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Putting Sandro Pizzorno and Donald Trump in the same presentation – let alone in the same 

sentence! – may raise a few eyebrows, although I suspect it would have produced a wry smile on 

Sandro’s face. But in his work on political exchange and collective identity in The resurgence of class 

conflict in Western Europe with Colin Crouch (1978: vol II), and in  his later writings on “identity and 

recognition, Sandro provided a theoretical roadmap that can help us to understand a variety of 

phenomena of right and left – including even the strange phenomenon of Trumpism in the United 

States – a constructor of identity if there ever was one.  

Sandro was interested in how new social subjects are formed in the crucible of periods of intense 

conflict and cultural confusion. His approach had three main foci: first, interest and identity are 

melded together (1983); second, in periods of intense social conflict, collective identities are dynamic 

rather than static; and, third, the develop in tension with mainstream groups and established 

institutions. In the case he studied in the 1960s, Sandro saw new groups of workers struggling to 

construct new collective identities in interaction with the main trade union institutions and in conflict 

with the capitalist system.  

 Later students of collective identity lost touch with the interactive nature of collective identities 

and tended to see identity as an alternative to interest.  Returning to the “Pizzornian” concept of 

collective identity will help us to understand other periods of intense conflict – like the current one in 

the United States. I will argue that “Trumpism” is not only the electoral base of a particularly odious 

                                                           
1  I am grateful to Donatella della Porta for her characteristically astute comments on a draft of this presentation. 
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politician, but a social movement with its characteristic symbols and organization, its heroes and 

villains, and the collective-identity seeking rituals that are characteristic of movements in periods of 

intense conflict.  

In this talk, I will first lay out how the concept of “collective identity” has developed in sociology, 

both as both a macro- and a micro-analytical concept. Then I will turn to how Sandro employed the 

concept in his early work on industrial insurgency, which differed from both of these variants in its 

melding of identity and interest, its dynamic quality and interactive nature. In the final section, I will 

employ this “Pizzornian” variant to try to unravel the strange phenomenon of Trumpism in the United 

States and ask whether it is likely to be with  us for a long time or if – using another of Sandro’s key  

concepts – it is part of a cycle of conflict. 

 

A macro-constructivist approach to collective identity 

In 1991, the Sandro’s friend, S. M. Eistenstadt, writing with Bernhard Giesen, lodged a complaint 

against how sociological theory was responding to the “new historical agenda” “which converge[d] in 

the theme of ‘collective identity’.” These authors were struck by the impact of the return of 

nationalism and ethnic conflict – as well as by the rise of “new” social movements -- on sociological 

discourse, but they found little in the “Grand Theories” of modernity to help them to understand it. 

On the contrary, these theories “rarely focused on the construction of collective identity in the same 

way as they did on themes like functional differentiation and equality, rationalization and market 

exchange, bureaucratization and the legitimization of authority”. “Instead,” they complained, 

“collective identity was frequently considered to be a side effect of basic social structures or as a 

remainder of traditional life worlds which would dissolve on the road to modern universalism and 

global inclusion” (p. 72). 

When it came to delineating collective identity, Eisenstadt and Giesen drew on two of the 

grandest theorists in sociological theory -- Weber and Durkheim -- using the former’s method of 

ideal-typical construction and the structuralist elements in the Durkheimian heritage (p. 73).  

“Collective identity is produced by the social construction of boundaries,” they write, which “divide 

and separate the real manifold process of interaction and social relationships” (p. 74). The difference 

between insiders and outsiders in this division presupposes symbolic codes of distinction, which they 

classify ideal-typically as “primordial,” “civic,” and “cultural” (pp. 77-84). These codes differentiate 
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insiders and outsiders, admit of some interchange, but serve as socially constructed boundaries 

around solidarities. 

Eisenstadt and Geisen labeled their theory “macro-constructivist,” but in a gesture towards 

structuralism, they allowed that the construction of boundaries and solidarities is not purely symbolic. 

Boundaries divide social groups and solidarities entail consequences for the allocation of resources, 

above all for structuring the “entitlements” of members of the collectivity as against outsiders (p. 76). 

“Therefore, particular codes of collective identity are affiliated to particular social groups who are the 

carriers of a symbolic code and function as constructors of collective identity” (p. 77).  They illustrate 

their approach through two case studies – the historical construction of national myths in Germany 

(pp. 85-93) and Japan (pp. 93-102).  

But although Eistenstadt and Giesen approvingly cite Pizzorno’s 1983 essay on “identity and 

interest”, in their account there is nary a whiff of the interplay of interest and identity – nor is there a 

mechanism through which change occurs in the “codes” of collective identity or their relations to 

political or social change. The closest they come to specifying interest in the construction of Japanese 

and German collective identity is in the historical cultural-classes where these solidarities arose in the 

19th century. After that, national identity floats like a cultural cloud above these societies, leading 

them, first, to national unity, and then to ruin in the second world war. It is the absence of 

interaction that sets off their account of collective identity from Sandro’s. 

 

Two Micro-constructivist approaches to collective identity 

Equally constructivist -- but at a micro-level -- were the contributions to the theory of collective 

identity of our European colleague, Alberto Melucci, and of American feminists, like Verta Taylor and 

Nancy Whittier.  

For Melucci, “collective identity is an interactive and shared definition produced by several 

individuals and concerned with the orientations of action and the field of opportunities and 

constraints in which the action takes place” (p. 342). Unlike Eistenstadt and Giesen, who see identity 

in terms of abstract codes and boundaries, Melucci sees it as a process, which involves three 

dimensions: the formulation of cognitive frameworks concerning the ends, means, and field of action; 

the activation of relationships between the actors, who interact, communicate, influence each other, 
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negotiate, and make decisions; and the making of emotional investments which enable individuals to 

recognize themselves (p. 343). 

But where are interests in the construction of collective identity? Of course, an actor’s capacity to 

engage in collective action depends on exposure to “cognitive and relational resources,” and this 

translates into differential capacities to engage in identity building (ibid). This may have been 

Melucci’s way of saying that collective identity construction is rooted in social resources, although the 

absence of any of the classical parameters of resource capacity (e.g., social class, education, 

biographical availability) in his essay is striking. The important point is that an actor’s expectations 

about taking action “implies an underlying theory of identity” (p. 340). But although identity is 

conceptualized as a “process,” there is no hint in his theory of how this process unfolds in relation to 

social or political change. Indeed, in his one reference to Sandro’s work on collective identity,  

Melucci dismissed it as “still founded on shared interest, in accordance with Marxist tradition” (p. 

346). 

Melucci’s theory of collective identity was part of the cultural turn in the social sciences which 

followed the failure of the post-marxist moment of the 1960s and 1970s. As part of their own 

“cultural turn,” American sociologists enthusiastically adopted the concept. Particularly in the social 

movement field, scholars argued that the construction of a collective identity is essential to the 

mobilization and success of movements such as feminism (Roth 2004, Rupp and Taylor 1999, 

Whittier 1995 and 2017), peace activism (Hunt and Benford 2004), and gay and lesbian movements 

(Taylor 2009; Valocchi 1999).  

Given the importance of consciousness-raising in the American women’s movement, the concept 

has had its greatest impact in studies of that movement. For example, the index of the major 

sourcebook on the American women’s movement (McCammon, et al., 2017) lists 7 mentions of 

“collective identity”, 20 of “feminist identity,” 23 of “gender identity,” almost fifty of “identity,” and 

another 12 on “identity politics” (ibid., pp 777, 784, 786, 789).  

In the lead in bringing identity into the study of movements was feminist sociologist Verta Taylor, 

her collaborator Leila Rupp, and a number of her students. In a definitive piece, Taylor and Whittier 

defined collective identity simply as a “shared definition of a group” or a “sense of ‘we’ ” (1992, 105, 

110). They argued that it entails an ongoing process of negotiating boundaries between insiders and 

outsiders. In a more recent statement, Whittier writes that  “Collective identity entails a sense of 
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connection with others, beliefs about the nature of one’s group and its place in society, and 

associated actions in daily life” (2017:380).  

There are obvious similarities between this “American” approach to collective identity and 

Melucci’s, but Taylor and Whittier made a more self-conscious attempt to embed social categories -- 

like race, class, and political alignments -- in contact with identity formation. For example, in 

Whittier’s assessment of the field, she gives great weight to subgroups within the women’s 

movement. She writes: Who is a “feminist,” are “black feminists” distinct from “socialist feminists” or 

“liberal feminists”? How is the group “woman” defined, and can it be considered a unified group that 

shares meaningful similarities?” (Ibid., p. 381) Some of the sub-group feminisms – like black, lesbian, 

and marxist feminisms – were in sharp interaction with mainstream feminism in a similar way to the 

interaction between new groups fo workers and the mainstream labor movement in Italy. Some  

observers saw this as a descent into “cultural  politics” (Whittier, p. 388), while others argued that 

“efforts by lesbians, women of color, and others to shape more specific agendas and organizations 

was a response to the falsely universalizing definitions of women and women’s issues...(Ibid.)”  

Whittier makes a clear distinction – largely missing in Melucci’s essay --  of the difference 

between a collective identity and a politicized collective identity. Adopting the latter “often entails 

attempting to live a life more consistent with one’s beliefs” She writes: 

Participants in women’s movements report everything from adopting feminist fashion (Reger 

2012), egalitarian relationship forms, parenting practices aimed at raising non-sexist children (Risman 

1998), and entering non traditional jobs or seeking paid work that also promises social change 

(Whittier 1995), among other things (ibid).2 

But Whittier has less to say about the dynamics of the movement she describes. Looking at the 

history of the new feminism in the United States, it arose in the wake of civil rights and the anti-

Vietnam war movement, and some of its activists struggled to create a collective identity that would 

distinguish it from these predecessors and from the main trunk of the women’s movement, which 

quickly gravitated towards the Democratic party. Radical feminists sought to establish an identity that 

would distinguish it from the male-dominated institutions of American democracy. This cleavage 

                                                           
2  The distinction between general identity and politicized identities in Whittier’s work is close to the interactive theory of identity by 
Charles Tilly (2005). Tilly’s theory turns on boundary construction between insiders and outsiders, a distinction that remains on the 
sidelines of the work of Taylor and her collaborators. 
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takes us to to the work of Alessandro Pizzorno on collective identity, first embedded in  his joint work 

with Crouch and others on industrial conflict and his later work on identity and recognition.3 

 

Pizzornian Collective Identity Theory  

Like almost everything that Sandro wrote,  his work on collective identity grew out of the 

empirical problems that interested him. As he writes in the introduction to his 1978 essay; “Political 

Exchange and Collective Identity in Industrial Conflict,” ”The purpose of this article is to explore 

whether the various events which followed the sudden increase in wages of the years 1968-70 in the 

main industrial countries can be accounted for by one general theoretical framework” (1978:277). 

This empirical embedding makes it hard to extract from it a general theory. Not only that: most of 

the chapter is dedicated to explicating a different concept – the concept of political exchange – so 

that if you didn’t read carefully enough, you might miss the fact that he was proposing a theory of 

how collective identity arises and how it interacts with institutional politics.  

Sandro begins his discussion of the new workers’ collective identity, not with a typology or with a 

definition, as in the cases of the authors I have just mentioned,  but with a discussion of the 

structural conditions of its appearance in the late 1960s. New collective identities arise, he writes, in 

“periods of destabilisation and conflict” (p. 292),  when there is a “growing autonomy of sub-units” 

(p.293), when “the logic of exchange and negotiation is unknown or abolished...expressive conduct 

will replace instrumental conduct...direct participation will be felt to be necessary since representation 

is excluded and trust is not yet grounded”. Most important in his account, “recognition and identity 

(or, more precisely recognition of a common identity both on the part of others and among the 

participants themselves) will be the goal of the action” (p. 293).  

Sandro operationalizes the concept through the formation of new groups of workers and their 

struggle to assert themselves and their identities vis a vis the trade unions. “In such a case,” he 

observes, “a chronic and non-institutionalised fragmentation of industrial action and conflict sets in. 

The power of small groups of organised workers is strengthened, but the nature of this power is such 

that it prevents the convergence of action on unitary goals or a unitary strategy” (p. 295). We can 

                                                           
 
3 For a  much more thorough examination of Pizzorian concepts of identity, recognition and exchange, see the essays in della Porta, 
et al, Identita’, riconoscimento, scambio, 2000, including a clarifying response from Pizzorno. 
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only understand the character of the newly-formed collective identity of the workers in relation to the 

institutionalized character of the unions, with which they are in tension. The result is a tendency to 

“an overloading of the union....Potential collective identities are opposed and warded off for a time, 

but they are likely to explode at another point” (p. 297). The result was to insert a process of 

destabilization and conflict within a movement that had seemed – for a brief moment in time—to be 

unified around revolutionary goals, and to leave it at the mercy of a political elite that emerged 

shaken but not reduced by the cycle of contention (Salvati 1981; Tarrow 2018). 

 

Extending the Scope Conditions of Pizzorno’s Theory 

The dynamics that Sandro described in his 1978 chapter were not intended to be limited to 

industrial conflict: “Slightly different in its origins and its consequences is the case of the formation of 

collective identities for groups of people who do not have a separate identity in the organization of 

production: for example, youth, students, women, ethnic or religious minorities etc.” (pp. 293-4). To 

illustrate this extension of the scope conditions of his theory, he turned to “what happened in May 

1968 in France” for an example: 

There were no specific common interests between unions and the student movement. But the  

union had implicitly the role of being the main spokesman for any ‘social’ opposition, as well as being 

the monopolist of any large mobilisation power (p. 294). 

The result was conflict among the less institutional actors struggling to assert themselves – 

students and “mass workers” -- and more institutional actors – the parties and unions of the Fifth 

Republic – which helped to destroy the power of the movement that had briefly exploded on the 

scene of French politics (Tarrow 2018).  

Increasingly, as he became more preoccupied with contesting the influence of methodological 

individualism on the social sciences, Sandro gave less attention to explicating the empirical bases of 

the theory that grew out of his work on industrial conflict. As a result, his work on collective identity 

became more abstract and thus lent itself to reductive interpretations which posed identity as prior to 
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interest.4 More is the pity, because his earlier (1978) account might have been applied to the political 

conflicts of our times – both in Europe and the United States.  

But Sandro’s attack on methodological individualism continued to insist on the interaction among 

actors and the dynamics of change. In a 1996 paper, he wrote: ‘ 

The reciprocal recognition of some kind of identity between the participants in a social interaction 

is the condition by which the interaction itself is possible. … In order for them to be able to 

understand one another's actions, the actors need to see themselves as having some form of stable 

identity. When this process of recognition is repeated routinely, and the participants deal with new 

situations by linking them to comparable earlier situations whose outcomes they remember, adequate 

consistency of meaning will be ensured, expectations will be met, and predictions can be made with 

certainty (119).  

In the rest of this presentation, I will follow Sandro’s earlier method of applying the concept of 

collective identity to a historical period of conflict – the United States in the second decade of the 

21st century. Although the current polarization of American politics has its roots in the past half-

century of American politics (McAdam and Kloos 2014, it was only around the figure of Donald Trump 

that it gelled into a common collective identity in relation to the established institutions of American 

democracy.5  

 

Trumpism as an Identity Movement 

Despite its long history as a democracy and the supposed dominance of the “medium voter’ in its 

politics, the United States has been periodically subject to waves of identity politics. But as Sandro 

would have agreed, each period of conflict grew out of conflicts of interest with a number of different 

                                                           
4 For example, as two American scholars write; 

Is identity or interest the bedrock of individual choice? ….scholars have answered  

[the question] both ways. For some, individuals choose identities that will  
maximize their preferences…. For other authors, identities set the very terms 

of individual and strategic calculation. Pizzorno (1986) argues that the category 
of interest is meaningless without that of identity, in other words, without  

recognition of the self doing the rational choosing (Jasper and Polletta 2001:299). 
 
5 My account will draw on a pair of recent works, first my contribution to a collective volume on the anti-Trump 

“resistance” (Meyer and Tarrow, eds., 2018), and a joint article with David Meyer (Tarrow and Meyer 2019).  
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axes that congealed into a single polarized conflict. Never was this more true than in the sectional 

conflict that eventually exploded into the civil war of 1861-65 (Tarrow 2015:ch. 2). I will argue that 

the United States is going through a parallel – though less violent – period in which a number of 

different axes of conflict are congealing into a single collective identity. 

The election of Donald Trump has given rise to a great deal of “identity talk.” As two Turkish 

observers, Esen and  Yarmimci-Gevickci, summarize; “Scholars generally attribute Trump’s election to 

his success in adopting an identity-focused framing on wedge issues (e.g. immigration) at a time of 

rising ethnic and racial polarization.” Similarly, Sides, Tesler, and Vabreck (2017:35) described the 

2016 election as “the manifestation of the country’s broader identity crisis”.6  

But Trump’s “base” did not come from a single pre-existing racial/ethnic group; his campaign – 

which actually began in 2012, with his insinuation that Barack Obama was not an American, played 

into the fears and resentments of a number of partially-connect social and political groups: white, 

non-college-graduate voters who were distressed by the rise of multiculturalism....”; authoritarian 

voters with his portrayal of various groups including immigrants and Muslims as threats to the United 

States” (Ibid); and opponents of gender equality, concretized in his appeal to white, middle-aged 

voters. “Republicans are more likely to be whiter, older, wealthier and more likely to be male and 

Christian than the American public. This is embracing identity politics,” wrote one observer.7  

The most surprising identity component of Trump’s base – given his lurid history of sexual 

assaults – was evangelical religion. In the middle of his successful campaign, Trump met with a 

group of evangelical and Catholic religious leaders, who sang, as he entered the room; “"Seek ye first 

the Kingdom of God/And his righteousness/And all these things shall be added unto you."8 As 

sociologist Arlie Hochschild writes, “Donald Trump....offers himself.. as the personal messenger of his 

                                                           
6  Berk Esen and Sebnem Yarmimci-Gevickci, “An Alternative Account of the Populist Backlash in the United States: A 

Perspective from Turkey. PS: Political Science and Politics 52(July 2019), 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/an-alternative-account-of-the-populist-
backlash-in-the-united-states-a-perspective-from-turkey/E4496FFA6853620CE2126E42B4F135F9. 

 
7 Eugene  Scott, “Republicans despise identity politics. Trump wants to immerse his campaign in it,” Washington Post, 
June 22, 2019. 

8 Sarah mcCammon, “Inside Trump's Closed-Door Meeting, Held To Reassure 'The Evangelicals'”, National Public Radio, 

June 21st, 2016, https://www.npr.org/2016/06/21/483018976/inside-trumps-closed-door-meeting-held-to-reassures-the-

evangelicals.” 

 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/an-alternative-account-of-the-populist-backlash-in-the-united-states-a-perspective-from-turkey/E4496FFA6853620CE2126E42B4F135F9
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/an-alternative-account-of-the-populist-backlash-in-the-united-states-a-perspective-from-turkey/E4496FFA6853620CE2126E42B4F135F9
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followers (Hochschild 2016:687). This charismatic coloration of Trump has been missed by most 

secular elites, who are appalled at his vulgarity, his materialism, and his dishonesty. 

Race, gender, and religion were certainly important components in the electoral “base” that 

Trump built. But these properties leave out one of the main components of Trump’s electoral base – 

his appeal to economic conservatives who were smitten by his promise to de-regulate the American 

state.9 From his first week in office, Trump committed his administration to a deregulatory agenda, 

issuing Executive Order 13771, called  “Reducing Regulation and Controlling Regulatory Costs.”  E.O. 

13771 required that “for every new regulation issued, at least two prior regulations be identified for 

elimination, and that the cost of planned regulations be prudently managed and controlled through a 

budgeting process.”10  

These sectors of Trump’s following overlap to some degree, but they are composed of analytically 

distinct threads, which all emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in reaction to the liberalizing trends of 

those decades.  Despite his deserved reputation as the leader of a new conservative movement, 

Ronald Reagan was never able to create a unified collective identity out of these varied strands of 

American conservatism. 

Reagan’s appeal to white racists was subliminal, taking the form of racial “dog whistles” like his 

condemnation of “welfare queens” -- thinly-disguised images of African-American women who 

fraudulently take advantage of welfare benefits. His appeal to religious conservatives was more 

subtle; “You may not support me,” he famously said; “But I will support you.” And although he 

famously said that “Government is not the solution to the problem; government is the problem, 

Reagan actually worked closely with congressional Democrats, like Speaker Tip O’Neil, a seasoned 

liberal political leader of the House for many years.  

Donald Trump – despite his far weaker understanding of American politics than that of “the great 

communicator” -- outstripped Reagan in his ability to unify the different strands of American 

conservatives behind a message of national unity  – “Make America Great Again” – an empty signifier 

that meant something to each of them. Trump created a powerful coalition based on racial 

                                                           
9 Two years into his presidency, a google search for “Trump” and “deregulation” turned up 1,600,000 “hits.” 
10 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/02/03/2017-02451/reducing-regulation-and-controlling-regulatory-

costs. The Brookings Institution has  been keeping a record of the deregulatory regulations decreed by the Trump 
administration. The constantly-updated “tracker” lists a record of stripping of environmental, welfare, health and financial 

regulations from the administrative state. 
 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/02/03/2017-02451/reducing-regulation-and-controlling-regulatory-costs
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/02/03/2017-02451/reducing-regulation-and-controlling-regulatory-costs
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resentment, economic nationalism, neo-liberalism, and nostalgia for a past in which white, male 

Protestants dominated the country. 

 In this construction of a new conservative identity, Trump had a number of things going for 

him. First, unlike most of the variants of European populism, he was able to take over one of the two 

major political parties in a functioning democracy. This was a party that had been successfully 

infiltrated by the “Tea party movement” that grew out of resentment at the country’s first African-

American president (Parker and Barreto 2013; Skocpol and Williamson 2013). It had also largely lost 

its moderate wing and its appeal to the minority (Hispanic and African-American) voters who had 

become a substantial part of the electorate in both North and South after the turn of the century. 

This has given Trumpism both unusual opportunities and searing problems. The opportunities 

arose from the fact that he inherited, and has been able to exploit, an existing panoply of support 

organizations and a political class that – at least through the by-elections of 2018—became willing 

executioners of his policies. The problems arise from that fact that most Republicans – though 

coming from the right – are standard conservatives, compared to the nativist populism of the 

President and his movement base. While Republican leaders came together easily over tax reform, 

health care, immigration, and trade, it was the ferocity and loyalty of his mass base that kept them in 

line – as several of them who had opposed him learned to their cost.  

 

Back to Pizzorno 

Between the new collective identity of the insurgent elements of the European working class that 

rose up in the late 1960s and the Trumpian movement that has apparently successfully taken over 

the American Republican party, there are very few parallels.  But one parallel stands out amid the 

differences: the emergence of a new collective identity out of a period of intense political and social 

conflict. In the case of the insurgent working class of the late 1960s, this identity emerged in 

industrial conflicts in the context of a trade union movement that provided the armature for collective 

action but against which new actors could fashion new identities in the struggle against capitalism; in 

the case of the Trumpian movement in the United States today, the Republican party provides the 

armature for the new movement to attack what Trump and his enablers have begun to call “the deep 

state.” 

There are great dangers for democracy in the rise of the Trumpian movement and in the 

apparent surrender of an important part of the Republican party to its leader (Levitsky and Ziblatt 
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2018). I do not want to minimize the danger of an authoritarian inversion resulting from the current 

“Trumpian moment;” but it is also worth remembering another lesson we can glean from Pizzorno’s 

intellectual heritage: that cycles of contention pass through institutional mechanisms, which intervene 

in their shape and their conclusion. And as Sandro wrote in his 1978 essay; …it is high time that 

attention be paid to periodic variations in certain phenomena. Otherwise, at every new upstart of a 

wave of conflict we shall be induced to think that we are at the verge of a revolution; and when the 

downswing appears, we shall predict the end of class conflict (1978: 293). 
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