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According to Jo Freeman, a “spark of life” sometimes transforms a group of like-minded
people into a social movement. In this excerpt from her work, Freeman analyzes this pro-
cess, illustrating her ideas with an account of the civil rights movement and the women’s
movement in the United States.

political action? In what ways does the nature of
the original center affect the future development of
the movement?

Before answering these questions, let us first
look at data on the origins of [two] social move-
ments prominent in the sixties and seventies: civil
rights . . . and women’s liberation. These data iden-
tify recurrent elements involved in movement for-
mation. The ways in which these elements interact,
given a sufficient level of strain, would support the
following propositions:

Proposition 1. The need
for a preexisting communi-
cations network or infra-
structure within the social
base of a movement is a pri-
mary prerequisite for “spon-
taneous” activity. Masses
alone do not form move-
ments, however discon-
tented they may be. Groups
of previously unorganized
individuals may sponta-
neously form into small

Most movements have inconspicuous beginnings.
The significant elements of their origins are usually
forgotten or distorted by the time a trained observer
seeks to trace them out. Perhaps this is why the the-
oretical literature on social movements usually con-
centrates on causes (Gurr, 1970; Davies, 1962;
Oberschall, 1973) and motivations (Toch, 1965;
Cantril, 1941; Hoffer, 1951; Adorno et al., 1950),
while the “spark of life” by which the “mass is to
cross the threshold of organizational life” (Lowi,
1971:41) has received scant attention. . . .

From where do the peo-
ple come who make up the
initial, organizing cadre of a
movement? How do they
come together, and how do
they come to share a similar
view of the world in circum-
stances that compel them to
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THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

The civil rights movement has two origins, al-
though one contributed significantly to the other.
The first can be dated from December 7, 1955,
when the arrest of Rosa Parks for occupying a
“white” seat on a bus stimulated both the Mont-
gomery Bus Boycott and the formation of the
Montgomery Improvement Association. The sec-
ond can be dated either from February 1, 1960,
when four freshmen at A & T College in Greens-
boro, North Carolina, sat in at a white lunch
counter, or from April 15 to 17, when a confer-
ence at Shaw University in Raleigh, North
Carolina, resulted in the formation of the Student
Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. To under-
stand why there were two origins one has to
understand the social structure of the southern
black community, as an incipient generation gap
alone is inadequate to explain it.

Within this community the two most impor-
tant institutions, often the only institutions, were
the church and the black college. They provided
the primary networks through which most
southern blacks interacted and communicated
with one another on a regular basis. In turn, the
colleges and churches were linked in a regional
communications network. These institutions
were also the source of black leadership, for
being a “preacher or a teacher” were the main
status positions in black society. Of the two, the
church was by far the more important; it
touched on more people’s lives and was the
largest and oldest institution in the black com-
munity. Even during slavery there had been an
“invisible church.” After emancipation, “orga-
nized religious life became the chief means by
which a structured or organized social life came
into existence among the Negro masses” (Frazier,
1963:17). Furthermore, preachers were more
economically independent of white society than
were teachers.

Neither of these institutions represented all
the segments of black society, but the segments
they did represent eventually formed the main
social base for supplying civil rights activists. The

local associations—usually along the lines of in-
formal social networks—in response to a specific
strain or crisis. If they are not linked in some
manner, however, the protest does not become
generalized but remains a local irritant or dis-
solves completely. If a movement is to spread
rapidly, the communications network must al-
ready exist. If only the rudiments of a network
exist, movement formation requires a high input
of “organizing” activity.

Proposition 2. Not just any communications
network will do. It must be a network that is
cooptable to the new ideas of the incipient move-
ment. To be cooptable, it must be composed of
like-minded people whose backgrounds, experi-
ences, or location in the social structure make
them receptive to the ideas of a specific new
movement.

Proposition 3. Given the existence of a coopt-
able communications network, or at least the rudi-
mentary development of a potential one, and a
situation of strain, one or more precipitants are re-
quired. Here, two distinct patterns emerge that
often overlap. In one, a crisis galvanizes the net-
work into spontaneous action in a new direction. In
the other, one or more persons begin organizing a
new organization or disseminating a new idea. For
spontaneous action to occur, the communications
network must be well formed or the initial protest
will not survive the incipient stage. If it is not well
formed, organizing efforts must occur; that is, one
or more persons must specifically attempt to con-
struct a movement. To be successful, organizers
must be skilled and must have a fertile field in
which to work. If no communications network
already exists, there must at least be emerging spon-
taneous groups that are acutely attuned to the issue,
albeit uncoordinated. To sum up, if a cooptable
communications network is already established, a
crisis is all that is necessary to galvanize it. If it is
rudimentary, an organizing cadre of one or more
persons is necessary. Such a cadre is superfluous if
the former conditions fully exist, but it is essential
if they do not.
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under the encouragement of the F. O. R. to form a
federation known as the Congress of Racial
Equality” (Rudwick & Meier, 1970:10).

CORE’s activities anticipated many of the main
forms of protest of the civil rights movement, and
its attitudes certainly seemed to fit CORE for the
role of a major civil rights organization. But though
it became quite influential, at the time the move-
ment actually began, CORE had declined almost to
the point of extinction. Its failure reflects the histor-
ical reality that organizations are less likely to cre-
ate social movements than be created by them.
More important, CORE was poorly situated to lead
a movement of southern blacks. Northern-based
and composed primarily of pacifist intellectuals, it
had no roots in any of the existing structures of the
black community, and in the North these structures
were themselves weak. CORE could be a source of
ideas, but not of coordination.

The coordination of a new movement required
the creation of a new organization. But that was
not apparent until after the Montgomery bus boy-
cott began. That boycott was organized through
institutions already existing in the black commu-
nity of Montgomery.

Rosa Parks’s refusal to give up her seat on the
bus to a white man was not the first time such defi-
ance of segregation laws had occurred. There had
been talk of a boycott the previous time, but after
local black leaders had a congenial meeting with
the city commissioners, nothing happened—on
either side (King, 1958:37–41). When Parks, a for-
mer secretary of the local NAACP, was arrested,
she immediately called E. D. Nixon, at that time
the president of the local chapter. He not only
bailed her out but informed a few influential
women in the city, most of whom were members of
the Women’s Political Council. After numerous
phone calls between their members, it was the
WPC that actually suggested the boycott, and E. D.
Nixon who initially organized it (ibid.:44–45).

The Montgomery Improvement Association
(MIA) was formed at a meeting of eighteen minis-
ters and civic leaders the Monday after Parks’s
conviction and a day of successful boycotting, to

church was composed of a male leadership and a
largely middle-aged, lower-class female follow-
ership. The black colleges were the homes of black
intellectuals and middle-class youth, male and
female.

Both origins of the civil rights movement re-
sulted in the formation of new organizations, de-
spite the fact that at least three seemingly potential
social movement organizations already existed.
The wealthiest of these was the Urban League,
founded in 1910. It, however, was not only largely
restricted to a small portion of the black and white
bourgeoisie but, until 1961, felt itself to be “essen-
tially a social service agency” (Clark, 1966:245).

Founded in 1909, the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
pursued channels of legal change until it finally
persuaded the Supreme Court to abolish educa-
tional segregation in Brown v. Board of Education.
More than any other single event, this decision cre-
ated the atmosphere of rising expectations that
helped precipitate the movement. The NAACP suf-
fered from its own success, however. Having orga-
nized itself primarily to support court cases and
utilize other “respectable” means, it “either was not
able or did not desire to modify its program in re-
sponse to new demands. It believed it should con-
tinue its important work by using those techniques
it had already perfected” (Blumer, 1951:199).

The Congress of Racial Equality, like the other
two organizations, was founded in the North. It
began “in 1942 as the Chicago Committee of
Racial Equality, which was composed primarily
of students at the University of Chicago. An off-
shoot of the pacifist Fellowship of Reconcilia-
tion, its leaders were middle-class intellectual
reformers, less prominent and more alienated from
the mainstream of American society than the
founders of the NAACP. They regarded the
NAACP’s legalism as too gradualist and ineffec-
tive, and aimed to apply Gandhian techniques of
non-violent direct action to the problem of race
relations in the United States. A year later, the
Chicago Committee joined with a half dozen other
groups that had emerged across the country, mostly
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The church was not just the only institution
available for a movement to work through; in many
ways it was ideal. It performed “the central orga-
nizing function in the Negro community” (Hol-
loway, 1969:22), providing both access to large
masses of people on a regular basis and a natural
leadership. As Wyatt Tee Walker, former executive
director of SCLC, commented, “The Church today
is central to the movement. If a Negro’s going to
have a meeting, where’s he going to have it? Mostly
he doesn’t have a Masonic lodge, and he’s not
going to get the public schools. And the church is
the primary means of communication” (Brink &
Harris, 1964:103). Thus the church eventually
came to be the center of the voter registration
drives as well as many of the other activities of the
civil rights movement.

Even the young men and women of SNCC had
to use the church, though they had trouble doing
so because, unlike most of the officers of SCLC,
they were not themselves ministers and thus did
not have a “fraternal” connection. Instead they
tended to draw many of their resources and people
from outside the particular town in which they
were working by utilizing their natural organiza-
tional base, the college.

SNCC did not begin the sit-ins, but came out of
them. Once begun, the idea of the sit-in spread ini-
tially by means of the mass media. But such sit-ins
almost always took place in towns where there
were Negro colleges, and groups on these cam-
puses essentially organized the sit-in activities of
their communities. Nonetheless, “CORE, with its
long emphasis of nonviolent direct action, played
an important part, once the sit-ins began, as an edu-
cational and organizing agent” (Zinn, 1964:23).
CORE had very few staff in the South, but there
were enough to at least hold classes and practice
sessions in nonviolence.

It was SCLC, however, that was actually respon-
sible for the formation of SNCC; though it might
well have organized itself eventually. Ella Baker,
then executive secretary of SCLC, thought some-
thing should be done to coordinate the rapidly
spreading sit-ins in 1960, and many members of

provide ongoing coordination. No one then sus-
pected that coordination would be necessary for
over a year, with car pools organized to provide al-
ternative transportation for seventeen thousand rid-
ers a day. During this time the MIA grew slowly to
a staff of ten in order to handle the voluminous cor-
respondence, as well as to provide rides and keep
the movement’s momentum going. The organiza-
tion, and the car pools, were financed by $250,000
in donations that poured in from all over the world
in response to heavy press publicity about the boy-
cott. But the organizational framework for the boy-
cott and the MIA was the church. Most, although
not all, of the officers were ministers, and Sunday
meetings with congregations continued to be the
main means of communicating with members of
the black community and encouraging them to con-
tinue the protest.

The boycott did not end until the federal courts
ruled Alabama’s bus segregation laws unconstitu-
tional late in 1956—at the same time that state
courts ruled the boycott illegal. In the meantime,
black leaders throughout the South had visited
Montgomery, and out of the discussions came
agreement to continue antisegregation protests reg-
ularly and systematically under the aegis of a new
organization, the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference. The NAACP could not lead the
protests because, according to an SCLC pamphlet,
“during the late fifties, the NAACP had been
driven out of some Southern states. Its branches
were outlawed as foreign corporations and its
lawyers were charged with barratry, that is, persis-
tently inciting litigation.”

On January 10, 1957, over one hundred peo-
ple gathered in Atlanta at a meeting called by
four ministers, including Martin Luther King.
Bayard Rustin drew up the “working papers.” Ini-
tially called the Southern Leadership Conference
on Transportation and Nonviolent Integration, the
SCLC never developed a mass base even when it
changed its name. It established numerous “affil-
iates” but did most of its work through the
churches in the communities to which it sent its
fieldworkers.
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places was more effective than a mass appeal,
and so was not appalled by the fact that as late as
1969 even the majority of avowed feminists in
this country had never heard of the ERA or the
NWP.

The one large women’s organization that
might have provided a base for a social move-
ment was the 180,000-member Federation of
Business and Professional Women’s Clubs. Yet,
while it has steadily lobbied for legislation of im-
portance to women, as late as “1966 BPW re-
jected a number of suggestions that it redefine . . .
goals and tactics and become a kind of ‘NAACP
for women’ . . . out of fear of being labeled ‘femi-
nist’ ” (Hole & Levine, 1971:89).

Before any social movement could develop
among women, there had to be created a structure
to bring potential feminist sympathizers together.
To be sure, groups such as the BPW, and institu-
tions such as the women’s colleges, might be a
good source of adherents for such a movement.
But they were determined not to be the source of
leadership.

What happened in the 1960s was the develop-
ment of two new communications networks in
which women played prominent roles that al-
lowed, even forced, an awakened interest in the
old feminist ideas. As a result, the movement ac-
tually has two origins, from two different strata of
society, with two different styles, orientations,
values, and forms of organization. The first of
these will be referred to as the “older branch” of
the movement, partially because it began first
and partially because it was on the older side of
the “generation gap” that pervaded the sixties. Its
most prominent organization is the National Or-
ganization for Women (NOW), which was also
the first to be formed. The style of its organiza-
tion tended to be traditional with elected officers,
boards of directors, bylaws, and the other trap-
pings of democratic procedure. Conversely, the
“younger branch” consisted of innumerable small
groups engaged in a variety of activities whose
contact with one another was always tenuous (Free-
man, 1975:50).

SCLC thought it might be appropriate to organize a
youth group. With SCLC money, Baker persuaded
her alma mater, Shaw University, to provide facili-
ties to contact the groups at centers of sit-in activ-
ity. Some two hundred people showed up for the
meeting, decided to have no official connection
with SCLC beyond a “friendly relationship,” and
formed the Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee (Zinn, 1964:32–34). It had no mem-
bers, and its fieldworkers numbered two hundred at
their highest point, but it was from the campuses,
especially the southern black colleges, that it drew
its sustenance and upon which its organizational
base rested. . . .

THE WOMEN’S LIBERATION
MOVEMENT1

Women are not well organized. Historically tied
to the family and isolated from their own kind,
only in the nineteenth century did women in this
country have the opportunity to develop indepen-
dent associations of their own. These associations
took years and years of careful organizational
work to build. Eventually they formed the basis
for the suffrage movement of the early twentieth
century. The associations took less time to die.
Today the Women’s Trade Union League, the Gen-
eral Federation of Women’s Clubs, the Women’s
Christian Temperance Union, not to mention the
powerful National Women’s Suffrage Association,
are all either dead or a pale shadow of their former
selves.

As of 1960, not one organization of women had
the potential to become a social movement orga-
nization, nor was there any form of “neutral”
structure of interaction to provide the base for
such an organization. The closest exception to the
former was the National Women’s Party, which
has remained dedicated to feminist concerns
since its inception in 1916. However, the NWP
has been essentially a lobbying group for the
Equal Rights Amendment since 1923. From the
beginning, the NWP believed that a small group
of women concentrating their efforts in the right
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running the Third National Conference of Com-
missions on the Status of Women, ironically titled
“Targets for Action,” forbade the presentation of a
suggested resolution calling for the EEOC to treat
sex discrimination with the same consideration as
race discrimination. The officials said one gov-
ernment agency could not be allowed to pressure
another, despite the fact that the state commis-
sions were not federal agencies. The small group
of women who desired such a resolution had met
the night before in Friedan’s hotel room to discuss
the possibility of a civil rights organization for
women. Not convinced of its need, they chose in-
stead to propose the resolution. When conference
officials vetoed it, they held a whispered conversa-
tion over lunch and agreed to form an action orga-
nization “to bring women into full participation in
the mainstream of American society now, assuming
all the privileges and responsibilities thereof in
truly equal partnership with men.” The name NOW
was coined by Friedan who was at the conference
doing research on a book. When word leaked out,
twenty-eight women paid five dollars each to join
before the day was over (Friedan, 1967:4).

By the time the organizing conference was held
the following October 29 through 30, over three
hundred men and women had become charter
members. It is impossible to do a breakdown on
the composition of the charter membership, but
one of the officers and board is possible. Such a
breakdown accurately reflected NOW’s origins.
Friedan was president, two former EEOC commis-
sioners were vice presidents, a representative of
the United Auto Workers Women’s Committee was
secretary-treasurer, and there were seven past and
present members of the State Commissions on the
Status of Women on the twenty member board.
One hundred twenty-six of the charter members
were Wisconsin residents—and Wisconsin had the
most active state Commission. Occupationally, the
board and officers were primarily from the profes-
sions, labor, government, and communications
fields. Of these, only those from labor had any ex-
perience in organizing, and they resigned a year
later in a dispute over support of the Equal Rights

The forces that led to NOW’s formation were
set in motion in 1961 when President Kennedy es-
tablished the President’s Commission on the Status
of Women at the behest of Esther Petersen, then
director of the Women’s Bureau. Its 1963 report,
American Women, and subsequent committee pub-
lications documented just how thoroughly women
were denied many rights and opportunities. The
most significant response to the activity of the
President’s commission was the establishment of
some fifty state commissions to do similar re-
search on a state level. The Presidential and State
Commission activity laid the groundwork for the
future movement in two significant ways: (1) It
unearthed ample evidence of women’s unequal
status and in the process convinced many previ-
ously uninterested women that something should
be done; (2) It created a climate of expectations
that something would be done. The women of the
Presidential and State Commissions who were ex-
posed to these influences exchanged visits, corre-
spondence, and staff, and met with one another at
an annual commission convention. They were in a
position to share and mutually reinforce their
growing awareness and concern over women’s is-
sues. These commissions thus provided an embry-
onic communications network.

During this time, two other events of signifi-
cance occurred. The first was the publication of
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963. A
quick best seller, the book stimulated many women
to question the status quo and some women to sug-
gest to Friedan that an organization be formed to
do something about it. The second event was the
addition of “sex” to the 1964 Civil Rights Act.

Many thought the “sex” provision was a joke,
and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-
sion treated it as one, refusing to enforce it seri-
ously. But a rapidly growing feminist coterie within
the EEOC argued that “sex” would be taken more
seriously if there were “some sort of NAACP for
women” to put pressure on the government.

On June 30, 1966, these three strands of incip-
ient feminism came together, and NOW was tied
from the knot. At that time, government officials
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and this movement more than any other exemplified
the social inequities of the sexes. Men could resist
the draft. Women could only counsel resistance.

At this point, there were few opportunities avail-
able for political work. Some women fit well into
the secondary role of draft counseling. Many didn’t.
For years their complaints of unfair treatment had
been forestalled by movement men with the dictum
that those things could wait until after the Revolu-
tion. Now these political women found time on
their hands, but still the men would not listen.

A typical example was the event that precipi-
tated the formation of the Chicago group, the first
independent group in this country. At the August
1967 National Conference for New Politics con-
vention a women’s caucus met for days, but was
told its resolution wasn’t significant enough to
merit a floor discussion. By threatening to tie up
the convention with procedural motions the women
succeeded in having their statement tacked to the
end of the agenda. It was never discussed. The
chair refused to recognize any of the many women
standing by the microphone, their hands straining
upwards. When he instead called on someone to
speak on “the forgotten American, the American
Indian,” five women rushed the podium to demand
an explanation. But the chairman just patted one of
them on the head (literally) and told her, “Cool
down, little girl. We have more important things to
talk about than women’s problems.”

The “little girl” was Shulamith Firestone, future
author of The Dialectic of Sex, and she didn’t cool
down. Instead she joined with another Chicago
woman she met there who had unsuccessfully tried
to organize a women’s group that summer, to call a
meeting of the women who had halfheartedly at-
tended those summer meetings. Telling their stories
to those women, they stimulated sufficient rage to
carry the group for three months, and by that time
it was a permanent institution.

Another somewhat similar event occurred in
Seattle the following winter. At the University of
Washington, an SDS organizer was explaining to a
large meeting how white college youth established
rapport with the poor whites with whom they were

Amendment. Instead of organizational experience,
what the early NOW members had was experience
in working with and in the media, and it was here
that their early efforts were aimed.

As a result, NOW often gave the impression of
being larger than it was. It was highly successful
in getting in the press; much less successful in ei-
ther bringing about concrete changes or forming
an organization. Thus it was not until 1970, when
the national press simultaneously did major sto-
ries on the women’s liberation movement, that
NOW’s membership increased significantly.

In the meantime, unaware of and unknown
to NOW, the EEOC, or the State Commissions,
younger women began forming their own move-
ment. Here, too, the groundwork had been laid
some years before. The different social action pro-
jects of the sixties had attracted many women, who
were quickly shunted into traditional roles and
faced with the self-evident contradiction of work-
ing in a “freedom movement” but not being very
free. No single “youth movement” activity or orga-
nization is responsible for forming the younger
branch of the women’s liberation movement, but
together they created a “radical community” in
which like-minded people continually interacted or
were made aware of one another. This community
provided the necessary network of communication
and its radical ideas the framework of analysis that
“explained” the dismal situation in which radical
women found themselves.

Papers had been circulated on women and indi-
vidual temporary women’s caucuses had been held
as early as 1964 (see Hayden & King, 1966). But it
was not until 1967 and 1968 that the groups devel-
oped a determined, if cautious, continuity and began
to consciously expand themselves. At least five
groups in five different cities (Chicago, Toronto,
Detroit, Seattle, and Gainesville, Florida) formed
spontaneously, independently of one another. They
came at an auspicious moment, for 1967 was the
year in which the blacks kicked the whites out of the
civil rights movement, student power was discred-
ited by SDS, and the New Left was on the wane.
Only draft resistance activities were on the increase,
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a network came into being, but the movement
didn’t exist until afterward. Analysts of socioeco-
nomic causes have concluded that the movement
could have started anytime within a twenty-year
period. Strain for women was as great in 1955 as in
1965 (Ferriss, 1971). What changed was the orga-
nizational situation. It was not until new networks
emerged among women aware of inequities beyond
local boundaries that a movement could grow past
the point of occasional, spontaneous uprisings. The
fact that two distinct movements, with two separate
origins, developed from two networks unaware of
each other is further evidence of the key role of
preexisting communications networks as the fertile
soil in which new movements can sprout.

References to the importance of a preexisting
communications network appear frequently in case
studies of social movements, though the theoretical
writers were much slower to recognize their
salience. According to Buck (1920:43–44), the
Grange established a degree of organization among
American farmers in the nineteenth century that
greatly facilitated the spread of future farmers’
protests. Lipset has reported that in Saskatchewan,
“the rapid acceptance of new ideas and movements
. . . can be attributed mainly to the high degree of
organization. . . . The role of the social structure of
the western wheat belt in facilitating the rise of new
movements has never been sufficiently appreciated
by historians and sociologists. Repeated challenges
and crises forced the western farmers to create
many more community institutions (especially co-
operatives and economic pressure groups) than are
necessary in a more stable area. These groups in
turn provided a structural basis for immediate ac-
tion in critical situations. [Therefore] though it was
a new radical party, the C. C. F. did not have to
build up an organization from scratch” (1959:206).

Similarly, Heberle (1951:232) reports several
findings that Nazism was most successful in small,
well-integrated communities. As Lipset put it, these
findings “sharply challenge the various interpreta-
tions of Nazism as the product of the growth of
anomie and the general rootlessness of modern
urban industrial society” (1959: 146).

working. “He noted that sometimes after analyzing
societal ills, the men shared leisure time by ‘balling
a chick together.’ He pointed out that such activities
did much to enhance the political consciousness of
the poor white youth. A woman in the audience
asked, ‘And what did it do for the consciousness of
the chick?’ ” (Hole & Levine, 1971:120). After the
meeting, a handful of enraged women formed Seat-
tle’s first group.

Subsequent groups to the initial five were
largely organized rather than formed spontaneously
out of recent events. In particular, the Chicago
group was responsible for the formation of many
new groups in Chicago and in other cities. Unlike
NOW, the women in the first groups had had years
of experience as trained organizers. They knew how
to utilize the infrastructure of the radical commu-
nity, the underground press, and the free universities
to disseminate women’s liberation ideas. Chicago,
as a center of New Left activity, had the largest
number of politically conscious organizers. Many
traveled widely to leftist conferences and demon-
strations, and most used the opportunity to talk
with other women about the new movement. In
spite of public derision by radical men, or perhaps
because of it, young women steadily formed new
groups around the country.

ANALYSIS

From these data there appear to be four essential el-
ements involved in movement formation: (1) the
growth of a preexisting communications network
that is (2) cooptable to the ideas of the new move-
ment; (3) a series of crises that galvanize into ac-
tion people involved in a cooptable network, and/or
(4) subsequent organizing effort to weld the spon-
taneous groups together into a movement. Each of
these elements needs to be examined in detail.

COMMUNICATIONS NETWORK

. . . The women’s liberation movement . . . illus-
trates the importance of a network precisely be-
cause the conditions for a movement existed before
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of the mass agitator” (Kornhauser, 1959:218).
This focus changed in the early seventies.
Pinard’s study of the Social Credit Party of Que-
bec (1971) severely criticized mass society the-
ory, arguing instead that “when strains are severe
and widespread a new movement is more likely
to meet its early success among the more strongly
integrated citizens” (Pinard, 1971:192).

This insight was expanded by Oberschall
(1973), who created a six-cell table to predict
both the occurrence and type of protest. As did
the mass society theorists, Oberschall said that
even when there are grievances, protest will not
occur outside institutional channels by those who
are connected, through their own leadership or
patron/client relationships, with governing elites.
Among those who are segmented from such
elites, the type of protest will be determined by
whether there is communal, associational, or lit-
tle organization. In the latter case, discontent is
expressed through riots or other short-lived vio-
lent uprisings. “It is under conditions of strong . . .
ties and segmentation that the possibility of the
rapid spread of opposition movements on a con-
tinuous basis exists” (p. 123).

The movements we have studied would con-
firm Oberschall’s conclusions, but not as strongly
as he makes them. In all these cases a preexisting
communications network was a necessary but in-
sufficient condition for movement formation. Yet
the newly formed networks among student radi-
cals, welfare recipients, and women can hardly
compare with the longstanding ties provided by
the southern black churches and colleges. Their
ties were tenuous and may not have survived the
demise of their movements.

The importance of segmentation, or lack of
connection with relevant elites, is less obvious in
the sixties’ movements. The higher socioeco-
nomic status of incipient feminists and Move-
ment leaders would imply greater access to elites
than is true for blacks or welfare recipients. If
Oberschall were correct, these closer connections
should either have permitted easier and more
rapid grievance solutions or more effective social

Indirect evidence attesting to the essential role
of formal and informal communications networks
is found in diffusion theory, which emphasizes the
importance of personal interaction rather than im-
personal media communication in the spread of
ideas (Rogers, 1962; Lionberger, 1960). This per-
sonal influence occurs through the organizational
patterns of a community (Lionberger, 1960:73). It
does not occur through the mass media. The mass
media may be a source of information, but they are
not a key source of influence.

Their lesser importance in relation to preexist-
ing communications networks was examined in
one study on “The Failure of an Incipient Social
Movement” (Jackson, Peterson, Bull, Monsen, &
Richmond, 1960). In 1957 a potential tax protest
movement in Los Angeles generated considerable
interest and publicity for a little over a month but
was dead within a year. According to the authors,
this did not reflect a lack of public notice. They
concluded that “mass communication alone is
probably insufficient without a network of com-
munication specifically linking those interested in
the matter. . . . If a movement is to grow rapidly, it
cannot rely upon its own network of communica-
tion, but must capitalize on networks already in
existence” (p. 37).

A major reason it took social scientists so long
to acknowledge the importance of communications
networks was because the prevailing theories of the
post–World War II era emphasized increasing so-
cial dislocation and anomie. Mass society theorists,
as they were called, hypothesized that significant
community institutions that linked individuals to
governing elites were breaking down, that society
was becoming a mass of isolated individuals. These
individuals were seen as increasingly irresponsible
and ungovernable, prone to irrational protests be-
cause they had no mediating institutions through
which to pursue grievances (Kornhauser, 1959).

In emphasizing disintegrating vertical connec-
tions, mass society theorists passed lightly over
the role of horizontal ones, only occasionally ac-
knowledging that “the combination of internal
contact and external isolation facilitates the work
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confrontation, and change. They absorbed an ide-
ology of “freedom” and “liberation” far more po-
tent than any latent “antifeminism” might have
been. . . .

Exactly what makes a network cooptable is
harder to elucidate. Pinard (1971:186) noted the
necessity for groups to “possess or develop an
ideology or simply subjective interests congruent
with that of a new movement” for them to “act as
mobilizing rather than restraining agents toward
that movement,” but did not further explore what
affected the “primary group climate.” More illu-
mination is provided by the diffusion of innova-
tion studies that point out the necessity for new
ideas to fit in with already established norms for
changes to happen easily. Furthermore, a social
system that has as a value “innovativeness” (as
the radical community did) will more rapidly
adopt ideas than one that looks upon the habitual
performance of traditional practices as the ideal
(as most organized women’s groups did in the
fifties). Usually, as Lionberger (1960:91) points
out, “people act in terms of past experience and
knowledge.” People who have had similar experi-
ences are likely to share similar perceptions of a
situation and to mutually reinforce those percep-
tions as well as their subsequent interpretation. A
cooptable network, then, is one whose members
have had common experiences that predispose
them to be receptive to the particular new ideas
of the incipient movement and who are not faced
with structural or ideological barriers to action. If
the new movement as an “innovation” can inter-
pret these experiences and perceptions in ways
that point out channels for social action, then par-
ticipation in a social movement becomes the logi-
cal thing to do.

THE ROLE OF CRISES

As our examples have illustrated, similar percep-
tions must be translated into action. This is often
done by a crisis. For blacks in Montgomery, this
was generated by Rosa Parks’s refusal to give up
her seat on a bus to a white man. For women who

control. They did neither. Indeed, it was the group
most closely connected to decision-making elites—
women of the Presidential and State Commission—
who were among the earliest to see the need of a
protest organization. Women of the younger branch
of the movement did have their grievances against
the men of the New Left effectively suppressed for
several years, but even they eventually rejected this
kind of elite control, even when it meant rejecting
the men.

Conversely, Piven and Cloward show that the
establishment of closer ties between leaders of
local welfare rights groups and welfare workers
through advisory councils and community coordi-
nators led to a curtailment of militance and the in-
stitutionalization of grievances (1977:326–31).
They also argue that the development of govern-
ment-funded community programs effectively
coopted many local black movement leaders in the
North and that federal channeling of black protest
in the South into voter registration projects focused
the movement there into traditional electoral poli-
tics (ibid.:253). In short, the evidence about the
role of segmentation in movement formation is am-
biguous. The effect may be varied considerably by
the nature of the political system.

COOPTABILITY

A recurrent theme in our studies is that not just
any communications network will do. It must be
one that is cooptable to the ideas of the new move-
ment. The Business and Professional Women’s
(BPW) clubs were a network among women, but
having rejected feminism, they could not over-
come the ideological barrier to new political action
until after feminism became established. . . .

On the other hand, the women on the Presi-
dential and State Commissions and the feminist
coterie of the EEOC were cooptable largely be-
cause their immersion in the facts of female sta-
tus and the details of sex discrimination cases
made them very conscious of the need for change.
Likewise, the young women of the “radical com-
munity” lived in an atmosphere of questioning,
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these two roles was most clearly evident in the
Townsend old-age movement of the thirties.
Townsend was the “charismatic” leader, but the
movement was organized by his partner, real es-
tate promoter Robert Clements. Townsend him-
self acknowledges that without Clements’s help,
the movement would never have gone beyond the
idea stage (Holzman, 1963).

The importance of organizers is pervasive in
the sixties’ movements. Dr. King may have been
the public spokesperson of the Montgomery Bus
Boycott who caught the eye of the media, but it
was E. D. Nixon who organized it. Certainly the
“organizing cadre” that young women in the rad-
ical community came to be was key to the
growth of that branch of the women’s liberation
movement, despite the fact that no “leaders”
were produced (and were actively discouraged).
The existence of many leaders but no organizers
in the older branch of the women’s liberation
movement readily explains its subsequent slow
development. . . .

The function of the organizer has been explored
indirectly by other analysts. Rogers (1962) devotes
many pages to the “change agent” who, while he
does not necessarily weld a group together or “con-
struct” a movement, does many of the same things
for agricultural innovation that an organizer does
for political change. Mass society theory makes
frequent reference to the “agitator,” though not in a
truly informative way. Interest groups are often or-
ganized by single individuals and some of them
evolve into social movements. Salisbury’s study of
farmers’ organizations finds this a recurrent theme.
He also discovered that “a considerable number of
farm groups were subsidized by other, older,
groups. . . . The Farm Bureau was organized and
long sustained by subsidies, some from federal and
state governments, and some by local business-
men” (Salisbury, 1969:13).

These patterns are similar to ones we have
found in the formation of social movements. Other
organizations, even the government, often serve as
training centers for organizers and sources of mate-
rial support to aid the formation of groups and/or

formed the older branch of the women’s movement,
the impetus to organize was the refusal of the
EEOC to enforce the sex provision of Title VII,
precipitated by the concomitant refusal of federal
officials at the conference to allow a supportive
resolution. For younger women there were a se-
ries of minor crises.

While not all movements are formed by such
precipitating events, they are quite common as
they serve to crystallize and focus discontent. From
their own experiences, directly and concretely,
people feel the need for change in a situation that
allows for an exchange of feelings with others,
mutual validation, and a subsequent reinforce-
ment of innovative interpretation. Perception of
an immediate need for change is a major factor in
predisposing people to accept new ideas (Rogers,
1962:280). Nothing makes desire for change
more acute than a crisis. Such a crisis need not be
a major one; it need only embody collective
discontent.

ORGANIZING EFFORTS

A crisis will only catalyze a well-formed commu-
nications network. If such networks are embryoni-
cally developed or only partially cooptable, the
potentially active individuals in them must be
linked together by someone. . . . As Jackson et al.
(1960:37) stated, “Some protest may persist where
the source of trouble is constantly present. But
interest ordinarily cannot be maintained unless
there is a welding of spontaneous groups into
some stable organization.” In other words, people
must be organized. Social movements do not sim-
ply occur.

The role of the organizer in movement forma-
tion is another neglected aspect of the theoretical
literature. There has been great concern with
leadership, but the two roles are distinct and not
always performed by the same individual. In the
early stages of a movement, it is the organizer
much more than any leader who is important, and
such an individual or cadre must often operate
behind the scenes. The nature and function of
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movements. The civil rights movement was the
training ground for many an organizer of other
movements. . . . The role of the government in the
formation of the National Welfare Rights Organi-
zation was so significant that it would lead one to
wonder if this association should be considered
more of an interest group in the traditional sense
than a movement “core” organization.

From all this it would appear that training as an
organizer or at least as a proselytizer or en-
trepreneur of some kind is a necessary background
for those individuals who act as movement innova-
tors. Even in something as seemingly spontaneous
as a social movement, the professional is more valu-
able than the amateur.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Why has the role of communications networks
in the formation of social movements only re-
cently received the attention of researchers?
2. How do leadership roles emerge in social move-
ments? Are “leaders” the same as “organizers”?
3. Cite some similarities and differences in the
development of the civil rights movement and the
women’s movement.

NOTES

1. Data for this section are based on my observations
while a founder and participant in the younger branch of the
Chicago women’s liberation movement from 1967 through
1969 and editor of the first (at that time, only) national
newsletter. I was able, through extensive correspondence and
interviews, to keep a record of how each group around the
country started, where the organizers got the idea from, who
they had talked to, what conferences were held and who at-
tended, the political affiliations (or lack of them) of the first
members, and so forth. Although I was a member of Chicago
NOW, information on the origins of it and the other older
branch organizations comes entirely through ex post facto in-
terviews of the principals and examination of early papers in
preparation for my dissertation on the women’s liberation
movement. Most of my informants requested that their contri-
bution remain confidential.
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