusion of the social field as part of the m
ovem

ent con­
struction and it m

eans that beyond the form
al definitions (speech, docu­

m
ents, opinions of participants) 

there is alw
ays an active negotiation, an 

interactive w
ork am

ong individuals, groups, or parts of the m
ovem

ent. T
his 

shifts attention from
 the top to the bottom

 of collective action and it does not 
consider only the m

ost visible form
s of action or the leaders' discourse. It 

looks to the m
ore invisible or hidden form

s and tries to listen to the m
ore 

silent voices. 
P

rocesses of m
obilization, organizational form

s, m
odels of leadership, ide­

ologies and fornls of com
m

unication: these are all m
eaningful levels of analy­

sis for the reconstruction from
 w

ithin of the system
 of action that constitutes 

a collective actor. B
ut also relationships w

ith the o
u

tsid
e-w

ith
 com

petitors, 
allies, adversaries, and especially the reaction of the political system

 and the 
apparatus of social co

n
tro

l-d
efin

e a field of opportunities and constraints 
w

ithin w
hich the collective actor takes shape, perpetuates itself, or changes 

(the im
portance of this dim

ension h
as been stressed by, for exam

ple, G
am

­
son, F

irem
an, and R

ytina 1982; G
am

son 1990; T
arrow

 1989b). 
S

econd, the concept of collective identity can also contribute to a better 
understanding of the nature and m

eaning of the em
erging form

s of collective 
action in highly differentiated system

s. In the past ten years, analysis of social 
m

ovem
ents and collective action h

as further developed into an autonom
ous 

sector of theory and research in the social sciences, and the quantity and 
quality of w

ork in the area has increased and im
proved our understanding of 

recent phenom
ena (M

cC
arthy and Z

ald 1987; Jenkins 1983; C
ohen 1985; 

T
urner and K

illian 1987; K
landerm

ans, K
riesi, and T

arrow
 1988; S

now
 and 

B
enford 1988; M

elucci 1989; G
am

son 1990). T
h

e autonom
y of the conceptual 

field relating to analysis of social m
ovem

ents has developed, not by chance, in 
parallel w

ith the increasing autonom
y of noninstitutional form

s of collective 
action in com

plex system
s. T

h
e social space of m

ovem
ents has becom

e a dis­
tinct area of the system

 and no longer coincides either w
ith the traditional 

form
s of organization of solidarity or w

ith the conventional channels of politi­
cal representation. T

he area of m
ovem

ents is now
 a "sector" or a "subsystem

" 
of th

e social arena. 
R

ecognizing this autonom
y forces us to revise concepts like "state" and 

"civil society" (K
eane 1988), "private" and "public," "expressive" and "instru­

m
ental"; distinctions break dow

n and signal a change in our conceptual uni­
verse. T

h
e notion of "m

ovem
ent" itself, w

hich originally stood for an entity 
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acting against the political and governm
ental system

, is now
 inadequate to 

describe the reality of reticular and diffuse collective phenom
ena. C

ontem
po­

rary "m
ovem

ents" take the form
 of solidarity netw

orks w
ith potent cultural 

m
eanings, and it is precisely these that distinguish them

 so sharply from
 

political actors and form
al organizations. 

T
h

e concept of collective identity helps to m
ake distinctions that separate 

this level from
 others (particularly from

 political dim
ensions of collective 

action). T
hese dim

ensions do not disappear from
 the scene, but com

e to play 
different roles that can be caught only if one relies on conceptual tools that 
allow

 one to recognize the com
plexity of present collective actors and that do 

not take for granted "social m
ovem

ent" as a unified and hom
ogeneous reality. 

T
hird, w

e have passed beyond the global and m
etaphysical conception of 

collective actors as historical heroes or villains. B
y identifying specific levels 

that enter the construction of collective identity, w
e can see m

ovem
ents as 

action system
s. T

hey are not entities that m
ove w

ith the unity of goals attrib­
uted to them

 by their ideologues or opponents. T
hey are system

s of action, 
com

plex netw
orks am

ong the different levels and m
eanings of social action. 

T
his is particularly true of contem

porary form
s of collective action that are 

m
ultiple and variable. T

hey lie at several different levels of the social system
. 

T
h

e consequence for the analysis of contem
porary conflicts is that w

e m
ust 

therefore begin by distinguishing betw
een the field of a conflict and the 

actors that bring such conflict to the fore. 
In the past, studying conflicts used to m

ean analyzing the social condition 
of a group and using this analysis to deduce the cause of the collective action. 
T

oday w
e m

ust first identify a social field w
here a conflict em

erges and then 
explain how

 certain social groups take action w
ithin it. M

oreover, the actors 
in a conflict cannot be easily linked to a social condition because they are very 
often a social com

posite. T
heir condition as such does not explain their 

involvem
ent in a conflict. Since actors are not inherently conflictual, by their 

social "essence," the nature of action is tem
porary; it m

ay involve different 
actors, or it m

ay shift am
ong various areas of the system

. T
his m

ultiplicity 
and variability of actors m

ake the plurality of the analytical m
eanings con­

tained w
ithin the sam

e collective event o
r phenom

enon even m
ore explicit. 

F
ourth, the concept of collective identity h

as im
portant consequences in 

clearing up som
e m

isunderstanding on the so-called new
 social m

ovem
ents. 

P
aradoxically, the result of the recent debate on "new

 m
ovem

ents" has been 
that the im

age of m
ovem

ents as m
etaphysical entities h

as been deeply ques­
tioned. C

ontem
porary m

ovem
ents, like all collective phenom

ena, are not 
"new

" or "old" but bring together form
s of action that involve various levels of 
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the social structure. T
hey com

prise different orientations that entail a variety 
of analytical points of view

. T
heir com

ponents belong to different historical 
periods. W

e 
m

ust, therefore, seek to understand this m
ultiplicity of syn­

chronic and diachronic elem
ents and explain how

 they are com
bined into the 

concrete unity of a collective actor. T
he notion of collective identity can help 

to describe and to explain this connection betw
een the apparent unity, w

hich 
is alw

ays our em
pirical starting point, and the underlying m

ultiplicity, w
hich 

can be detected only by an appropriate analytical tool. 
Fifth, another im

portant consequence of the concept of collective identity 
has to do w

ith the theory of dom
ination and conflict. O

nce one has clarified 
the 

epistem
ological prem

ise concerning the "new
ness" of contem

porary 
m

ovem
ents, the notion of collective identity can prevent sociological analysis 

from
 too quickly getting rid of the theoretical question of w

hether a new
 par­

adigm
 of collective action is now

 taking shape. T
he question occurs not in the 

em
pirical sense of taking the observed phenom

enon as a w
hole, but rather 

analytically, in term
s of certain levels o

r elem
ents of action. W

e m
ust ask our­

selves, therefore, ifthere are dim
ensions to the "new

" form
s of action that w

e 
should assign to a system

ic context other than that of industrial capitalism
, if 

these dim
ensions express new

 system
ic conflicts and challenge new

 form
s of 

social dom
ination, a question that is dism

issed by critics of "new
 m

ove­
m

ents," w
ho place these phenom

ena on an exclusively political level. 
I have suggested that collective action in m

any recent social m
ovem

ents, 
by the very fact that it exists, represents in its form

 and m
odels of organiza­

tion a m
essage broadcast to the rest of society concerning new

 pow
ers and 

the possibilities of new
 challenges. Instrum

ental and political goals are still 
pursued, but they becom

e precise in their scope and replaceable. A
ction 

affects institutions by m
odernizing their culture and organization as w

ell as 
by selecting new

 elites. A
t the sam

e tim
e, how

ever, it raises issues that are 
not provided for by instrum

ental rationality, w
hich requires only the im

ple­
m

entation of w
hatever has been decided by anonym

ous and im
personal 

pow
er. 

Sixth, this level of analysis cannot explain everything, and the concept of 
collective identity is a perm

anent w
arning about the necessity of recognizing 

a plurality of levels in collective action. C
ontem

porary m
ovem

ents, in particu­
lar, w

eave together m
ultiple m

eanings, legacies from
 the past, the effects of 

m
odernization, resistances to change. T

he com
plexity, the irreducibility, the 

intricate sem
antics of the m

eanings of social action are perhaps the m
ost fun­

dam
ental contributions that the concept of collective identity can bring to the 

field of social m
ovem

ents studies. 
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Finally, collective identity has som
e radical m

ethodological im
plications. 

Sociological analysis is not free from
 the risk of reducing collective action to 

just one of its levels and considering it as a unified em
pirical object. Ifsociol­

ogy still rests on an essentialistic idea of social m
ovem

ents as characters act­
ing on the stage of history, it m

ay thus contribute, even unw
illingly, to the 

practical denial of difference, to a factual and political ignorance of that com
­

plex sem
antics of m

eanings that contem
porary m

ovem
ents carry in them

­
selves. N

ot taking collective action as a given reality and questioning w
hat is 

usually taken for g
ran

ted
-n

am
ely

, the existence of a m
ovem

ent as a hom
o­

geneous em
pirical acto

r-are w
hat analysis is about. T

o understand how
 a 

social m
ovem

ent succeeds or fails in becom
ing a collective actor is therefore 

a fundam
ental task for sociologists. 

O
f course actors have to reify their action in the m

aking in order to speak 
about it. So do the opponents and the observers, including the researcher. 
"O

bjectifying" is a basic trait of hum
an cognition and also a cognitive econo­

m
y used in speaking about the w

orld. B
ut it does not m

ean that, as re­
searchers, w

e have to take this reification for granted. T
he task of analysis is 

precisely that of deconstructing this apparent reality and letting the plurality 
of relations and m

eanings appear. 
H

ow
 are ends and m

eans interpreted by different parts of the m
ovem

ent? 
H

ow
 are resources and constraints held together in the m

ovem
ent discourse? 

W
hat kind of relation w

ith the environm
ent shapes the m

ovem
ent and how

 do 
the different parts interpret it? W

hat kind of conflicts, tensions, and negotia­
tions can be observed during the process of construction and m

aintenance of 
a m

ovem
ent as a unified em

pirical actor? T
hese are som

e of the questions 
that can be derived from

 the concept of collective identity and that lead to a 
different research practice. 

H
ow

 to S
tudy C

ollective Identity 

R
esearch M

ethods o
n

 S
ocial M

ovem
ents 

I w
ould like to discuss here the consequences that posing the question of 

collective identity has for research practice. In the field of social m
ovem

ents, 
research has reflected the actor-system

 dualism
 inherited from

 the nine­
teenth-century legacy. T

his dualism
 has been present in three m

ajor and 
recurrent practices. F

irst and m
ost com

m
only, in the observation of behaviors 

variously defined 
as 

m
ovem

ents, 
protest, 

m
obilizations, 

and 
so 

on, 
the 

researcher seeks to discover a particular social condition. T
his has m

eant 
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investigating w
hether the structural conditions that define the actor, or rather 

the alleged actor, are capable of explaining the types of behavior observed. 
T

he second area deals w
ith the perceptions, representations, and values of 

actors. In this case, surveys are conducted, nonnally about activism
, to delve 

into the m
otivations of individuals to participate ill social m

ovem
ents. A

 sub­
category of this approach is the analysis of docum

ents produced by collective 
actors, that is, of the ideologies that have been articulated in w

ritten fonn. 
T

his entails w
orking on organized (and organizational) representations. In 

this case, one can take the fram
ing activity of "m

ovem
ent" leaders (those w

ho 
have the pow

er to speak on behalf of a m
ovem

ent) as a point of reference. 
O

bviously a constant and recurring possibility is that of relating these tw
o lev­

els: certain representations and opinions are correlated w
ith certain structur­

al conditions. 

T
he third type of research practice concerns the quantitative analysis of 

collective events, a relatively recent approach that C
harles T

illy (1978, 1986) 
has system

atically developed w
ith very im

portant results (see also, in the 
sam

e direction, T
arrow

 1989b). H
ere the em

pirical units are protest events. 
S

uch events, further classified by their specific characteristics (size, type of 
actors, repertoire of actions used, response on the part of the authorities), are 
then correlated w

ith structural factors or different states of the political, eco­
nom

ic, or other system
s. 

E
ach of the foregoing research practices provides useful infonnation and 

helps clarify som
e aspect of collective action. E

ach of them
 indicates a re­

search path that, explicitly confined to its ow
n epistem

ological lim
its, could 

increase 
our understanding of collective 

action. 
B

ut 
w

hen 
an 

approach 
becom

es the only tool for the interpretation of "a m
ovem

ent as such," then it 
easily becom

es an undue extension and generalization that is also colored by 
a m

etaphysics of the actor that tends to consider it an "essential" subject 
instead of a system

 of relationships. 

In the first case it is assum
ed that the structural "thickness" of a social con­

dition should explain action, w
hich is not able in itself to carry the "true" 

m
eaning of w

hat is observed. O
ne has to refer to a m

ore substantial reality 
beyond the appearance of the phenom

enon. A
 self-restrained application of 

this approach could provide useful infonnation on the social profile of partici­
pants in social m

ovem
ents and on som

e societal m
acroprocesses that affect 

collective action. 

In the second case, w
hen inquiries concern the participants' m

otivation, 
,; 
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can draw
 a picture of the m

ovem
ent as a collective actor, w

hich is supposed to 
be the sum

 or the com
bination of those individual opinions. W

hen, on the 
other hand, one refers to docum

ents, the discourse of the leaders and their 
fram

ing activities are taken, m
ostly im

plicitly, as representative of the m
ove­

m
ent as a w

hole: the actor is conceived therefore as a unified reality that is 
interpreted in a transparent w

ay by the leaders and by the organizational dis­
course. H

ere too a self-restrained use of these sources and m
ethods could tell 

us w
hat participants and leaders think. 

T
he third case is concerned w

ith protest events, and it is based on public 
records. In this case the reification ofthe collective actor is produced first by 
the fact that it is reduced to a political actor: given the nature of the data, the 
only fonns of action that can be considered are those that challenge a public 
authority and are recorded by the police, the press, o

r other public sources. 
S

econd, in the definition of the m
ovem

ent, all the subm
erged relationships, 

the everyday activities that are part of a m
ovem

ent culture cannot be taken 
into account, or can be referred to only indirectly. B

ut, of course, a self­
restrained use ofthis m

ethod could give us im
portant answ

ers to the question 
of how

 an actor confronts a public authority and how
 the action is affected by 

the opponent. 
W

hen these approaches are used to provide general interpretations of "a 
m

ovem
ent as such," w

hat disappears from
 the scene in all three cases is col­

lective action as a social production, as a purposive, m
eaningful, and relation­

al orientation, that cannot sim
ply be derived from

 structural constraints (first 
case), cannot be reduced to the unity of leaders' discourse or to the sum

 of 
m

ilitants' opinions (second case), or cannot be reduced to being m
erely pub­

lic behavior (third case). 
T

h
e recent developm

ents of discourse analysis applied to social m
ove­

m
ents are aw

are of this com
plexity and try to creatively approach the m

ulti­
plicity of levels im

plied in a collective discourse G
ohnston, chapter 11 in this 

volum
e). T

hey bring a different point of view
 that is m

ore concerned w
ith 

m
eaning and its construction. A

lso, the recent w
ave of interest in biographi­

cal m
ethods (see for a synthesis B

ertaux 1981; D
ella P

orta 1992) has also 
brought new

 attention to the subjective and discursive dim
ensions of collec­

tive action. B
ut here there are also som

e risks related to a new
 version of the 

naive assum
ption that the m

eaning of a collective action w
ill be the sum

 of the 
representations 

of individual 
actors 

(see 
M

elucci 
1992). 

M
oreover, 

the 
assum

ption that a narrative w
ill som

ehow
 adequately reveal the m

eaning of 
the assum

ption is that by com
paring individual opinions and representations 

an actio
n

-ab
o

v
e and beyond the relationship w

ith the researcher in w
hich 

and by relating them
 to som

e structural variables (e.g., social condition) one 
the narrative is produced and the particular relationship of the narrator w

ith 

I
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his ow
n m

em
ory---ean easily end up identifying action w

ith the ideology of 
the actor (and of the researcher) instead of revealing the nature of action as 
an interactive construct. Ifattention is not paid to the conditions of production 
of a text, to the reception and interpretation of it by the researcher, a new

 kind 
of "objectivism

" can be the outcom
e of a very "subjective" source as bio­

graphical data. 
A

ction research and research intervention, particularly as developed by 
A

lain T
ouraine (1978), directly address the question of how

 action is con­
structed and attem

pt to observe action as it takes place, as a process built by 
actors. B

ut these approaches assum
e a kind of m

issionary task on the part of 
the researcher, w

ho ends up playing the role of deus ex m
achina, providing 

the actors w
ith a consciousness that they are apparently not able to produce 

for them
selves (this is particularly true of T

ouraine 1974, 1984). S
econd, they 

ignore the relationship betw
een the observer and the observed, a problem

 
that is crucial for any form

 of research that entails a direct interaction betw
een 

researcher and subject. Finally, research-intervention m
ethods underesti­

m
ate the fact that a researcher intervening in a field of action does not w

ork 
under "natural" conditions but m

odifies the field and m
ay even m

anipulate it, 
beyond his or h

er intentions (this point has been particularly developed by the 
F

rench analyse institutionnelle; see L
apassade 1981; L

oureau 1977). 

C
on

d
ition

s for Studying C
ollective Identity 

Ifcollective action is conceived as a field of m
eanings and orientations that 

are constructed through social relationships w
ithin resources and lim

its, fur­
ther steps m

ust be taken to address em
pirically the shortcom

ings of these 
attem

pts. S
ince collective identity is not a "thing" but a process of construc­

tion through active relationships, a research practice focusing on process 
should at least fill three conditions. 

F
irst, it should recognize that actors understand the m

eaning of their 
actions, 

independent of the redeem
ing or m

anipulative intentions of re­
searchers. 

S
econd, it should recognize that the researcher-actor relationship is itself 

subject to observation. 
Finally, it should recognize that any research practice that requires an 

intervention in the field of action of a given actor creates an artificial situation 
that m

ust be explicitly acknow
ledged. S

uch a practice therefore requires a 
high degree of self-reflexivity and a capacity for m

etacom
m

unication regard­
ing the circular relationship betw

een the observer and the observed. 
A

 research practice capable of responding to these requirem
ents needs to 

,J'i.: 
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concentrate m
ore on processes and less on contents. It is tow

ard this end that 
m

y research experim
ents in the field of collective action have been directed. 

T
his experience has resulted in m

y conviction that the three directions I have 
indicated here constitute a proving ground for any m

ethod that w
ishes to 

escape dualism
 betw

een structure and intentions, observer and observed. In 
follow

ing these recom
m

endations, research on collective identity casts off 
the illusion of being a reflection of the "true" reality and m

oves closer to 
understanding its very nature: action is a self-reflecting process socially 
constructed w

ithin the lim
its of a given social and cultural field; research is 

that particular kind of social action w
here chances or opportunities for self­

reflexivity are higher. 
C

ollective actors are never com
pletely in control of their ow

n actions. 
T

hey are acted upon and lived by the process of the construction of a "w
e" 

even as they act and live that very process. T
here is an opaque, hidden aspect 

of collective action that is a result of the im
possibility of an actor's sim

ultane­
ously assum

ing the position of actor and the point of view
 of the relationship 

in w
hich it is involved and to w

hich it contributes. T
he relational point of view

 
is not inaccessible to a collective actor, but one cannot sim

ultaneously act and 
be an analyst, as each of us know

s from
 our ow

n personal experience. A
naly­

sis requires the distance that perm
its us to assum

e the point of view
 of the 

relationship itself and to m
etacom

m
unicate about the lim

its and the possibili­
ties by w

hich action is delim
ited. 

O
nly by keeping this distance and at the sam

e tim
e being close to the 

c.ction can one observe that intense, plural, and som
etim

es contradictory sys­
tem

 of m
eanings that constitute the collective identity of a social m

ovem
ent. 

W
ithout access to the invisible netw

ork of negotiations and interactions 
am

ong different parts and levels of an em
pirical m

ovem
ent, it is difficult not to 

reduce action to behaviors and opinions. B
ut this access requires som

e con­
ditions in the relationship betw

een researchers and collective actors. 

A
 C

ontractual R
elationship 

K
now

ledge about collective identity assum
es a decisive role in rendering 

accessible a specific potential for action; it functions as a m
ultiplier of process­

es for change because it gives the actors responsibility for the choices they 
m

ake. A
ction research is som

etim
es close to this purpose and result, but it is 

often led by a m
issionary spirit that too easily transform

s the researcher into 
an activist or a preacher. 

K
now

ledge today becom
es a desirable resource for actors, allow

ing for 
the recognition of a difference betw

een actors and researchers in term
s of 
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skills and interests. T
he researcher is a particular type of actor w

ho can pro­
vide cognitive resources, w

hich help to m
ake the relational point of view

 
m

ore transparent. T
his helps bring about the possibility of a negotiated rela­

tionship betw
een actors w

ho professionally control som
e cognitive resources 

and others w
ho need to clarify their capacity for action but in turn control 

expertise and inform
ation relative to the action itself. 

T
he m

eeting point betw
een these tw

o groups of actors is necessarily 
contractual. T

here is nothing m
issionary about it. 

N
or does this relation 

im
ply expectations about the destiny of the actors for the point of view

 of 
researchers. T

his m
ight be true of som

e researchers as individuals, as citi­
zens, as political activists, but not as scientists. In their institutionalized role, 
researchers are called upon to produce know

ledge. In this capacity, they 
have to take ethical and political responsibility for the production and desti­
nation of cognitive resources; they do not have the privilege of being able to 
guide the destiny of a society as advisers of rulers or ideologues of protest. 

T
h

e m
eeting ground betw

een actors and researchers, and in this case I am
 

not thinking only about the study of social m
ovem

ents, is the recognition of a 
dem

and for cognitive resources. T
w

o distinct interests, that of the researcher 
w

ho gathers inform
ation and that of the actor w

ho im
proves his or h

er capac­
ity to act consciously and m

eaningfully, can tem
porarily m

eet and create the 
possibility of an exchange. 

A
n

 E
xam

p
le 

In m
y ow

n research practice, w
hich is based on group experiential and 

videorecorded sessions (M
elucci 1984), I have tried to apply these m

ethod­
ological guidelines to different social m

ovem
ent netw

orks. T
h

e goal of m
y 

m
ethodology is to break the apparent unity of the discourse of m

ovem
ents 

and to observe the interactive construction of the unity through differences 
and conflicts. T

he particular m
ethodology is intended to address not individ­

ual opinions, but the system
 of interactions in its m

aking. It assum
es that it 

does not address only discourses, but discourses constructed through actual 
interactions involving the internal and external action field: actors are con­
fronted w

ith their internal tensions and w
ith the external relationships w

ith 
researchers, leaders, other actors, observers, opponents. T

h
e procedure is 

intended to allow
 the m

ultilevel, m
ultifaceted, often contradictory aspects of 

identity to em
erge. T

hrough a structured and process-oriented intervention it 
aim

s at the reconstruction of a field of m
eanings and relationships that is 

often dilem
m

atic (as the rethorical approach in social psychology has also 
show

n; see B
illig, chapter 4 in this volum

e). 
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L
et m

e take as an exam
ple the w

om
en's m

ovem
ent of the 1970s. M

yexam
­

ple is based on the m
ovem

ent in Italy (M
elucci 1984,1989), but m

any charac­
teristics resulting from

 this particular research are com
parable to sim

ilar phe­
nom

ena in other W
estern countries. U

sually the w
om

en's m
ovem

ent has 
been analyzed either as a political actor o

r as a fem
inine culture spread in the 

life w
orld. T

hrough the reconstruction of the collective identity I w
as able to 

detect the action system
 of this collective actor and the w

ays the different 
com

ponents of w
om

en's action are kept together and translated in visible 
m

obilization. 
T

he w
om

en's m
ovem

ent reveals the tensions betw
een consciousness­

raising groups centered on the transparency of internal affective needs and 
the professional groups com

m
itted to conquering a public space for the fem

i­
nine difference; betw

een the groups producing "w
om

en's culture" (w
riting, 

art) for internal consum
ption and those engaged in the production of services 

(lodging, health, w
elfare); betw

een the groups giving priority to research on 
the self and individual differences and those that put the accent on "sorority." 
T

hese are not the only types of groups w
ithin the m

ovem
ent, but orientations 

that are present w
ithin a single group or portion of the m

ovem
ent. T

he inte­
gration of these orientations is assured by the high degree of elasticity of a 
very adaptable organizational form

, sim
ultaneously self-reflective and pro­

ductive (the m
ain production is that of "fem

inine" cultural codes). S
tarting 

from
 this identity structure, the m

obilization of w
om

en is thus possible and 
assum

es th
e characteristic double-level 

(visibility-latency) form
: 

brief and 
intense public m

obilization cam
paigns that are fed by the subm

erged life of 
the netw

orks and their self-reflective resources. 
T

his exam
ple show

s how
 im

portant the notion of collective identity can be 
in revealing collective action as a system

 of tensions. A
pplied to em

pirical 
cases, it accounts for different outcom

es of the m
ovem

ent, w
hich are related 

to the different internal field and to different answ
ers from

 the external envi­
ronm

ent. C
ollective action should be thought of as a construct, putting an end 

to the structure-intentions duality. A
ction is an interactive, constructive pro­

cess w
ithin a field of possibilities and lim

its recognized by the actors. T
he 

accent on the lim
its to the process of construction, w

hich alw
ays take place 

w
ithin the boundaries of a given field, avoids the risk of a radical construc­

tivism
 that w

ould be difficult to sustain (G
iddens 1984). N

evertheless, w
ith­

out the capability of perceiving and m
aking sense of its boundaries, action 

w
ould not be possible. In fact, radical constructivism

 finishes by destroying 
the relational dim

ension of social action and presents itself as the ultim
ate 

version, perhaps m
ore sophisticated, of a voluntaristic paradigm

. 
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S
om

e C
onclusions 

A
t this point I w

ould like to discuss som
e m

ore general consequences con­

cerning the position of the researcher and the role of scientific know
ledge. 

T
oday scientific know

ledge increasingly enters into the constructive process 

of collective action as a particular form
 of social action w

ith a high self­
reflective capacity. K

now
ledge is not a m

irror revealing in a linear w
ay the 

causal chains that govern reality. Instead, it is a circular process of m
odeling 

(of its subjects) and self-m
odeling (of its instrum

ents). It is a process that is 
anything but "pure," in w

hich the contam
inating factors of em

otions, subjec­

tive evaluations, and the lim
itations of the observer interact in a decisive m

an­

ner. B
ut also different fields of know

ledge interact to an ever greater degree, 

continuously calling into question the conventional disciplinary boundaries 
and their institutional settings. T

hus defined, scientific know
ledge takes on 

the aspect of a bricolage, the gathering and com
bining of cues, w

hose m
ean­

ings depend upon variations in point of view
, from

 the particular perspective 

of the observer (B
ateson 1972, 1979; G

illigan 1982). 

S
tudying collective identity m

eans redefining the relationship betw
een the 

observer and the observed because w
e are dealing not w

ith a thing, b
u

t w
ith a 

process continuously activated by social actors. A
cknow

ledging both in our­
selves as scientists and in the collective actors the lim

ited rationality that char­

acterizes social action, researchers can no longer apply the criteria of truth o
r 

m
orality defined a priori outside of the relationship. R

esearchers m
ust also 

participate in the uncertainty, testing the lim
its of their instrum

ents and of 
their ethical values. T

hey cannot avoid freezing in a definition "w
hat a social 

m
ovem

ent is," as very often is the case for actors them
selves. B

ut they m
ust 

b
e aw

are that collective identity is just a tool for analysis, not a reality in itself. 
T

hus the tw
o 

m
odels that have alw

ays characterized the relationship 

betw
een researcher and actor in social sciences fall to pieces before our very 

eyes: that of identification and that of distance. "U
nderstanding" or "em

pa­

thetic" researchers share w
ith ideologues, from

 w
hom

 they nevertheless 
intend to distance them

selves, the illusion of the pow
er to destroy the gap 

betw
een reflection and action. T

h
e m

yth of transparency o
r of total com

m
uni­

cation seem
s to feed in a recurrent m

anner the need to transform
 the scientif­

ic w
ork into m

aieutics or into pedagogy, exposing the "cold" body of science 
to the fire of action. B

ut the m
odel of distance, of the neutrality of the 

researcher, high priest of a "truth" and a "reality" that are beyond the com
­

prehension of the actors, also seem
s to b

e obsolete. A
fter all, just w

hat is this 
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"reality" of w
hich researchers speak, if not that constructed together in a cir­

cular interaction w
ith their "subjects"? 

G
iving up the role of the dem

iurge, the great suggestor or the eye of G
od. 

researchers can take responsibility for their w
ork of know

ledge, and they can 
offer the actors the possibility to develop their capacity to learn how

 to learn, 

to produce their ow
n codes. 

T
he particular form

 of action that w
e call research introduces into the field 

of social relations new
 cognitive input derived from

 the action itself and from
 

the observation of its processes and effects. In com
plex societies, research 

could be conceived as a process of m
etacom

m
unication, a second-degree 

learning process, as the developm
ent of the form

al abilities that an era of 
accelerated 

change 
such 

as 
ours 

requires 
of know

ledge. 
P

roviding 
an 

account of the plurality and tensions constituting a collective actor, collective 
identity, is a cognitive tool for this learning process. 




