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Introduction: The diversity of social movements  

The notion “social movement” suggests unity where there is a very complex set of 

actors and actions. The tacit assumption of “a movement” is considered problematic 

by most scholars using the term. Social movements bring together activists with 

very different political and strategic preferences that are pre-structured by local, 

national, and transnational trajectories. According to perceived commonalities these 

actors collaborate in different networks that are partly coordinating for common 

mobilisations. If these episodes of mobilisation are sustained, they are an evidence 

to assume a social movement. 

Obviously, a movement is not only characterised by unity as visible in joint 

mobilisations but also by the opposite: differentiation. The distinction between a 

radical and a moderate movement sector is only the most evident. Differences of 

size, territorial range, organisational profile or access to resources do also play a 

role when political groups dissociate from a movement sector or align with another. 

For good reasons, namely to reduce complexity, these differences are usually 

downplayed when social movements are referred to in scientific discourse. When 

scholars use the term “social movement”, two kinds of approaches to this phenome-

non prevail. Assertions about a movement either go back to the fine-grained analy-

sis of a few organisations allegedly representative of it or they have a very general 

character. The impact of a movement or its interactions with adversaries, audiences 

and the state, for instance, are commonly seen with a bird’s eye view. By contrast, 

contributions that refer to a movement with the explicit aim to portray its diversity 

and explain the differences between actors are hard to find. Without putting the 

aforementioned approaches to understand a social movement into question, I argue 

that a cross section of a social movement at a given point of time deepens our un-

derstanding of the dynamics of alliance and delineation within a movement, it re-

veals the variety of motives for political engagement, and it allows for a differentia-

tion of concepts of the political among the activists. It goes without saying that so-

cial movement research cannot include the full spectre of actors and perspectives 

involved in a movement, but taking the most visible part of a movement for the 

movement as such distorts the lens of scientific analysis. Social movement scholars 

who resign themselves to such a perspective risk reproducing the public image of a 

movement, paying attention to those actors that are already considered most impor-

tant and marginalising others. 

In this paper, I will discuss the suitability of campaign analysis for grasping 

the diversity of social movements. The question raised is: Are campaigns a reason-

able unit of analysis if the aim is to provide a snapshot that maps the breadth of a 

given social movement and the diversity of actors that are involved? To answer this 

question, I will refer to the concept of a movement campaign and suggest some 

amendments of too strict a definition. Finally, I will refer to my PhD project to give 

an example of how a campaign analysis might be designed to understand the diver-

sity of the global justice movement.
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Protest campaigns and Social Movements: an underspecified relationship? 

The relationship of protest campaigns and social movements seems to be evident: 

campaigns are organised by movement actors, they are one way to network com-

mon interests and to join forces in order to reach a certain goal. Thus, campaigns 

contribute to the formation of permanent ties and a collective identity. These char-

acteristics given, Marwell and Oliver understand social movements as “long-term 

aggregates of collective campaigns” (1984: 12). Other social movement scholars 

have referred to campaigns the other way around as one possible expression of the 

movement they study. Campaigns have been understood as a series of interactions 

and campaign coalitions as the social networks behind. However, suggestions for a 

integration of campaign analysis and social movement theory are rare.  

Effectively, most of the literature on protest campaigns does not teach us 

much about the methodological question tackled: What kind of inference on move-

ments is possible when campaigns are analysed? What do campaigns actually tell us 

about social movements? Marwell and Oliver who represent an early reflection on 

that issue give an approximative answer to this question. They hold that “explaining 

the strength and character of such time-, “good“, - and area-bounded phenomena 

seems at once methodologically possible and close enough to the sociological 

meaning of social movements” (1984: 12). What can be heard in this quote is that 

campaigns launched by social movement activists are a tempting reference point to 

analyse a movement. This is so, because in a campaign we find the complex move-

ment activity condensed. It is here that social movement groups struggle for visibil-

ity and define lines of conflict. In campaigns, these groups go public, they usually 

aim at speaking with one voice, and they have a limited agenda in terms of goals 

and time frame. These characteristics and the option to analyse social movements at 

an intermediary level – between detailed case studies and generalising assumptions 

about social movements as alleged unities – made scholars suggest investing more 

energy in the analysis of protest campaigns (Marwell and Oliver 1984; Rucht and 

della Porta 2002). 

While Rucht and della Porta plead for campaign analysis they are also aware 

of the limits of this approach. As they put it, “we can not expect [a campaign] to be 

necessarily representative for the movements general strategies, range of actors, 

action repertoires, and the like” (2002: 3). Nevertheless, they assert that campaign 

analysis, particularly in a comparative perspective, will improve our knowledge 

about social movements in several ways. Revealing a “conflict story” (ibid.) a cam-

paign helps to understand the dynamics of interaction within the movement and 

between the movement and its environment. Conflicts and discussions about the 

aims and strategies of a campaign can be very useful to understand the different 

strands of a movement. Campaign analysis can also reveal the issues that are rele-

vant, at least in part of a movement. As strategically planned action campaigns ad-

dress the problems that activists consider relevant and at the same time potent 

enough to mobilise people and resources. Even failed campaigns are a good oppor-

tunity to study, ex negativo, strategic framing and discursive opportunity structures 

of a movement. Finally, the action repertoire used in a campaign allows us to under-

stand the status quo of a movement. The measures activists take to gain leverage 

can be very different. If a given campaign coalition resorts to petitioning or overt 

confrontation is important evidence to understand the (perceived) political opportu-

nity structures, the relation to the addressees of the protest and the general strategy 

part of the movement chooses.  
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At a closer look, analysing a campaign with the aim of understanding a so-

cial movement pars pro toto harbours some danger. Even if a broad coalition of 

movement actors supports a campaign, it is likely that there is disagreement with 

this collective effort within the movement. As soon as a campaign is taken as the 

basis to make statements about a movement, it is essential to look not only at the 

actors who support the campaign but also at those who are not involved, indifferent, 

or even opposed to the campaign. These actors might consider themselves as part of 

the same movement as the campaign coalition and at the same time they refer to 

different frames, approve other forms of protest, or prefer aligning with competing 

coalitions. Including the full spectre of perspectives on a protest campaign, ranging 

from participation to criticism to obstruction, is a must to understand a movement as 

a whole. A campaign can also be a bad reference point to look at movements, be-

cause the composition of actors may well be exceptional. Actors external to the 

movement might be part of the campaign, but remain separate once the campaign is 

over. The decision of Protestant groups to support a campaign that aims at prevent-

ing the deportation of refugees from a certain country might be a continuation of 

previous engagement in the anti-racist movement but it can also be a reaction to 

contingent incentives, for instance the compassionate media coverage of the issue. 

Hence, it is important to be attentive not only to the synchronic, but also the dia-

chronic context of a campaign. 

 

Protest campaigns: Movement diversity at a manageable size? 

To this point, it may have become clear that referring to campaigns is a way to „get 

a grip on structural characteristics of organised collective action“ (Lahusen 1996: 

42). To explore the suitability of a campaign as a unit of analysis that brings us 

closer to understanding social movement diversity, we have to specify the definition 

of a campaign. 

A look at the common sense understanding of a protest campaign that is also 

implied in part of the campaign literature shows that this concept might be problem-

atic when it comes to movement diversity. At least in the German-speaking context, 

campaigns are typically understood in a narrow sense. In this perspective, the actors 

involved are small in number and stem from a certain segment of a movement.
1
 Ex-

amples for this notion of a protest campaign would be the NGO-driven campaign to 

ban landmines or the jubilee campaign. Understood in this strict sense, campaigns 

are certainly not the best unit to assess movement diversity. They are not representa-

tive for the entire movement and they do not affect the movement as a whole but 

rather a small sector of it. 

Rucht and della Porta provide a broader definition of a campaign that does 

not refer to the actors involved but to a specific form of interaction. For the authors, 

a protest campaign is “a thematically, socially, and temporally connected series of 

interactions that, from the viewpoint of the carriers of the campaign, are geared to a 

specific goal.” (Rucht and della Porta 2002: 3). For the analysis of a movement’s 

diversity this definition would have to be amended with reference to the scope of 

the campaign. Our perspective on a campaign implies its breadth and/or impact on 

movement activists beyond specific sectors. To represent the breadth of movement 

actors, a campaign presupposes a cross-cutting issue or an event that more or less all 

sectors of a movement perceive as important. The target of a campaign –be it a 

                                                 
1
  An even narrower definition locates the creators of a campaign in the movement sector that seeks 

for pragmatic political solutions within the given polity 
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problem, an institution or an event– would bridge differences within the movement 

at least to the extent that a common goal, however vague it may be, is defined. As 

negative claims are easier to agree upon than positive demands, this kind of cam-

paign will rather be reactive than pro-active. Furthermore, as such a campaign is 

very unlikely to be observed as an all-encompassing enterprise, it makes sense to 

expand our perspective beyond a single mobilisation. If the aim is to portray the full 

breadth of a movement, we need to allow for parallel mobilising efforts or parallel 

campaigns that refer to the same problem or triggering event, something that might 

be called a multiple campaign. Actors who target a certain issue or event do not 

necessarily have to work together, but if they have the same reference point, they 

will also position themselves vis-à-vis parallel mobilisations. This interplay of dif-

ferent actors is instructive to learn more about the conflicts that exist and the struc-

turing that characterises a movement. 

An example for a multiple campaign is the mobilisation against the double 

track decision to station nuclear weapons in Western Europe. This decision trig-

gered protest in all the states, in which a new generation of nuclear weapons was 

about to be positioned. In Germany, the full spectre of peace groups including trade 

unions, party members, church officials and previously uninvolved citizens took the 

streets to achieve a withdrawal of the decision. Most appropriately, social move-

ment scholars have taken this campaign as an opportunity to analyse the diversity of 

the German peace movement and its internal dynamics (see for instance Cooper 

1996: 151-210). 

Once a multiple campaign emerges that appears to be salient for many dif-

ferent activists, a focus on these actors will help to make the configuration of the 

movement transparent. For the transnational context, Tarrow has identified cam-

paign coalitions as the carriers of campaigns (2005: 168). According to him, they 

differ from other coalitions in their intensity and duration. Campaign coalitions im-

ply a strong involvement of the participating groups and a long-term perspective. As 

said above, a multiple campaign is likely to involve several campaign coalitions 

rather than only one. The different logics that result in parallel and sometimes com-

peting alliances help understanding the various strands of a movement and the most 

important dividing lines. One has to keep in mind, however, that the collaboration in 

alliances is always characterised by compromise and a political group decides to 

join an alliance to reach specific short- and middle-term goals. Thus, campaign coa-

litions can not be the only indicator for the heterogeneity of a movement. Only a 

look at single groups within these coalitions will reveal a fine-grained picture of the 

movement as a whole.  

Limited in time and thematic range, a campaign is also a unit of analysis that 

allows accessing the field pragmatically. The limited number of interactions during 

a campaign facilitates analysing patterns of interaction. At the same time, the setting 

of a campaign is more or less the same for all actors. What makes comparison easier 

and helps to visualise and understand differences within a movement is the common 

point of reference for all groups and the stimuli they are confronted with. 

 

Spotlight on the global justice movements 

After these more general considerations I want to take a look at an empirical exam-

ple for a mobilisation that allows portraying a social movement within a limited 

thematic and temporal frame. The latest mobilisations against international summits 

proved to be an opportunity to observe a broad array of actors constituting the 

global justice movements (GJMs). Social movement theorists agree upon the exis-
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tence of a new movement generation striving for global justice, but it continues to 

be contested how exactly this new generation should be interpreted. While some 

scholars ascribe a high level of coherence to the GJMs considering them to be a 

social movement in its own right (Andretta et al. 2006; della Porta 2005), others 

have pointed out the incoherence and fragmentation of the movements (Rucht 2005; 

Sommier 2005). Some adherents of the latter interpretation assume the GJMs to be 

detached but densely interlinked movements in plural.
2
 However, these evaluations 

of the new movement generation seem to be influenced by the configuration of the 

GJMs in the country that scientists focus their research on. It is probably agreed 

upon that the GJMs emerged at the intersection of pre-existing networks of trade 

unions, faith-driven groups and new social movements. These actors shared the per-

ception of neo-liberal globalisation having an impact on a variety of problems, be it 

the devastation of the environment, the violation of women’s, indigenous and labour 

rights, or the continuous exploitation of the global south by the countries with the 

highest gross national products. Networks of antecedent movements mobilised 

jointly for protest events and campaigns calling attention to these problems while at 

the same time new organisations and networks emerged which focused on neo-

liberal globalisation as a core issue (e.g. Peoples Global Action, Attac, and Social 

Forums). Thus, the GJMs are a hybrid constellation of a movement family (for the 

concept of a movement family see: della Porta and Rucht 1995) that reunites for 

specific events and is complemented by an organisational backbone emerging in the 

wake of international protest events. 

 

Mapping communication strategies within an anti-G8-campaign  

While international summits and meetings of international organisations used to be 

an issue for a small segment of social movements during the 1970s and 1980s (for 

an exception see: Gerhards and Rucht 1992), broad counter-mobilisations gained 

momentum only in the last decade (Holzapfel and König 2001; Pianta 2003). The 

context for these protests was not favourable: there were virtually no chances of 

success, repression was significant during these events, and the majority of the me-

dia coverage was hostile to the protests. Despite these disincentives coalitions tar-

geting international events seem to work better during the last years. This is so be-

cause the international summits match with the meta-frame of neo-liberalism that 

connects the different actors within the GJMs. The summits and meetings of inter-

national institutions are framed as a materialisation of a wrong political program in 

general and as the cause for the individual problems a group might deal with in par-

ticular. As these summits are a central reference point for global justice actors with 

various backgrounds, they seem to be a good occasion to observe the breadth of the 

GJMs.   

In Germany, the summit of the Group of the Eight (G8) in Heiligendamm on 

the shore of the Baltic Sea has triggered mobilisations of four coalitions that are 

complemented by groups from trade unions, political parties, faith communities and 

the like. These parallel mobilisations managed to agree upon a common schedule 

for the protest and collaborate for some of the events (e.g. the demonstration and the 

alternative summit). My claim is that the mobilisations against the G8 summit 

which have captured most of the German groups and organisations striving for 

global justice are a case in point for what I have called a multiple campaign. The 

group of politicians that will gather in Heiligendamm has caused activists through-

                                                 
2
  Given my plural reference to GJMs, the reader already knows about my position. 
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out the German GJMs to deal with the impact of the G8 on the specific field they 

are engaged in. Even those groups who reject participating in the mobilisations for 

Heiligendamm are forced to position themselves vis-à-vis the summit and the 

counter-activities. The G8 summit will be challenged by a variety of protest events 

that are carried by different alliances or segments of the GJMs. Christian groups call 

for collective prayers, NGOs address their demands directly to the world leaders, 

radical leftists, environmentalists and non-violent groups prepare blockades to ob-

struct the meeting, and militant anti-imperialist groups have been committing a se-

ries of arson attacks on targets allegedly responsible for neo-liberal globalisation. 

My approach to grasp the diversity in the anti-G8-campaign is to focus on 

communication strategies that groups choose. In accordance with Rucht’s under-

standing of strategy (Rucht 1990: 161) I define a communication strategy as a con-

scious, planned and integrated long-term conception of interaction with political 

environments. Of interest for me are the channels and styles of communication 

rather than the message that is communicated. This way I hope to identify a general 

concept of single global justice groups of who should be addressed and how this 

should be done. The deliberate choice of one form of communication or another 

should be analysed on two levels: the movement level, and the general political 

level.  

Within the GJMs, an analysis of communication flows allows to explain the 

existence and interaction of different campaign coalitions. A group may be ready to 

engage in a dialogue with another group, it may abstain from communication or 

criticize others. The decision for one form of communication or the other expresses 

commonalities and delineations that structure the field of actors. On a more general 

level beyond the GJMs the outward communication of a group with reference to 

target groups will be analysed. These target groups encompass political decision-

makers, journalists, bystanders (especially the inhabitants of the Heiligendamm 

area), and counter movements (i.e. right wing activists protesting against the G8). 

The target groups are addressed in a set of actions –an action repertoire– that each 

group chooses as a way to get its message through. 

In order to explain the different communication strategies, I assume that 

group decisions about interactions with the environments are dependent on a shared 

interpretation of reality. Political groups are epistemic communities that reproduce 

different perspectives on the political reality they are situated in. The way they re-

late to external audiences mirrors this shared perception. I will refer to this structur-

ing pattern as ideology, defined as a largely shared system of interpretation that is 

reproduced in group processes and serves to construct and evaluate political reality. 

The salience of shared beliefs in mobilising processes used to be one of the major 

explanatory factors to collective action. But this cognitive dimension has lost sig-

nificance since resource mobilization theory focused on the organisational struc-

tures within social movements. Accordingly, most part of the research underempha-

sised ideological factors. However, the “cultural turn” in social movement theory 

has brought ideology back in (Carmin and Balser 2002; Dalton 1994; Fine and 

Sandstrom 1993; Freeman 1999). Of course, an ideology is not uniform within a 

particular group, but the group is the most important locus to form and discuss the 

perception of political reality. Moreover, ideology is nothing that develops in a self-

contained group process. A shared interpretation of reality emerges in interaction 

with the group’s environment. Consequentially, outward communication is the site 

on which ideologies are reproduced and where the underlying structure of a move-

ment can be observed in action. Two radical groups, for instance, might interpret the 

agenda of the G8-counter-summit as reformist because it refers to the agenda of the 
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official summit. One group decides not to partake in the preparation of an event that 

reinforces the dominant discourse while the other group holds that more radical 

concerns could be disseminated only through participation in the counter-summit. 

The moderate organisations planning the summit will consider the latter group as 

(possibly difficult) partners, whereas the perception of the former group as irrecon-

cilable hardliners will be re-emphasised. This example might have made clear that a 

group chooses a communication repertoire because it is considered appropriate ac-

cording to a specific ideology. There are two ways in which the focus on communi-

cation strategies allows analysing the diversity of the GJMs: by reference to the 

composition of actors, and the grammar of protest. 

It is a question of interpretation, to what extent we can speak of a single alli-

ance that mobilises against the G8 meeting in Heiligendamm. As indicated above, 

the attempts for collaboration between different segments of the GJMs have been 

more successful than in previous mobilisations.
3
 However, there are three separate 

leftist and a NGO-coalition that bring up different issues, resort to different action 

repertoires and mobilise their own constituencies. The more or less independent 

mobilising efforts of local alliances, Attac, faith groups, parties and the trade un-

ions’ youth organisations make the situation even more complicated. Producing 

different mobilisation contexts, the GJMs prove to be a complex “multi-

organisational field” (Curtis and Zurcher 1973) that is structured by flows of com-

munication. A global justice group decides to join a coalition contingent on the per-

ceived commonalities with other groups or organisations within this alliance. 

Among other factors, the density of communication is dependent on this perception 

of proximity. A communist group that rejects the reformist agenda of a Christian 

solidarity group is very unlikely to communicate directly with this group, to say 

nothing of collaboration in a joint coalition. This applies also to the transnational 

context. Each strand of the German GJMs collaborates with likeminded segments 

abroad. 

A look at all actions referring to the G8 summit in Heiligendamm reveals a 

grammar of protest that is spelled out upon the meeting. Out of the set of available 

forms of action a movement group picks a limited sub-set that is perceived as an 

appropriate means of expression. A group can decide to attack the fence that marks 

the red zone or it can fly giant balloons to symbolise the overcoming of borders. 

Both forms of action are chosen on purpose, because they imply a certain under-

standing of the summit and the protest against it. They are the carriers of two con-

cepts of change. The different ways to relate to the summit, the media, allies and 

adversaries reflects the groups’ conception of social change and the position it be-

lieves to have in the society as a whole. An analysis of group repertoires of action 

allows tackling two aspects: (1) what are the determinants to adopt a certain strat-

egy? And what are ideological differences in perceiving and evaluating a political 

situation that influence the strategic choice? (2) What is a group’s rationale to prefer 

a communication strategy to another? Do instrumental considerations (communicate 

to reach a certain goal) play a large role or is the expressive aspect (communicate to 

articulate the group position) perhaps even more important? A synchronous analysis 

of the forms of action that are used to protest against the G8 summit will tell us in 

which way ideological camps are making use of certain forms of action and to what 

extent the use of action form is dependent on the target group. 

                                                 
3
 As far as duration is concerned, the coalitions challenge Tarrow’s notion of short-term “event coali-

tions” he contrasts with enduring campaign coalitions (2005: 171). Although it is unlikely that the 

alliances outlast the event they are referring to, they have been working for up to two years. 
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Conclusion 

In this paper I have argued that a campaign in the sense of a series of strategic inter-

actions, limited in time and aiming at a specific goal can be a valuable reference 

point to assess movement diversity as long as it mobilises a movement as a whole. 

However, resuming the reflections about the relationship of a campaign and a social 

movement it seems evident that movement scholars are better off exercising cau-

tion. A campaign should not be mistaken for a movement. As soon as campaign 

analysts aim at interpreting the movement that gave birth to the campaign, they 

should include its synchronic and diachronic context in their analysis. Constituting a 

focal point that captures virtually all actors within a given movement, the concept of 

a multiple campaign has been developed in this text as an appropriate instance to 

study the diversity of a movement. The idea of a multiple campaign implies that the 

object under study meets some conditions: the motive of a protest campaign has to 

be perceived as significant by large parts of a movement, the analysis must allow 

for parallel mobilisations, and it cannot focus exclusively on the campaign mobilisa-

tion. 

 The mobilisations against the G8-summit in Heiligendamm can be analysed 

as an example for a multiple campaign that allows portraying the diversity of the 

GJMs. Having this aim in mind, a focus on communication strategies which are 

visible in coalition building and the repertoires of action movement groups seems to 

have some advantages. A look at communication flows in a multi-organisational 

field allows identifying commonalities that may result in coalitions and incompati-

bilities that cause distance. While the communication internal to the movement re-

veals a relational network, the analysis of action repertoires teaches us about the 

different concepts of change that are present in a movement. The way that move-

ment groups relate to authorities, audiences and adversaries mirrors their shared 

interpretation of political reality. The differentiation of ideologies and concepts of 

change present in the various strands of the GJMs was suggested as an approach to 

address movement diversity and the structure of the field of global justice groups. 

Even if the mobilisations against international summits do not meet all crite-

ria for a narrow definition of a campaign, I would stick to the concept of a campaign 

insofar as it refers to the thematic and temporal limitation of the field. It is an em-

pirical question, however, to what extent the original meaning of a campaign that 

implies a certain extent of collaboration and commonality is met by what I have 

called a multiple campaign. The problem with the notion of a multiple campaign 

might be that it just shifts the conceptual uncertainty from “social movement” to 

“campaign”. 
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