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INTRODUCTION

Socialmovementisacollectiveterm usedtodescribeallenterprisesthatestablishanew
styleoflife.Theyoriginatefrom aconditionofunrestandderivetheirmotivepowerfrom
dissatisfaction,withthecurrentform oflifeandfrom wishesandhopesforanewschemeor
system ofliving.Initsbeginning,asocialmovementisshapeless,poorlyorganizedand
withoutanyform.Atthisstage,thecollectivebehaviourisataprimitivelevelandthe
mechanismsofinteractionareelementaryandspontaneous.

Asasocialmovementgraduallydevelops,itattainstheform ofanorganization.Onmaturity,
ithasabodyofcustomsandtraditions,establishedleadership,anenduringdivisionof
labour,socialrulesandsocialvalues.Inshort,ithasaculture,asocialorganizationanda
newschemeorstyleoflife.Structuralconducivenessandstrain,creationofageneralized
belief,circumstances,mobilizationofparticipantsandtheapplicationofsocialcontrolsare
sixprimaryfactorsthatactasdeterminantsofaparticularsocialmovement.Thestudyof
socialmovementsisveryhelpfulasanintegralpartofsocialscience/studies.

 

SOCIALMOVEMENTS:CONCEPT,NATUREANDDEFINITIONS

Theterm ‘socialmovements’wasintroducedin1850bytheGermansociologistLorenzvon
Stein,inhisbook,HistoryoftheFrenchSocialMovementfrom 1789tothePresent(1850).
Socialmovementiscarryingout,resistingorundoingasocialchange.Asocialmovement
generallyaimstobringinreformsorchangesinthesocialstructure.Itisbornoutof
conditionsofdeprivationandexploitationinasociety.AccordingtoGraham Wallace,an
Englishsocialpsychologistandeducator,whoisrememberedforhiscontributiontothe
developmentofpoliticalscience,thepsychologyofpoliticsandhispioneeringworkon
humancreativity,‘Asocialmovementdevelopsoutofadeliberate,organizedandconscious
efforton the partofmembers ofsocietyto constructa more satisfying culture for
themselves.’Socialmovementsrefertoacollectiveactionorbehaviourtoachievebetter
conditionsinsociety.Thus,theymaybedefinedasavoluntaryassociationofpeople
engagedinaconcertedefforttochangebehaviourandsocialrelationshipsinalarger
society.Manyatime,theyaim atbringinginradicalchangesagainsttheunjust,unlawfuland
inhuman actions in society.Sometimes itis argued thatthe freedom ofexpression,
educationandrelativeeconomicindependencethatareprevalentinthemodernwestern
culture are responsible forthe unprecedented numberofsocialmovements.Modern
western social movements gathered momentum through education (the wider
disseminationofliterature)andincreasedmobilityoflabour,becauseofindustrialization
andurbanizationofthe19thcenturysocieties.

 

DefinitionsofSocialMovement



Theconceptofsocialmovementgainedmomentum inthe19thcenturyinEurope.During
theperiodofEuropeansocialchaos,anewmomentum startedforchangesinthesociety,
whichlateroncametobeknownassocialmovements.Politiciansandsociologistsofthe
timeadvocatedtheliberationofoppressedclassesandtheestablishmentofanewsociety
byalteringpropertyrightsandrelationshipsaccordingtotheMarxistideology.Theirideology
isreflectedintheirdefinitionsofsocialmovement.Sincetheearly1950s,manysociologists
havemadeattemptstogiveaspecificdefinitionofsocialmovements.Someimportant
definitionsofsocialmovementsareasfollows:

 HerbertBlumer:‘Socialmovementscan be viewed ascollective enterprisesto
establishaneworderoflife.Theyhavetheirinceptionintheconditionofunrestand
derivetheirmotivepowerononehandfrom dissatisfactionwiththecurrentform of
lifeandontheotherhand,from wishesandhopesforanewschemeorsystem of
living’.

 M.S.A. Rao: ‘A social movement essentially involves sustained collective
mobilizationthrougheitherinformalorformalorganization,andisgenerallyoriented
towardsbringingaboutchange,eitherpartialortotal.’

 T.K.Oommen:‘Amovementisaconsciouseffortonthepartofagrouptomitigate
theirdeprivationandsecurejustice,amovementisconditionedbythefactorsinthe
socialstructure;amovementisperhapsthechiefmechanism throughwhichthe
deprivedsectiondemonstratesitspowerunitedbyanideologytoredresstheevilsor
grievances.’

 Prof.Y.Singh:‘Socialmovementisaprocessofcollectivemobilizationofpeopleina
societyinanorganizedmannerunderanindividualorcollectiveleadershipinorderto
realizeanideologicallydefinedsocialpurpose.’

NatureofSocialMovement

Asocialmovementisaconsciouslyorganizedandplannedactivityofindividualshaving
commoninterests.Inthemodernworld,itlargelydependsuponthetraitsofdifferent
interestgroupsandtheirideologicalmakeupforthepursuitofparticulargoals.Likesocial
classandpoliticalrepresentation,theterm ‘socialmovement’isusedbyvariousscholars
idiosyncratically.First,asocialmovementisagroupofpeoplewhoendeavourtobuilda
radicallynewsocialorder.AccordingtoCraigJenkins,ProfessorofSociology,theOhioState
University:‘Asocialmovementis“aseriesofcollectiveactionsconductedtobringabout
changeinsocialstructures”,andisguidedby“avision,howeverdimlyarticulated,ofthe
alternativeorderdesired and ofthebasicmeasuresnecessaryto putitinto effect”.’
Participantsinasocialmovementnotonlychallengedecisionsmadebyauthorities,and
makedemandsonauthoritiesbutalso trytomakelasting,large-scaleandsignificant
changesinthetextureofthesociety.JohnWilson,arenownedsociologistandaProfessor
attheDuke,viewsthatparticipantsseethemselvesasengaged‘inthebuildingofnewsocial
worlds.’

Movementsrangewidelyintermsofproportionofparticipantswhodesireradicalchange.
AsDennisChong,ProfessorofPoliticalScienceattheNorthWesternUniversity,Chicago,
pointsout:‘Ineverysocialmovement,someactivistsprimarilyseekimmediategratification
andprivatebenefits,suchasanincreaseinlocalprestige,andarenotdeeplycommittedto
long-term socialchange.’CornelWest,anAmericanphilosopherandcivilrights,whois
knownforhiscombinationofpoliticalandmoralinsightandcriticism andhiscontributionto
thepost-1960scivilrightsmovement,isoftheopinionthatsocialmovementshaveoften



been‘culturallydegraded,politicallyoppressedandeconomicallyexploited’.

AccordingtoPaulWilkinson,EmeritusProfessorofInternationalRelationsoftheUniversity
ofStAndrewsCentrefortheStudyofTerrorism andPoliticalViolence,‘Socialmovements
areclearlydifferentfrom historicalmovements,tendencies,ortrends.Itisimportanttonote,
however,thatsuchtendenciesandtrendsandtheinfluenceoftheunconsciousorirrational
factorsinhumanbehaviour,maybeofcrucialimportanceinilluminatingtheproblemsof
interpretingandexplainingsocialmovement.’

Asocialmovementmustdemonstrateaminimaldegreeoforganization.Theorganizationof
asocialmovementmaybeloose,informal,highlyinstitutionalized,orbureaucratized.Much
oftheliteraturerelatingtosocialmovementshasbeenconcernedwithnaturalhistories,
models,ortheoriesofmovementdevelopment.Suchmodelshavetriedtosuggestchanges
inthestructureandnatureofsocialmovements,rangingfrom thestateofinitialsocial
unrestandexcitementtoarevolutionarymovement.

Asocialmovement’scommitmenttochangeandorganizationdependsontheparticipants’
aims,beliefsandintensityofinvolvement.AccordingtoThomasA.Heberlein,Professor
emeritus,CommunityandEnvironmentalSociology,UniversityofWisconsin-Madison,these
aimsandbeliefsareanexpressionofthecollectivewilloftheadherentsofthemovement.
Heberleinemphasizesthatitistheelementofwishthatmakesabeliefsociallyvaluable.Itis
the conscious willofindividuals thatprovides the base ofthe ideologyofa social
movement. 

Asocialmovementcanalsobeidentifiedwiththehelpofdifferentcriteria.Forinstance,a
socialmovementcanbedesignatedasradicalorreactionaryonthebasisofthechangeit
desirestobringaboutinasocietyasawholeorinitssegmentsonly.Thisimpliestheneed
tounderstandthenatureofamovementwhichrequiresthecomprehensionofitsideological
base,i.e.,itsaims,objectivesandgoalswhichlegitimizethemovementaswellasdetermine
itscharacter.Thenatureofchangewhichthemovementaimstobringabout,whethertotal
orpartial,infact,isdeterminedbythenatureoftheideologywhichitformulates.Asocial
movementhasnofixedlife.Itcanbebothoflongandshortduration.Itcanbebothviolent
aswellaspeacefulbut,foritscomingintoexistencesomeeffortsareneeded.Itdoesnot
comeintobeingallofasudden.Itmayormaynotbeorganizedbutitalsodealswithsome
aspectofchangei.e.,itmaytrytobringorresistachange.Itsultimateobjectiveisreforming
ofsociety.

Asocialmovementhasfourbasicelements,whichareasfollows:

1.A socialmovementisacollectivebehaviour:Aconsiderablenumberofpersons
mustbeinvolvedinanactivityforittobeconsideredasasocialmovement.

2.Socialmovementsextendbeyondasingleeventorcommunity:Onlywhenlocal
activitieshavespreadacrossseveralcommunitiesandeventsdo theybecome
movements.

3.Socialmovementsinvolvesystematicefforts:theyarecoordinatedactivitiesrather
thanrandom ones.

4.Socialmovementsarechange-oriented:Theyhaveastheirobjective,someform of
changeinthewaypeoplethink,inwhattheybelieve,andintheirbehaviour.Some
movements,however,haveastheirobjectivestheprotectionofexistingvaluesand
normswhichappeartobethreatenedorofrevivalistnature.



DistinctionbetweenSocialandPoliticalMovements

Politicalmovementsaredifferentfrom socialmovementsinthesensethattheformerare
locatedinthestatealone.Theparticipantsofasocialmovementstriveforsocialjustice.
However,therearesomeseriousflawsinthisconclusion.Itisobviousthatthesocietyand
state,andhence,socialandpoliticalpoweraretwodifferentthings.Butinthepresent
society,tryingtodifferentiatebetweensocialpowerandpoliticalpowerseemslikeanaïve
attemptatignoringthecomplexitiesoftheprocessesinpolitics.Politicsisnotpracticed
onlybythepoliticalparties.Thesociologistsoversimplifythesituationbynottakinginto
accountthepoliticalsignificanceofthemovementsrevolvingaroundtheissuesconcerning
justiceorinjustice.Youcannotsimplysaythattheclasseshaveceasedtoexistinthe
society.However,youcanignorethefactthatalmostallmovementsaremarkedbythe
dominance ofa particularclassin a movement.Considerthe factthatalthough the
environmentisapparentlyanon-classissue,yettheclassto onebelongsisamajor
determinantoftheperspectivethatoneholdsinsuchissues.Forexample,theperspective
oftheadivasicommunityintheenvironmentalissuewillbehugelydifferentfrom thatofan
individualbelongingtothemiddleclass.Thus,itcanbeconcludedthatthedifference
between‘social’and‘political’movementispurelysemanticandthesearetwooverlapping
categories.

State and the socialmovements The state does notreactpositively to any social
movements.Itsfirstactionistosuppressanysuchmovementsasthestateseesthem asa
challengetoitspoliticalauthority.Thestateisthesovereignpowerthatholdsallpowerand
seekswelfareofitssubjectsbymanagingthepublicsphere.So,bydefault,ittriestooppose
anycollectiveendeavourthatseekstobreakdownitsauthority.Mostsocialmovements
thataredirectedagainstthestateseektoreform,implementorchallengeacertainpolicyor
decisionofthestate.Intheeyesofthestate,itisadefianceofthestate’slegitimacyof
governance.Itdoesnotmatterwhetherthestateissocialistornot,orwhichclass’interests
itsupposedlyrepresents;nostatewantstobeconfronted.

Thestatetriestobringdownasocialmovementbyapplyingdifferentmeasures.These
measuresmayrangefrom invitingtheparticipantsofasocialmovementforadialogueand
peacefulnegotiationtotryingtostoptheactiviststhroughforceandfearofpunishment.At
thesametime,thestatealsousesvarioustacticstopacifyandweakentheparticipants.It
triesto breakdowntheunityofthegroup byoffering dolesand concessionsto the
participants.Thisisfollowedbyoffersofco-optiongiventotheleaders.Theattitudeofthe
stateisrelativelysoftertowardsmovementsseekingsocialreformswithintheframeworkof
theinstitutionthantowardsmovementswhichseektheoverthrowofthestate.Allthesame,
whentheapplicationofbrutalforcedoesnotworkinthestate’sfavour,thenthestate
changesitsstrategies,such asco-optionoftheleaders,infiltrationin themovement,
evolutionofcounterideologyanduseofallkindsofgimmickstoappeasethemovement’s
participantsandsupporters.

 

CharacteristicsofSocialMovements

Thecharacteristicsofasocialmovementmaybesummarizedasfollows:

Itisacollectivebehaviourofthepeoplewhosharecommontraitscompletelyorpartially.It
depictssomeleveloforganizationwhichmayvaryfrom alooseorganizationalstructure,a
clubtype,tothemosthighlyorganizedstructurelikeaparty.

Itisorientedtowardsthetransformationofthestateofaffairsintheexistingsystem.But,it



isnotnecessarythatamovementwouldalwaystrytobringaboutprogressivechangesin
theexistingsocialorder;onthecontrary,itmaydemandrestorationofoldvaluesonly.

Asocialmovement,inordertojustifyitself,invariablyadoptssomekindofideologywhich
mayrangebetweenthepolesofradicalism andextremeconservatism.Majorityofsocial
movementsarecharacterizedbypoliticalactivityandbypeopleofabroadrangeofsocial
backgrounds.

Asocialmovementusuallyadoptsconfrontationalanddisruptivetactics,suchasoccupying
buildings,boycottingbusinesses,andblockadingstreets.Movementactivists,ofcourse,
alsoemploylegaltacticsscrupulously,suchaslobbyingandlawsuits.Butthecombination
ofsociallydisruptiveandlegaltacticsdiffersbasedonpermutationofinterestgroupsand
politicalparties.Theactivistsendeavourtomodifytheexistinglegalcoderelatingtopublic
orderandpublicsafety.However,despiteopponents’charges,itwouldbewrongtosaythat
socialmovementsaresimply‘outlaw’organizations;someoftheiractionsarelegal,while
othersareillegal.

DifferentiatingSocialMovements,SocialInstitutionsandSocialAssociations

A socialmovementaimsatreforming society,butitisdifferentfrom both,a social
institutionandasocialassociation,thoughitisconcernedwithbothofthem.A social
institution isboth stableand hassomesocialstatus,whereasasocialmovementis
temporaryandhasnosocialstatus.Similarly,asocialmovementisalsodifferentfrom a
socialassociation.A socialmovementis usually unorganized and wants to change
establishedsocialnorms.Asocialassociation,ontheotherhand,isanorganizedgroupof
personsfollowingthecustomsofsociety

 

TypologiesofSocialMovements

Socialmovementsareofseveraltypes,suchas: 

1.Migratorysocialmovement:Itisatypeofsocialmovementinwhichparticipants
favourtheobjectivesofasocialmovementandarekeentoachievethem,butdonot
findafavourableatmosphereintheirhomelandatthatparticularpointoftime,and
migratetosomeotherplace.

2.Expressivesocialmovement:Itisatypeofsocialmovementinwhichcertain
sizeablenumbersofpersonswishtostartasocialmovementbutduetolegal
restrictionsandotherproblemsfinditdifficulttodosoandareforcedtoadjust
themselvestotheexistingsituation.

3.Utopiansocialmovement:Itisatypeofsocialmovementinwhichtheobjectof
thosewholaunchamovementistocreateanidealsocialsystem orsociety.

4.Reformatorysocialmovement:Itisatypeofsocialmovementinwhichthegoalof
themovementisnottooverhaulcompletelytheexistingsocialsystem buttoreform
thatinsomerespects.

5.Resistancesocialmovement:Itisatypeofsocialmovementinwhichtheaim isto
changeexistingordertotally



Classificationofsocialmovementsonthebasisofqualityof
changetheytrytoattain

OnthebasisofthequalityofchangetheytrytoattainGhanshyam Shahclassifiessocial
movementsintothefollowingfourcategories:

1.Revolt:A revoltisachallengeto politicalauthority,aimed atoverthrowing the
government.

2.Rebellion:Arebellionisanattackonexistingauthoritywithoutanyintentiontoseize
statepower.

3.Reform:Reform doesnotchallengethepoliticalsystem perse.Itattemptstobring
aboutchangesinrelationbetweenthepartsofthesystem tomakeitmoreefficient,
responsiveandworkable.

4.Revolution:Inarevolution,asectionorsectionsofsocietylaunchanorganized
movementtooverthrow notonlytheestablishedgovernmentandregime,butalso
thesocioeconomicstructurewhichsustainsit,anditfurtherreplacesthestructure
byanalternativesocialorder.

Classificationofsocialmovementsonthebasisofissues

Socialmovementsarealsoclassifiedonthebasisofissuesaroundwhichparticipantsget
mobilized.Onthisbasis,socialmovementsareclassifiedintothefollowingtypes:

1.ForestMovement 

2.CivilRightsMovement

3.Anti-untouchabilityMovement

4.LinguisticMovement

5.NationalistMovement

Classificationofsocialmovementsonthebasisofparticipants

Onthebasisoftheparticipants,socialmovementsareofthefollowingtypes:

1.PeasantsMovement

2.TribalMovement

3.Students’Movement

4.Women’sMovement

5.Dalits’Movement

Allthesetypologies,thoughuseful,donotexplainthedynamicsofthemovementswhich
undergochangeinthecourseoftime.Theydonottakeintoconsiderationthosemovements
whoseobjectiveschangeduringthedevelopmentofthemovement.Somemovementsdo



nothaveclearobjectivesintermsofthe‘maintenance’orthe‘transformation’ofthesystem.

SUMMARY

 Theterm ‘socialmovements’wasintroducedin1850bytheGermansociologist
LorenzvonStein,inhisbook,HistoryoftheFrenchSocialMovementfrom 1789to
thePresent(1850).Theconceptofsocialmovementgainedmomentum inthe19th
centuryinEurope.DuringtheperiodofEuropeansocialchaos,anew momentum
started forchanges in the society,which latercame to be known as social
movements.Politiciansandsociologistsofthetimeadvocatedtheliberationof
oppressedclassesandtheestablishmentofanewsocietybyalteringpropertyrights
andrelationshipsaccordingtotheMarxistideology.Theirideologyisreflectedin
theirdefinitionsofsocialmovement.

 A socialmovementmustdemonstrate a minimaldegree oforganization.The
organizationofasocialmovementmaybeloose,informal,highlyinstitutionalized,or
bureaucratized.Much ofthe literature relating to socialmovements has been
concernedwithnaturalhistories,models,ortheoriesofmovementdevelopment.
Suchmodelshavetriedtosuggestchangesinthestructureandnatureofsocial
movements,rangingfrom thestateofinitialsocialunrestandexcitementtoa
revolutionarymovement.

 A socialmovement’scommitmentto changeand organization dependson the
participants’aims,beliefsandintensityofinvolvement.Socialmovementhasno
fixedlife.Itcanbebothoflongandshortduration.Itcanbebothviolentaswellas
peacefulbut,foritscomingintoexistencesomeeffortsareneeded.Itdoesnotcome
intobeingsuddenly.Itmayormaynotbeorganizedbutitalsodealswithsome
aspectofchangei.e.,itmaytrytobringorresistachange.Itsultimateobjectiveis
reformingofasociety.  

 Politicalmovementsaredifferentfrom socialmovementsinthesensethatthe
formerislocatedinthestatealone.Theparticipantsofasocialmovementstrivefor
socialjustice.However,therearesomeseriousflawsinthisconclusion.Itisobvious
thatthesocietyandstate,andhence,social,andpoliticalpoweraretwodifferent
things.Butinthepresentsociety,tryingtodifferentiatebetweensocialpowerand
politicalpowerseemslikeanaïveattemptatignoring thecomplexitiesofthe
processesinpolitics. 


