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AbstrAct
This article systematizes a research perspective that as-
sesses how different types of social movement outcomes 
mutually influence one another over time. This should of-
fer a different perspective on the consequences of social 
movements by shifting the focus from single outcomes 
to processes of social change that are generated by the 
interaction between different types of effects. The variety 
of ways in which movement outcomes potentially influ-
ence each other in the short-term, or over an extended 
period of time, will be broken down into six hypothetical 
processes. Empirically, through a process-tracing ap-
proach, in this article I investigate how the British state’s 
responses at policy level toward the disruptive mobiliza-
tion of the Catholic community in Northern Ireland and to 
the armed campaign of the PIRA have shaped the post-
movement lives of PIRA volunteers. 
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resumen
Este artículo sistematiza una perspectiva de investiga-
ción que evalúa cómo los diferentes tipos de resultados 
de los movimientos sociales se influyen mutuamente en 
el tiempo. Esto debería ofrecer una perspectiva diferen-
te sobre las consecuencias de los movimientos socia-
les, cambiando el foco de atención desde los resultados 
individuales a procesos de cambio social generados a 
partir de la interacción entre diferentes tipos de efec-
tos. La variedad de formas en las que los resultados 
de los movimientos se influyen potencialmente entre 
sí en el corto plazo, o durante un período prolongado 
de tiempo, se dividen en seis procesos hipotéticos. 
Empíricamente, a través de un enfoque centrado en los 
procesos, este artículo investiga cómo las respuestas 
políticas ofrecidas del Estado británico a la movilización 
disruptiva de la comunidad católica de Irlanda del Norte 
y la lucha armada del PIRA han dado forma a la vida 
post-movimiento de los voluntarios del PIRA.
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sociAl movements And interrelAted effects: 
the Process of sociAl chAnge in the 
biogrAPhicAl outcomes of ProvisionAl irA 
volunteers

Would Barack Obama be sitting in the White 
House today if Rosa Parks had not refused to give up 
her seat to a white passenger on a city bus in Mont-
gomery more than fifty years ago? While protesting is 
not only a matter of getting the “seats”—even if some 
activists seem to think so—without doubt it has its 
consequences.1 It is difficult to consider the election 
of the first African-American president of the United 
States without thinking of the interrelated political, 
cultural and biographical impacts of the mobilizations 
of the 1960s, and in particular the civil rights move-
ment and the aggregate-level changes it has led to 
in the last half century. As Frances Fox Piven has re-
cently written (2009), a constellation of very different 
factors were at play in Obama’s victory (the failures 
of the Bush administration, the war on terrorism and 
especially the situation in Iraq, the economic crisis, 
and so forth), “[b]ut even all that would not have been 
enough to elect an African American as President of 
the United States if not for the accomplishments of 
the movements of the 1960s” (74). Piven then sub-
stantiates her argument by stressing how black and 
youth voters were determinant in Obama’s election. 
She relates this directly to “the passage of the Vot-
ing Rights Act [1965]… …[which] answered black 
demands for the right to vote and for representation 
as well”; and “the 26th amendment to the constitution 
[which in 1971] gave the 18 – to 20-years-olds who 
were at heart of [the 1960s mobilization] the right to 
vote” (75). What is most interesting for this article is 
a later passage from Frances Fox Piven, which pro-
vides an apt starting point for discussing how differ-
ent movement outcomes can affect each other in the 
short and long term. 

There is another way in which I think the Sixties 
movements played a role in the historic 2008 elec-
tion. The Sixties movements were the spurs for the 
transformation of American culture, including chang-
es in ideas and norms about sex, gender and the 
family, for example. … … In the end, the Obama vic-
tory also showed that the so-called backlash to the 
Sixties movements was not all that was going on. 
In 2008 we learned that generations of people who 
had grown up in the cultural milieu generated by the 
Sixties movements, perhaps especially the popular 
culture of rappers and hip hop and African American 
sports heroes, had become if not immune at least 
more or less indifferent to racist appeals. (75-76)

Social movement outcomes, whether political, 
cultural or biographical, have been, thus far, com-
partmentalized into specific sub-fields within the 
literature on social movements and contentious 
politics.2 As Marco Giugni has suggested, “very lit-
tle research has been done to show how a certain 
type of impact can help to bring about another type” 

(2004a: 31). By proceeding in this way, academic 
works have left the multiple levels of social change 
unconnected although they are in reality interrelat-
ed, influencing each other mutually and iteratively 
through long-term processes of social change. By 
contrast, social movement activists fully understand 
the relationship between different sorts of outcomes 
and move accordingly when choosing strategies and 
goals (Bernstein 2003). 

Social movement impacts are not narrow paths 
leading from movement goals to success or fail-
ure (Bosi, Giugni and Uba 2016). Thus, we need 
to broaden our view of the interrelated effects of 
social movement outcomes, beyond their black-
and-white borders, to embrace a far wider range of 
possibilities through which collective action affects 
social change, and we also need to look beyond 
short-term consequences to long-term changes 
(Sztompka 1995). A political, cultural or biographi-
cal impact may have a bearing on another type of 
impact, and an early consequence of such impact 
can give a significant boost to future broader social 
changes. Sometimes, however, the interrelated ef-
fects of social movement outcomes may be indirect, 
and delayed, even occurring well past the end of the 
cycle of contention that initially sparked the protest. 
Social movements that do not appear to be achiev-
ing their explicitly stated goals at policy level in the 
short term can, for example, achieve cultural effects 
or biographical impacts that may be fundamental 
to subsequent political changes, although these ef-
fects might not be visible for years. A clear exam-
ple of this is the election of President Obama that 
was mentioned above. Here, the cultural changes 
prompted by the Sixties movement, and the civil 
rights movement in particular, had a long-term ef-
fect at a political level and contributed to the election 
of the first African-American president of the United 
States in the new millennium. On the other hand, 
immediate achievements may well disappear, be-
come irrelevant in view of long-term developments, 
or ultimately even reverse and produce a backlash. 
Mobilizations not only lead to positive effects, but 
they can clearly do worse than failing to achieve 
their initial goals.

Drawing on the existing contentious literature 
on politics, which has not explicitly recognized 
the agenda of interrelated effects, the first sec-
tion identifies six hypothetical processes of social 
change through which social movement outcomes 
may mutually affect each other: political→cultural, 
political→biographical, cultural→political, 
cultural→biographical, biographical →political, 
and biographical→cultural. Empirically, through 
a process-tracing approach focusing on the 
political→biographical process of social change, I 
will investigate how the British State’s responses 
(policy outcomes) toward the disruptive mobiliza-
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tion of the Catholic community in Northern Ireland 
and to the armed campaign of the Provisional Irish 
Republican Army (henceforth, PIRA) have reshaped 
the context in which Republican politics were con-
ducted, through voluntary and community activism 
for community regeneration, thus influencing the 
post-movement life of PIRA volunteers (biographical 
outcome). This empirical part draws on secondary 
sources and semi-structured interviews of former 
rank-and-file members of the PIRA. Between 2007 
and 2008, I conducted 25 open-ended semi-struc-
tured interviews with rank-and-file members of the 
PIRA who were, at the time of my fieldwork, associ-
ated with Coiste na n-Iarchimí. This is an umbrella 
organization working for the social, economic and 
emotional wellbeing of current and former Repub-
lican prisoners and their families. A full description 
of the empirical material is available in Bosi (2012, 
Forthcoming). The final section of the article dis-
cusses the significance, implications and possible 
limitations of the interrelated effects agenda, identi-
fying new opportunities for empirical investigations 
to guide future research.

the interrelAted effects: A Process-
trAcing reseArch strAtegy

In writings on the outcomes of social movement 
activities, whether short-term or long-term, there 
have been references to the modifications at po-
litical, cultural and biographical levels and whether 
these are intended or unintended goals for the so-
cial movement (Giugni and Bosi 2012; Bosi and Uba 
2009). Political outcomes relate to those effects of 

movement activities that alter a movement’s politi-
cal environment in some way (Amenta et al. 2010). 
Cultural outcomes refer to changes in the attitudes, 
social norms and behaviors of the operating political 
actors (Earl 2004). Biographical outcomes refer to 
the impact of mobilization on the lives of participants 
in social movements (Giugni 2004b), as well as to 
the impacts on the life patterns of those targeted by 
social movements.3 Since these three types are not 
independent, despite the majority of the literature 
mistakenly treating them as such, I now turn to a 
discussion of six hypothetical processes via which 
a certain type of impact may help to bring about 
another type of impact (Figure 1). These hypotheti-
cal processes are by no means exhaustive, nor are 
they intended to demarcate inevitable sequences. 
Rather, they are components of the social change 
process that may occur following social movement 
protest. In certain cases, some processes may be 
missing, occur to different degrees, be mixed in var-
ied combinations with other processes, or reverse 
and produce backlashes. In trying to transcend the 
single-outcome approach and embrace a broader 
perspective that provides insights into the role of 
contention for social change, we accept that an im-
pact on one particular level can become a source of 
change at another. 

Political→cultural

Policy outcomes prompted by social movements 
may act as, in the long term, sources for cultural 
change and result in substantial consequences for 
social behavior. Policy reforms play a critical role 

Figure 1
Hypothetical processes
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in changing values, opinions and beliefs and in de-
fining individuals’ behavior and identity in society. 
As Ronchon states in his important work on social 
movements and culture, policy change “speed[s] the 
dissemination of new values through the society by 
articulating norms of behavior and by sanctioning 
deviance” (1998: 31). In the long term, new policies 
become sources for attitudinal and behavioral change 
among challengers, their constituencies and the 
wider society. This is clearly the case for movements 
that address social welfare issues (Annetts 2009 et 
al.). Successes at the political level may favor identity 
recognition or the creation of new identities (Polletta 
and Jasper 2001; Amenta et al. 2010). This happens 
for example in recognition struggles, which, in fight-
ing past discrimination and systematic exclusion from 
political and/or economic participation, are usually ca-
pable of strengthening the identity of the broader con-
stituency. This was the case for the black civil rights 
movement in the USA (Polletta 1994; Ronchon 1998), 
and it can be easily observed if we look at ethnic mo-
bilizations (Nagel 1995). Another illustrative example 
is that of the lesbian and gay movements that, having 
achieved political rights in many Western countries, 
have seen the negative perceptions of their identities 
changing perceptively (Bernstein 2005). 

Political→biographical

In stimulating policy changes, social movements 
may have in the long term an impact on the lives of 
individuals. The expansion of structural access to re-
sources such as education, voting, employment and 
medical care are fundamental to biographical changes 
(Annetts 2009 et al.). The labor movements in many 
countries have been able to achieve welfare reforms 
which have provided new resources and incentives 
to individuals (Amenta 2009). This is clearly a topical 
example, since it is well documented how far welfare 
reforms influence crucial life choices in the long term. 
For example, “[p]olicy shapes the identity of individu-
als and their conception of themselves as citizens 
who have obligations to participate and who deserve 
the protection of the state” (Ingram 2005: 207). Su-
zanne Mettler (2004), in her study of USA World War 
II veterans’ actions, has demonstrated how the GI Bill 
of Rights affected their civic capacity and political in-
volvement, raising the levels of education and skills 
of a whole generation of young men. For Mettler, the 
GI Bill had a long-term positive effect on political par-
ticipation. The disability movement, with its results in 
terms of new legislations, has impacted on the eve-
ryday lives of disabled people, both in material and 
symbolic terms. They are no more “disabled” people, 
but rather rights-holders with a distinctive collective 
identity and dignity (Johnson 1999). Nancy Whittier 
(2016) has shown how the USA LGBT movement has 
brought about changes in the life-course of the LGBT 
broad community by promoting change in policies.

Cultural→political

In the long-term, cultural changes instigated by 
social movements can be translated into new public 
policies. Social movements have the ability to raise 
the salience and public profile of a particular set of is-
sues by introducing changes in cultural values, opin-
ions about and beliefs in social and political public 
discourses (Rochon and Mazmanian 1992; Rochon 
1998; Meyer 1999, 2005; Polletta and Jasper 2001). 
Therefore, movements that win victories in terms of 
political culture, even when they have suffered imme-
diate defeat on policy issues, can obtain public policy 
gains in the long term. Strong and clear changes in 
public opinion that are favorable to the movement’s 
“message” provide the opportunity to significantly 
influence the process of public policy change, albeit 
indirectly. Elected officials, when they see prospects 
of electoral success and/or support for their mission, 
will follow changes in public discourses by placing a 
movement’s “message” on the political agenda, co-
opting it for the governmental agenda and initiating a 
change in legislation (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; 
Burstein 1998, 1999; McAdam and Su 2002). For ex-
ample, Kane (2003) finds that public opinion, which 
she sees as a form of cultural opportunity, has helped 
gay and lesbian movements in decriminalizing sod-
omy in American states. Looking at the history of the 
civil rights movement in the USA, for example, Ro-
chon (1998) has underlined that racial segregation 
was first of all delegitimized at a cultural level, and 
only subsequently were rights obtained at a political 
level (57-68). The same trajectory can be noted in the 
impact of the abolitionist movement at the juncture 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the 
prohibition of the slave trade was only obtained at 
policy level after a change in public discourse and the 
views held in broader British society (d’Anjou 1996). 
David Meyer, in contrast, has underlined how the 
peace movement in the USA “won large changes in 
rhetoric and culture that subsequently translated into 
different policies” (1999: 196). 

Cultural→biographical

Social movements’ cultural consequences may 
engender biographical outcomes among former par-
ticipants of the movement in the long term. A perma-
nent feature of contentious collective action is the 
creation of broader counter-cultural networks, which 
set the stage for the formation of new communities 
with distinct cultures (Melucci 1989). A new commu-
nity consciousness, group boundaries and opposi-
tion to an external enemy are constructed and estab-
lished during contentious periods, changing personal 
biographies even after the movement ends (Polletta 
and Jasper 2001). Social movements which culturally 
influence the creation of new subcultures can then 
have a direct bearing on the individuals who are part 
of those communities (Earl 2004). Subcultures con-
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tinue to shape individuals’ behavior in the long term: 
“they carry them into other social movements, influ-
encing the later challenges” (Whittier 2004: 537). By 
adopting particular alternative lifestyles, former ac-
tivists commit themselves to the cause of the social 
movement in the long term, which in turn increases 
individuals’ availability for subsequent waves of pro-
test. Furthermore, participation in these kinds of ac-
tivities reinforces specific solidarities and identities, 
not only among former activists, but also among the 
movements’ sympathizers. Cultural outcomes which 
help to establish new communities then facilitate the 
emergence of later mobilizations around the same or 
similar issues to those raised by previous movements 
(Meyer and Whittier 1994; Passy and Giugni 2000). 
Drawing on the European scene, Mario Diani (1997), 
for example, has described how social movement ac-
tivists and sympathizers are able to affect new cultur-
al norms and codes through the emergence of new 
networks following the mobilization phase (140-142). 
The integration of former activists within social circles 
such as the mass media, corporate cultural opera-
tors and the intelligentsia can foster the circulation 
of movement ideas, cultural practices and alternative 
lifestyles in which life-long commitment to the causes 
of the movement are maintained. 

Biographical→political

A strong and long-term commitment by activists to 
a movement’s cause may facilitate successive policy 
outcomes, and even changes in the institutions, when 
activists occupy state positions. Being close to and 
familiar with the policy-making process means that 
participants, or former participants, in the movement 
are, from a strategic point-of-view, best located to play 
a part in the interest-mediation arrangements that oc-
cur in conventional politics (Rochon and Mazmanian 
1992). For example, when participants in the women’s 
movement have entered mainstream political institu-
tions they have been “able to structure programs that 
addressed women’s interests, funding rape prevention 
training or child assault prevention training, special 
programming for elderly women within local Councils 
on Aging, or training in nontraditional careers as part of 
work training offered to women on public assistance” 
(Whittier 2004: 546-547; Banaszak 2010). Former ac-
tivists who remain committed to the movement’s cause 
can then be instrumental in relating the latter’s goals to 
public agendas and policies, once they have access to 
policy making or become established in professional 
communities (Skrentny 2006; Kim et al. 2013). The 
processes of co-optation and the institutionalization of 
former committed activists do not, however, guarantee 
a-priori the full success of a social movement struggle, 
as favorable external circumstances also matter (Bosi 
2016). An interesting example is that of the women’s 
movement legacy in the US. Lee Ann Banaszak, in her 
work on the second wave of mobilization of the wom-

en’s movement in the 1960s, implicitly, among other 
multiple contributions, comes to our aid in describing 
how women’s movement activists inside the state bu-
reaucratic structures, in the period from the Kennedy 
to the Clinton administrations, were capable of “cre-
ating concrete policy changes that altered the social 
landscape in the United States” (2010: 4). Women’s 
commitment to the feminist cause within the state 
“helped to write legislation, provided the rationale that 
convinced outsiders to support feminist legislation, 
provided information and resources to outsider wom-
en’s movement organizations that helped them organ-
ize and mobilize in support of policy, and conducted 
lawsuits (in many cases against the government) to 
assure that existing policies were followed.” (159). 

Biographical→cultural

In the long term, the biographical impact of social 
movement activism may engender broad processes 
of change relevant to the earlier socio-cultural goals 
of the movement. Activists’ cultural values and opin-
ions are forged and mediated by their participation 
in social movements. Previous involvement in social 
movements may orient participants’ political activi-
ties and affect their socio-cultural lifestyles, reshap-
ing “the normative contours of the life-course” (Mc-
Adam 1999: 138) into broader processes of change. 
Alternative lifestyle patterns, stripped of their original 
political or counter-cultural content, are diffused and 
adapted through socialization processes across new 
cohorts as new life-course norms in the long term 
(McAdam 1999; Goldstone and McAdam 2001; Gi-
ugni 2004b). The biographical impact is an important 
means through which cultural transformations may 
be fostered in society at large. As Rochon writes, 
“the microfoundations of movement mobilization 
thus create new patterns of social thought and ac-
tion, contributing to the breadth and pace of change 
in cultural values… … The ripple effects of move-
ment activism also have an impact on family, friends, 
and fellow members of a group” (1998: 162). Thus, 
the biographical consequences affect not only those 
who were active participants in a cycle of protest, but 
also “many casual participants” (Polletta and Jasper 
2001: 296). As McAdam and his colleagues have ex-
pounded in various different publications (McAdam 
1999; Van Dyke, McAdam and Wilhem 2000; Gold-
stone and McAdam 2001), the Sixties movements 
engendered a broad cultural change in the USA: 

“first, activists in the political and countercultural 
movements of the period rejected normal life-course 
trajectories in favor of newer alternatives (e.g. cohab-
itation, childlessness, and an episodic work track); 
second, these alternatives to traditional patterns be-
came embedded in a number of geographic and sub-
cultural locations (most notably college campuses 
and self-consciously countercultural neighborhoods) 
that were the principal centers of the “1960s experi-
ence” and of New Left activism, thus leading upper-
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socio-political crisis in the region opened up a space: 
first, for extreme communal violence during the sum-
mer of 1969, when many nationalists were burned 
out of their houses; second, for the British deploy-
ment of the army into the streets of Northern Ireland 
to restore law and order; third, for the emergence of 
the PIRA at the end of 1969, as an answer to Loy-
alist mobs and to the deterioration in relations be-
tween the British Army and the Catholic residents in 
the working-class neighborhoods (Bosi 2011). From 
1971 the PIRA military campaign, aiming for British 
withdrawal from Northern Ireland and its unification 
with the Irish Republic, incorporated strategies such 
as bombings and armed attacks on security forces 
(from Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland), 
soldiers, commercial premises, militants from com-
peting Republican armed groups, Loyalist paramili-
taries, and civilians. The PIRA was the most violent 
actor in the Northern Ireland conflict (1969-1998), 
which also involved other Republican armed groups, 
Loyalist paramilitary groups, the Northern Ireland lo-
cal police forces and the British Army. 

The disruptiveness of the social protest at the first 
stage, and of the PIRA armed campaign afterwards, 
forced Westminster to intervene on ever-increasing 
occasions in Northern Ireland (disruptive mechanism) 
(Bosi 2016). Where initially it had put pressure on the 
Unionist establishment to concede a set of policy 
reforms to answer the Catholic mobilization, since 
it feared that the civil rights issue would damage its 
international legitimacy as the world’s first liberal de-
mocracy, with the explosion of communal violence 
and the emergence of the PIRA armed campaign, it 
took progressively more and more direct initiative in 
the region, so as to re-establish its hegemonic con-
trol in there (Bosi 2016). In the aftermath of Bloody 
Sunday, when British soldiers killed 14 and wounded 
many Catholics at a demonstration in Derry, West-
minster suspended the Stormont regime and intro-
duced direct rule from London. The British state then 
complemented, with unequal discontinuous balance, 
counter-insurgency measures (Neumann 2003) with 
urban, social and economic development policy ini-
tiatives that were aimed at placating the mobilization 
of the Catholic community, at undermining support 
for the PIRA armed campaign in Catholic working 
class areas, and sought to stimulate Catholic partici-
pation in regional institutions. Its assumption was that 
once “British standards” were implemented in North-
ern Ireland by promoting public policies (Darby and 
Williamson 1978; Breen 2000; Osborne 2003), this 
would break the marginalization of the Catholic com-
munity and consequently they would be able to tackle 
the structural grievances that were seen as underpin-
ning the violent conflict (Bean 2007; Whiting 2013). 

Deprived Catholic working-class areas became, 
even during the neo-liberal years of Thatcher’s gov-
ernment, of central interest for the British state, which 

middle-class suburbs to embody the new alternatives 
through socialization processes; third, these alterna-
tive life-course patterns spread to increasingly het-
erogeneous strata of young Americans through pro-
cesses of diffusion and adaptation, and were largely 
stripped of their original political or countercultural 
content to be experienced simply as new life-course 
norms” (Giugni 2008: 1591).

Shifting from a search for those spurious correla-
tions which favor social movement outcomes (strategic 
tactics, the structure of political opportunities, organi-
zational features, resource availability, public opinion), 
in this article I embrace the process-tracing mid-level 
approach, located between description and universal 
social laws (Stinchcombe 1995; Mahoney 2000, 2003; 
Hall 2003; George and Bennett 2005). Causal explana-
tions are not abandoned, but rather foreseen through 
the identification of “steps in a causal process leading 
to the outcome of a given dependent variable of a par-
ticular case in a particular historical context” (George 
and Bennett 2005: 176).4 In this article, I embrace this 
research strategy and focus on some of the causal 
mechanisms, the combination of which has led in 
Northern Ireland to a process of social change experi-
enced at the micro-level of Provisional IRA (henceforth 
PIRA) volunteers.5 In doing this I link the hypothesized 
cause, the British state responses at the policy level 
(policy outcome) toward the disruptive mobilization of 
the Catholic community in Northern Ireland and to the 
armed campaign of the PIRA, during the 1970s and 
1980s, to my outcome of interest, the post-movement 
lives of PIRA volunteers (biographical outcome) (Bosi 
Forthcoming). The concatenation of three mechanisms: 
disruptive (the rise of costs imposed by one actor on 
another) (Pive and Cloward 1977); output responsive-
ness (the implementation of new legislation that has 
been adopted in response to social movements’ mo-
bilization) (Shumaker 1975); and cooptation (“incorpo-
ration of a previously excluded political actor in some 
center of power” (Tilly and Tarrow 2007: 215)) produced 
the political→biographical process of social change 
that this article aims to explain. A major advantage of 
using this approach is that it takes the contingent and 
endogenous aspects of social movements’ interrelated 
effects into account while simultaneously allowing for 
the tracing of their trajectories over time. In doing so, it 
does not answer the question of why social change oc-
curs but rather concentrates on how it does this.

the Process of sociAl chAnge in the 
biogrAPhicAl outcomes of PirA volunteers

At the end of the 1960s, political contention 
emerged in Northern Ireland over the demands of 
the civil rights movement (henceforth, CRM) to end 
the social and political exclusion of the Catholic com-
munity in the region (Purdie 1990). The Unionist 
establishment and the Loyalist counter-movement 
resisted such demands with harsh state repression 
and open, violent confrontation (DeFazio 2013). This 

http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/ris.2016.74.4.047


SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND INTERRELATED EFFECTS: THE PROCESS OF SOCIAL CHANGE IN THE POST-MOVEMENT LIVES OF... . 7

RIS  [online] 2016, 74 (4), e047. REVISTA INTERNACIONAL DE SOCIOLOGÍA. ISSN-L: 0034-9712 
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/ris.2016.74.4.047

started to implement Keynesian policies, from hous-
ing and planning to education and employment (out-
put responsiveness mechanism). Catholic civil society 
in general, and the voluntary and community organi-
zations more specifically, became increasingly sub-
sidized, in terms of funding and resources. Through 
this combination of counter-insurgency measures 
with public policies the British state reshaped the con-
text in which Republican politics were conducted in 
the following years and decades (Bosi forthcoming). 

Confronted by heavy repression, the PIRA by the 
mid-1970s had reoriented itself at military level to a 
cell structure and at social and political level to some 
degree toward community development, with a view 
to maintaining a significant presence in the Catholic 
working-class areas (Darby 1986; Kevlihan 2013). 
However, in the early 1980s these “community or-
ganizations and political structures that had started 
out as agencies of revolutionary mobilization became 
[with the British socio-economy development poli-
cies] gatekeepers between the state and the nation-
alist community, as well as acting transmission belts 
for the Provisional movement” (Bean 2007: 6). This 
was an unintended outcome of the social and eco-
nomic changes produced by British policies, but on 
the other hand this outcome suited the British inter-
est in using the Provisionals as partners in the peace 
process and interlocutors who could assure the future 
stability of the new negotiated settlement (cooptation 
mechanism). Thus, when the British state progres-
sively regained its power in the Catholic community 
in the ghetto areas, such power had to be shared with 
the PIRA, given its brokerage capacity between na-
tionalist working-class areas and the British state. 

Although far from publicly disregarding their former 
strategies, by the mid-1980s both the leadership of the 
PIRA and the British establishment came to realize that 
a military solution was not the winning option for either 
side (Bosi 2013). The majority of PIRA volunteers6 had 
been integrated into the institutional political process 
through a peace process that resulted in a new negoti-
ated settlement in which the PIRA decided to take part 
together with the other political forces present in the 
Northern Ireland conflict (the British and Irish states and 
Northern Irish political parties). On August 31, 1994, 
the Provisional IRA announced a complete cessation 
of military activity allowing Sinn Féin, its political arm, 
to sit at the “peace talks in the following years, which 
eventually led to the Good Friday Agreement of April 
12, 1998. As part of the Good Friday Agreement, rein-
tegration programs for political prisoners were estab-
lished, including training for former political prisoners, 
advocacy work, restorative justice projects, self-help 
initiatives, and youth and community work. PIRA vol-
unteers refused to adopt the government agencies and 
other government-sponsored organizations and chose 
to use the welfare groups established by the PIRA in 
many areas throughout Northern Ireland (Shirlow and 

McEvoy 2008; Dweyer and Maruna 2011), which were, 
however, subsidized by the British state. 

The post-armed activists, whom I have met during 
my fieldwork, all say that in the last ten years or more 
they have experienced high rates of participation in 
day-to-day issues of distributional politics at local level 
(such as: interface work, youth work, reintegration to 
society efforts following incarceration; conflict transfor-
mation initiatives, community based anti-poverty and 
anti-racism work, truth recovery, developing sporting 
activities, participating in alternative Irish schools, not-
for-profit employment, encouraging and managing 
funding proposals). Their involvement in the Repub-
lican movement, first as armed activists and then as 
political prisoners, has transformed most of the lives of 
my interviewees. One of them said: “I see my current 
occupation as a community worker with young people 
in my community as a continuation of my involvement 
in the Republican struggle” (Interview no. 15). By work-
ing within neighborhood community centers, which 
accommodate the social needs of local residents in 
areas with Catholic communities, they show that the 
political consciousness gained over more than thirty 
years of struggle within the Republican movement 
continues to motivate their full-time activism in the 
post-Agreement era. They exhibit a sense of obligation 
that in their words was similar to what brought them 
into the armed group at the beginning (Bosi 2012; Bosi 
and O’Dochartaigh 2016). As Interviewee no. 19 said:

“There is no question that the involvement in the Re-
publican movement had an impact on me personally. 
I would not have been the person I am not being part 
of the movement. I would not have done what I am 
doing nowadays, [working in conflict transformation 
activities]” 

Although they were involved in the armed struggle, 
my interviewees suggested that they have gained 
empowerment and agency (Bosi and O’Dochartaigh 
2016). In the post-armed conflict situation they were 
not ready to leave what they had gained and they had 
the opportunity to carry this forward. Working in the 
neighborhood community centers has been viewed 
by my interviewees as a protraction of their involve-
ment in the Republican struggle. They see their oc-
cupations nowadays as another form of participation 
while still feeling “helpful” and “determinant” for their 
own community (McEvoy and Shirlow 2009). These 
centers are seen to provide the transformative space 
to address the specific issues which impact their lo-
cal communities and the broader Catholic community. 
Interviewee 20 pointed out: “I am nowadays a com-
munity worker, not affiliated with any political party. I 
am looking for investments in my community. I fight 
against poverty in my community” (Interview no. 20). 
The post-armed activists’ involvement in community 
centers has fostered in most former armed activists 
social and political dispensation. Thus, where previ-
ously in the early stage such positions were taken 
with the awareness of the British involvement, but 
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with the willingness to use these as possible resourc-
es in their struggles, in a later phase community activ-
ism has developed as a career path that has allowed 
some of my respondents to become central figures in 
their own communities and progressively disengage 
from political violence repertoires. Those former vol-
unteers whom I have met indicate that the individual’s 
empowerment within armed conflicts can be success-
fully carried over into post-conflict situations.

conclusions 
Scholars who have investigated biographical out-

comes of social movements have noticed that, after 
their ‘career’, activists continue to espouse political 
attitudes close to those they embraced during their 
mobilization (Giugni 2004b), to show high levels of 
socio-political commitment and to pursue different 
lifestyles (jobs and structure of families) in concert 
with their beliefs. As such, the “standard interpreta-
tion” is valuable in understanding that social move-
ment activism is important in post-movement lives. 
However, it tends to pay no attention to how states 
shape the social and political contexts within which 
activists conduct their lives. Thus, while the social 
movements’ experience is likely to mold the former 
activists’ post-movement lives, it is also true that the 
socio-political context plays a key role here. At an 
empirical level, this article’s reading of the biographi-
cal outcomes of PIRA volunteers complements exist-
ing works on social movements’ activists; but it also 
adds to it by demonstrating the mechanical effects of 
social change, how the British State’s public policies 
reshaped the context in which Republican politics 
were conducted, through voluntary and community 
activism for community regeneration, and the na-
ture of the change these policies caused, rather than 
assuming that post-movement life was the conse-
quence of militant activism and the end point in itself. 

Social movement scholars have until now spent 
most of their time trying to understand how social 
change causes social movements. In this article, I 
have reversed the causal order of the relationship 
and focused on how social movements generate 
broad processes of social change. In particular, I 
have recommended that an approach which looks 
at the interrelated effects of social movement out-
comes provides a useful research strategy and offers 
a number of distinct advantages. Firstly, it identifies 
new opportunities for empirical investigations, allow-
ing scholars to ask questions they might not other-
wise ask, to identify social processes in possible ex-
planations that would not otherwise be seen, and to 
find answers that would not otherwise be found were 
an outcome studied alone or separately. Secondly, it 
shifts away from the search for those invariant causal 
features that favor movement impacts toward a more 
dynamic analysis of the processes, leading to the in-
terrelated effects of social movement outcomes by 

stating that social change is attained via various tra-
jectory processes. Thirdly, it facilitates investigations 
that move beyond short-term impacts to long-term 
outcome processes and to the continuity of the chal-
lenger’s legacy over time, thus setting the chrono-
logical dimension firmly back in social movement 
research. Fourthly, it allows us to recognize the com-
plexity and multidimensionality of social change to a 
greater extent. One further and final advantage of this 
framework is that it provides a central opportunity for 
shifting the focus from single-outcome analysis—fo-
cusing on the narrow paths leading from social move-
ment mobilization to success or failure—to broader 
processes of social change, which go beyond achiev-
ing goals, and also considers indirect and unintended 
outcomes that flow from movement activities.

This article is by no means exhaustive, and there is 
clearly much that can and should be done to substan-
tiate this approach: e.g., using further empirical data 
to support and extend the arguments made, and pos-
sibly finding other potential trajectory processes and 
then, piece-by-piece, assembling formal hypotheses 
and rigorously testing them. In this sense, I do not sug-
gest that the trajectories I have suggested here are the 
only ones; nor do I suggest that they are always pre-
sent. The fact that we know that this is a worthy area of 
study, however, remains illustrative. What needs to be 
determined accurately is how interrelated effects are 
likely to take place. We must ask more complex ques-
tions about the extent and operation of interrelated 
effects of social movement outcomes. For example, 
under what conditions will each hypothetical trajectory 
process work? What are the limits of these hypotheti-
cal trajectory processes; that is, under what conditions 
do they fail to occur or are they reversed? Are there 
some which occur more often than others? Is the ty-
pology of a movement, right wing or left wing for ex-
ample, a determinant for certain trajectories instead of 
others? How should we methodologically study such 
trajectories? When can an observed social change still 
be said to be a result of a trajectory process initiated 
by a social movement long since ended? What further 
research needs to be carried out in relation to the in-
terrelated effects of social movement outcomes? The 
fair answer is that we do not know, and cannot know, 
until systematic empirical research is designed specifi-
cally to address these questions. At this early stage, 
this article underlines the lack of previous research on 
the interrelated effects of social movements, but does 
not purport to offer any definitive solutions. Most of the 
premises it offers are speculative and require exten-
sive empirical scrutiny to ascertain their theoretical 
validity and consistency. The potential trajectory pro-
cesses elaborated here may lead future research on 
the interrelated effects of social movements in more 
promising directions if such research is systematically 
conducted via a historical-sociological study that com-
paratively examines different movements over an ex-
tended period of time in one or more countries.
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1. Throughout this work, the terms “outcomes,” “effects,” 
“impacts” and “consequences” are used interchangeably.

2. A number of theoretical and methodological problems 
are connected with this area of study: the problems of 
goal adaptation; time reference and effect stability; un-
intended and perverse effects; and causal attribution 
(Bosi and Uba 2009; Giugni and Bosi 2011; Bosi, Gi-
ugni and Uba 2016).

3. The distinction between political, cultural and bio-
graphical levels is mainly for analytical purposes. This 
is particularly true in reference to the cultural and bio-
graphical level (Giugni and Bosi 2011).

4. The process-tracing approach entered the field of social 
movements’ studies after the ground-breaking work by 
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001; further Tilly and Tarrow 
207). Social movement scholars have already fruitfully 
applied such approaches to the study of social movement 
outcomes (Andrews 2004; Kolb 2007; Bosi 2016). 

5. By investigating the biographical outcomes of former 
armed activists, this article looks to address how po-
litical violence matters, which is an underdeveloped 
research question in the literature on political violence 
(Bosi and Giugni 2012).

6. PIRA volunteers have, by a large majority, followed the 
path of the leadership. A minority have followed four 
other paths: the path of continuing their armed struggle 
in dissident Republican groups such as the Real IRA, 
Óglaigh na hÉireann and the Continuity IRA; the path 
of joining other Republican groups, which nevertheless 
do not favor a return to armed struggle in the near fu-
ture; the path of not choosing to join political prisoners 
groups or any political organization in their post-armed 
activist lives; and the path of involvement in organized 
crime. 

Social movements sometimes take time to achieve 
their goals, and social movement scholars are no dif-
ferent. I have worked on different parts of this article 
for almost fifteen years. The idea of looking at the in-
terrelated effects of social movement outcomes has 
been a constant in my studies on how social move-
ments matter, and I have presented such ideas at dif-
ferent conferences and workshops throughout these 
years. Donatella Della Porta, Marco Giugni, David 
Meyer, Nancy Whittier, Eduardo Romanos, Chris 
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