The Symbolic
Challenge of

Contemporary
_m Movements

BY ALBERTO MELUCCI

Action Systems

1

__ munaroﬂn}r theory and research during the seventies have
undoubtedly provided a deeper understanding of conempo-
; rary social movements. The forms of collecive action which
. have emerged during the past Lwenty years m Tields previously
untouched by spcial conflicts (age, 36X differences, health, vela-
don to nature, human survival) are aking by now an incredsing
importance in sociological analysts and they become controver-
sial and stimulating opics for bath theory and research. The
eighties seem 10 offer new material 1o nis reflection, sinde
collective action is shifting more and more from the “political”
form, which was common to raditional op position movements
‘n Western societies, to 3 cultyral ground.

Theoretical frameworks and empivical knowledge of con-
tempoTary complex societies SUEBESE that:

{1y The emergent ronflicts have a permanent and noncon-
u_ﬁﬁnEﬂ.m# pature: new forms of solidarity and acton coexist
with more traditional memberships {such as classes, interest
groups, associationsh Though their empirical fearures can
vary widely, they become stable and irreversiblie components
ol COneEmparary social systems, because thay are strictly cone
nected 1o deep structural changes in (hesé SYSLETAS.

(9y Widespread networks of conficiual solidarity fuifill 2
function of sodalizaiion and “submerged” participasion. They
uﬁnuinrn..h&-minﬁ..i:nui och i
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the more traditional ones. The ways of political soaabzation,
the patterns of cultural innovation, the means of insfmtional
madernizaton are therefore redefined ouside the action of
already established agencies. .

{3 One of the main problems of “complexiny” is the gap
between insttutional systems of representation and decision
making and “civil saciery.” Needs and forms of actian arising
from the society are nar easily adaprable 1o the exisdpg chan-
nels of polideal participadon and to the organizational forms
of polidcal agencies, moreover, since the outcomes of collec-
tive action are difficult to predict, this increases the already
high degree of uncertainty systems are confronted with,

A reflection on bath theoretical and empirical dimensions of
contgmporary movements is thus a step which cannot be
avoided in the debate on paradigms allowing a satisfactory
undersianding of complex systems. .

In the field of social movements, sociology inherits a legacy
of dualism from philosophies of history. Collective action has
zlways been treated sither as an effect of strugtural erises and
comtradictions or as an expression of shared beliefs and
orientations, The dualism between structure and actors seems
to be the common feature of traditional analysis of collsctive
action, in both Marxist and funcdonalist approachss.

The duality can be {ormulated in terms of breakdount/
sotidarity, The farmer approach is represented by theories of

‘callective behavior and mass soctety® and holds collective ac-

tian to be a result of economic crisis and social disinlegration,
particularly: among the rootless. The latter considers social
maovements as expressions of shared interests within a com-
itan structural location (especially a class condition, as in any
viewpoints derived from Marxism). Breakdown thearies disre-

t 1Euu#._=m C. Tiliy, v Tilly, and R Tilly, The Rebellious Ceminry, 183019340 { Cam-
bridge: Harvard Univenilty Press, 1975} and B, Useem, “Sclidavity Model, Break-
down Model, and the Bogwon An-Buging Moveme," dreican Secalapical fodm 45
{1980,

T Ree aypaciully N, Smglser, Theory of Colleachoy Hetawor (Mew York; Mocmillan,
1803), wod AL Hormbhouser, The Patiic of Mox Soviety (Glesooe, 1.: Feas Press, 1958).
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gard the dimension of conflict within collective .mnn__un unﬂ

ezsily reduce it 1o pathological ﬂnmnmon and marginality. .m..u .

idarity models are unable to explain the passage *._E:._ a given

social condition to collectdve acton. The classical Em.uxﬁ

probiem (how to pass from class condition to m_mm...w nm:.ﬁE.M.

ness) still exists and can't be solved without raking into nE..a_, -
eration how a coligctive actor i3 formed and how his idenuarty s
Eﬂﬂwﬁw n,_”.wu be viewed also in terms of Hgmacﬂm}:ancanq:x
collective action is seen as a product of the _o.mx,“ of the system,
or as a result of personal beliefs. The stress is in the mi case
on social-economic context, in the second on the rote of :._.na_.
ogy and values, Either actors are &%oﬂ.nmmaa.om the Enm:.ﬂm.w
of their acdon, or they produce Meanings and goals appar-

without any constrainis.

mﬂ%ﬂ.—n seventies .L..__..:.F.Eam sociofogical theory to move _.._nq_,o:m
the breakdeown/sohdarity or structurefmotivation alternatives.
ln Furope the analyses of Tourain¢ and H..mm_un...ﬁmm, based on a
systemic approach, tried o establish a link _umgnw:. the :m:ﬂ
forms of conflict and the emerging structure af ﬂnm::aﬂu:. ia

capitalism.! Some American authors munﬂmnn ﬂ..a:.. Hi.._mﬁ.._u:
on how a movement is made up, if and how it survives in ume
and in relation Lo its environment, in werms of resowrce mobii-
radion.t

! i ., Welb, “Social Movemenls: Contingent oF :.__._".:_.n_: 3._25:__!,_.. ,
ﬂpvw.w__w__w“”w,ﬂﬂ ar the Conference on Socisl Movementt and Puoliicat Synems, Milan,
.ﬁﬂw.w..._.,m_..mnu__h_..._..:ﬂ_ Produciion dr dn soerete [Farie: m_n_._.:._ 197T4) ..._...__"_ .r_ E".,._n.___qa __n. ﬂ.ﬁ.ﬁ.
{Pariy; Seail, 1973 1 Habermas Zur Rokarinyhsion e hixtareschen Sfufestaism
ﬁ.ﬂ:ﬂ:ﬂ#nmnﬂwrﬂ_.-”.ﬂ_ "_rm.az.__ Zald, The Toenad af Seqal Mot nrois in Anrie; 1...#@:.
h..aal.‘_.ﬂ.__mq: an Resaurey Mollitution (Marriomsn, 14,]. _H_.ndn_.“..._._h.. ..,i ?...”t.. _._—.b__uh
and “Resource Mobilizadon and Soeial Movements: A Pariial Theory, .._____«.:n_.h_:ma“i_
nal of Sedotagy B6 (19771 M. M. Fald and J. B, McCarthy, eds., The ._uﬂ.:._:m.ﬁ. ..w__.__usin
Movammds (Cambridge: Winthiop, 19749 W, AL _uq_z._uE.__ .H.\,_n. Stralegy e_.. _aﬂﬂ rotes
(Homewood, 111! Corsey, 13755 A Ohersehall, m__._ﬁe__ Con flict q._.d.q__ .m.oﬁ_a x“.._,_ﬂ.__.__ e
{Engiewond Cliffs, M.J.: Prenica-Hall, 131); C. .._.”___:.. Eram .p._.&;..aa.a.“__. _.__d_n n.n.E__U_.n_..
{Reading, Masa.: Addison-Wesley, 1978 For o revisw anl n.__.un_.._.u_.um_.w ] e Fesu e
imokilization approach, see ). G Jeakins, " Resoures I_.__:._r“u:o:_ ._.m..q.__h__:h: e

. Sdy of Sogwl Moveaends,” ER zJ_..._a._. g Sogintagr 9 [19EE) E_.rw.“_..-. I .
Focal Movemeni of the Siiies and Sevendal .:f.i.._..ﬁ..r.. ._.Lu:l.-....i:_. .
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.ﬂﬁ. seventies leave us what I would call a “skepsical
mE..mﬁ__mE_. taward social movements: collective action is not a

thing,” nor dues it merely express what movements say of
themselves; analysis has rather o discover the system af inter-
nal and external relationships which constitutes “Bn acrign. But
the seventies’ theories also leave two problems unresclved
Structural thearies, based on system analysis, explain why _“Ew
Rt how a movement is set up and maintains its structure, that
is, _._.ﬁ,..q onty hypothesize about potential conflict ﬂ_wﬁuﬂhﬁ ac-
counting for concrete coflective action and actors. On the
oEmH hand, the resource mobilization approach regards such
action as mere data and fails to examine its meaning and
orientation. 1o this case, Aow but not why, Each questian could
be legitimate within its limits, bur frequeatly authors 1end to
present their theories as global explanations of social move-
Hn:ﬁ._,m In my view, the analysis should concentraie on the
systemnic relationships rather than on the simple Yogic of
wn.EH.u. But at the same time acton cannot be considered only
”...,:Ez_ structural contradictions. Acton has o be viewed as an
Emﬁ.wE of aims, resources, and obstacles, as 4 frirposive
ovientation which i3 et up within @ sysiem of opportunities and
consiraints, Movements are action systerms operaing ina systemic
field of possibilities and limits.” That is why the orgamization
becomes a critical point of observation, an analytical level oo
often underestimated or reduced to formal structures. The
way the mavement actors ser up their action is the concrete link
between orisntations and systemic opportuntiiesiconsirainis.

Eeemz..mﬂ.m are social constructions. Rather than a conse-
quence of crises or dysfunctions, rather than an expression of
belisfs, collective action is “built” by an organizational invest-

f For 2 :.:.“_n_. discussion of Uhe hearscal legney of the seventies, sce A, Meluce
ol Alta nu_.ﬂ..n. Aree di savimente arila wetiapotd (Bolagea: (I _.,H_.._:_E. T9Hq . A F__._Hr
.m:.n ] Social w_od_a_:m_:u.u... Soand Sedeice Fryfarneriat T4 00084 TR and A
_v...u.n.-_..h_ﬁan“”:“nvn _.4 .n._f_:.mn_ —q..n__._. AilTerest theerecal Namesorks. CL Tourane,
oy : ﬁ_“u_.,yont__u. w__. ﬁ...ﬁwn._ and E. Friedberg, Lactewr ef J¢ ivereme {Paris Sewil.

! J- 5 cman, “Secial Suuciute and a Theoer of Lonan” Polid Saae .
Bulleiin, oo, /2 {19751, . v e
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ment. “Organizaton” is nat here an empirical feature but an
analytical level. Keeping together individuals and mohbizing
resources for the action méeans allocating values, capabilities,
decisions in a field which is delimited: possibilities and bound-
aries provided by social refationships shape the action, but
neither resources nor constraints can be activated outside the
action itself.

Social maovemenis are thus action systems in that they have
structures: the unity and continuity of the action would not be
possible without integration and interdependence of individu-
als and groups, in spie of the apparent loostness of this kind
af spcial phenomena. But movements are action systems in that
their structures are built by aims, beliefs, decisions. and €x-
changes operating in a systernic field, A colfective identily i
nothing ¢lse than 4 shared definition of the field of opporuai-
lies and constraints of fered to collective action: “shared"
means constructed and negatialed through a repeated process
of “activaton” of social relationships connecting the actors.®

To ronsider a movenent as an actian system means 1o stop
reating it just as an empirical phenoméenon. The empivical
forms of collective action are objects of analysis, and they ave
not meaningful in themselves. Currently ont speaks of a
“movernent” as a unity, o which one attributes goals, chaices,
interests, decisions. But this unity, if any, 1§ result rather

than a point of departure: aiherwise one must assume that
there is a sort of deep “mind" of the movement, instead of
considering it as a system of social relauonships. A collective
action can't be explained without taking into account how
imternal and external respurces are maobilized, how organi-
rational structures ave built and maintained, how leadership

W i the concepr of colleoave idennty, see A Fizzaoim, gcqilng palricn « 1denlild
colleriiva nel conlirie di classe.” in C. Crouck and A, Pizzasno. eds , Confiun i Europn
DMilan: Etas LB, 19777 und "ldecdii ¢ interesse,” L. Sowtle g, Fdennrs 1 Tuna
foseaberg, 1983 £ Resnaud, “[denricey cotlecanes oo changemen: sl Lo ook
g e cellegiin ey CEaTLEE
consruclion of ol gumitsnanad ELngE o3 (LEM of actaowy i poimed
il Froedioetg, Lonteun gt lr riias. ol
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Finctions are assured. What empirically is called a “social
movement” is a system of action, connecting plural erienta-
tions-and meanings. A single collective action, moreoyer, con-
tains different kinds of behavior, and the analysis has po break
_ils-apparent unity and (o find out the various lements £omn-
verging in it and possibly having different outcomes. Only by
separating different analytical elements can one understand
‘how- they are kept: together by an “organizational” structure,
how a rollective identity is buil through a complex gystem of
negotiations, exchanges, decisions; how action can occur s 3
rasult of systemic determinations and of individual apd group
origntations. = - :

The field of social movements theory needs a shift away
from empirical generalizations (o analyrical definitjons. Just
for a methodological purpose I will indicate the essential lines
of my own theoretical path.? I assume that the meaning of
collective action depends on its system of reference and on 11
analytical dimensions. The same empirical behavior can be
viewed in different ways, whether or not it refers to gn ovgani-

zational system, 1o a political system, to a maode of producton:

claims against an ineffective authority are differeny from de-
mands for broadening participation and are still different
from action challenging the production and appropriation of
resources in a system. Apart from the System of reference,
action can be analyzed also according to its internal analytical
dimensions. Using conflics, sofidarity, and the breaking of the

system fimits,. T have differantiated among various types of col-
lective action,

1 define conflict as a relatonship beiween opposed acLors
fighting for the same resources, to which both give value.
Solidarity is the capability of an actor to share a collective
identity, that is, the capability of recognizing and being recog-

b { have developed my thearstical reflections in soverat works, See -pantieularly
A Mebed, “The New Social Movemenis: A Thagratical Approach,” Sogia Scims Infa-
matias L9 (19800, Linvencions del pressiie: Mouitmenti, tdewiits, Dirogi Dudividuer
{Bologna: Il Muline, 1982), wnd "End to Sccial Movements?”
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nized as a part of the same system of social Telationships.
Limits of 2 system indicate the range of variations tolerated
within its existing structure, A breaking of these limits pushes
a system beyond the acceptable range of variations.

I define analytically a social movement as a form of collec-
tive action (a) based on solidarity, (b) carrying on a conflict, (c}
breaking the limits of the system ‘in which action ©ocurs.

These dimensions, which are entirely analytical, enable one to-
- separate social movements from other collective phenomena

which are very often empirically associated with “movements”
and “protest™: one can speak of deviance, regulated griev-
ances, aggregated-mass behavier, according o which of these
dimensions is present or absent. Moreover, different kinds of
movements and collective actions can be assessed according to
the system of reference of acton.

Beyond the actual content of a definition (which is alwilys an
operational ool and not a metaphysical truth), what is iimpaor-
want to me is the methodological erientation. Since u mave-
ment ls not a thing but a system of action, we huve o improve
our capability of going beyond the empirical unity through
analytical instruments a5 sophisticated as possibie. What 1 have
outlined above is a way, still roughly designed, of making our
tools more effective.

The Systemnic Field and the Aclors

Complex systems require 2 growing interventon in social
ralationships, in symbolic production, in individual identity
and needs, Postindustrial sogieties no longer have an “eco-
nomic” basis; they produce by an increasing integration of
economic, political, and cultural srructures. “Material” goods
are produced and consumed with the mediation of huge in-
formational and symbolic systems.

Social conflicts move from the traditional sconomic/
industrial system to cultural grouads: they affect personal

|
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identity, the time and the space in everyday life, the moriva-
tion and the cultural patterns of individua! action. Conflicts
reveal a major shift in the structure of complex systems, and
new contradictions appear affecting their fundamenral logie.
On the one hand, highly differentated systems increasingly
praduce and distribute resources for individualizadon, for

. selferealization, for an autanomous building of personal and

collective identities, And that is becayuse complex systems are
informational systems and they cannot survive without as
suming a certain a2utonomous capacity in individual elements,
which have to be able 1o produce and receive informarion.
Consequently the system muse improva the autonamy of indi-
viduals and groups and their capacity for becoming effective
terminals of complex informational networks.

On the other hand, these s¥stems need mare and more
integration. They have o extend their control over she same
fundamental resources which allow their functioning, if they
want 1o survive. Power must affect everyday life, the deep
motivation of individual actien must be manipulated, the pro-
cess by which people give meaning to things and their action
must be under control. One can speak of “power micro-
physics"® or of a shift in social action from external to
“internal nature.”!! The conflicts of the ecighties reveal thegs
new cantradictions, and they imply an intense redefinition of
the location of social movements and of their forms of action,
They involve social groups more directly affected by the pro-
cesses outlined above. They arise in those areas of the systern
which are connected to the mast intensive informational and
symbolic investments and exposed to the greatest pressures
for conformity, The actors in these conflicts are no longer
social classes, that is, srable groups defined by a specifc social
candition and culture {as the working class was during
<capitalisic industrialization).

THE SYMBOLIC CHALLENGE a7

Actors in conflicts are increasingly femporary, and their
function is o reveal the stakes, 1o annoutics to seciety thar a
fundamental problem exists in a given area. They have a
growing symbolic function; one can probably speak of a
prophetic function. They are a kind of new medip 2 They do not
fight merely for material goais, or to increase cheir participa-
tion in the system. They fight for symbolic and cultural stakss,
for a different meaning and orientation of social action. They
try 1o change people's lives, they believe that you can change
your life today while fighting for mora general changes in
society,1?

Because it apprehends a movement only as a given empiri-
cal acror, resource mobilization theory is unable to explain the
meaning of these cantemporary forms of action. The fiald of
new social conflicts is created by the system and its contradic-
tory requiremtents. The activation of specific issuies depends
rather on historical and conjunctural factors. Sperific empiri-
cal canflicts are carried out by different groups which con-
verge on the graund provided by the sysiem, Ihe Fell
the stakes of #ntagonistic conflicts must therelore be defined
at the synchronic level of the sysiem. Actors, on the contrary,
can be identifled only by taking into account dischronie, con-
junctural facrbrs, particularly the functioning of the political
system. Resouree mobilization theory can help in under-
standing how different elemens converge in activating spe-
cific forms of eoliective action, but cannot explain why action
arises and where it is going.

The resourte mohilization approach avoids the macrolevel

"*I. H. Marx and N Holzner, “The Sacial Construetion of Siram and idetogical
Models of Grisvarme in Contemparaey Mlevemenis,” Pacife Sonwlaprcal Brzre B0
19775 T Samoon. “ldeolog:, 5ymbalivm and Rirualiy e Sewcral Movements,™ Samna
icwmce informancn 34 (1984
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?Emr is the main interest of theories such as Touraine's or
Habermas's), but in fact it tends w reduce every collective

mnm..nE to the political level. But that way it misses the culiural
orientation of the emerging social conflicts. Elsewhere | have |

spoken of “political overload” of many contemporary analyses

on social movements.'* Sometimes implicitly, very oftgn ex- -

phicitly, the relationship between movements and the political
system hecomes the focus of attention arid debate, Of gourse
_this viewpoint is legitimate, unless it exhausts any possible
consideration of other dimensions.’* Contemporary social
conflicts are not Just political, since thay affect the sygtem's
cultural production. Collective action is not carried out simply
for exchanging goods in the political market or for improving
the participation in the system. It challenges the logic govern-
ing production and appropriation of social resources.

The concept of movement itself seems increasingly jnade-
quate, if referred to recent phenomena. I prefer to speak of
movement networks Or movement areas as the network of groups

M Melucel, “End to Seclal Movemenisi” . ’

™ An analyvis of socal movoments which takes account of systemic Interaction and
"._.s pelical system responses is propased by K. Webb et al., *Etiology and Quicomas
of Provest: New European Peripectiver,” American Bebavioral Seientint 26 ([BBA); 6.
Tarrow, “Mavimenti e erganizzazioni sociali; Che tasa song, quande hanna acessso,”
Laborataria patitice 2 (1988} and Struggiing fo Reform: Social Movemenis and Poligy Change
Drurimg Cyeles of Prowes, Western Sodeuss Oecadonal Papers, no. 15 (Ithage, M.¥:
Comnell Universiry, 1654); D. Della Parta, "Leadership Strategies and Qrgandzational
Resources; The Crisls of the French Women's Movement," paper presentsd 3 the bth
EGOS Colloquium, Florence, November 198%; ¥, Ergas, “Politca sociale ¢ poverno
della pracesta,” in 5, Bellignl, 2d. Gawyrnore fo demoorazie (Milan: Angeli, 1981); A,
Marsh, Prowst and Poliicel Sorrcioumess (London: Sage, 1977 J. Wilton, Social
Proceyt mod Sodal Conprol,” Seciaf Prodlime 24 {1977: F. Fox Fiven and R, Cloward,
Poer People's Movemenis (New York: Pantheon, 1977). A “politeal® reducdan of the
Women's movement can be found in J. Freeman, The Polifes of Womm's Liberation (New
J,E.,w". Longroan, 1976}, and . Gelb, Women snd Public Paline; (Frinceton: Princewon
._.._:J_.nnE__ Prewn, 1988). For a crilique of this reduction, see Y. Ergas, “Tha Dliinte-
grative Revolutinn: "Welfare Palidcs and Emergent Collactive Idenaltica,” pAper pre-
sented ar the Conference on Farfarmasce of ltalian Insticutions, Bellagin, June 1935,

Bzferring Lo sonlempotary. mevement, [ have wed the expression “powpoliteal
movement” {Melucd, Llievenzione del presens). Offe speabs of the “meapoliicsl
paradigm” of these movements {C Qffe, “New Sodal Movemen i a Metapoliteal
Challenge.” unpublished paper, Universivy of Biclefeld, 1883,
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and individuals sharing a conflictual culture and a collective
identity. This definition includes not only “formal” organi-
zations but also the network of “informal” relationships con-
neciing core individuals and groups to a broader area of
participants and “users” of services and cultural goeds pro-
duced by the movement,!?

The inadequacy of the concept of social movement i5 a
symptom of a more general epistemological problem. The
concept of movement belongs to the same semantir and con-
ceptual framework in which other notions, such as progress or
revolution, were formed. In a world where change means
crisis management and maintenance of systemic equilibrium,
where “no future” is not only a slogan but the recognition that
the system is both planetary and dramatically vulnerable, in
such a world the historicist paradigm fades and. reveals the
need for new conceptual frames.

In the field of collective action the lack of more adequate
concepts makes it difficult to get rid of 2 notion such as “social
movement”; but I am aware that the concept of “movement
network” is 2 temporary adjustment covering a lack of more
satisfactory definitions and perhaps facilitating the transition
t0 another paradigm. .

But such a concept indicates also that collective action is
changing its erganizational forms, which are becoming fairly
different from tradidonal political organizadons. Moreover,
they are increasing autonomous from political systems, a
proper space for collective action is created within complex
societies as a specific subsystem. It becomes the point of con-
vergence for different forms of behavior which the system
cannot integrate (inclading not only conflicting orientations
but also deviant behavior, cultural innovation, etc.).

W See glig, although referred 10 more formal organizaions, the concepts of “soclal
movement industey” (MeCamhy and Zald, “Resgurce Mobilizaton') and “social
movement weetort (R Gaener and M. N, Zald, *Sodial Movement Secters and Sys-
rematic Constraim,” Working Paper no- 238, Center For Restarch on Secial Qrganiza-

_tion, Universicy of Michigan, L1881}
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The normal sitgation of today’s “ipovement’ is 2 network of
small groups submerged in everyday life which require a per-
sonal involvement in experiencing and practicing eyloaval in-
povation. They emerge paly on specific “ssues, a3 Lor instance

the big mobilizations for peace, for aborion, Against nuclear:

policy, ete. The submerged network, although composed of
separate stnall groups, is @ SySterm of exchange {persons and
\aformation circulate alang the network; somé agencies, such
as local free radios, hookshops. magazines provide 3 certain
unityy.? :

Such networks {Eirst autlined by Gerlach and Hine) have
the following characteristics: {2) they allow multiple member-
ship: (b militantism is only part-time and shori-term; {c) per-
sanal involvement and affecdve solidarily is required as 2
conditon for participation in many of the groups. This is not
a temporary phenomenon but a morphological ghift in the
structure of collective action.

One can speak of 2 fwa-pole model: lalenty and visibtlity, each
having two different functions. Latency allows peaple 10 eXpe
rience directly new eulural models—changes in the system af
meanings—which are very often opposed 10 the dominanl
social codes: the meaning of sexual differences, ame and
space, relationship to nature, I the body, and ¢ o Latency
creates 1w cultural codes and makes individuals praciice
them, When small groups emerge o confront a political au-
chority on 2 specific issue, visbility demonstrales the oppast-
tien o the logic underlying decision making wih regard to
public policy. At the same time, public mobilizadon mdicates
to the Test of saciety that the sperific problem & connected 0

1§ am referring Lo the resals of wroad pmpirieal jesgarch on new forms el
collgctive action {youth, women, grvironmenualists. peoreligiom} in e Mlihan mes
rapalilan area- Gare Melucci, Aleri coia; B Danani, ..Oﬂwﬁ__..uh:n_: RBepwgen Mo
ment Snd Insuuan,” Spciet Scarmed Infermation T4 115R4]; Sasocm, Lo gy, S0
b, and Riualiy.”

i+ P, Gerlach and ¥, B Hiwr,

;?‘l
lerril, LOTR- . .

b o+
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the general Jogic of the systef. and alsp that altermative cul-
turat models 37¢ possible.

These two poles: visibility and latency, are reciprocally €01~
related, Lawency allows visibility 10 chat it feeds the former
with solidarity esources and with 2 cultural framework for
mobiization. Visibility reinforces submerged networks. 18
provides energies Lo TENEW salidarity, faciitates ereation of
new groups and recraitment of new miliLants artracted by
public mobilization who then flow into the suhmerged net
work.

The new cqmﬂs.ﬁm:cnﬂ (oo of contemporarty oYeETTENTS
is not just sipstrumental” kot their goals. TLis @ goal nselt.
Since the acion ig focused on culwval codes. the form of the
moverment is @ MessAgE, a symbolic chullenge to the dominank
patterns. Short-term and reversible commirment, muliple
jeadership that caf e challenged, temporaly and ad hoc o
mms.ﬁmnﬁ:& structiures are the bases iov el collective
‘dentity, but alse for a symbolic confrontation with the system.
Pepple are pifeved the possibility of anothel gXperience of
Lime, space, interpersonal relatiens, which O pses pperational
rationality of apparatuses A different wiy of paming the
world suddenty reverses the dominant codes.

The medium, the movement self me 2 new qrediwim, is the
message. &S prophets without enchaniment, coniemporary
movements practice in the present \he change they are
siruggling for they redefine the meaning of spcial action for
the whole socicly.

Peace Aolitzanion Palitiend o samhotie?

I will try now 1@ 4pRYY the conceptual T ramework oo
above to 1he uncxpected wave of maok PR
has been ﬂﬁcvmﬂnnﬁin. il
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the main capitals of the Western world. Two general questions
can be raised: What produces these forms of mobilization?
What is the meaning of individual and collective action?

_m..ﬁu._un.nﬁ questions the answers might seem obvious: mobili-
zation i§ a reaction to the changing political and military scene,
after the decisions regarding nuclear weapons in Europe;
peace is the goal, as a universal good threatened by the nu-
clear race and by the risk of towal warfare.

.These answers are as obvious as they are incomplete and
partial; they contain the same simplification in the “peace
movement” as that already applied to other recent collective
mobilizations in complex societies.

So far I.have spoken of peace mohilizxations and not of peace
movement because as I explained before I don't think that
“peace movement” has any analytical unity, Empivical phe-
nomena of recent years are multidimensional realities which
converge, only in a specific conjuncture, on the ground of-
fered by peace mobilizations.

The changes in military policies offer the conjunctural op-
portunity for the emergence and coagulation of different ele-
ments:

(1) There is first of all a reaction to the changes in military
policies which has twe main aspects: (a) mobtlization aof political
acters (in 2 broad sense of parties, unions, pressure groups,
.Emo&ﬂmqﬁw th) collective fear of an irreversible catastrophe.
In the first case, the logic of action ¢an be explained almost
entirely within the nationa! political systems. Inner dynamics,
already operating in these systems, are activated by interna-

_tional conjuncture: the residual political "new left” of the
seventies in West Germany, or the Communist party in Italy,
find on the peace ground an opportunity for their paolitical
action. The secand element of reaction is collective fear, which
can be analyzed as a sum of atomized behaviors, [ollowing the
classical analyses of crowd behavior or aggregative behavior.’?

" Smelser, Theory f Cotletive Behavior, F. Albertmi, Moviments ¢ titcziens (Belogna:
! Mulino, 1981]. :
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(2) A second component of peace mobilizations is what I
would call a moral utopianism that is not just a contemporary
phenomenon. Every social system contains 2 certain amount of
moral and totalizing expeciations toward happiness, justice,
truth, and so on. These claims do not have social atrributions,
do not involve specific social interests or practical-historical
projects. They live on the borders of great religions or great
cultural and fpolitical waves, in the farm. of emall sects, hereti-
cal cults, theolegical circles. The great collective processes
offer a channel to express this moral utopianism, which
otherwise would survive in marginal enclaves.

The peace issue is a ground of expression for these totaliz-
ing aspirations, which become visibla through a cyclical up and
down wave, Cortemporary iniernational conjunciure offers a
sacial and cultural opportunity for 2 phenomenan which has
anly an occasional link with the activating LI EL ST

(3) But peace mobilizations are not only a reaction o the
recent military policies, Palitical actors have only a minor role
in mobilizaton. The fear af the bomb doesnt explain the
patterns of solidarity, organization, identity of recent collective
action, which is very different from an apgregative behavior
such as a panic. Mora! utopianism could not Jeave Its margi-
nality if it weve not pushed by collectve processes which have
their roots elsewhere.

My hypothesis is that peace mobilizations also express con-
fiicts of a complex society. There is a qualitauve gap between
recent mobilizations and pacifism of the fifties. There is, on the
contrary, 2 continuity with other mobilizations of the sevenries
and early eighties {youth, women, ecological mobilizations).

An understanding of peace maobilizations of the eighties
thus needs a consideration not only of the nuclear war threat
but of the whole system in which this possibility oocurs.

Information has today become a central resource, and con-
temporary systems depend on it for their survival and devel-
opment. The capability of collecting, processing, transferring
information has heen developed in the last twenty years at @
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level which is not comparable 1o that of the whole history of
mankind.

That increases the artificial, “built” characteristics of social
life. A large amount of our everyday experiences oceur in a
socially produced environment. Media represent and refect
our actions; individuals incorporate and reproduce these mes-
sages in a sort of self-growing spiral. Where are "nature” and
“reality” cutside the cuitural representations and images we
recgive from and produce for our social world?

Social system acquires a planetary dimension, and the svents
are not important in themselves or for the place and people
where they occur but For their symbaolic inpact on the world
s¥stem.

Informational societies develop a eultural production net
directly connected to the needs for survival or for reproduc-
tion: in that they are "postmaterial” societies and they produce
a “eultural surplus.” Since information cannot be separated
from human capability of perceiving i1, social intervenrion
affects more and more man himself, Large investments in
biological research, mativational research, brain research, re-
cent developments of neurosciences, particularly in the most
developed countries, show that the deepest bases of human
behavier become a field of exploration and intervention:
bielogical and maotivational structure of humans becomes g
valuable resource,

A society based on information redefines sprce and time.
Space loses its physical limits and can be extended or con-
tracted at a degree that sne could hardly imagine only few
years ago. A whole library can he stocked in 2 space smaller
than a book, but the symbolic space everybody can be in touch
with reaches the whole planet and even extraterrestrial space.

The time needed to produce and process information has
been reduced so rapidly in recent vears thar we can already
experience the dramatic gop regarding other human time
experiences. The gap briween the time 1 comnputer nends to
process information and the tme (or heman anafvsis of the
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output is stil very high. However, research on ardficial intelit
gence has been growing in the direction of the reduction of
this lag. But the most dramatic is the gap concerning other
times of our everyday experience: the inner times, times of
feelings and emotions, times of questions without answers,
times for unifying the fragments of personal identiy.

Control over informational production, accumulation, and
circulation depends on codes which organize and make infor-
mation Utnderstandable, In complex societies, power consists
more and more of operational codes, formal rules, knowledge
organizers. In the operatiocnal logic, informatian is not a
shared resource accessible to everybody, but an empty sign,
the key of which is controiled by only 4 few people. The access
to knowledge becomes a field of a new kind of power and
conflicts, Moreaver, the possibility of unitying indevidual ex-
perience beyond the operutional rationality becomes more und
more difficult: there is no place for questions concerning
individual destiny and choices, life, birth, death, love.

The "nuclear situation™ as the possilsility of tomi destruction
has to be considered within the framewark 1 have just our-
lined,

{1} The nuclear situation is the extreme, paradoxicil exim-
ple of social capability of intervening on society itself, Lt is the
ultimate expression of an “artificial,” self-reflexive social life,
Contempurary societies produce themselves ta a degree that
inctudes the possibility of final desiruetion.

(2) This sitwation, for the first time in hurman history,
transforms peace and war into o ¢lobal sorin/ probiem. Sociery in
iself is cancerned with a question which affecrs the survival of
mankind and which cannot therefore be restricted to the sepa-
raie area of technical, eralitary, or political decision. While the
war, from the point of view of technology, hecornes more and
more a specialist’s field, its meaning is paradoxically |
and becomes a general social question a el
everybody,

{3} For the frst time o b
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planetary dimension and break the limits of relations amang
the states which have maintained in moderp history a
:.E.H.EEE over them. The complex system of relations we call
society acquires the power of self-destruction buf at the same
time. dispeses of the chances of survival and development.
_..H._.ﬁ social” becomes the field of power, risk, and responsibil-
ity.

_ (%) The. “nuclear situation” brings the war threat to the
informational field, particularly to a symbolic ground. The
E.UENHEE would be the end of war, bringing with it the
Asmwﬁmﬂﬂnn of mankind, Sc the éonfrontation within these
_“E:.u is necessarily a symbolic fight and a struggle for contral-
ling information. The concept of deterrence, a key concept in
contemporary political and military internationa! relacions,
operales mainly on symbolic ground. It intervenes in infar-
madon and representations of opponents, by creating a mirror
game in which every player tries to influence the ather and to
take advantage of the enemy’s misperception.

The nuclear situation contains two paradoxes, First, if soci-
ety produces the power of self-destruction, it shows bath the
highest level of self-reflection, of action on itself, and the
mcﬁn.nw_.mﬁ_ final end of this capability, Second, the nuclear
situation is the product of an information scalety and, as such,
i35 no longer reversible. Itis virually impossible for informa-
ton on the nuclear bomb and its production to disappear and
m_._nzu.mcun to come back to 2 prenuclear society. One has to
imagine a catastrophe or situation in which theve is total con-
.:.n,_ over informadon and the erasing of facts and the rewrit-
ing of history, in Orwellian terms. Ctherwise the bomb is an
incumbent and irreversible passibility of human society, both a
result of the largest widening of cheices and OTporiunites
ever produced by material and cultural evelution and an jr-
reversible visk. We can only go beyond, confronting it.

The “nuclear situation” has substantial analogies with other
contemporary forms of intervention of society on itself, Par-
ticularly generic engineering, and all forms of voluntary ac-
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tion on biological bases of behavior, reprodiction, thought,
life itself are as radical interventions on human destiny as the
nuclear threat. The difference is not the irreversibility (which
could also be true for genstic manipulation or ecological dis-
asterst but the specific characteristics of nuclear threat: lime
fdestruction would be almost instanmancous) and space (de-
struction could be global), which make nuclear war incompara-
Ble with any other. intervention on the future of mankind.

So what is at stake in contemporary movemnents, and par-
ticularly in peace mobilizations, is the production of the human
species, at the individual and collective level: the possibility for
men, as individuals and as species, to control not only their
“products” but their “making,” culturally and socially (and
more and more biclogically). What is at stake 15 the producaon
of hurnan existence and its quality.

In collective actien for peace, one can find some dimen-
sions of this emerging field of conflicts.

{13 Struggle against military policies reveals the transnational
nature of contemporary preblems and conflicts*® and the globa/
intevdependence of the planetary system. Collective action chal-
lenges not anly the actual shape of international relations but
the logic governing them. The world system is formally a set
of ralations among soversign sates, but in fact it is dominated
by the rwo-blocs logic and by the imbalances between MNorth
and South. Within the two empires, technocratic and military
apparatuses control informational and decisional rescurces for
survival and they are also respansible for the unequal ex-
change among different areas of the planer, The exhausting
of the narion-state system is perhaps the fundamental message
of contemporary pacifism, even if there are still a good deal of
“national” questions unresolved.®! Through the peace issue one
can hear an appeal to give society the power of deciding and

4o g Hegedus, "Pacifiame, AEUPEliIne U UG OCUYEAW MOUYEMENT (Fandnational
‘pour ba paixd”, preseried ar Felirinelli Foundation Cenlerence, Milan, Jupe 1933.

A Melucc and M. DHani, Maziona senza stala: | wiovinendl gnico-nazienali i ecinente
Turin: Loescher, 1983).
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controlling its own existence, in 2 new set of relations among
tts elements {groups, interests, cultures, “nations™. A new in-
tersocietal order is not a utopia but great aspiration of our
planetary situation where the nation-states are extinguishing
themselves not because of socialism {the myth of the end of
the state) but because they lase their authority; from above, a
planetary, multinational political and economic interdepen-
dence moves the center of artual decision making elsewhere;
from below, multiplication of autonomous centers of decision
gives “civil socienies” a power they never had during the devel-
opment of modern siates.

The problem of political management of this new situation
1S not an easy one; but the planetary system has to start From
the sacial transformaton of its nature, if it wans to find nesw
Political means for its survival,

{2) Peace mobilizafions point out the increasing dectsional
dimension of the contemparary situation. Society and its des-
tiny are ncnmﬂﬂnnnn_.. as a result of decisions and choices,
products of social relationships and not of the apparently Fatal
logic of apparatuses, pretending they have a right to 2
monopaly of "ratonality.’

{3} Collective action for peace reveals, finally, the contractual
nature of social life in complex systems: the survival of man-
kind depends on the capability of negotiating ends. Discussion
on ends disappears from the scene of collective debates, nul-
lifted by the operational eriteria of efficacity or by the pure
consumption of signs. Collective action says H_._ﬁ the ends must
be visible, negotiable, under control.

Acceptance of the contractual nature of contemporary
societies means: (a) to recognize that the differences of inter-
ests and a certain amount of conflict can’t be eliminuted in
complex systems, (b} ro recognize the necessity of limits, that
15, Tules of the game, which can be established and changed by
negotiauon; {c} power is one of these limits and s negotialal-
ity depends on us ; (d) to recognize the sk, that s, the

pe D armess of every decisional process re.

ducing uncertainty. Risk, which in ethical werms means ve-
sponsibility and freedom, is an irreversible component sﬁ the
contemporaty situation. It is not bigger for the nuclear siui-
tion than it |s for other possibilittes of destructon (hiologcal,
chemical, ecological) connected 1o the increasing intervention
of society on itself. The risk points out definitely that the
destiny of humans has been put into their hands.

3 L et e A |

Neaming the World

The form of contemporary mevements, and of peace mobili-
2ations as well, is the most direct expression of the message
collective action announces to the society. The meaning of the
action has to be found in the action itself move than in the
pursued gomls: movements are not qualibied Ly whan they do
but by what they are. .

The legacy of industrial society is an image of social move-
ments as trapgic ¢haracters. They act on the historical scene,
heroes ar villains depending on the point ol view, Lut always
ariented toward great ideals or a dramatic destiny, The history
of the nineteenth and twenteth centuries is full of these
images, not merely rhetorical, They have maintained their fi orce
until recent years. Movemnents of the sixties and also the :_.&
wave of feminism in the seventies still helong wr this epe
representation; in the struggle of progress against barbarism,
everyone ¢an choose his side and can be sure of the oppo-
tient's necessary breakdownl

At the beginning of the eighties almost nethiny seems to
survive of these epic representations. Movements are lost, and
there is no character occupying the scene, But there are @ _.E
of submerged nevworks, of groups and experiences that msist
on considering themselves "against.” But wha caves about
them?® They seein more interested in themselves than in the
outer world, they apparently ignore politics, they don't Nighe .
against power. They don't have big leaders, organizanon w

=]
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seems quits mnefficient, disenchantment has superseded grear
ideals. Many observers consider these realities, which den't
challenge the political system and are not interested in the
institutional éffects of their action, as residual, faplkloristic
phenomena in the big scenario of polides,

I am convinced, on the contrary, that these poor apd disen-
mrmnﬁn_ forms of action are the seeds of a qualitative change
In contemporary collective action. Certainly contemporary
movements produce some effects on politeal institutions, al-
though they are not mainly oriented roward political change,
They modernize institutions, they furnish them new slites who
renew culture and erganization. But conflict goes bevond in-
m.:EmnEE renewal and affects the meaning of individual ac-
tion and the codes which shape behaviors. Thus contemporary
movements have to be read on diffsrent levels.

There is in their action a companent which influences in-
stitutions, governments, policies; there are pushes toward the
renewal of cultures, languages, habits. All thess effects
facllicate the adapuation of complex systems to the trang-
formations of the envirenment and o the accelerated pace
of internal changes they are exposed to.

But beyond modernizartion, beyond cultural ingovation,
movements question soctety on something “else”: who decides
on codes, who establishes rules of normality, what is the space
for difference, how can ‘one be recognized not for being in-
luded but for being accepted as different, not for increasing
the amount of exchanges buz for affirming another kind of
exchange? .

This.is the deepest and the most hidden message of the
movements. Movements present to the rationalizing appara-
tuses questions which are not allowed. While the problem
vnnuﬂnm. te operationalize what an anonymous power has de-
cided, they ask where wé are geing and why, Their voice is
difficult to hear because they speak from a particularisric point
of view, starting from a specific condition or location (as betng
young, being a woman, and so on). Neverthsless, they speak to
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the whole society. The problems they rzise affect the global
logic of contemporary systems.

Siarting from a temporary biological and soclal condition,
the youth movement has presented 0 society the problem of
time. Youth is no more a simple hiclogical condition but has
become a symbolic definition. Cne is not young only because
of one's age but because one assumes cultural characteristies of
variability and temporariness proper to youth. The condition
of the young is a mirror through which a more general appeal
is raised; the right to reverse the life time, to make temporary
existendal and professional choices, 10 dispose of a time mea-
sured not ooly by the rhythm of operatianal efhicacity.

Rooted in the particularism of a condition marked by bi-
ology and history, the women's movement has raised a fun-
damental question concerning everyone in complex systems:
how communication is possible, how to communicate with
“another™ without denying the difference by power reladons.
Bevond the demand for equality, beyond the incluston in the
field of masculine rights, women are yet speaking of the right
to difference and to “otherness,” That is why they sometimes
choose silence, because it is difficult 1o find words other than
those of the dominant language.

The ecological nebula grown in the last decade collects dif-
ferent elements: modernization of the system, new elites in
formation, but also conflicrual orientations which challenge
the logic of relationships between man and nawre and be-
tween man and ks nature, This ecological culture raises the
question of how to deal with nawre inside and ourside our-
selves. The body, the biological structure, the environment are
the limits for the “destructive creation” of technological
societies. Where ean hurman intervention stop? What is the
place for “npawre” still constituting and swrrounding human
life?

_Comntemporary societies have eliminated from the field of
human experience what was not measurable and controllable,
what in the traditional world belonged to the dimension of



312 SOCIAL RESEARCH

(he sacred. The final meaning of existence, questions on what
escapes individual experience, feed a new “religious™ research
or simply a need for connecting the external change 1o an
interior growth. A heterogensous arsa €merges locking for a
vnew consciousness.” [ seems very far from traditional forms
of conflictual movemnents, Nevertheless, when we are not ¢on-
fronted with multinational corporations selling security, we
can observe a way of resiszance 1o operational codes, an appeal
to shadow, a search for an intericr unity against the impera-
tives of efficacity.

All these forms of collective action challenge the dominant
logic on a symbolic ground. They question definition of codes,
nomination of reatity, They don't ask, they offer. They offer by
their own existence other ways of defining the meaning of
individual and collective action. They don' separate individual
change from coltective action, they translate a general appeal
in the here and now of individual experience. They act as new
media: they enlighten what every system doesn't say of itsell,
the amount of silence, violence, irrationality which is always
hidden in deminant codes.

At the same time, through what they do, or rather through
how they da it, movements announce to sociecy that something
“else” is possible,

Peace mobilizations like other forms of mobilizations
¢oagulate and make visible this submerged “nebula.” They
offer a field for external action to networks of solidarity which
live in different areas of society and share the cultural reversal
and the symbolic challenge to the system. Contractoal and
short-term invelvements, coincidence berween collective goals
and individual experience of change, globalism of symbolic
appeal and particularism of actors’ social locations, all these
are aspects of ¢ollective mobilizations. 1n the peace issue, as in
other Forms of contemporary mobilizations, we can see the
end of 3 distinction between instrumental and expressive di-
mensions of action. Medium is 1the message, and action sends
back to the system ils owl paradoxes.

l".._ll.lll_ll..lll']l,-l_l,!l,!!
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Coming Bach to Polities

Appacently the ourcome of contempotary forms of collec-
tive action cannot be measured. Movements vealize the
paradox of being both winners and lasers. Since they chal-
lenge the dominant sultural codes, their meve existence s 4
reversal of symbolic systems embodied in power retationships.
Suecess and failure are thus meaningless concepis if referved
1o the symbolic challenge.

But movements don't exist only in their cultural message;
they are also social organizations, and they confrom palitical
systems when they choose public mobilization. From this point
of view they produce modernization, stimulate innovaton,
push to reform. They provide new elites, assure the change of
the personnel in political institutions, create naw patterns of
behavior and new models of arganization. Here their ourcome
can be measured, but ore must not ferget that this iz only one
part, and not always the most important, of CONEMPOrary
collective action.

Those stressing the lack of efficacity of these Torms ol acnon
not only dan't eatch the symbolic antagonism but also under-
estimate the political impact of imobilizatious.

For instance, the peact mobilizations have fundamental
ransnational effects. for the lirst time action, wlso located in g
specific national context, has effects at the planetary level and
on the system of internatonal relations. The lack of mokiliza-
tons in Eastern countries i§ paradoxically a part of the same
scene: it reveals and makes ciear the authoritarian structure of
these societies and the amount of repression power hias L& use
te control them.

Collective action acts also as a pbslte mufiiplier: singe it is
not aiming for efficacity, it chali=npges the aperational Logriv of
technocratic-military apparatuies and questions the buses of
their power. It makes apparaluses 1o produce Justitlcations, w
aushes them 1o ceveal their logic und the weakness ol thewr
“reasnns” 1o onekes the power ceable, 1o svstems where the
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power becomes increasingly anonymous and neutrgl, where it
15 incorporated in formal procedures, to make it yisible is a
fundamental political achievement: the only condition for
negotizting the rules and for making social decisions more
transparent.

.EFE peace mobilizations propose to the collective con-
scioysness i thae survival of societies, like individual lifs, is not
- assured anymore by a metasocial order or by an historical Jaw
(progress or revolution})., For the first time societims become
radically aware of their contingency, they realize they “are
thrown” in the world, they discover they are not necessary and
thus they are irreversibly responsible for their destinjes.
Catastrophe, suffering, freedom, all belong to the possible
future, and they are not fatal events. Mareover, ng collective
well-being can be assured as a final solution. It has to be
qnﬂﬂinn by decisions, negotiations, actions. That is, by pofs
actvicy,

But, 'if so, a critical problem of complex socities is the
relattonship between political institutions and actors and rhe
emerging pattern of collective action. What kind of reprasen-
tation could offer political effectiveness to the movements
without negadng their autonomy? How can movements
EmE_.mﬁ their messages into effective political changes? These
questions can't find easy answers, of course. But if we assume
that the structure and orientations of CONiemporary move-
ments are likely to shift in the direction outlined above, twa
cunsequences can he pointed out.

First, the organizational forms of traditional political in-
stitutions, also those coming from the leftist inheritance, are in
themselves inadequate to represent the new collective de-
mands. Political organizations are shaped for representing rel-
atively stable interests, for achieving long-term goals through
the accumulation of short-tarm results, for mediating among
Em.nﬁm:ﬁ demands through the professional action of repre-
sentanves.. Thiy structure, although submirtted 1o increasing
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adjustments, still fulfills impariant functinng in Western palit-
cal systems. But it can't even hear the voice of movements, and
when it do#s, it is unable to adapt itself to the variability of the
actors and issues collective action invalves.

Second, because of the fragmentation of collective action,
social movements can't survive in complex societies without
some forms of political representation. The existence of chan-
nels of representation and of insdmunonal actors capable of
translating in “policies” the message of collective action is the
only condition preserving movements from atomization ov
from marginal violence. Openness and responsiveness of
political representation keep ciear an appropriate space for
collective action and let it exist. But movements don't exhaust

‘themssalves in representation; collective action survives beyond

institutional mediation; it reappears in different areas of the
sacial system and Feeds new conflicts.

Maobilizations of the eightics show that in the passage from
latency to visibility a function it carried oot by remporary
organizations providing financial and rechnical resources For
public campaigns on specific issues while recognizing the au-
tonomy of submerged networks. 1t ts 2 way of redefining and
inventing forms of poligeal representation, and also an op-
portunity for the more traditional political uctors to meer new
demands,

‘A new political space is designed beyond the wraditional
distinction between 3 ‘e and “civil society™ an intermediate
public space, whose function is not to institudenalize the move-
ments nor to transform them into parties, but to make society
hear their messages and translate these messages into political
decision making., while the movemens mainmain their ao-
tonomy.

= See J. Cohen, "Crisis Management znd Social Movemenn,” Tela, no. 57 {193%);
- 2441, and "Rethinking Social Movemenns,” Sedeler Jouoret of Sociofory 28 41985
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