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Highlights 

 

• Imagination is a central component of social movements. Looking at social movements 

through the prism of imagination allows us to study how they develop in time – why they 

emerge, how they spread, transform and dissolve. 

• Imagination entails dialogical movements across temporalities; social movements are 

incentivised and guided by remembering the past and imagining the future. 

• Representations of the collective Us and different Others are constructed and sustained 

through the imagination; diverse imaginings of collective identities can be mobilised to 

change existing social structures. 

• The products of imagining can be objectified in artefacts, which enable the dissemination of 

transformative visions. 

 

 

Abstract 

 
Whether explicitly mentioned or not, imagination plays a key role in social movements. People’s 

dissatisfaction with what is, their imagining of how things once were better, or of how things may 

become, often supports social movements. Social movements can, in turn, bring about new imagination 

for people. After defining the notion of imagination and social movements, drawing on recent research, 

we review the literature along three main axes: the role of temporality in the relation between social 

movements and imagination; the relation between collective identities, social movement and 

imagination; and the resources that support imagination and social movements. We conclude by 

highlighting further dimensions to analyse the dynamics of imagination, which may open new ways to 

analyse the trajectories of social movements.    
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1. Introduction 

 
Whether explicitly mentioned or not, imagination play a key role in social movements. People’s 

dissatisfaction with what is, their imagining of how things once were better, or of how things may 

become, often supports social movements. Social movements can, in turn, bring about new imagination 

for people. Thus, social movements are usually accompanied by the imagination of a collective, and 

what they may achieve [1].  
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Social movements can be roughly defined as “a collective, organised, sustained, and non-institutional 

challenge to authorities, powerholders, or cultural beliefs and practices” [2]. They can operate on 

different scales, from local (e.g., community gardening initiatives) to national (e.g. the Yellow vests; 

[3]) and transnational (e.g. Extinction Rebellion; [4]); they use different tactics (demonstrations, strikes, 

pickets, rallies, petitions, crowdfunding campaigns, manifestos, policy proposals, artivism, social media, 

etc.; [2,5,6]); and operate with different levels of centralisation, from diffuse [7] to centralised [8,9]. 

 

Imagination is understood as the process by which people temporarily disengage from the here-and-now 

to explore the past, alternative worlds or the future [10,11]. It is a looping dynamic that is nourished and 

constrained by culture and various resources people draw from it [11–13].   

 

Theories of social movements confer different statuses to the imagination, and imagination is rarely 

reflected upon explicitly in relation to social movements. We review the literature along three main axes: 

the role of temporality in the relation between social movements and imagination; the relation between 

collective identities, social movement and imagination; and the resources that support imagination and 

social movements. We invite future researchers to closely examine the dynamics by which imagination 

participates to the trajectories of social movements.    

  

2.1  Social movements and imagination, in relation to pasts and futures  

Imagination is a process that enables distanciation from present circumstances to explore the past, the 

future and alternative possibilities [11,14,15]. As such, imagination allows people and collectives to 

escape the immutable arrow of time, to rally around goals created in processes of imagining what-was 

and what-should-be or should-not-be [7,16].  

 

Changes in the present circumstances – as the burst of the subprime bubble in 2007-2008 leading people 

to default on their mortgages – can act as a trigger for apocalyptic imagination of the future [17]. 

However, even when social movements are triggered or catalysed by specific present events [18,19], 

they do not emerge ex nihilo; they have a past, a present, and a future [20]. 

 

Placing imagination at the heart of social movements does away with sequential and fatalistic models 

of historical time in favour of more processual notions. Not only does the past frame people’s 

imagination of the future, be it utopian or dystopian, as when national nostalgia gives rise to alt-right 

movements [21,22]; the past itself is read through the present and future, as when cooperatives become 

a way of moving towards an utopian future that invites a new reading of the past in post-revolution 

Egypt [23]. The concept of ‘prolepsis’ designates the process by which imagined futures can reshape 

the historical past [24–26]. In effect, collective remembering, central to many social movements, is an 

act of reconstruction, oriented toward imagined futures [27–29]. Thus, in analysing French 

Parliamentary debates, de Saint-Laurent [20,30] demonstrates that imagined collective futures ground 

political action and originate from selected narratives of the past. In the context of austerity protests in 

Ireland, Power [31,32] shows how past experiences of privatization and violence are used to construct 

a dystopian neo-liberal future to be averted. The Infinity Theory of Social Movements [33] aims to 

capture the continuous looping between remembering and imagining that informs feelings of unfairness 

and relative deprivation in the present, which can spur social movements and civic unrest.  

 

Social movements expand, develop, and concretise, while others fragment, fade, and peter out [34,35]; 

they imply dialogical movement across temporalities [9].  

 

2.2  Social movements, imagination, and Us and the Other  
 

Imagination is central in the formation and operation of social movements because it enables people to 

sustain an image of the collective Us [16,36,37] and to construct representations of different Others 

[38,39].  

 

Social and collective identities are constructed trough the imagination of what unites people in the same 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.02.009


Published as : Hawlina, H., Pedersen, O. C., & Zittoun, T. (2020). Imagination and social movements. Current Opinion 
in Psychology, 35, 31–35. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.02.009 

 

 

social movement. This imagination can emerge at the scale of a nation, as an “imagined community” 

[40], especially when encountering an Other imagined as harming the common project, as when Serbia 

experienced joining the EU as a future threatening their national identity [41]; or when the difficulty of 

imagining shared futures constrains the possible recognition of the other – as in case of long-standing 

conflict (e.g., Israel-Palestine [42]; Greek and Turkish Cypriots [22,43]). At times, despite a history of 

conflict, citizens can bond together in times of crisis, such as in the case of the Irish recession [44], 

where people felt united through narratives of shared guilt and suffering.  

 

Beyond the nation, in both transnational and intranational conflicts, people engage in “political 

imagination” [36,39] to construct an image of “Us” and “the Other(s)” that can be mobilised to achieve 

political aims. It may be a group of people that emerges as a “we” from some shared imagination leading 

to a social movement, as in the case of the food activism [45]. The Other can also be conceived as a 

socioeconomic system that is endangering Us, such as in the case of communism in Romania [46], where 

the construction of the national identity and future depends on distancing from a system that is envisaged 

as a repressive “enemy of the human race” (p. 161). In former Czechoslovakia, a disconnection between 

the rigid demands of communism and people’s personal imaginings catalysed the social movement 

leading to the Velvet Revolution [47]. More recently, protests against neoliberalism in Ireland have been 

shown to follow the construction of an Us against a systemic Other that is eroding the nation and dividing 

the citizens between those who benefit from it and the rest [31,32]. 

 

Together, these studies show how collective life is symbolically experienced through imagination, and 

how diverse imaginings of Us, Others and the collective futures can be mobilised to change the existing 

social structures.  

 

2.3  Social movements, imagination, and artefacts  

 

Cultural artefacts present a very potent tool through which imagination can be communicated, shared, 

and channelled [11]; they can also be used to control people’s imagination and social action, as in 

propaganda [48]. 

 

Individuals’ or collective imaginings can be objectified in cultural artefacts such as art, novels, films, 

video games, virtual realities, etc., and thus become a part of the material world, which in turn can 

nourish new imaginings [7,12,49]. This enables dissemination of more or less uniform visions, through 

which people can share imaginative experiences that mobilise collective action [50]; or when accessing 

the same media around the word, develop a “geographical imagination” triggering massive human 

mobility [51,52].  

 

Utopian and dystopian fiction has been notoriously influential in inspiring social movements throughout 

history [7,16]. While science fiction has an established role in inspiring technological innovations [53], 

climate fiction recently emerged as a prominent genre that hopes to galvanise readers to take action 

through utopian visions of a greener future or dystopias portraying a climate apocalypse [54–57].  

 

Given the role of artefacts in how we imagine the world, controlling the access to cultural artefacts can 

systematically channel the imagination in a desired direction; the manipulation of images (propagation 

of regime-approved art and censorship of subversive works) in Nazism and Stalinism was used to 

reinforce oppressive ideological systems [58], while protesters in Cairo used street art to resist an unjust 

regime during the Arab Spring [59]. Fictional works can eventually bring people to more awareness of 

such dynamics – Orwell’s novel 1984 can thus act as a resource for history education by showing how 

censorship limits the imagination of the future [60]. 

 

Hence, cultural artefacts play a key role in the circulation of imagination produced by, and supporting 

social movements. 
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3. Conclusion: Trajectories of social movements through the dynamics of 
imagination  

 

Collective imagination and social movements can thus best be understood as underpinned by dialogical 

dynamics between past and futures, self and other, concrete and shared crystallisation of imagination 

through artefact and more personal imagining [9]. On this basis we propose to push the analysis further.  

 

First, imagination may participate in social movements in more centralised or distributed ways. 

Spontaneous social movements, in which people unite around a shared sense of injustice, as in the cases 

of the Yellow vests or Occupy movements, often consist of a fragmented or multi-voiced imagination 

in contrast to social movements supported by a collectively shared and sometimes centrally-regulated 

imagination of the future, as in the Soviet revolution [61]. Even when a social movement has a clear 

central goal, such as Scottish independence, groups and individuals can have vastly different imaginings 

of what the post-independence future should be [62]. Second, imagination can fuel social movements in 

different ways: it can offer a clearly defined and concrete goal (e.g. decrease meat consumption) or a 

more abstract and less directly actionable one (e.g. fighting for a fairer world). Third, the imagination 

galvanising or produced in social movements can have a positive valence – such as when a better future 

is aimed at – or a negative valence – as when the social movement is mainly driven by a rejection of a 

current state of affairs or a fear of a dystopian future (as in the Arab spring or the Irish protests) [37].  

 

The trajectories of social movements develop in tandem with the imagination; they are formed through 

the imagination of Us fighting against an unjust Other, united in dissatisfaction with the present that is 

guided by the past and open to alternative futures, and the imaginings are nourished and disseminated 

through cultural artefacts. Taking all of these dimensions into account invites us to examine unfolding 

trajectories of social movements. For instance, the Yellow vests movement in France was triggered by 

the introduction of a tax on petrol in 2019, a concrete initiative with negative imagined consequences; 

people gathered, united by a multitude of dissatisfactions and demands to battle growing inequalities, 

with very little centralisation. The artefact of a yellow vest came to represent the movement, chosen 

because it is highly visible, associated with working-class industries, and widely understood as a distress 

signal [63]. In time, the government organised public discussions to clarify dispersed and abstract 

imaginations and turn them into concrete goals. However, with socio-political constrains on the 

imagination of alternatives (along with strong repression), the movement lost some of its momentum. 

Despite a lack of tangible results, the yellow vest became a powerful symbol of resistance that is used 

around the world [64] and was rapidly re-mobilised to protest Macron’s pension reforms in January 

2020 [65].  

 

In this review, we aimed to demonstrate that analysing social movements through the prism of 

imagination allows us to understand their progression, from their emergence, through transformations, 

to eventual triumph or dissolution; we thus invite researchers to continue investigating the dynamics of 

imagination in driving social change. 
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