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In 1965 Mancur Olson wrote one of 

the most influential books on 

collective action: The Logic of 

Collective Action. Written in the 

midst of the decade that saw collective contentious politics buzzing and blooming in many 

places around the globe his book, paradoxically focused on how unlikely group action is. He 

argued that rational actors, driven by economic self-interest, might well avoid taking action 

when they see others willing to take it for them (i.e. rational actors might opt to “free ride”). 

Both the size and the composition of the group were key variables in Olson’s claim. He suggested 

that large groups are more prone to free riding and that socially heterogeneous groups hamper 

agreements and consensus (e.g. over the nature or amount of the collective good) and make 

selective incentives more limited since they depend on social interaction.1 

 

 

 

The indignats 2  in Barcelona 

were a massive mobilization 

(at some critical junctures 

over 10.000 people met at 

Plaça Catalunya) and a 

profoundly heterogeneous 

one. Hence, their experience 

presents itself as a great 

opportunity to discuss Olson’s 

logic and move towards more 

comprehensive 

understandings of the why and the how of social mobilization.  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
1All references to Olson are based on two of his main books: The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods 
and the Theory of Groups (1965) and The Rise and Decline of Nations (1982), and on the presentation of his 
work by McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly in the book chapter “Towards an Integrated Perspective on Social 
Movements and Revolutions” (1997). 
2Indignats is the Catalan word for Spanish indignados. In English it refers to those who are in indignation.   



(i) Dealing with heterogeneity 

 
In the movement [15M/Indignats] I found a space to share my indignation with 
others who, despite coming from quite different backgrounds and having quite 
different particular interests, share my indignation.  
 

Protester at Plaça Catalunya (# 14) 

May, 2011. Barcelona, Spain 

 

Multiple and even opposing identities came together to protest in many of Spain’s cities during 

Spring 2011: the range of people camping out at Plaça Catalunya included members of the 

Assemblea d’okupas de Barcelona, women from the Assemblea Feministes Indignades, students 

from the city’s main universities (e.g. Universitat de Barcelona and Universitat Pompeu Fabra) 

self-proclaimed communists, socialists and even anarchists. As the quote above expresses, 

demonstrators had different “particular interests”. Besides the rich diversity of slogans and 

symbols that for months decorated the Plaça, during the assemblies held every night –a 

characteristic feature of the movement’s modus operandi— it was apparent how each group 

tried to put their particular issues onthe agenda and push them forward. However, beyond 

these differences, the indignat identity was both flexible and strong enough to make contentious 

collective action possible. Indignation –as well as some broad (and sometimes diffuse) policy 

goals– served as the common basis for forging an open and multi-faceted collective identity that 

did not block autonomous developments and intra-group struggles. 

The following words of a self-proclaimed anarchist in Plaça Catalunya illustrate this situation 

well: 

 

In this one, we [the anarchists] are divided. Some of my colleagues don’t feel 

like taking part in this movement. It is a difficult situation, you know. We are 

protesting with many groups that yesterday we saw with distrust. We are not 

“reds” [referring to the communists], even less middle class students. But we 

are all against this authoritarian bipartisan system, against the will of bankers 

and the big corporations. We all want a better system, and Indignats is all 

about this. 

 

Protester at Plaça Catalunya (# 9) 

May, 2011. Barcelona, Spain 

 

 

Several social movement students have addressed the problem of heterogeneity and found that, 

in the construction of collective identities, different mechanisms help to understand why and 

how social movements manage to overcome the obstacles that ‘multiple identities’ and ‘multiple 

interests’ pose for collective action. Sidney Tarrow, for example, acknowledges that the 

multiplicity of identities that are often at work can be far too pluralistic to mobilize a challenge 

to powerful enemies. However, drawing on the locus classicus of collective identity theory and 

identity formation in social movements, he argues that contentious politics itself constructs, 



crystallizes and politicizes collective identities, and, in so doing, makes collective action 

possible.3 

 

In the indignat identity we see a sort of what Ann Mische once referred to as ‘provisional 

homogeneity along a reduced identity dimension’.4 Over the many identities that comprised the 

movement in Barcelona, the indignat identity prevailed and created a sense of homogeneity. 

Indignation appeared, among the multiple differences, as the one shared feature that united 

thousands of people not only in Plaça Catalunya, but also in multiple Spanish plazas. The 

Barcelona indignats managed to build a tolerant identity that celebrated diversity, inclusiveness, 

and openness, and, as a result, they succeeded in framing differences in a way that enriched the 

movement. In contrast to Olson’s claims, heterogeneity did not prevent group action from 

happening: if framed in a tolerant and positive way, heterogeneity can enrich and strengthen 

group action. 

 

(ii) Rethinking selective incentives 

Olson was clear in claiming that individuals will only support or join groups for reasons other 

than the collective good that is provided. Especially in large groups, he suggested, individuals are 

not likely to engage in collective action unless some incentives (carrots and/or sticks), applied 

selectively based on whether they contribute or not to the provision of the collective good, are 

provided. However, the reality is that social movements seldom have selective incentives to 

stimulate participation and support.  

The experience of the Barcelona indignats revealed that contentious collective action is an 

incentive for support and mobilization in itself. Acting collectively for a cause (material or 

ideational) can be regarded as a gain rather than as a cost. Under particular circumstances (e.g. 

dissatisfaction, frustration, indignation), being part of a collectivity can, for many individuals, be 

a public good in itself regardless of any final outcome or share of outcomes. Taking part of a 

group as a means to signal dissatisfaction through collective voicing (instead of individual 

exiting or continued inaction) can be enough of an incentive for engaging in collective action, no 

matter whether the state of affairs ends up changing or not. For many indignats, being part of the 

movement was process-rewarding rather than outcome-oriented. 

The following declarations are very illustrative in this sense5: 

When I first came to the Plaça I was not clear about what I was looking for. 

Anyhow, seeing all these people shouting for so many things that I was also 

wanting –I have a Master’s degree in engineering and I have been an unpaid 

intern for 5 months– pushed me to come. Now that we all think, eat, protest, 

and sleep together, I understand that not being alone in my frustration is 

enough of a payback. So I will stay… 

    Protester at Plaça Catalunya (# 5) 

May, 2011. Barcelona, Spain 

                                                           
3See Tarrow’s Power in Movement (2011) chapter (pg 250). 
4See Mische (2008) 
5 All declarations quoted are part of a personal archive built by the author during May and June in 
Barcelona through informal conversations and unstructured interviews. The author translated the 
declarations into English. 



 

Nobody convinced me to camp out, nobody promised me anything; the 

possibility of breaking the silence made me join the group and sleep here for 

weeks. I was an indignat in my house, now I am an indignat in a public 

square. 

 

Protester at Plaça Catalunya (# 14) 

May, 2011. Barcelona, Spain 

 

At least two key issues should be clear from these excerpts: (1) individuals do not necessarily 

avoid taking collective action; and (2) selective incentives are not always needed to make people 

engage in collective action since being part of a group can be enough of an incentive in itself.  

When Olson stressed the importance of weighing costs and gains in making the individual choice 

of whether to take collective action or not, he put emphasis on the final share of the ultimate 

public good pursued through group action, neglecting to a large extent in-process benefits and 

rewards. His outcome-based analysis led him to claim that because the share of gains from 

collective action gets smaller as the size of the group increases, large groups are less likely to act 

in their common interest. However, Barcelona’s protesters stressed that once they joined the 

demonstration they quickly felt better, having realized that others shared their indignations. 

Therefore, in the act of being part of the group and sharing different sorts of sentiments, 

collective solidarity served as an in-process (non-material and non-selective) incentive for 

people to engage in the movement and to sustain it, regardless of the share of outcomes. 

This consideration, in tandem, suggests that assessments of social movements could benefit 

from a more comprehensive take on them. In social movement activity success is not necessarily 

a function of the achievement of a concrete policy goal, even less a material one. Some 

movements build general frames around which they mobilize (e.g. “real democracy” in the case 

of Spain’s 15M or “inequality” for the Wall Street Occupiers) and deliver no other message than 

“we are here”.6 In this sense, success could be more accurately measured in terms of visibility 

and disruption (e.g. attention from authorities, media, and bystanders), diffusion across time 

and/or space (e.g. triggering a longer cycle of protest), or/and ability to recreate old repertories 

of protest or to create new ones that might modular in the future. In this sense, the real effect of 

many social movements is to be seen in the long run.  

Some final remarks 

 

This reflection neither proves Olson wrong, nor frees us from the ‘collective action problem’. 

However, it does highlight important shortcomings of his logic. Olson’s work lacked a theory of 

participation and therefore did not examine how participation in social movement can be an 

incentive for collective contentious action in itself. In addition, he overlooked that in the process 

of participation individuals may construct a collective identity and build bonds of solidarity that 

help to develop mechanisms to cope with heterogeneity. These aspects provide additional tools 

that are useful to understand why and how collective action is possible even in large 

heterogeneous groups with no selective incentives. As Donatella della Porta has bluntly 

                                                           
6See Tarrow’s analysis of the Occupy Movement in Foreign Policy (2011b). 



expressed, while greater homogeneity leads to stronger identification and facilitates collective 

action, heterogeneity does not prevent identification, nor block collective action.7 

 

Qualifying Olson’s position on the basis of other perspectives and the actual experience of social 

movements does not imply a rejection of rational-inspired approaches in the study of 

contentious politics and social movements. Complementing instrumental rationality frameworks 

with other accounts of rationality, such as expressive rationality, can provide more adequate 

tools to address some of the points made in this reflection. As many of the declarations reveal, 

protesters in Barcelona joined the movement to express who they are, how they feel, and what 

they care about. Therefore, in the spirit of three of the most prominent students of social 

movements, Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow and Charles Tilly, these qualifications, rather than a 

dismissal of particular approaches, constitute an effort to examine possible openings among 

different perspectives for the study of collective action in general and contentious politics in 

particular.  
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