
1 
 

PSA Annual International Conference 2018 
26 – 28 March 2018, Cardiff, UK   
 
Lisa Villioth (M.A.), University of Siegen, Germany 
lisa.villioth@uni-siegen.de 
 

How Protest Practices Shape Collective Identities ‘Online’ and ‘Offline’ – 
Notions of Membership and Communal Spirit among Activists of Online 

Petitioning and NGO Engagement in the Environmental Movement in Germany 

EARLY DRAFT – Please do not cite without the author’s permission! 

 
1. Introduction 
 
Feeling the community, seeing how many others are engaged for the same topic, 
exchanging ideas, keeping in touch, networking, and connecting with like-minded – 
street protest and online activism experience different forms of communal spirit, which 
also influence the personal notion of membership. 
This paper addresses some basic questions regarding the ongoing debate about the 
interaction of ‘online’ activism and ‘offline’1 engagement in NGOs. In particular, it 
focuses on the development of collective identities among supporters of online 
campaigns resp. petitions like “Campact” on the one hand and engagement in the 
environmental NGO “Friends of the Earth/BUND” on the other hand. The main 
research questions are: What constitutes membership in its different forms from the 
viewpoint of the activists? How is communal spirit formed – in offline protest practices 
like street demonstrations and organizational work – and does it exist online as well? 
The analysis of these processes makes use of qualitative data gathered from 18 semi-
structured interviews with activists from the environmental movement in Germany. The 
analysis reveals different understandings of membership and collective identities and 
based upon the empirical findings the paper draws some conclusions on motives for 
participation in diverse engagement practices both online and offline. 
Following this introduction, the second chapter gives a short theoretical overview on 
theories and concepts of collective identity and action frames.  After a description of 
the methodological approach of the PhD project2 (chapter three) this paper will present 
eight outcomes with empirical evidence from the 18 conducted interviews. The first 
three outcomes concern the topic of membership, the next three outcomes describe 
different aspects of collective identity and the last two outcomes lead over to the 
conclusion of this paper.  
MEMBERSHIP 
                                                           
1 I use the terms ‚online‘ and ‚offline‘ to differentiate between activism that takes place mostly online (like in 
the case of online petitions and online campaigns) and activism that takes place mostly offline (like in the case 
of the NGO Friends of the Earth). I am aware of the fact that the line between online and offline engagement is 
blurry.     
2 This is an ongoing PhD-project with first results and expected results. The analysis of the empirical material 
has not yet been completed. 
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I). The majority of activists define membership as a tangible and active action and/or 
as an emotional connectedness with a feeling of attachment.  
II.) Only few define membership in a formalized sense as manifested in membership 
forms or membership fees. 
III.) Most activists differ between active and passive members and use different terms 
for different intensities of activism.  
COLLECTIVE IDENTITY 
IV.) A feeling of connectedness and solidarity arises through engaging for the same 
topic and getting together with like-minded people.  
V.) Joint protest activities and shared history bind together.  
VI.) Meeting friends who share the same interests or getting to know new people plays 
an important role for the motivation of activists.  
CONCLUSION 
VII.) Street protest and offline engagement are important for shaping the community 
and building a feeling of connectedness. 
VIII.) Most activists do not experience a feeling of solidarity online. 
 
Object of investigation of the PhD project are politically engaged people, mostly in the 
setting of two major organizations in the field of the environmental movement: BUND 
and Campact. BUND (Bund für Umwelt und Naturschutz Deutschland) is the 
Organization for Environment and Nature Protection Germany and one of Germany’s 
biggest and most influencing environment protection organizations with more than 
550.000 members and 2.000 local groups all over Germany. It is the German entity of 
Friends of the Earth. The BUND is a NGO with a more traditional membership 
understanding and mostly engaged in offline activities like bird protection or orchards, 
but also part of bigger demonstration-confederations and sometimes participates 
actively in local policy decisions – for example when a new street is planned through 
an area which is important for natural conservation. Campact is a German campaigning 
organization which follows loose membership understandings, grew with mainly online 
activities like online-petitions and only in the last years also extended its offline 
activities like demonstrations or smaller offline activities in front of the German 
parliament or participation in bigger demonstration-confederations. Campact is the 
German affiliate of the US-American organization MoveOn which is known as the 
forerunner of campaigning organizations (c.f. Voss 2013). 
 
2. Theory  
 
In many cases online and offline protest-activities do not shut out, but complement 
each other. Online-activism elements often prepare or initialize offline activities 
(Facebook event for a certain street demonstration), support them during an event 
(mobilizing participants via Twitter) or can be useful as post-processing (sharing 
pictures and results). Political protest mostly takes place in “hybrid locations” (Hamm 
2006; Fahlenbrach 2009) or “hybrid public spheres” (Kneip 2010) and nowadays hardly 
any NGO would work without the advantages of online activities. Still, for its credibility, 
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but also trust and its common identity face-to-face meetings and street demonstrations 
are still indispensable for every organization (Baringhorst et. al. 2010). Earl and 
Kimport have developed a systematization of how online and offline elements work 
together in the context of protest. They differentiate between e-mobilization (the 
internet is used to coordinate an offline protest action easier), e-movements (the 
organization of protest and the protest itself take place online) and e-tactics (a 
combination of online- and offline-components at low cost level, for example in the 
context of petitions) (Earl/Kimport 2011: 12).  
One main field of research has elaborated on how protest has individualized. In the 
analysis of frames in social movements so-called “collective action frames” 
(Snow/Benford 1992) bring together individuals to shape a protesting collective. The 
concept of frames has been applied analytically and explored empirically in the social 
sciences more than in other fields, probably because of the influence of Goffman's 
work on this topic (Benford/Snow 2000: 611). There "has been a pronounced 
proliferation of scholarship on collective action frames and framing processes in 
relation to social movements within the past decade and a half, so much so, in fact, 
that framing processes have come to be regarded, alongside resource mobilization 
and political opportunity processes, as a central dynamic in understanding the 
character and course of social movements" (Benford/Snow 2000: 612). According to 
Goffman, frames signify "schemata of interpretation [which enable people] to locate, 
perceive, identify, and label" (Goffman 1974: 21) occurrences in their lives. Frames 
can "help to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to organize 
experience and guide action. [...] collective action frames are action-orientated sets of 
beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a 
social movement organization" (Benford/Snow 2000: 614). These frames are 
constructed as a shared understanding of problematic situations or conditions which 
the movement's supporters have defined as in need for change. They also state who 
or what needs to be blamed for the specific situation, articulate a possible set of 
arrangements and try to mobilize others to fight this defined problem. According to 
Snow and Benford, these core framing tasks can be named diagnostic framing, 
prognostic framing and motivational framing (Snow/Benford 1988).3 
In times of the internet, most citizens follow more individual needs, lifestyles and 
practices and therefore “personal action frames” (Bennett/Segerberg 2012: 36ff.) play 
a more and more important role. Instead of being a member of a party or a classical 
NGO, nowadays many people prefer loose membership ties and flexibility. Still, these 
individuals act in a network of individuals in so-called “connective action frames” 
(Bennett/Segerberg 2012: 739ff.) or as Castells names it: it’s a form of “networked 
individualism” (Castells 2005: 145). 
The concept of Bennett and Segerberg’s “collective action frames” and “connective 
action frames” describes how personalized varieties of collective action work, how they 
are organized, how they keep together and what their political consequences are. 
Bennett and Segerberg explain the logic of collective action frames as followed: “The 
logic of collective action that typifies the modern social order of hierarchical institutions 
                                                           
3 For reasons of space these three types will not be explained in more detail.   
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and membership groups stresses the organizational dilemma of getting individuals to 
overcome resistance to joining actions where personal participation costs may 
outweigh marginal gains, particularly when people can ride on the efforts of others for 
free, and reap the benefits if those others win the day. In short, conventional collective 
action typically requires people to make more difficult choices and adopt more self-
changing social identities than DNA based on personal action frames organized 
around social technologies” (Bennett/Segerberg 2012: 748). 
In their theory, the authors differ between two types of logic of actions: the logic of 
collective action and the logic of connective action. From there, they derive three ideal 
types of action: the logic of collective action and two types of more personalized action 
which differ concerning the role of formal organizations. In their work, Bennett and 
Segerberg describe a decline of membership and loyalty with institutions and a shift in 
social and political orientations, especially in younger generations. More individualized 
orientation leads to engagement as an expression of personal hopes, lifestyles and 
mischiefs. Personalized action formations show how political identification is based on 
personal lifestyles. According to Bennett and Segerberg, we can observe a shift from 
group-based to individualized societies and weak ties in flexible social networks. The 
authors refer to Castells (2000) and state: “The logic of connective action applies 
increasingly to life in late modern societies in which formal organizations are losing 
their grip on individuals, and group ties are being replaced by large-scale, fluid social 
networks” (Bennett/Segerberg 2012: 748).   
In Castell’s “Power of Identity” (1997) he describes collective identity as phenomena 
of crisis. Collective Identities find their relevance in the context of societal upheavals. 
Castells makes out three fundamental changes: a) former public duties become more 
and more privatized (pension, health insurance, studies, further education…), b) the 
global networking of firms on the one hand and the rising mobility, liquefaction of social 
milieus and rising individualization (of work and working conditions) on the other hand, 
and c) the crisis of the patriarchal family. Furthermore, Castells differentiates between 
three forms of identity-building: a) legitimizing identities of dominant societal institutions 
(like citizenship, nationality and religion), b) identities of resistance of stigmatized or 
excluded actors, and c) project-identities of societal actors with the goal of societal 
changes. 
While for Castells collective identity in social movements is a reaction to changes in 
society, Melucci focusses more on internal dynamics within social movements. 
According to Melucci, social movements have been understood as coherent social 
actors, who operate in an antagonistic conflict against the statist and political system. 
The rise of the New Social Movements unraveled these ideas. They took on forms of 
solidarity-networks with the goal to fight for cultural values and norms. Melucci defines 
Social Movements within a theoretical concept of collective action in which different 
forms of collective action are differed systematically by three dimensions: 1) is the 
action conflict- or consensus-oriented? 2) Is it solidary action or a consolidation of 
atomized individuals? 3) Is it meant to break the boarders of compatibility of the existing 
system or oriented towards intrinsic changes? For Melucci, Social Movements are: “a 
concept that comprises three analytical dimensions. A movement is the mobilization of 
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a collective action (i) defined by specific solidarity, (ii) engaged in a conflict with an 
adversary for the appropriation and control of resources valued by both of them, (iii) 
and whose action itself takes place“ (Melucci 1996: 29f.).   
According to Melucci, a theory of collective action that wants to explain societal 
changes and the role of Social Movements within this, needs to fulfill three conditions: 
1) it needs to explain collective action as a social relation, 2) it needs to identify 
collective action as the point where structure, system and behavior meet, 3) it needs 
to differentiate between different forms of action. Melucci defines collective identity as 
„an interactive process through which several individuals or groups define the meaning 
of their action and the field of opportunities and constraints for such an action. … an 
interactive and shared definition produced by a number of individuals (or groups at a 
more complex level) concerning the orientations of their action and the field of 
opportunities and constraints in which such action is to take place” (Melucci 1996: 
67ff.).  
Melucci’s process of collective identity consists of three elements: 1) the cognitive 
definition of goals, means and the field of action, 2) he refers to a network of active 
relations between the actors, 3) it requires a certain amount of emotional investments. 
Collective identity requires a self-reflexive collective actor and produces a symbolic 
orientation and sense. These three elements serve as a distinction to other group- or 
community-constructs like sub-cultures, milieus, nations or ethnical groups, status 
groups or lobby groups. Many core points of Melucci’s theory were taken from other 
scientists. The following aspects (and others) will be illustrated with empirical material 
from the interviews in the main chapter of the paper. For example the high importance 
of emotions and affective ties (Hunt & Benford 2004, Jasper 1997). According to 
Flesher Fominaya, positive emotional experiences in movement participation can keep 
activists involved even if the group did not reach their political goals. Emotional 
connectedness between the activists can stand setbacks and low points (Flesher 
Fominaya 2007). When defining ‚what we are‘, it can also help to define ‘what we are 
not’. Hence, another important aspect of collective identity is so-called boundary work 
that expresses differences to other groups (e.g. Hunt & Benford 2004). Hunt et al. 
(1994) differentiate between protagonist framing and antagonist framing. The former 
establishes in and out group definitions, the later identifies and devises strategies for 
interacting with opponents. Boundary work takes place between Social Movement 
groups, within one Social Movement group and between a group and it’s challenger 
(e.g. a concern or firm). This aspect will also be illustrated with quotes from several 
interviews where the state as concrete counterpart played an important role in protest 
activities. 
Another interesting facet is the question whether collective identity is the outcome of a 
common protest activity or if it’s the basis and needs to forego an activity (Polletta & 
Jasper 2001). Participating in protest activities together strengthens the ties between 
activists and builds up a shared history, memories and connection that lasts also in 
phases of less activity (Flesher 2007, Taylor 1989, Whittier 1995). This will be shown 
using the example of the Anti-Atomic-Movement of the 1980s and nowadays. Being in 
danger and experiencing risk can also strengthen collective identity, as Gamson 
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argues: “public demonstration of commitment under conditions of risk help create 
solidarity and strengthen it: movement identity is central to willingness to undertake 
such risks” (Gamson 1991:46). Several interview partners described this experience 
as well.   
In many movement networks we can observe a so-called multi-militancy. Quite often, 
activists overlap in different combinations in different network groups (e.g. Della Porta 
2005). Thanks to cross-cutting ties – social groups with social connection that overlap 
with other groups – the likelihood of incompatible identities between groups is reduced 
(Goodwin/Jasper 2003). Activists build on what they have in common rather than on 
what differs them. 
This overview about some theories and concepts in the field of collective identity 
wanted to show the interaction of online and offline protest activities in so-called hybrid 
spheres and tendencies of individualization within protest engagement. Collective 
action frames were described as action-oriented beliefs, a legitimatization of activities 
and campaigns, and thus important motives for participation in general. Personal 
action frames characterize a tendency of individualization and due to loose 
membership ties and a new membership understanding Bennett and Segerberg now 
differ between collective and connective action frames. In the following main chapter 
of this paper, Melucci’s process of collective identity as a definition of shared goals, 
actions and beliefs, as a network of active relations between actors and as a certain 
amount of emotional investments will play a significant role and be supported by 
empirical interview-material.       
 
3. Method 
 
This PhD project focuses on the activists’ motives to participate in street activism 
and/or online activism. A mix of methods was found to be most suitable, combining 
ethnographical field research with 18 semi-structured interviews. The project follows 
the method of Grounded Theory according to Glaser and Strauss and its theoretical 
sampling and an approach that focuses on the individual subjects and citizens and 
their motivations, expectations and activities. It does not analyze the perspective of the 
organizations, but wants to enhance the discussion about Clicktivism for an individual 
perspective.  
In order to analyze citizens’ protest activities in different forms and structure of 
organizations, a comparative focus was set on the two organizations Campact and 
BUND. Thus - this was one assumption - different understandings of membership could 
be compared. BUND follows a more classical understanding of membership with 
members paying a membership fee and Campact follows a more fluid and open 
understanding.4 In two field studies, I took part in the renewable energy- and anti-
                                                           
4 In the case of BUND, one can become an official member by paying a membership fee. This reaches from 
16€/year to open-end with different types of membership: single regular, single reduced, family membership 
and lifetime membership. This membership does not necessarily include active participation.  According to the 
interviewees the number of official members and actively engaged members differs a lot. In the case of 
Campact, the organization used to call all newsletter-receivers a member, but changed this membership-
understanding a few years ago. One can support Campact by single donations, regular donations, signing 
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nuclear demonstrations in Berlin and Düsseldorf to observe the participants in 
demonstrations and get in touch with activists. From these two street activism events, 
and with the help of a short online survey, which was placed on and distributed by 
several online platforms and newsletters, I got in touch with the activists. Furthermore, 
I contacted initiators of online-petitions via email to ask for an interview. All 18 
interviews were recorded and transcribed, and lasted between 50 and 120 minutes.  
One reason to focus on the field of the environmental movement is the fact that many 
activists of the older generation already participated in the street demonstrations of the 
1980s. In comparison to other fields of protest – for example the network policy 
activism or other more recent topics – the environmental movement is a good example 
for analyzing how protest practices have changed and in how far those people who 
grew up without the internet’s infrastructure and already participated in street activism 
practices change or do not change their protest practices. This behavior can be 
compared with the so-called digital natives and their use of engagement practices. This 
idea is based on the assumption, that notions of membership change with time and 
generations and that digitalization and individualization have different influences on 
different generations.   
Grounded Theory and its theoretical sampling were chosen to be the best fitting 
method in this case, since they are especially suited for not yet well investigated topics. 
Instead of proving a certain hypothesis with quantitative data, this research project 
aims to describe the complex and new field of interaction of street and online activism 
and close a gab in the research of social sciences: to examine the concept of 
Clicktivism with a detailed analysis of the individual motives of politically engaged 
citizens in the field of street- and online activism in the environmental movement and 
by setting up a typology of different activists. The method of Grounded Theory allows 
the researcher to work on theory and material at the same time and add more material 
step by step. Based on the criteria for choosing the interview partners it was an 
important advantage to put the sample together step by step and add cases until the 
sample was saturated after 18 interviews – when different types of political activists 
and forms of activism were represented. 
Next, the criteria for choosing the interview partners will be explained in detail: 

• location of protest (mostly street / street and internet / mostly internet) 
• type and level of organization (slightly organized / moderately organized /highly 

organized / individually organized)  
• duration of engagement (short / moderate / long)  
• intensity of engagement (low / moderate / high)  

Since this work focuses especially on a comparison of motives for participation in 
street- or online activism, the criterion “location of protest” was one of the most 
important factors when putting the sample together. However, already in an early stage 
it became evident that the locations street and internet cannot be distinguished clearly 
and mostly occur mixed. Thanks to smartphones plenty of participants of a street 
                                                           
petitions or actively participating in other offline protest activities. The level of commitment reaches from low 
to high and based on each campaign/ topic, one can decide to support or not support the organization in 
different forms.  
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demonstration are likely to “be online” while walking in the streets. Citizens might take 
pictures and share them on Twitter or Facebook, stating where they are and what they 
are doing at the moment. Therefore, the distinction made here between location 
“street” and location “internet” is meant to be understood as: a person is mostly 
engaged in the streets or a person is mostly engaged in the internet. None of the 18 
interviewees did not use the internet for his or her political interests. But especially 
concerning personal data, huge differences were observed when analyzing the 
willingness to sign online-petitions. On the other hand, all net-activists are somehow 
engaged in a kind of organization, initiative or association besides their internet 
activities.  
The second criterion “type and level of organization” was taken into account especially 
to find out about different understandings of membership and attachment to a certain 
organization or initiative. As mentioned before, one assumption was that members of 
BUND have a different understanding of membership and therefore also present and 
transport this understanding while Campact follows a more fluid membership-
understanding. Besides the distinction in loosely organized, moderately organized and 
highly organized, it was also necessary to include those citizens who for example 
founded their own organization (here called “individually organized”) and therefore 
enriched the sample with another perspective: being the head of an organization. In 
the analysis, it will be important whether a person has already been politically engaged 
for a long time or not and has changed his or her activism with the upcoming of new 
ICTs and their possibilities of getting engaged politically. Citizens who have 
participated in the anti- nuclear movement of the 1980s might integrate the possibilities 
of internet activism as a new channel or not take advantage of these new technologies. 
On the other hand, younger citizens (so-called “digital natives”) who grew up with the 
internet might handle their possibilities of getting engaged differently. Therefore, the 
third criterion for setting up the sample was the “duration of engagement”. Lastly, 
different intensities of engagement were addressed, to be able to analyze and evaluate 
the theory of Clicktivism in its total range. A criterion which was kept in mind, but was 
not essential while setting up the sample, was a balance between male and female 
interviewees (10 women and 8 men).5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5The differentiations within each criteria in detail are: 
Degree of Organization: low (no membership), medium (1-2 memberships, medium active), high (more 
than 2 memberships and/or highly active) 
Age / Duration of Engagement: young (up to 35 years), medium (36-63 years), old (64 years and older) 
/short (up to 5 years), medium (6-20 years), long (more than 20 years) 
Intensity of Engagement: low (up to 3 hours/week), medium (4-7 hours/week), high (7 hours/week and 
more) 
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4. Analysis 
 
Membership 
I.) The majority of activists define membership as a tangible and active action and/or 
as an emotional connectedness with a feeling of attachment.  
 

“Collaborate, support them, set my hand to something, be present myself” 

The majority of the interviewed activists define membership as a tangible and active 
action. Working in a concrete project, having an active part in something and tackle a 
problem in the most straight way, is how many of them define membership. The action 
itself, in connection with the respective organization, is the main focus. For Oli, the 
doing is what defines membership. In his understanding, simply paying a fee would not 
be sufficient for being a member. „I think, in general, when I become a member 
somewhere, this means for me that I engage personally. Well, that I do something 
somehow. Just paying money every year - that would not be enough for me.” (Oli) 
Sabine agrees with Oli and always wants to take over an active part when calling 
herself a member of any organization. In the case of the Verein zur Erhaltung der 
Nutzpflanzenvielfalt (VEN) she tries to always bring seeds and change seeds with 
other members. „Okay, and membership…. Let’s say in the case of the VEN, this is 
something where I do have an active part. For example, that I try to contribute 
something for the seed-changing.” (Sabine) Also, Sonja and Verena think that for 
membership, it is necessary to work on something and have an active part. Asked 
when exactly she feels like a member of something, Sonja replies: „Yes, as soon as I 
work in the group. As soon as I am part of a group there.“ (Sonja) Verena, supporting 
this argument of Sonja, explains why she is no official member of Campact, by saying 
that she does not actively work for them, for example by distributing leaflets, organizing 
events or similar: „Being active there. I would need to tell them: Here I am, in Berlin, 
tell me what I can do. Distribute flyers and things, constructing something, organizing 
and this and that. But I do none of this.“ (Verena) For Heidi, membership means to set 
one’s hand to something and be present. „Collaborate, support them, set my hand to 
something, be present myself. (…) I recognize just now, this personal doing and 
making, this is what membership is for me.“ (Heidi) Georg also underlines the 
importance of participating actively and being present, for example in association 
meeting where for him, regular participation is a must. „For me, membership is always 
active membership. When I join some kind of organization, I always participate in the 
next annual assembly. This applies for a sport club in the same way than for the BUND. 
For me, this is membership. I would not engage, I would not be part of an association 
if I would not be really interested in it and really do something there.“ (Georg) Florian 
calls membership a giving-and-taking. Simply paying a membership fee or receiving a 
newspaper of the organization does not yet define membership for him. He needs to 
participate actively and on a regular basis, to feel like a member of something: „For 
me, membership is something more than a financial support. To say that I am really a 
member. If I think of Amnesty International now – where I was a member for a short 
time that I paid the membership fee and therefore received their magazine – I didn’t 
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really feel like a member although I was by paying that fee. I should have gone to their 
local branch in Düsseldorf and do something there, maybe once a week or so, to feel 
like a member.” (Florian)    

“I do feel connected with them. It is more something emotional.” 

Besides active participation and taking over a concrete role in an organization, another 
important aspect is the emotional attachment and a sense of belonging to an 
organization. As Jasper (1997), Hunt/Benford (2004) or Flesher Fominaya (2007) have 
worked out, a positive emotional experience keeps most activists involved. For Sabine 
– for example – membership goes along with an emotional feeling of connectedness. 
This might evolve with time, when being active in a certain organization already for a 
longer period, or just by an emotional bound – for example in the case that someone 
feels especially connected with a certain topic. Simply receiving a newsletter or paying 
a membership-fee does not yet make someone a member, in the opinion of Sabine. 
But in some cases her emotional connectedness is strong enough to make her feel like 
a member even though she is not participating actively in the respective organization. 
For that reason, she intends already for a longer time to join the general meeting of the 
Botanic Garden Organization in her city: „If I only receive a newsletter by an 
organization, I wouldn’t say I am a member. I f I compare now to other organizations, 
the botanic garden for example, I feel that I am emotionally connected in a strong way, 
because it is a small place here in Gießen. I never really participated actively in that 
club because it didn’t fit in terms of time. It is more that I think: Okay, if I had time, I 
would like to go there. So it is already more than paying the membership-fee. I do feel 
connected with them. It is more something emotional. It is not visible, because so far I 
have only paid the fee. (Sabine) In the case of the Verkehrsclub she feels emotional 
connectedness based on the long duration of her engagement. Therefore, because of 
the time-aspect she calls herself a member of this organization: „Yes, in case of the 
VCD I would call myself a member. I am there already for such a long time. And I think, 
it is more an emotional connectedness.” (Sabine)  

For Imke and Heidi, membership is a sense of belonging. Imke describes how such a 
feeling can develop with time and how, then, she starts to feel like a member. If this 
fails to appear, she would in consequence back away from the respective organization. 
Which formalized degree of organization the association has, does not matter for her 
at that point. „It depends on how formal the group is. This community garden group 
does not have a formal organization, it is no association, but: those who join the 
meetings regularly are members. There are a few who are on the mailing-list for quite 
a long time, but never join the meetings. I would not count those as a member. This is 
a very vague shift. For me, it is a feeling, do I belong to it or do I not belong to it. This 
comes with time, when you are a part of it or you realize that you are not a member.“ 
(Imke) Heidi also defines membership as a feeling of belonging – which she 
experiences for example in the case of Campact, but also for the evangelic church. “I 
feel attached to it. It is like a group that I support, like for example the evangelic church. 
There, I am active as well. I feel like I am really a part of it.“ (Heidi)     
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Friedbert wants to live membership with this whole body. For him, it means „being a 
part of it, neck and crop. An integral component.“ (Friedbert) For Friedbert, as well as 
for Sabine, Imke and Heidi, it is „maybe the feeling of belonging to it.” Using the 
example of Greenpeace, Friedbert explains his insecurity about whether he feels as a 
member or not only by paying a membership fee. Since he is member of the drums-
group of Greenpeace, this is a reason why he feels like belonging to Greenpeace. „I 
don’t really know what a Greenpeace supporter is. I pay my monthly amount of money 
and get a receipt for it. If this already makes me a Greenpeace member or not, I don’t 
know, to be honest. But I feel like I belong to it, because I am part of the drums-group.“ 
(Friedbert) 

Another possibility for a feeling of membership and belonging is explained by Florian 
using the example of Campact. Since he completed an internship at the organization 
and knows the whole staff, he feels like being a member of Campact. At the same time, 
he criticizes the former membership-understanding which Campact used for many 
years. They named all newsletter-subscribers members and mentioned the number of 
members/subscribers on the cover page of their website. Still, from the viewpoint of an 
organization, Florian understands this strategy: „I understand myself as a member 
because I was there. When I was only receiving the newsletter, I didn’t feel that way. 
And I didn’t feel that their form of address „dear member“ – or do they write you with 
your whole name? – was the way I felt. I didn’t find it appropriate. This is what I think 
up to today. Though, it does make sense from the point of view of Campact. Because 
then, everybody thinks: ‘oh wow, member. That’s nice and I am active and everybody 
can take up the cause of it.’ But then, we talk about Clicktivism. This is one of the really 
questionable aspects of online-activism.” (Florian) Referring to the debate about 
Clicktivism, Florian combines criticism about online-activism with a changing 
membership-understanding.   

 

II.) Only few define membership in a formalized sense as manifested in membership 
forms or membership fees. 
 

„I support them because I know that it costs money.” vs. „As a financial supporter I 
would not call myself a member.” 

Concerning the topic money, opinions differ a lot. Six interview-partners had the 
opinion that financial support can be one aspect of membership and is enough as basis 
of membership. They underline their argument by explaining that financial support is a 
way to express appreciation for a certain organization. Some interviewees mentioned 
to support an initiative or association because they knew how much the work of the 
respective organization costs and / or because it would offer them good information 
material. On the other hand, almost half of the interviewees stated that only donating 
money was not sufficient for a membership. 
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From her own, internal experience at the BUND, Sabine knows that an organization 
like this also depends on paying members. Active engagement is nice and desirable, 
but a financial basis is the foundation of each work. Therefore, Sabine understands 
membership also as a contribution of solidarity for the work of the organization. „Yes, 
that I am a member there. I hope by the membership fee, I can support the work of the 
association. I know it in the case of the BUND. It is really important that there are a lot 
of members who pay. So that you can have a certain financial basis. If they engage 
more, even better. But the money needs to come from somewhere. (…) So partly, I 
think that membership is financial support, a contribution of solidarity. Because I like 
the topics they work on.“ (Sabine) Stephan points out similar aspects and emphasizes 
several times the costs of information material, posters and so on. Through a 
membership fee, he understands himself as paying for these kind of materials of an 
organization: „(…) also in the case of LobbyControl, I am a member there, too. I support 
them because I know that it costs money (…) And with the money that I invest, I support 
the people. Because I know, how much posters and so on cost, and some of the people 
work there full-time.” (Stephan) For Gustav, paying a membership fee is also a form of 
expression of appreciation for the organization. In the case of the volunteer fire 
department, he explains his gratitude: „I am a supporting member for the volunteer fire 
department, for example. Simply because I never participated actively because I didn’t 
have the time. But we all know, we would be really bad without the fire department! 
That means, I do want to give my financial support and support their work. I do the 
same for Greenpeace as well.“ (Gustav) 

Johanna and Doro, however, understand membership first of all only as paying a 
membership fee. Identification with the organization or active participation in the 
organization is understood as totally apart from that. „For me, the term of membership 
or being-a-member is just connected with the transaction from my bank account. This 
does not have to do with identification with the association. Lately, I became a member 
of the Malteser, just because I needed it to be able to do an internship there. That is 
easy: the paper is signed and besides that, I have nothing else to do with it.” (Johanna) 
Martin also understands membership fundamentally as being a paying member and 
compares it with “regular associations”: „Like in every regular association. That you 
have to pay a fee, these are the real members.“ (Martin) 

On the other hand, Konstantin, Sonja and Stefanie would not equal financial support 
with membership. Being asked whether she felt like a member when she was 
supporting Greenpeace financially, Stefanie replied: „No. Because I didn’t engage 
personally and practically.“ (Stefanie) This interpretation of membership fits with the 
above mentioned understanding of membership as active collaboration. Sonja would 
agree of Stefanie’s statement as she neither sees herself as a member of PETA, 
because she is not involved in their activities. „No, because I am not there, now. I am 
not supporting any actions, not even an information stand. I support it just because I 
am sick of factory farming.” (Sonja) Konstantin also represents the position that simply 
financial support can not be put on a level with membership. „As a financial supporter 
I would not call myself a member.” (Konstantin) 
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III.) Most activists differ between active and passive members and use different terms 
for different intensities of activism.  
 

„Of course you have active and passive members.” 

In consequence of the different opinions concerning membership, some interviewees 
suggest a differentiation of terms like for example active and passive member, member 
and supporter, or member and sponsor. In principle, all typologies have in common 
that they differ between two types of support: the active support through cooperation 
and the financial support through donations.  

Most common in the group of the interviewees is the differentiation between active and 
passive members. This is formulated by Oli who himself went through different types 
of membership in the BUND, depending on his place of residence and time resources: 
„I was consistently at the BUND. But with a break due to my studies, because then I 
was in Bochum. At that time, I was not active in the BUND. However, I still was a 
member, I paid, but I was passive. And I lived in Budapest for six years and was not 
active in the BUND during that time. Then, I was also just a passive member. So my 
active time is not too long. But whenever I was here (in Frankfurt), I was active.” (Oli) 
Oli differentiates consequently between active and passive member, depending on 
whether he only paid the membership fee or paid and actively participated in the 
organization. Georg holds a similar opinion and applies the concept of active and 
passive membership on both the BUND and his organization IzN. Compared to the 
BUND, he observes a much higher rate of active participation of members of the IzN: 
„Of course you have active and passive members. Also in the BUND. There, this is 
really strong. In our IzN annual meeting, we are always more people than we have 
members. The normal rate in these kind of associations is ten percentage, maybe 15 
but then you are already happy. There, you can see clear differences concerning the 
engagement. In the IzN I work only with people who are highly engaged themselves. 
If we say, we need this and that, we want to work on a specific topic, I get a reply. In 
the BUND, maybe you don’t hear anything back.“ (Georg)   

Being asked what membership means for him, Martin replies that one should 
distinguish between active and passive members. Additionally to that, he adds two 
more types of even more active members. He counts himself into the first increasingly 
active type. „Yes, there are different types. There are the passive ones and the active 
ones, like me, and then you have those, who are even more active.” (Martin) Based on 
Martin’s understanding, there are four types of membership. The first one is a passive 
membership, the other three memberships are all active participation with different 
levels of activity.  

Johanna, who thinks the payment of a membership fee is the basis of membership, 
distinguishes - based on that understanding - between members and active members. 
“I differ between members and active members - or the actives. And active is someone 
from that point on, when he/she participates more than one time – does not have to be 



14 
 

regularly, but at least sometimes or more than once – in an event of the organization 
and somehow contributes a little.“ (Johanna) 

Stefanie and Verena add the term of a sponsor. Both differ between membership as 
an active participation and sponsor as a paying person. The understanding of Stefanie 
is based on a traditional membership-understanding of an association, as for example 
in the case of a sports association. „Membership is such a vague definition. In the first 
place, I would define it with an association. So, member of an association – this is 
present personally. And that is a member, in my eyes. Besides that, it is a sponsor or 
maybe a passive member – but probably that is the same category.“ (Stefanie) Simply 
paying money is – in the eyes of Verena – only a form of sponsoring. „Yes, I would 
say, if I paid something on a monthly basis, I would be a sponsor.“ (Verena)     

Imke adds further terms and differentiates between members of a first and second 
class. Only by paying a membership fee, the act already puts one into a certain relation 
with the respective organization. By that money a form of connectedness with the 
organization begins. On top of that, other people are engaged actively and regularly. 
„I think you have to differentiate a little. Somehow, you are a member, because you 
are not any longer someone with no connection to it. Somehow, you belong to it, you 
are a member. But of course there is a difference to those who engage actively and 
regularly. Maybe a bit like member of first class and of second class, without meaning 
this as a devaluation.” (Imke) 

Heidi differs between a member as someone who actively participates and follower or 
supporter as someone who only supports financially. She understands herself as 
member of the BUND and Campact, and as follower of the NABU and Rettet den 
Regenwald. “No, wait. I am a member, I am in this association, but I would not call 
myself a rainforest-saver. That’s something different. I am more a follower or supporter, 
like in the case of the NABU. There, I wouldn’t call myself a member as in the sense 
of how I call myself a member of Campact or the BUND.“ (Heidi) This contradicts with 
Sabine who says that one can in general not be a member of Campact. However, she 
understands herself as a supporting-member of Campact. „Well, in the case of 
Campact, one can’t even be a member. But I am a sponsor of them.“ (Sabine) The 
specific membership understanding of Campact and BUND will be discussed now in 
the next part.    

„I do feel like a Campactler.” & “In the BUNDJugend one can hardly participate 
without contributing yourself.” 

Before concluding the chapter about membership, one last focus lies on the specific 
membership understanding of BUND and Campact. While Heidi and Florian describe 
how they feel like being a member of Campact, all other interview partners denied 
membership feelings for Campact. Heidi supports Campact actively when the 
organization performs protest activities in Heidi’s city. Several times, Campact staff 
stayed at Heidi’s place to sleep there the night before the protest and Heidi also 
participated in several street activities organized by Campact. Heidi does not pay 
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support money to the organization, but feels comfortable and belonging to the staff of 
Campact and their protest activities: „I do feel like a Campactler. And I partly separate 
this from BUND. I think, maybe Campact is a political platform a possibility for me to 
express politics. I understand myself as a member, although I don’t…well, I do support 
them with activities and in the end this is also some kind of membership- contribution. 
I see myself as a member. (…) I feel like belonging to it. (…) I feel more comfortable 
on the streets with the people of Campact.” (Heidi)  

Florian expresses understanding for a definition of membership by Campact which the 
organization used to express on their website until around 2015 (?!). Up to that time, 
every newsletter-receiver was understood and named as a member of Campact. From 
the point of view of Florian this is a logic strategy for an organization, but in principle 
he finds this false and misleading: „Still, I think that from the point of view of an 
organization it makes sense to do it that way, if you want to generate donations. 
Because I think, people engage more if they think that an organization has more 
members. And if you handle the definition of membership the way Campact did it, only 
by receiving the newsletter… Well, I think it is almost inappropriate to handle it that 
way. Still: if it was my organization, I would do it the same way. Because then, people 
see: ‚okay, 100.000 members, I will do the same, because then it’s more and we can 
move something.’ Still, it is actually wrong.” (Florian) 

Contrary to Heidi and Florian, the interviewees Sabine, Friedbert and Susanne explain 
why they do not feel like being a Campact member. For Sabine, Campact is – similar 
to Greenpeace – a centrally guided organization with elitist character. Although she 
appreciates street activities and the “Ideenwerkstatt”, she does not feel like being able 
to contribute or influence much. If she had more insights in the organization’s behind-
the-scenes, she could imagine to feel more connectedness. „In the case of Campact, 
I would not call myself a member because for me, this is more a bunch of makers, 
similar to Greenpeace (…) with an elitist character. Although they offer something like 
the Ideenwerkstatt and so on. I was already thinking of going there. If I had done that 
move and gone there, I would know more about how they think and what the plan, I 
guess.“ (Sabine) Similarly, Susanne would have a stronger feeling of membership, if 
she was more engaged and involved in Campact activities – and by that she means 
being included in creating the online-petitions themselves. She does recognize and 
appreciate that Campact creates surveys and asks for feedback from their supporters, 
but feels only as a supporter and not member. „I would feel like a member, if I was 
actively involved – also in questions concerning the petitions and so on. But I am not. 
Therefore, I am simply a supporter. But I like, when we get asked. I like if we can pass 
it [information] on. They do the work, but get impulses from the people.” (Susanne) 
Friedbert however would like to be an official Campact member, did also ask to become 
one, but seems to not understand the structure of the organization. Since by the time 
of the interview with Friedbert, Campact consisted of only twelve association members 
who were all fulltime working for the organization, Friedbert would have needed to 
become staff of Campact to become an official member.  
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The specific aspect of a BUNDJugend membership for Johanna is, that one can hardly 
be a passsiv member, but mostly has to engage creatively. Following her definition of 
membership (see above), one has to participate in events more than once and by that, 
most of the BUNDJugend members are automatically active members: „And active is 
someone from that point on, when he/she participates more than one time – does not 
have to be regularly, but at least sometimes or more than once – in an event of the 
organization and somehow contributes a little. And in the BUNDJugend one can hardly 
participate without contributing yourself. There are little occasions where you can sit 
and just consume, just listen and let it happen, where you are just a participant. 
Normally you are always somehow challenged to get involved creatively, in some way. 
And actually, only then you are an active, in my understanding.” (Johanna) For Heidi, 
the differences between her support for Campact and BUND are not really big. She 
tells how she uses the advantages of each organization and how she can benefit from 
engaging in both of them. Concerning the content and topics Campact and BUND were 
similar. „For me, that’s the same. I take from each what I … I feel more comfortable on 
the streets with the people of Campact. There do also participate people from the 
BUND. It‘s not such a big difference. They are different fields of activity, but the 
direction is the same and they have the same topics that I cover.” (Heidi)  

 
Collective Identity 
IV.) A feeling of connectedness and solidarity arises through engaging for the same 
topic and getting together with like-minded people.  
 

„They are complete strangers and you are absolutely spiritual brothers.” 

For the majority of the eighteen interviewees one main argument for the membership 
in an organization or for other forms of participation in protest practices apart from 
online activism was the felt sense of belonging and connectedness. Seeing how others 
get engaged for the same topic, getting together with likeminded and experiencing the 
community motivates many people to engage on a civil society level.    

For Heidi, all the other participants of a street demonstration are her “spiritual brothers”. 
Seeing them makes her realize that she is not the only “crazy person”, believing in 
something else, but that many more people share her ideas. „This is totally fun for me 
and it’s great to see the people who also walk there. They are complete strangers and 
you are absolutely spiritual brothers. This feels good. That is why it feels good for me 
when we have bigger events in the BUND where I can see that I am not the only crazy 
person, but there are a lot of other crazy people as well.” (Heidi) Although most people 
do not know each other on a street demonstration, somehow they are connected 
spiritually in that one shared moment. For Heidi, it is a form of affirmation to experience 
that she is not the only one with her position. This experience touches her and 
reinforces her in her actions. Similar to that, Konstantin experiences this kind of 
confirmation in his engagement in the ‘office of sustainability’ his university. There, he 
fights for the same things out of conviction and together with peers. „Now in the office 
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of sustainability I really enjoy that we do something together. It is people in my age, 
they have the same convincement, they fight for the same thing. That’s really, really 
nice. Well, the office of sustainability works only that way. I fit was only me as a student 
in that office, it wouldn’t do any good. But as a group – that’s the basis of it. “ 
(Konstantin) 

Sabines describes it as a form of internal efficacy with an effect of solidarization when 
those young people - who she supervises in the BUNDJugend group - participate in 
their first street demonstration and for the first time see how many other people engage 
for the same issue. „Well, you have some kind of internal efficacy, an effect of 
solidarization. The youth sees: wow, there are so many more people concerned with 
the same topic. There are also many people from different backgrounds.“ (Sabine) 
Such a form of internal efficacy and connectedness is also described by Sonja, who 
senses belonging and membership through the personal contact and the debate and 
examination of certain topics: „For me personally, the personal contact is really 
important to feel like a member. Let’s say one is involved in the decision-making 
through voting and surveys. Well, in the case of Greenpeace I feel like belonging 
because I strongly share the goals with them. Even though I am not in the group. Well, 
our group does not exist for a long time already and I won’t engage more, because I 
am simply fully engaged. But there is a strong feeling of connectedness. Because the 
topic touches me a lot.“ (Sonja)   

Gustav describes a similar feeling of belongingness and connectedness quite vividly. 
In the past, his participation in street demonstrations has been a big happening for him 
– with music, blockades and many other participants, Gustav experienced community. 
He wants to pass on these kind of experiences to his grandson and therefore takes 
him with him to street demonstrations. The grandson himself has already developed a 
good sense for social engagement and caring for each other in a group. “…this was 
always a big happening. We sat there at the side, listening to guitar music, singing, 
doing this and that or simply blocking. I have to say, this has always been an incredible 
experience. And that is something I want to pass on to my grandson. He was so exited 
about Berlin! This is also where you met him. He had to get up really early in the 
morning and came back home really late in the night, but it was okay for him. And also 
that social engagement: we had a disabled person with us, he was always looking for 
him, whether he needed a break or something. He even went without the final 
manifestation so that the disabled had a break.” (Gustav) Besides happy, relaxed and 
musical moments, Gustav also describes moments of feeling uncomfortable – 
especially with the presence of police. In these situations, it made him feel better to 
know that he was surrounded by other participants and likeminded people who were 
there for the same reason than Gustav. Those people gave him support and made him 
stand the uncomfortableness caused by the police. „Like I described before, we were 
in that situation in Bonn with the police. It was a good experience for me – and I had 
the impression for many others as well – that there were five people next to me and 
five to ten in front of me and so many behind me who were there for the same reason 
than I was. Not like those three people walking left of me who wanted to prevent it. I 
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think you can experience this online as well, but not in the same classic way. Because 
there, you don’t have the state as your concrete counterpart.“ (Gustav) For Gustav, 
this feeling of the community is something specific of street demonstrations which he 
can not experience in online activism. One important aspect is also, that in street 
demonstrations he feels like having a concrete counterpart – in the described situation 
this was embodied by the police – which he is missing in online activism practices. This 
boundary work (Hunt/Benford 2004) to identify the group and delimit it from the 
counterpart is described by Gustav – and later on also by Sonja.  

Mo mentions another important and German-specific aspect of a sense of community: 
the thin line between community spirit and nationalism or sense of nationalism. Mo 
complains that a German sense of community was missing until the football world cup 
in 2006 in Germany, which she sees as a starting point in a process towards a stronger 
sense of community. In her understanding, nowadays one is allowed to be proud of 
being German without automatically getting accused for being nationalistic. And also 
one could be proud of having pushed nationalism out of Germany. „There is missing a 
sense of community in Germany. Slowly it comes back, thanks to soccer. Germany is 
world champion and so on. And it’s already the second time. Some kind of solidarity is 
coming back, somehow. Partly in the wrong direction. Still, I think that today’s 
generation is allowed to be proud to have changed Germany and have pushed away 
nationalism.” (Mo) With this statement, Mo was the only one out of 18 interview 
partners who mentioned the aspect of nationalism when being asked about a sense of 
belongingness and connectedness.   

 
V.) Joint protest activities and shared history bind together.  
 

„I think this is an experience that connects us.” 

Collective protest activities and shared experiences bind together. Participating in 
protest activities together strengthens the ties between activists and builds up a shared 
history, memories and connection that lasts also in phases of less activity (Flesher 
2007, Taylor 1989, Whittier 1995). Especially Sabine, Sonja and Gustav experienced, 
that a shared history (like for example protest activities in the 1980s) connects one 
another up to today and that group experiences build and strengthen trust. Today, 
Sonja works together with two women to whom she feels closely connected – also 
because both of them have been pregnant during the Tschernobyl–catastrophe, too 
and shared this experience with Sonja. „I think, this is an experience that connects us. 
In that circle where I am now. Hilde and Brigitte, they also had their first child in that 
time. This has been a shaping experience.” (Sonja) All three women have a similar 
history and experiences, which they did not share together in that time, but which binds 
them together in their engagement today. Sonja calls it a synergy, which arises from 
the collective fight against WAA and evokes a feeling of being rooted – although she 
has not lived there for such a long time. „For me, that’s the way it is and I think it also 
goes along with the synergy of the group. That we are all rooted here and have the 
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same history with the WAA.” (Sonja) Another aspect are group exercises for the 
training of non-violent resistance which in the eyes of Sonja have strengthened the 
group’s solidarity. Taking care of each other, staying together in the group and deciding 
based on consensus was something she learned and trained in that time. These 
experiences made her develop especially high respect for older participants of 
demonstrations or blockades. Similar to Gustav, Sonja describes boundary work 
(Hunt/Benford 2004) and the state as concrete counterpart that made it necessary to 
perform civil disobedience. „This group has shaped me as well. It was about non-
violent resistance, we did some exercises, how to be carried away and that you stay 
together with the group, take care of each other, decide everything in consensus and 
such things. This is what we practiced there very detailed. But it never happened. We 
never experienced a police action in the blockade. Still, you keep it. Also the respect 
for older people who were with us and were around 60 at that time. They said: the state 
commits a crime and I perform civil disobedience. To also cross the line of what is legal 
and say: if the injustice is that huge, I risk something. I risk that I might get arrested 
and so on.” (Sonja) In that time, Sonja was even willing to be arrested for her civil 
disobedience. This behavior and the fact that being in danger and experiencing risk 
can strengthen collective identity, goes in line with Gamson who argues that “public 
demonstration of commitment under conditions of risk help create solidarity and 
strengthen it” (Gamson 1991: 46). 

Sabine experienced something similar during her time in the shared apartment when 
she and her flat mates tried to fight the teardown of buildings close to her house. Vividly 
she describes the routines of her protest activities each morning before going to the 
university and how these activities stired her up emotionally, but also bind together with 
her fellow campaigners. „So we girls – because up there we were a girls shared 
apartment – stood in front of the backyard shed trying to protect it from the excavator 
shovel. Of course we didn’t succeed. Still this was a thing of…politicization. Of course 
this caused a lot of emotional excitement and also bind us together.“ (Sabine) Although 
they were not able to hinder the teardown, Sabine describes feelings of politicization 
and community through this shared experience.  

 

VI.) Meeting friends who share the same interests or getting to know new people plays 
an important role for the motivation of activist.  
 

“It is a bit like a family. And it builds.” 

Many interview partners experienced that common engagement, protest-connectivity 
and the circle of active fellow campaigners can lead to something personal and private. 
Stephan even calls it a “family” when demonstrating with others in street 
demonstrations, getting in contact with strangers, talking to them and maybe even 
building new friendships: „Through the work here, there are new friends, also really 
close friends. Also people, like now on the church congress, that I got to know. You 
see each other on the manifestation, greet each other, talk a bit, get a poster or 
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something and walk with them. (…) It is a bit like a family. And it builds.” (Stephan) 
People know each other, see each other and a feeling of connectedness develops. Oli 
made the same experience. But besides connecting with others worldwide (or German-
wide) he appreciates especially meeting new people who live close to him and with 
whom he can meet more often. For him, that way there can also develop something 
personal and friendship-like. „I mean, from this feeling of connectedness something 
personal can develop. Of course, it is always the question of how your network looks 
like. If these people are somewhere in Washington or something like that. But if they 
are close and you can meet, that’s nice! Then, something personal can arise.“ (Oli) 

If the fellow campaigners already developed to friends – as it is the case for Sonja, for 
example – another motive for participating in protest activities can be that you meet 
your friends every time you go to an activity. For Sonja, being engaged in her city for 
civic-society activities automatically means meeting her friends and spending time with 
her loved-ones. „Like I said, one is active because one moves in a circle of friends and 
wants to see them as well.” (Sonja) 

Johanna has another understanding of friendship and activities and differs between 
different circles of friends. She has a circle of friends who do not share any interest in 
political activities with her and another circle that is based on her engagement for the 
BUND. With the later, she participates in street demonstrations. Nevertheless, she tells 
that none of her circles of friends of today is as politically engaged as her circle of 
friends from school was. „I have a circle of friends that has nothing to do with activism 
and I can have political discussions with them and it’s a good talk, but going to a 
demonstration is way too much for them. Then, I have a circle of friends that developed 
around the BUNDJugend and is a bit more political and I do go to demonstrations with 
those people. When I was in school, I had a circle of friends way more political. We 
were a bunch of people, going to all kinds of events, demonstrations and so on. 
Nowadays, this is a bit more separated.“ (Johanna)  

“And it is almost like going to visit friends.” 

But it does not always necessarily have to be friendship that develops from shared 
protest activities or a local organization. Loose acquaintances and nice people are also 
motives for participation mentioned by the interviewees. Friedbert and Susanne even 
like going to protest activities alone, because they know for sure that each time there 
will be other nice and friendly people to whom they can talk and share some 
experiences with. Both interviewees enjoy going to a street demonstration with family 
or friends and have already tried to mobilized them to join, but not having anybody to 
join and going alone, does not keep them from participating. „No, I go there alone. I 
live alone and then I go there alone. And it is almost like going to visit friends, if you go 
there. (…) I tried to mobilize people from my dancing class. And yes, sometimes some 
of them joined, they came with me and dragged the drums.” (Friedbert) Similar to 
Friedbert, Susanne mostly goes to protest activities by herself, but often meets 
someone there, who she knows at least a bit. For her, more important motives for 
participation are that the activity takes place close to where she lives and that she is 
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interested in the topic and considers it as important. „Mostly, I go there by myself. I fit 
is somewhere close here. Well, if I am interested in something and I have time, I go 
there no matter who else joins. (…) Because I do it, because I think it is right and 
important. If I know someone there, it is nice as well or if I can ask others if they come 
as well. That’s good but it’s not a driving force for me. (…) Yes, there have always 
been familiar faces. There are always some acquaintances. The common activists 
from different areas: activists from the BUND, Greenpeace, Transition Town and 
others. I always knew somebody.“ (Susanne) Susanne in engaged in several 
organizations in her city and knows many people in these different groups. Therefore, 
she perceives to meet the same people everywhere, whom she calls the “usual 
suspects”. According to Della Porta (2005) this multi-militancy is something we can 
observe in many social movement networks. Friedbert made a similar experience, 
meets the same people quite often, but also appreciates getting in contact with new 
faces and exchanging experiences with them. By this, he feels belonging to the group. 
„You are always seeing someone there, every time I know someone. But there are new 
people as well, it changes. And that’s the nice thing. You can go for a coffee together 
afterwards. (…) Maybe it is the feeling of being a part of it and belonging there. (…) 
And I think what is really important is that you meet people and talk to them and 
exchange [ideas].” (Friedbert)  

Doro describes a similar atmosphere of trust and community which she experiences 
when participating in protest activities on the streets. This is what she prefers over 
brutality and aggression – which she has seen as well. No matter if in the train on the 
way to a protest activity or on the streets demonstrating – Doro always meets familiar 
faces and experiences a good sense of community: „And this is what I like about street 
demonstrations. Not the brutality, I don‘t like that. But this: ah, you are here as well? 
Or you meet people even on the train going there. This is what I like, the community.“ 
(Doro) Gustav describes the same experiences of meeting the same people over and 
over again. As the assistant county commissioner he is interconnected very well in his 
city and knows many people also in relevant political positions. The observed a strong 
networking character also within the context of the Green Party, but criticizes missing 
contact between different groups and cities: „Well, I would say, if you have a political 
network, you always meet the same people in this green setting. And if you are 
interconnected at the BUND, there the contacts between the groups are weaker, to my 
mind. Well, within the local group they have a good network, but outside of it there is 
not much more.” (Gustav)        

Konstantin participates in street protest activities mostly be himself, since his friends 
are not engaged in the same sector as he is. According to him, he is used to not being 
able to mobilize someone to join him. „This is not important, I would say. Of course it 
is nice if someone joins me. When I have someone to talk to and with whom I can 
share the experience. Of course I like that. But my engagement has been alone for so 
many times. Well, my friends engage as well, but for other things. (…) And I am used 
to doing it alone.“ (Konstantin) Oli does not mind joining a street demonstration alone, 
neither. He tells he would never be there by himself, but always meet nice and friendly 
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other participates. His explanation for that experience is, that simply the shared interest 
in sustainability and renewable energies guarantees you to meet like-minded and open 
people. For him, this is a strong motivation to participate in something that he is 
convinced of. „It is not that you would be there alone. Normally you are always with 
people and I have to say, really nice people. In other areas that is different, very 
different and I am really happy for that. Because if I fight for something that I am 
convinced of - with two or three nice people that I really like - this is great!” (Oli) 

“those who became my friends through doing something together and discussing and 
noting that we have common ideas about what we want to reach and how we want to 

live..” 

An aspect that has been broached already, but is worth its own paragraph is getting to 
know new people, make new contacts and explicitly find new friends. For some 
interviewees this is an important factor of their motivation. After moving, Sonja joined 
some protest activities in her new residence and found new friends there. Up to that 
moment, she hardly knew any people in the city and only had her former friends from 
the countryside. „It was this Campact activity at that time, because of the lifetime 
extension, in different cities. And through this I got to know people from here. I didn’t 
live here for a long time, well a few years, but had my friends rather outside on the 
countryside. (…) And I think, the question of which organization one joins has also to 
do with where you feel a connection. That the people there are likeable.“ (Sonja) Her 
fellow campaigners and feeling sympathy does play an important role for Sonja. 
Therefore, because of the other members Sonja joined different organizations in which 
she actively engages until today. Likewise, Imke joins certain protest activities in order 
to get to know new people. Through common actions, discussions and sharing the 
same ideas and beliefs, she feels like being part of a community in which she wants to 
shape society actively. „Yes, definitely. Because I am happy to do something together 
with those people. Not necessarily people who were my friends before, but those who 
became my friends through doing something together and discussing and noting that 
we have common ideas about what we want to reach and how we want to live. We all 
have the idea of shaping society and making it better. It is really nice to experience this 
community.“ (Imke) Imke is motivated by the fact that others of her group also want to 
change something and make the world a better place.  

At bigger street demonstrations with thousands of people, Gustav made the 
experience that in 95 percentages of fleeting contacts, nothing serious emerged. Still, 
he had interesting conversations and met friendly and like-minded people. But in those 
few cases that were special, Gustav tells that he made really good friends with other 
protest participants. With a group of people, they organize bike tours and visit each 
other up to today. „This is what I really find exciting about street demonstrations, that 
you meet people. You meet people, you talk to people, you get in contact and I would 
say in 95 percentages of the cases nothing arises from this, because it is just an 
encounter. (…) But I also had an experience when we went by bike to visit them. (…) 
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We went to visit the Green Friends of Hameln, that we had met before in a street 
demonstration in Berlin or Brokdorf somewhere.” (Gustav) 

Getting to know new people is important for Verena as well. She thinks it is easier to 
get in touch with them when participating alone in a protest activity. That way, she gets 
in contact with more people than she would when participating with a friend and having 
her focus on that friend. „And also you meet [people] – like we can see in our case, we 
also met there – and this is totally exciting and interesting. Probably it wouldn’t be like 
that, if I was there with someone else and our attention would lie on each other.“ 
(Verena) 

 
5. Conclusion  
VII.) Street protest and offline engagement are important for shaping the community 
and building a feeling of connectedness. 
 
“Because people need to get together. It doesn‘t help to just sign, this doesn’t make 

me a community.” 
 
This final chapter wants to put together the findings from the paragraphs about 
membership and collective identity with a special focus on the distinction between 
online and offline locations and protest practices. The aspects mentioned above did 
already give an idea about how important the street is for a communal spirit and 
collective identity. Because the argument that getting in contact with new people and 
like-minded referred only to street protest activities and engagement in organizations 
with local group meetings and not online engagement activities. Therefore, one result 
is the high importance of the street for a communal spirit and collective identity. This 
is, where participants affirm their shared beliefs and values and get in contact with the 
follow campaigners.   

Especially in comparison with online-activism, Friedbert and Susanne appreciate the 
sense of community in street activism. For Susanne, it is the direct resonance and the 
experienced joy, which turns street protest into a vivid activity that differs from 
participating in online activism. On the streets, one is in a movement together with like-
minded people and by this, Susanne feels like learning and absorbing more information 
and knowledge: „Also because I am pro vivid. Internet is somehow virtual and I find it 
in general important to get active. And it is a difference if I push some buttons or move 
somewhere and meet other people. And maybe get some special impulses and 
experience this common joy. [LV: What is the special thing about going to the streets?] 
The community, the getting-together with like-minded. And if it is a creative action, also 
the joy! To feel the joy and the resonance. And you are in motion, this does something 
completely different with you. In motion you learn more, you absorb differently.“ 
(Susanne) Friedbert values the getting together of street activism as well. He describes 
it as a community, with more solidarity as in petitioning-practices. „I’d say, street protest 
keeps on being important. Because people need to get together. It doesn‘t help to just 



24 
 

sign, this doesn’t make me a community. Then, I am just a single person who did 
something.” (Friedbert) Similar to Susanne, Doro also describes a big joy during street 
demonstrations – with a special focus on creativity and richness of ideas in 
demonstrations like the Wir-haben-es-satt demonstration in Berlin. Doro is especially 
grateful for the participation of older citizens and describes a feeling of community and 
solidarity. „I am always happy about how many older people participate. This variety of 
ideas, especially at the Wir-haben-es-satt demonstration, and the costumes. With what 
kind of joy they did that manifestation, I like that a lot! This community, this solidarity! 
You don’t know each other, but still you belong to each other.” (Doro) Heidi, on the 
other hand, values especially the amount of participants – no matter if young or old. To 
get something up together with a group of people, like a human chain for example, 
impresses her a lot. In the eyes of Heidi, this is what makes the difference to online-
activism where people just sign a form. „Last year, we were at the carbon human-chain 
in the Neiße. This was amazing! Also, to see how many young and old, totally different 
people were there, doing something together. Or the Wir-haben-es-satt demonstration, 
I love this. And at Avaaz, you just sign and, yes…“ (Heidi)    

 
VIII.) Most activists do not experience a feeling of solidarity online. 
 

„I think that in times of the internet, the bonds of humans got lost.” 

In accordance with the statement that communal spirit and a sense of belonging 
emerges in protest activities that take place offline, another statement is that such a 
feeling does not emerge online. Especially Oli, Stephan and Gustav represent this 
opinion. For Stephan the internet is something impersonal, he is missing the direct 
confrontation and getting in touch with each other. Without such a direct and personal 
contact, for him there can not develop a sense of community. „No, the internet is 
impersonal. You have to be faced with someone. And you need to be able to talk, you 
must hear and see someone. Otherwise it is not working. In the internet? No. (…) And 
this human contact, to be faced with someone or walk together, this is extremely 
important and the internet can never do this.” (Stephan) Oli agrees on that position. He 
is connected with others via email and other digital channels, but underlines that in 
each case the contact existed already on a personal and direct level. Only after 
knowing someone in person, Oli also connects online. „Well, this is difficult. A sense of 
community never arose for me, when I was active in the internet. For me, it has actually 
always been the other way around: I met people personally, through the BUND or 
however, and then we said: okay, let’s exchange e-mail-addresses or whatever, have 
a Skype-conference and use the modern media. But it was always this way around.“ 
(Oli) Furthermore, Oli criticizes Facebook and their interpretation of friendship, 
including the amount of so-called friends. „This is like Facebook, what kind of bullshit 
is this? You can’t take this serious. I mean, there are people who have some thousands 
of friends. Firstly, you can’t have some thousands of friends. Secondly, as a 
consequence those with some thousands of friends would have to be connected way 
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more friendly and be more amazing than someone who has only five friends and this 
is bullshit as well.” (Oli)    

As a consequence of this, Gustav states that it becomes more and more difficult 
especially for young people to build long-lasting bounds. Through a multitude of 
possible contacts offered by the internet, the new network goes far beyond what an 
analog network could offer. By these options, people lose their bound to other humans, 
according to Gustav. „I think that in times of the internet, the bonds of humans got lost. 
Well, the internet enables so much, that before we could only have via contacts of 
acquaintances, of friends or something. And as a result, now things just happen and 
get out of control. People, especially young people, don’t want to bind anymore. They 
are afraid of the seller of souls. When I am engaged in one thing – it’s like with the 
Christianity before or with history – I am not allowed to do anything else. Yes, and for 
the younger people it’s of course also being afraid of spoiling one’s own future by being 
engaged politically with certain people.” (Gustav) In Gustav’s opinion it plays an 
important role that many feel like they have to decide between several organizations. 
As if they could not engage in several organizations and forms. Another fear – 
especially of younger people – could be that they are afraid of risking their future career 
by engaging politically in a way, their potential future employer might not like.   

„But thanks to e-mail, Facebook and so on, you can keep being in contact, hearing 
from each other.” 

Mo is the only one out of 18 interviewees who represents the opinion that the internet 
makes it easy to find new acquaintances. For her, the internet is the place where she 
feels like she belongs to something. Through groups – and in this context she was 
most probably talking about Facebook groups – Mo feels especially quick attached to 
other people. „I have to say, you can find acquaintances pretty fast on the internet and 
mostly you find people with whom it fits. And then, by having your own group – open 
or secret or however – you feel attached, of course. And pretty fast.“ (Mo) In the opinion 
of Mo, through the internet new friendships can arise and be taken care of – 
independently from distances and residence. Via new communication technologies 
nowadays it was easier to keep up with someone and stay in touch or to overcome a 
certain time without physical meetings like street demonstrations. „And definitely, 
friendships can arise, also long-term. Even if you come from far away. But thanks to e-
mail, Facebook and so on, you can keep being in contact, hearing from each other. 
Otherwise the topic is out of sight, out of mind and not as present as before. Before, 
you would have met on the manifestation in Dortmund, then you would have written a 
letter and maybe he wouldn’t have replied because he or she is not too much into 
writing and then: Out of sight, out of mind. We didn’t have cellphones by that time, 
neither.“ (Mo)  

 
To conclude, we can once again refer to the eight outcomes listed in the introduction. 
The empirical material from 18 interviews with activists from the environmental 
movement has shown that the majority of activists define membership as a tangible 
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and active action. Only few define it in a formalized sense as manifested in 
membership forms or membership fees. As described by Melucci (1996) and other 
authors (Hunt/Benford 2004, Jasper 1997), emotional bonds and common experiences 
shape a communal spirit and seem to be more important for continuity of actions than 
formal links. Financial support is an aspect that needs to be considered differentiated, 
as some of the activists value the work of an organization and want to support it, but 
still understand membership as more than paying a fee. Most activists differ between 
active and passive members and use different terms for different intensities of activism. 
A feeling of connectedness and solidarity arises through engaging for the same topic 
and getting together with like-minded people. Meeting friends who share the same 
interests or getting to know new people plays an important role. This outcome fits with 
Melucci’s description of the process of collective identity, in which one element is a 
network of active relations between the actors. Furthermore, joint protest activities and 
shared history bind together. This matches with authors like Taylor (1989) and Whittier 
(1995) who state that participating in protest activities together strengthens the ties 
between activists and builds up a shared history, memories and connection that lasts 
also in phases of less activity. Concerning the question of whether a collective identity 
exists online as well, opinions of activists differ. Still, most activists do not experience 
a feeling of solidarity online. As a result, street protest and offline engagement are 
important for shaping the community and building a feeling of connectedness.6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
6 In a next step, the goal is to establish a systematization of notions of membership and collective identities, 
based on criteria like age (digital native/digital immigrant), location of protest, type and level of organization or 
intensity of engagement.  
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