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INTRODUCTION 

The effectiveness of both activists and their social movements depends on a 
wide variety of skills, abilities, character maturity and experience. Here, 
though, we specifically identify four different roles that movement activists., 
and their organizations, need to play skillfully to be most successful: Citizen, 
Rebel, Social Change Agent, and Reformer. Moreover, these roles need to be 
played simultaneously, even though there are aspects of each that are contradic-
tory to the others. This requires a fair amount of maturity and self-understand-
ing. Of course, at any given period of time, one or two of these roles may be 
emphasized. How these roles are played -- and how well we appreciate and 
support others who are emphasizing roles different from the ones we are em-
phasizing -- has a temendous effect on the outcome of a social movement. 

These four roles can be played in ways that are either effective or ineffective. 
How well activists and their organizations play these roles strongly affect the 
degree of success or failure of the movement. 

FOUR ROLES: EFFECTIVE APPROACH 

1. Citizen. Activists need to be solid Citizens, if they are to be accept-
able to the general population, and be perceived as legitimate sources of 
information. Since the key to a successful social movement is to win over an 
increasing majority of the public, over time. The general population must be 
willing to listen to the movement's message. Therefore, the movement and its 
activists need to not only a message that the population is ready to hear, but 
also a legitimacy, so the public is willing to listen in the first place. 

Movement activists and the movement itself needs to be grounded in the basic 
fundamental values and sensibilities of the society -- such as democracy, 
freedom, and justice. The activists' culture and methods must also have the 
respect of the ordinary citizen. And the movement's analysis and activities need 
to be expressed through the symbols and traditions of the culture. The black 
civil rights, movement, for example, advocated basic principles that the nation 
stood for, even though they were not practiced in the South. The movement 
focused on principles of democracy, such as the right to vote and eat in 
restaurants. It was grounded in the the Christian church and often led by such 
legitimate figures as ordained clergy, with activists wearing their Sunday-best 
clothes to demonstrations. Neither can social movements be violent and expect 
to win over the public, since only the government has the legitimate right to do 
political violence in our society. 

Being acceptable to the public, is necessarya if movements and activists are to 
overcome what social psychologists call "confirmatory bias" -- human beings 
hear and agree with new information that confirms what they already believe. 
Consequently, the general population is prepared to believe that the status quo 
and the official positions and policies of the authorities are right and 
represent the nation's values and best interest. They are prepared to discredit 
and disbelieve the message of protest and opposition. 

If the movement, indeed, wins the ear of a larger And large:: majority, social 
and political conditions are created that make it increasingly difficult and 
costly for the powerholders to continue their current policies. This process, 
over time, includes the changing of social culture, beliefs, assumptions and 
behaviors. Eventually, the powerholders will have to change their policies, 
lose the votes on their policies, or be voted out of office. 

2. Rebel. Activists, as rebel, shout "no" to violations of principles, 
values, and sensibilities of the society and humanity, at times when the 
general population is not aware of these problems. At the beginning, this 
means challenging present conditions and policies, including using extra-
parliamentary means, such as nonviolent direct action, mass rallies and demon-
strations, boycotts, blockades, leaflets, declarations, symbolic actions, and 
noncooperation. Rebels need to call public attention to the problem and put the 
problem on the social and political agendas of the society. Rebels need to 
repeat these actions especially at critical times and places, such as at federal 
buildings at times of key Congressional votes or federal military activities. 
The rebel role is not only important, interesting, and exciting, but also it 
requires courage, commitment, time, and risk-taking. 

Initially, the rebel is the movement's advanced guard. Rebels are the first to 
challenge the status quo, and they are the center of attention and action. 

3. Social Change Agent. It isn't enough to say, "no", to protest, to be 

against. Success requires that social movements and activists also say "yes". 
In order to bring about change, they need to propose a new vision, an alterative 
to the present conditions and policies. Moreover, it is not enough for the 
rebels themselves to favor these alternatives, but they also need to win over 
the general populace to the new analysis and alternatives, winning over an ever 
larger majority. Moreover, the majority of common citizens need to become 
involved in the process of bringing about the new alternatives. 

This means that the central agency for bringing about change needs to switch 
from the rebels to the mainstream people and their organizations and institu-
tions. The original social movement protestors need to become the nurturers and 
facilitators of change, not the central figures and agency. And new movement's 
campaigns, organizations, and activists need to involve the general populace 
and their institutions in the process of challenging current policies and 
conditions, while remaining intimately involved in bringing about alternatives. 

The movement needs to change from primarily emphasizing protest and rebellion 
through their own actions, to involving the general citizenry in the process of 
creating new alternatives and bringing about a new paradigm on which the 
society operates. 

4. Reformer. Finally, it is not enough to protest and to work for change, 
but success requires that the new vision and alternatives become integrated 
into the mainstream of society. They become become part of the culture, 
traditions, beliefs, and public policies. So the movement needs to be a 
reformer -- promoting the reform of the present society into a new society that 
incorporates the movements goals and visions. 

Movement activists and organizations need to be, promote, and support all four 
of these roles, even though at any one time any given activist or organization 
may primarily be involved in just one or two. Too often activists have a 
tendency to think that their own role and approach is the only way to change, 
and they ignore or even oppose other groups and roles. Effective organizations 
and activists, instead, need to be allies with all other activists, citizens, 
and organizations involved in the process of social transformation 



FOUR ROLES: INEFFECTIVE APPROACH 

There are ineffective ways of performing each of the four roles so that they 
impede the process of achieving the movements long term goals. 

1. Citizen. Conforming to the status quo and giving "blind" obedience to 
existing institutions, policies, and culture that violates basic human values, 
principles and sensibilities. This can be done out of ignorance, fear, or a 
sense of powerlessness. This approach to the role of citizen gets in the way of 
bringing about social change. 

2. Rebel. Ineffective or negative rebels are stuck in protest and run by 
feelings of anger, aggression and hostility. They believe that they hold the 
truth, and rigidly hold to their version of reality and narrow ideology. Their 
approach is oriented to tactics, including direct actions, civil disobedience, 
and out maneuvering the police. They build up a strong "we", who hold the 
truth, and "they", the enemy, who epitomize evil. Their focus on opposing 
enemies who are deemed oppressors is extended even to many parts of the move-
ment, people who hold different politics and programs from theirs. Often 
negative rebels have a politics of individualism, and want to be free to do 
spontaneous actions based on their own individual beliefs. The negative rebels 
feel powerless and hopeless about achieving change, so they act out against to 
powerholders and institutions out of frustration and anger. They are tactics-
oriented because they don't have a strategy for successfully achieving the 
alternatives they seek; and they don't really believe that the movement can 
succeed, and view their own efforts as futile in ever bringing about change. 
Their actions, therefore, are based on frustration, anger, disappointment, 
hopelessness, and powerlessness. This is victim behavior. The resulting 
frustration can lead to increasingly militant and violent activities, which are 
invariably counter-productive. 

The Negative Rebel's style, attitude, methods, and activities serve to upset the 
general public, such that common citizens either pay no attention to the 
movement, or become upset and angry at the movement, thereby reinforcing their 
support of the existing powerholders, institutions, policies and social and 
political conditions. 

3. Social Change Agent. Some activists are too idealistic, emphasizing 
their long term vision but not recognizing the hard political and social 
movement process that is needed to achieve it. Some idealistic activists go 
off to live their vision in isolation, naively hoping that somehow they will 
serve as examples that the society will magically follow. The professional 
activists, especially staff in national organizations, try to bring about 
cnange by relying too much on getting the powerholders to change their minds, 
legislation and policies through persuasion and conversion, while ignoring the 
reality that their power comes through the empowerment of the grassroots. The 
first task of national groups should be to build up and nurture the grassroots, 
for social movements are only as powerful as their grassroots; all national 
organizations can do regarding creating national level change is to cash in on 
the political and social conditions that the grassroots has created. 

4. Reformer Sometimes movement organizations and activists seek 	work 
for reforms that are far below the capacities and potentialities that the 
movement is capable of winning. They compromise far too much. They want to be 
sure of getting minor changes, because they fear that they will fail to get the 
bigger goals, thereby, winning nothing. Moreover, many of the national level 
top staff often identify more with the liberal and middle-ground legislators 
and institutional administrators than they do with the grassroots activists. 
They also learn about the realities of "Capitol Hill" and want to work within 
the boundaries of what is considered "possible" within the present politics of 
the system, not realizing that social movements are about the business of 
changing what is presently possible through the system. However, if you cash in 
the movement's chips too early, it often takes the momentum out of the movement, 
and also the ability to achieve larger goals in the near future. Sometimes such 
movement leadership is more concerned with their personal status, organiza-
tional maintenance, acceptability by the powerholders, and future employability 
within the liberal and official power structure than they are with achieving the 
specific goals of the movement. 

THE FOUR ROLES AND THE MAP STAGES 

All four roles need to be held in mind at all times, however, different roles 
do apply more to certain stages than others. The Citizen role, of course, 
needs to be maintained throughout all movements. The Rebel role is important in 
the first three stages, as it is the most prominent in trying to wave a red 
flag to tell the public that there is a problem. However, it is most dominant 
in the Take-off stage, where the focus is on public protest, using nonviolent 
direct actions. The Rebel role needs to continue in the succeeding stages, doing 
nonviolent actions at key times and places, and sometimes in the final stages 
of achieving success. The Social Change Agent role is especially dominant in 
Stage Six, the Majority Stage, for here is where the movement needs to identify 
its visions and alternatives and mobilize the public to work towards achieving 
these positive changes. The Reformer role is important in Stage Two, where the 
movement needs to prove that the system is not prepared to adopt reasonable and 
principled reforms, and again in Stages Six and Seven, the Majority and Success 
stages, in which reforms can actually be achieved. 

Keep in mind, that once a social movement achieves the Majority stage, it is 
made up of many sub-goals and movements, each of which are in their own MAP 
stage. So while the movement might be in Stage Seven on one goal, eg, stopping 
an American invasion of Nicaragua, it might be back at stage two on another 
goal, such as stopping U.S. military support of Central American dictators. 

USING THE FOUR ROLES MODEL 

The purpose of the Four Roles model is to be a guide for movement organizations 
and activists to increase their effectiveness, and thereby increase the effec-
tiveness of their social movement, by increasing the amount of "effective" 
roles and decreasing the amount they are playing the "ineffective" roles. 

After studying the Four Roles chart, activists can identify which of the 
effective and ineffective roles they and their organizations have been playing. 
Then they can set goals and next steps for decreasing their ineffective roles 
while increasing their effective roles. This could be realized by setting 
specific goals, creating time lines for getting there, how to overcome blocks 
to achieving these goals, and listing specific immediate next steps. 
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