


The Process of Collective Identity
(Alberto Melucci: Chalenging Codes)

values and beliefs” on the other can never answer the questions ol how
aocial actors come to form a collectivity and recogmize themselves as being
part of it; how they maintain themselves over time; how acting logether
muakes sense for the parbicipants in a social movement: or how the meaning

of collective action derives [rom structural preconditions or from the sum
af the individual motives,

*Koncept kolektivni identity (collective identity) jako nastroj porozumeéni
divodum, pro¢ jsou lidé aktivni v socialnich hnutich.

*Individualni i kolektivni uroven




A “I-I.I'I":J-llgl'l re:lllulln.mg. of the concept of collective identity 15 necessary
o productively ni the dualism beiween Siruclure and MeLninEe. I'Jl.n:

Duality:
Objektivni podminky vs. subjektivni motivy a orientace

Struktura vs. jednani (Bourdieu — Teorie jednani)

Identita jako koncept prekracujici tyto dualismy




Co je kolektivni identita?

I call codlective tdentity the process of “constructing’ an action system (5ot
chapter 1. Collective identity 15 an mteractive and shared definition pro-
duced by a number of indivedeals (or groups at a more compicx level) con-
cernmng the oriewradfons of their action and the fefd of opportumties and
constrzints in which such action is to take place. By “interactive and shared’
[ mean that these elements are constructed and negotiated through & recur-
rent process of actrvation of the relations that bind actors together,




Kolektivni identita jako proces

(Processual approach and constructivist view)

(i} Collective ientity as a process involves cognitive definitons concem-
ing the ends, means, and the field of action. These dilferent elements,
or axes, of collective action are defined within a language that is shared
by a portion or the whole of society, or within one that is specific io a
group; they are incorporated in a given set of rituals, praciices, cultural
artifacts: thev are framed in different ways but they always allow some
kind of calculation between means and ends. investments and rewards.
This cognitive level does not necessanily imply wnilied and coherent
[rameworks (unlike cognitbvsts lend 1o think: see Melsser 1976;
Abelson 1981; Eiser 1980); rather, it IS n::n.:|n5-1rm,u.n!|1l:umugh interaction
and comprises different and sometimes con tradictory defimtions (see
Billig er al. 1948, Billig 19495).




(i} Collective identity as a process refers thus (o a network of acrive rela-
tiorships between aclors who interact, communicate, influence each
other, negotiate, and make decisions Forms of organization and
models of leadership, communicative channels and technologes of
communication are constitutive parts of this network of relationship

(iii} Finally, a certain degree of emotional investmen! is required in the
definition of a collective identity, which enabies individuals 1o feel
themselves patt of a common unity, Collective identity is never entirely
negotiable because participation in collective action 15 endowed with
meaning which cannet be reduced to cost-benefit caleulaton and
always mobilizes emotions as well (Kemper 1976, 1981, 1990
Hochschild 1979, 1983; Schell 1990). Passions and feelings, love and
hate, faith and fear are all part of 4 body acting collectively, particu-
Jarly in those areas of social life that are less institutionalized, such as
the social movements. To understand this part of collective action as
‘irratiomal”, as opposed to the parts that are ‘rational’ (g suphemism for
‘wood’), is simply nonsensical. There s no cognition without feeling
and to meaning withouwt emotion.




between two actors which allows their (mutual) recognition. The notion of
identily always refers lo these three leitures: namely, the contimuly of a
subject over and beyond varalions in Ume and its adaptations to the
environment: the delimitation of this subpect with respect 10 others; the

ability to recognize and to be recognized.




e way to overcome the apparent coniradiction between the static and
the dynamic dimensions implied by collective identaty is to think of it in
terms of action, Collective identity enables social actors to act as unibied
and delimited subjects and to retain control over their own action; con-
versely, however, they can act as collective bodies because they have com-
pleted, to some extent, the constructive process of collective dentity. In

supposes, first, a self-refective ability of social actors. Cellective action 15
not simply & reaction to social and environmental constramis, it prodoces
symbalic orientations and meanings which actors are able 1o recogmize.
Secondly, it entails that they bave a notion of causality and belonging, they
are. that is, able to attribute the effects of their actions 1o themsclves. This

recognition underping their ability o appropriate the outcomes of then
actions, to exchange them with others, and to decide how they should be
allocated. Thirdly, identity entails an ability to percerve duration, an ability
which enables aciors 1o establish a relationship between past and fulure and
to tic action Lo its ellects




Vztahova dimenze kolektivni identity

Sacial movements develop collective identity in a circuliar relationship
wilh & system of opporlumities/constraints. Collective aclors are able o

There must be at least a minimal degree of reciprocity m social recognition
betweoen the actors (movement, authoritics, other movements, third partes)
even if it takes the form of a denial, a challenge, or an opposition (Gamsen,
Firernan and Rytina 1982). When this mimimal basis for recognition s

The autonomous ability to produce and 1o recognize the collective reality
a5 3 ‘we' is then a paradoxical situation: in affirming its difference from the
rest of the society, a movement also states itz belonging to the shaved
culture of a society and its need to be recognized as a social actor, T'he
paradox of identity always consists ol the fact that difference, in order o
be affirmed and lived as such., presuppeses a cerlain equality and a cegree




|dentita a konflikt

Callective identily contains an unresolved and unresolvable iension
hetween the definition a movement gives of itself and the recognition
granted to it by the rest of the socwty.

them but which each refuses to conler 1o the other. Beyond the concrete or
symbaolic objects at stake in a conflict, what people ight [or 15 always the
possibility to recopnize themselves and be recogmzed as subjects of their
action. Every conflict which transgresses a system of shared rules, whether
it concerns material or symbolic resources, is a conflict of wdentity. Social
actors enler a conflict to affirm the identity that their opponent has denicd
them, 1o reapproprigie something which belongs 1o them beciause they are
able to recognize il as their own,

During a conflict the internal solidarity of the group remnforces identity
and guarantees it. People feel a bond with others not because they share the
same interests, but because they need that bond in order lo make sense of
what they are doing. The solidarity that ties individuals to eiach other




Kolektivni identita v case

*Proces, ktery prochazi riznymi stadii
Nové definice

Kontradiktorni tlaky

cach of these spheres, The most serious cases provoke a breakdown or ’r'mg.-
mentation of the collective actor or a bresch of its external confines. This
can lead 1o the incapacity to produce amd maintain a definition of the
‘mevernent” that could exhibit 2 cerimin siability or, vice versa, (o the com-
pulsive assumplion of # rigid identity from which 11 s impossible ta escape,
as in sects orf terronst groups.

Collective identity ensures the continuity and permanetcs of “-.": miove-
ment gver time, it establishes the limits of the actor with respect bo its social
environment. 11 regulates the membership of indi'.'i-flua_15, il n.h:ﬁw_m: l!‘l-E
requisites for joining the ‘movement, and l_hn:: criterid by wh:l.;_h Its
members recopnize themselves and ane recognized. The content o this

i K [l = B R pap—




De-reification of collective identity

Chie cannob treat collective identity as a ‘thing’, as the monohthie umty of
the subjects it must, instead, be concerved as a system of relations and
represeniutions. Collective sdentity takes the form of a field conlaining &
system of vectors in lension, These vectors constantly seek to establish an

terms: in its dynamec conmotation, however, collective identity increasingly

Collective identity lends to coincide wath conscious processes of “orgiani-
zation” and it is experienced nol so much a8 a siluation as il is an action.

Identification — termin pokryvajici sebe-reflexivni
a konstruovanou podstatu identity




Co uvidime optikou identity?

Collective identity is & concept, an analytical tool
essence, a ‘thing’ with a *real’ existence. As [aF 45 concerns concepls, one
should never forpet that we arc addressing not “reality’, but rather mnstru-
ments or lenses through which we read reality. The concept of collective

@J'h-: notion of collective identity is relevant 1o sociological [Herature
becuuse it brings along with it & field perspective on collective action and a
dynamic view of ils definition. It implies the inclusion of e social Deld s
part of the movement construction and it mens thial beyond ine ol

acumenis, opinions ol participants) there 13
always a0 active ncpotiafion,an interactive work among idividuals,

LIS CF TG L5 I|| ll'il:' maovement.

The concept of collective adentity can also contribute to a better

understandimg of the nature and MEaming of he emerging lorms of collec-
e metion i lighly dillerentizated systems As 1he quaniity and qualily of




E}Euilﬂ:ilivu actors are neither historical heroes nor villams, By identify-
ing dpeciiic Tevels That enter the construction of colleeTvE TaEnLily, move-
ments can be seen as acljon systems, They are not ‘subjects’ that act with
the unity of purposes that leaders, weologues, or opponents attribute to

them. They are always plural, ambivalent, often contradictory,

_— - y _- _-l'-_ E T ey " .
@T he concept of collective wdentity has immportanl consequences in
-I.'-h-'.:‘.ﬂ.l'il'ig IJE e misundersia | L E =0 Lid Eils.

guality (Offe 1985a; Dulton and RKuechler 1950}, Conlemporary move-
ments are not ‘new’ or ‘old’ in themselves, but rather comprise differcnt

orientations with their components belonging to different histoncal layers
of a given society. The notion of collective identity can help to describe and




{E’hnﬂthﬂ Important cons + copcepl of collective wentity
ict. The notion of col-

has 1o do with the 1I:emg of domination and con

"

| have sugpesied that collective action ol many recent social movements

constilules a commIcative ack WhIch is perloted through The Torm ol
sction itself, making visible new powers and the possibilifies of challenging
them. Action still pursues political goals or instrumental advantages, bul

@,Hml.'m'cr_ this antagonist dimension cannol_explain everything, and
the concept of collective wdentity 15 a permanent warning about the neces-

sity of recognizing a plurality of levels in collective action. This 1s perhaps




Finally, colicctive identity has some radical methodological implica-
ions, m.:1|:1§mm colleciive
action Lo just one of its levels — which in fact is often the ‘official” definition
of a movement — and of considering it as a unified empincal obpect. When
sociology still rests on an essentialist idea of social movements as charac-
ters acting on the stage of history, it may contribute, even unwillingly, to
the practical denial of difference, to a factual and political ignorance of
that complex articulation ol meanings thal conlemporary movemenlis
carry in themselves. Puiting into question the unity usually taken for
grantes] by ideologists, sociology may help to veveal those dimensions of
collective action that are not visible at first sight. To understand how a




