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Abstract
This paper explores the notion of economic practice as a form of social narrative and the leadership prac-
tices within the Occupy Movement as a mechanism for its change. A representative group of Occupy Wall 
Street, Occupy Sacramento, located in Sacramento, California was the site for this study. Three questions 
were examined: (1) As it pertains to leadership, are the efforts of Occupy Sacramento bound by larger meta-
narratives? (2) Though declared a leaderless movement, is leadership present in Occupy Sacramento? (3) 
If leadership is practiced within Occupy Sacramento is it effective in changing the social narrative the move-
ment rejects? The Occupy Movement has been described as a “cycle of struggles” (Hardt & Negri, 2011) and 
although of multiple locations its focus seems singularly a rejection of aspects of Western economic narrative 
and its depictions of freedom. Of particular interest is the movement’s work to effect social change by refusing 
traditional leadership narratives in favor of what could be emergent leadership. In its leadership practices the 
Occupy Movement presents a unique opportunity for scholars and practitioners of public leadership to study 
the phenomenon of emergent leadership within the public square, the meaning of lived experience to leaders 
and members undergoing change in their personal or social narrative, and the efforts at creating effective nar-
rative change in the public consciousness.
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The Social Significance of Narrative
The social significance of narrative 

lies not in its origins or its breadth but as pri-
mary means of self-formation and identity 
for human actors. By fixing our place in time 
(Riceour, 1984), bringing coherency to our 
experiences (Bojea, & Rhodesb, 2005), and 
through the creation of meaning (Polking-
horne, 1988), the “canonical forms” of narra-
tive become culture’s stories and the plans 
we use to construct our lives (Bruner, 2004, 
p. 694). These determine what we tell of our-
selves so that the self of narration emerges 
as coherent, recognizable, and represen-
tative of the time and place we live (Eakin, 
1999; Kerby, 1991; Linde, 1993). In the pro-
cess, the stories of culture rise to become 
the master narratives or standards against 
which we position our experiences (Thorne & 
McLean, 2003) and that give meaning to our 
lives (Mishler, 2006).

Since narrative is endemic to cul-
ture and structurally necessary in order to 
communicate its norms (Bruner, 2001), it is 
normative then that culture, which supplies 
our identity and to which we conform, would 
also inculcate its principle form of transmis-
sion into that identity (Barclay, 1994; Young & 
Saver, 2001). What results is our growth “into 
the storytelling repertoire of our language and 
our culture” (Brockmeier & Harre, 2001, p. 49) 
so that narrativity becomes a “distinctive hu-
man trait” (Abbot, 2002, p. 1).

While narrative is not the only form 
of communication it tends to be the dominant 
method of mediating meaning (Bruner, 1990). 
This is likely the result of two considerations: 
the prevalence of narrative within human so-
ciality whereby human personhood is defined 
(Schechtman, 1996) and that narrative is con-
stitutive of human language (Bruner, 1990). 
As narrative is not the only form of commu-
nication neither is language the only form by 
which meaning is mediated but like narrative 
it is dominant (Bruner, 1986). Meaning, then, 
is principally mediated to and among human 
actors by their use of language (Ong, 1982) in 
narrative form (Bennett, 1990; Dautenhahn, 
2002; Herman, 2003; Ricoeur, 1984).

That meaning is mediated appears 
of greater import than the forms of its con-
veyance. At issue is communication and 
the necessity that by it human agents inter-
act (Mead, 1962; Tronick, Als, & Adamson, 
1979). Humans, it seems, are pre-disposed 
in two conditions: communication and the so-
ciality that demands it. Whereas the one re-

quires development the other appears as a 
“ready-made world” formed by those before 
us and given as sets of expectation (Berger & 
Kellner, 170, p. 52). We come to know these 
expectations as culture and through language 
gain admission to its secrets while insuring 
that what has been received is what will be 
transmitted. Genetics play the primary role 
in this transmission and assure the telling of 
the tale of our lives by insinuating into our ac-
quisition of language narrative form (Bruner, 
1994).

As narrative is constitutive of lan-
guage it is likewise formational of human so-
ciality and more specifically, human identity 
(Cobley, 2001). To be human is to narrate the 
self and the world the self inhabits in a dialec-
tic where we are both producer and product 
(McAdams, 1993; Young & Saver, 2001). This 
production is within time yet not subservient 
to it. For in narrative telling, time is reckoned 
not in the fashion of the clock where one thing 
precedes another but after the plot of narra-
tive where time is experienced through well-
told stories (Mishler, 2006). It is not necessary 
then that clock time track with narrative time. 
As what occurs in one scene of a narrative 
can be misplaced according to time but still 
have meaning within the overall plot, so too 
can the stories of our lives be misplaced yet 
made sense of through narrative’s subordi-
nating time to plot. In this way, narrative helps 
human actors achieve coherence where our 
stories both recall events and make them 
meaningful (Fivush, 1994; Freeman, 1998; 
Gergen & Gergen, 2001; Ricoeur, 1984).

At hand is the matter of construct-
ing the self, a process whereby the stories of 
autobiography as well as culture interweave 
in its formation (Bruner, 2001; Denzin, 1989; 
Freeman & Brockmeier, 2001; Johnson, 
2006; Kerby, 1991). The result is a narrative 
self: conscious, recognizable through time, 
coherent, and representative of uniqueness 
yet without removal from the cultural fabric of 
its formation (Linde, 1993; McAdams, 1996). 
It is a mediated self that, in keeping with the 
multiple stories in which we participate, be-
comes the selves of those various identi-
ties (Baynham, 2006; Williams, 2001). In 
much the same fashion as an actor to make 
meaning wears different costumes, narrative 
makes an exchangeable self. In this way we 
tell the stories of our lives (McAdams, 1996).

In this sense, narrative and its abil-
ity to create identity, inform social mores, and 
establish cultural norms can span our expe-
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riences and encapsulate them in a form of 
collective expression. As such, this mediated 
meaning is able to exert the power of hege-
mony capable of establishing social rela-
tions and conferring identity to human actors. 
(Finlayson, Lyson, Pleasant, Schafft, and 
Torres, 2005). Foucault (1971) saw in these 
coalsescing stories a form of discourse that 
bearing the standard of normativity sanction 
social practice (Valero-Silva, 2007). That is, 
the sheer mass of their amalgamation de-
mands that what is said be true. The stories of 
our economic well-being can, as the following 
narrative might indicate, be such an instance.

Economic Practice As A Form Of Social 
Narrative
It’s all about Social Security, Medicare. He 
was saying that, you know, having to live 
with elderly parents, and about food stamps, 
Medicare, Social Security. And I mean, you’ve 
got to work, too, on top of that. I just wonder 
if it’s going to be there. Like I said, I’m 56, 
and I’ve got 10 more years for Social Security. 
And I’ve worked since I was like, 14 years old. 
(Greenberg, Carville, & Seifert, 2012)

In the preceeding narrative the stock 
of stories (O’Leary, 2003) that comprise ac-
cepted understanding of foodstamps, Social 
Security, and Medicare are brought into relief 
by reference to other invisible yet prevelant 
discourses: (a) self-sustenance is to be ex-
pected within the American economy (having 
to live with elderly parents) and (b) hard work 
is rewarded (I’ve worked since I was like, 14 
years old). 

Using similar terms Le Mare (2007) 
points to the narrative of trade justice that in-
forms the morality of fair trade. In it are the 
meanings and values shared by producers 
and consumers, in effect, a discourse that 
regulates the norms of acceptable actions 
for participants that is itself “constructed and 
influenced by economic, political and social 
structures” and that provides a guide for how 
partners do business (69). When consider-
ing the “dominant economic discourse of the 
industrialized world” Finlayson et al., (2005) 
spoke of an “invisible hand [that] aggregates 
individual decisions driven by rational self-in-
terest into socially optimal outcomes” (p. 515) 
while DeMichele (2008) traced resistance to 
the capitalist economic narrative within the 
Great Strike of 1877 and the WTO Protests. 
Likewise, Beyer (2012) found similar tones of 
resistance to common economic narratives 
in the actions of Solidarity and Occupy Wall 

Street and Lawrence (2004) in considering 
the advances of collective bargaining over the 
past 40 years spoke of the “historical narra-
tive emphasizing the counterrevolution in the 
social-economic sphere” (p. 189). 

If these point to the presence of an 
economic narrative it, like all such, informs 
culture and rises to become discourse (Brock-
meier & Harre, 2001; Mankowski & Rap-
paport, 2000), that is, the “underlying con-
ventions that embody particular ideologies” 
(Ford, 1999, p. 491). These tacit and implied 
understandings serve as guides to behavior 
and conversation by positioning people to 
think and act in particular ways (Johnson, 
2006). However, economic narrative can take 
a negative turn as “individuals are positioned 
as consumers, rather than citizens, moral and 
political issues are displaced by market deci-
sions according to self-interest, and the pub-
lic good is steadily corroded” (Ray and Sayer, 
1999, p. 9). It is this perception of negativity, 
of harm within the economic narrative, that 
has informed the American laborer’s struggle 
with capital (DeMichele, 2008); a point that 
may be underscored in the responses of 
those who identify with Occupy Sacramento. 

Perception of an Economic Narrative 
Among Occupy Sacramento. 

My study of Occupy Sacramento 
was conducted via a series of one-on-one 
interviews and online utilizing a survey in-
strument that combined narrative response 
and the Likert Scale (http://willsalyards.com/
page27.php). Further observations were 
made by attending an Occupy Sacramento 
planning session and General Assembly. A 
total of ten people participated. To provide 
some sense of scale twenty-six people at-
tended the General Assembly with three not 
as regulars. This is not meant as a firm count 
of adherents within Occupy Sacramento but 
representative of participation in public lead-
ership and validation of the sample for herme-
nutic phenomenological research.

Of the Survey Instrument’s twenty-
one questions, six were formed to discover 
the perception of an economic narrative 
among those identifying with Occupy Sacra-
mento, its consequence, and adherents effec-
tiveness in countering such a narrative, if any. 
The answers to the first question, “How would 
you describe the economic practices within 
the United States,” indicate some resistance 
to the perception of the status quo of Ameri-
can capitalism and is line with the general be-
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lief within the movement (Reed, 2011).
a. Predatory, corrupted capitalism, imperial-

istic free market.
b. Economics substitutes for ethics and 

results in a general retardation of char-
acter. Leadership under such circum-
stances is narrow, self-interested and 
insane. Their order: money>people, 
people>environment. “Our” order: 
environment>people, people>money. 
Without the environment we’re dead and 
without people money means nothing.

c. They are skewed toward profits for 
shareholders over jobs and manufactur-
ing at home.  We are seeing jobs that we 
once had go to India and Mexico, while 
we are left as a “service” economy, which 
doesn’t pay much.  Somehow we have 
turned into a society that thinks it does 
not have to produce anything, that we 
can just reap the profits from our stocks.  
That may work for the older people who 
have invested for years in boom times, 
but if you’re under 50, it does not bode 
well for the future.

d. Predatory, discriminatory. Preys upon re-
sources of other countries for use here. 
Must be in a beneficial avenue of life/
economy to enjoy the benefits, i.e., tax 
breaks for rich.

The second question, “What val-
ues do you feel these practices represent,” 
elicited responses that seem to reveal the 
strength of conviction underlying those of the 
first question. 
a. The values of an inconsiderate oligarchy, 

hinged on destroying the balance of na-
ture and subjugating the populace of the 
world for its own egocentric gain.

b. There are no values, only techniques. 
There is a fear-laden psychology, howev-
er. And that is the basis of both hostility 
and greed. One of the techniques is the 
imitation of good in a Trojan Horse type 
fashion, in order to achieve dominance 
and acquisition. The psychology is al-
ways seeking fulfillment but can never 
achieve anything but hunger because 
love cannot be forced nor belonging co-
erced. Money, property, military domi-
nance, a flag, a song, dominance, are all 
falsely identified as being self, love, and 
belonging. The symbol will never be the 
thing and these fools will never know it.

c. Greed.  Shortsightedness.  
d. Lack of moral values. Personal greed - 

must have more to have any. Elitist.

While response to the third ques-
tion, “If the practices and values you just de-
scribed were written into a story, what might 
that be,” asked that the narrative to which 
they appealed be named. The results were a 
sense that the concerns of the first question 
bolstered by those of the second produced 
“decadence and perverse ideals... leaving 
death and destruction in its wake... that is 
both horrible and depressing.
a. A story written in history time and time 

again. The story of the House of Borgia, 
Knights Templar or New York’s Boss 
Tweed. Crime, decadence and perverse 
ideals that rain down hell upon the com-
mon people.

b. The imperialism of the 15th thru 19th 
centuries with unfettered capitalism, 
rampaging through country after coun-
try, leaving death and destruction in its 
wake.

c. There are two men, Jack and Bill. They 
are both in a desert. Both are starv-
ing. Jack has a million dollars. Bill has 
a meal. Jack needs the meal but won’t 
give up the million dollars for the meal, 
even though a trade would save him 
from starvation. Bill is unwilling to give 
up the meal, since it means he will live. 
Therefore, they fight. Bill wins the fight, 
since he has eaten some of the food. Bill 
takes the money and goes to a different 
part of the desert where he meets Sam, 
who has a meal etc.

d. Oliver Stone’s “Wall Street.”
e. Horror drama. Depressing story.

The response to question four, “If 
there is an economic story within the United 
States, how has it affected American life,” 
was to establish the perception of conse-
quence by the economic narrative that had 
been named previously, if any. The response 
could indicate that respondents have aware-
ness of an economic narrative and particu-
larly a perception of consequence.
a. It has induced Americans into being the 

private Army of their King, the almighty 
dollar. It has allowed Americans to be-
lieve that they are the best of the best, 
the purest example of a ethnocentric so-
ciety next to that of Japan and Germany 
in the first half of the 20th century. It has 
left most Americans wondering why and 
what for?
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b. A fights B and C bets on the fight, over 
and over again. Nothing permanent is 
produced and everything is destroyed.

c. “We have college grads working at Star-
bucks, we have massive unemployment 
caused by enormous debt from the Bush 
Wars and unfair tax codes which support 
the very wealthy, and also the lapse of 
Glass-Steagall.  

d. And worst, people no longer know what 
the facts are anymore because talk ra-
dio and cable news are manipulating 
the mindset of the American public into 
polarity we’ve never experienced before.  
And without knowing and debating real 
facts, how do we climb out of this hole?  “

e. American life not nearly as sustainable 
- kids don’t communicate, both parents 
must work to pay rent and buy food, 
harder to pay for essentials that should 
be our right - housing, clothing, medi-
cal; waterways polluted and destroyed. 
Sub-cultures hostile toward each other 
by being pushed into separation - a form 
of society where to make profits the 
media only shows the bad sides of vari-
ous sub-cultures. Oppression based on 
money. Now money doesn’t benefit but 
oppresses people. Law enforcement pro-
tects people with money - like Sheriff of 
Nottingham - collects taxes for rich.

The fifth question, “As you think back 
over your previous comments, would you say 
that there is or is not a definite economic story 
within the United States,” asked the respon-
dent to commit to the idea that what they had 
described was a story/narrative. 
a. There is.
b. Economics always was and always will 

be policy masquerading as reality and a 
deluded substitute for morality and eth-
ics.

c. Oh there is a story all right, I’d put it in the 
horror genre.

d. There is most definitely an economic sto-
ry within the USA. Witnessed before in 
Nazi Germany. Self imposed segregation 
and elitist society.

Question six asked, “If there is an 
economic story within the United States, how 
is Occupy Sacramento supporting or chang-
ing the story” was to determine perception of 
effectiveness, that is, if adherents feel their 
contribution to this movement is effective. 
Kavitha, Jiji, and Rajkamal (2011) found that 

member’s sense of group effectiveness de-
termines their attitude toward group activities. 
With comments such as, “Occupy Sac high-
lights inequities in our economics and takes 
the stories to the media,” and “Occupy Sac 
has been standing up for families who are 
losing their homes,” the response indicates 
congruence with the aforementioned narra-
tive and perception of consequence as well 
as affirms a sense of effectiveness.
a. It supports the base complaints as set 

down by OWS and works to help the dis-
enfranchised of the city

b. Economics is only a sign of being out of 
balance. Economics disappears once 
balance is achieved.

c. “Occupy Sac highlights inequities in our 
economics and takes the stories to the 
media, which is rare within the Occupy 
movement as a whole. 

d. Take foreclosures, for example, Occupy 
Sac has been standing up for families 
who are losing their homes because 
they were caught up in the Wall Street 
derivative market that artificially drove up 
home prices.  Wall Street got bailed out, 
but Main Street did not. Rather than sup-
port the literal busloads of investors com-
ing from the Bay area to buy foreclosed 
homes for pennies on the dollar, Occupy 
Sac actions work to allow the homeown-
er to stay in the home - for the same price 
a new investor would pay.  

e. We are one of the few Occupy groups 
that are putting out actions to the media 
so people can understand what we are 
doing and why.   

f. At this time, we’re attempting make peo-
ple aware that our economic system isn’t 
right, to alert people to the immoral sys-
tem that we have. Trying to encourage 
and strengthen people’s resolve to stand 
against it as well.

Occupy And Narrative
Occupy has been called a “leader-

less movement,” one without a “single figure 
to present demands” (Harris-Perry, 2011). 
The exertion of influence by which leadership 
is understood (Lord, 1977) is rejected as an 
“oppressive stability” whereby those entitled 
to lead exercise power surrendered to them 
by members in the abandoning of individual 
agency (Reed, 2011). In contrast, Butler 
(2011) rejected the notion of the movement 
being leaderless in favor of stating that all are 
leaders while Premo (2011) further refined the 
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definition as a “fluid movement” whose aim is 
to include anyone who chooses to participate 
but one that rejects any notion of hierarchy. 
Instead, those who gather are to see the free-
dom created thereby as the ability to finally 
think for themselves (Legaria, 2012). 

This freedom is grounded in the abil-
ity of people to engage in relationships whose 
maintenance is without force (Graber, 2011). 
For Graber this is the anarchist roots of Oc-
cupy that instead of being lawless or without 
order is defined as eliminating “all social rela-
tions, from wage labor to patriarchy” (Graber, 
2011). In the fight for “real democracy” it is to 
be enacted through its refusal to accept hier-
archy in favor of consensus and in participa-
tory decision-making structures” but without 
representatives (Hardt & Negri, 2011). 

The practices of this real democracy 
follow the established processes of organiz-
ing around assemblies without leaders or 
hierarchy, forming commissions and working 
groups for the efficient processing of con-
cerns, and commissions and working groups 
working independently with the proviso that 
commissions are “structural and organiza-
tional and serve as tools for the movement” 
(Rathke, 2011, p. 85). Additionally, commis-
sions and working groups are open to anyone 
who wants to participate, the decisions made 
in them are referred to the General Assembly 
to be assessed and ratified, and that facilita-
tors, not leaders or organizers, conduct them. 
What is undetermined is just how the commit-
ment to structure while remaining anarchist is 
to be realized. While the General Assembly 
and the larger movement it represents rejects 
reform of existing social structures in favor of  
a new society (Spivak, 2011), the leaderless 
and consensus approach (Schneider, 2011) 
thought as their antithesis along with an em-
brace of historical movements of struggle, 
may indicate acceptance of the patterning ac-
tivities of greater meta-narratives. 

This is due in large part to narrative 
being the formative medium to which humans 
are pre-disposed (Abbot, 2002; Herman & 
Vervaeck, 2001) and its praxis individual and 
corporate, communal and cultural (Cobley, 
2001, Curie, 1998, Ezzy, 1998). Constructing 
ourselves narratively then is to acknowledge 
and participate in a social phenomenon borne 
in psycho-social tension (McAdams, 1996). 
Never constructed alone, the self relies for 
its formation not only on the stories of culture 
but the deep collaboration with others whom 
and which embed us in the discourses of ev-

eryday life (Latour, 1996; Pasupathi, 2006). 
These are an “interlocking web of practices, 
ideologies, and social structures: a system 
of understanding and expectation that prefig-
ures which practices and interpretations are 
available, and how practices and structures 
are understood” (Kiesling, 2006, p. 262). The 
force of this discourse upon human actors, 
that is, the institutional slant or party line, the 
correct way to think, act, or believe is, like 
culture, exerted through narrative (Harvey & 
Martin, 1995). In taking up structuring nar-
ratives and those of struggle, Occupy Sac-
ramento may tend to stand within and be 
shaped by larger meta-narratives rather than 
out of them.

The Presence of A Social Narrative Within 
Occupy

Occupy Sacramento isn’t without 
narrative, only without State in the belief that 
neither capitalist or socialist states are able 
to emancipate from structural inequality (Si-
trin, 2012; Katel, 2012). In the embrace of the 
2011-12 protests in Tunisia, Spain, Cairo’s 
Tahir Square, the Wisconsin statehouse, Syn-
tagma Square in Athens, the Israeli tent en-
campments as well as the protests of Genoa 
in 1999 and Seattle in 2001, a social narrative 
has been inculcated into the movement and 
informs its actions. 

It is a narrative of social justice, ex-
pressed variously as “the purest kind of de-
mocracy” (Schneider, 2011), “a poor people’s 
movement” (Reed, 2011), and as a move-
ment that will “finally make us a whole” (Roy-
al, 2011)  but encapsulated in Graber’s (2011) 
four points: (a) The refusal to recognize the 
legitimacy of existing political institutions, (b) 
The refusal to accept the legitimacy of the 
existing legal order, (c) The refusal to create 
an internal hierarchy, but instead to create a 
form of consensus-based direct democracy, 
and (d) The embrace of prefigurative politics, 
that is, the effort to remake the “institutions of 
a new society in the shell of the old.” Clearly 
then Occupy’s rejection of States and their 
legitimating narratives is not the rejection of 
narrative in toto but the selective application 
of a socializing narrative that legitimates the 
movement.

In its rejection of capitalist and so-
cialist narrative, Occupy appeals for its sto-
ries of lore to historical narrative, particularly 
that of the nineteenth century that include an-
archists, slavery, Ghandi, King, and Solidar-
ity (Reed, 2011; Beyer 2012). Gabriel (2000) 
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held that the overall historical appeal of folk-
lore is in its entertaining value and as meth-
od of dissemination. In modernity folklore is 
symbolic and a conveyor of meaning; in post-
modernity it is necessary to sense making. 
As such, folklore represents “facts-as-experi-
ence” as opposed to “facts-as-information” (p. 
27). Warning that culture in general may not 
be a unifying force nor internalized by mem-
bers, Gabriel positioned folklore not only as 
cohesive but also as the “basis of resistance 
and opposition” (p. 90). Gabriel after Propp, 
whom he cited, held that folklore, in a Marxan 
view, is the tool of the under privileged and 
even the oppressed whereas art and litera-
ture are those of the privileged. In this sense 
folklore expresses “protest and defiance” (p. 
111). 

Occupy sees in their efforts the 
“growing pains of a new society” (Premo, 
2011) and views themselves as the antith-
esis of “false historical narratives” (Nurse, 
2012). Conversely, in the appeal to lore for 
historicity and acceptance of a meta-narrative 
of struggle Occupy does not stand removed 
from the institutionalizing role within narrative 
but depending upon it for legitimacy; in effect 
a double play in which the old anarchists be-
come the new citizens.  

Leadership That Challenges The Boundar-
ies Of Social Narrative

The comment of one participant that 
those who comprise Occupy Sacramento are 
either “radical” or “centrist” was explained as 
the “radical” participates with vision and ac-
tion whereas the “centrist” participates in ac-
tions alone. Although Occupy Sacramento 
eschews having leaders, its practices, in 
keeping with the grander patterns of human 
socializing, may admit to something different, 
especially when its appreciated that “vision” 
named as a function of the radical is linked 
with leadership (Senge, 1995; Bolman & 
Deal, 2003; Sashkin, 1995). Without address-
ing this specifically, Davenport (2011) indi-
cated that movements in general and Occupy 
Wall Street in particular need not have lead-
ers to be successful but do need certain types 
of people to achieve their ends. In the thought 
of Gladwell, whom he cited, these are people 
who know others in different social groups, 
who connect the group with new information, 
and who through persuasion convince the 
unconvinced. This amorphous exchange of 
influence is seen to occur as working groups 
“interact, exchange information, and take 

adaptive actions without the intervention of 
someone occupying the role of central con-
troller” (p. 91) thus yielding, either in fact or 
illusion, that the movement is leaderless. 

What appears as leaderless may be 
better understood in the conceptual domain 
explicated by Lord (1977). Here influence is 
apportioned as (a) a situational dependent 
but dynamic and interactive interpersonal 
process (b) functions that help group goal at-
tainment, or (c) a situational dependent so-
cial processes that marshal group resources 
to their most efficient ends. Although not all 
groups form around task, tasks/problems do 
eventuate or can be the founding motiva-
tion and need for the interpersonal or social 
processes that make goal attainment neces-
sary. Occupy Wall Street is not an exception 
to these observations. Reed (2011) cited the 
failure of capitalism, economic oppression, a 
stifling hierarchy, and loss of individual pow-
er as founding motivations for Occupy Wall 
Street while Spivek (2011) noted unequal 
distribution of benefit and the state being ac-
countable to banks before people. Clearly, 
Occupy’s founding was not for sake of rela-
tion alone but to resolve defined problems 
restated into tasks. These are in support of 
demands that, even while admitting their in-
sufficiency to adequately address all the con-
cerns of a hegemonic economic narrative, 
are yet stated as (a) the end of home fore-
closures, (b) forgiving student debt, and (c) 
a decrease in unemployment (Butler, 2012). 

Occupy Sacramento’s restating of 
these problems into tasks could be thought to 
follow the established patterns of human orga-
nizing; an observation that is visible in Lord’s 
(1977) problem solving rubric. Citing Bales 
and Strodtbeck along with Newell-Simon, he 
detailed problem solving as the group being 
able to appreciate the problem, to exchange 
information, to evaluate and analyze informa-
tion, to plan for goal attainment, to control the 
execution of these plans, and propose prob-
lem solutions (116). Lord’s rubric, however, 
was derived from leader led groups while Oc-
cupy Sacramento purports to be leaderless. 
Nonetheless, this pattern was present making 
the notion of effective yet leaderless organiz-
ing toward goal accomplishment and problem 
solving seem viable. 

Leaderless groups are found in  the 
formation of virtual teams, a fact reported 
by Carte, Chidambaram, and Becker (2006) 
who held that “self-managed work teams are 
characterized by members taking responsi-
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bility for the quality of the work process and 
product as well as sharing in the manage-
ment and/or leadership functions of the team” 
(p. 323). In this view, team/group members 
act in ways normally thought of as leader-
ship. This agrees with the findings of Zhang, 
Fjermestad, & Tremaine (2005) who held that 
behaviors allowing team/group advance are 
perceived as leadership but enacted by mul-
tiple persons. It likewise agrees with Bass’s 
(1990) definition of participative leadership as 
the shared distribution of power and problem 
solving and corresponds with emergent lead-
ership being individuals who assume leader-
ship responsibilities but without formal role 
(Kikul & Neuman, 2000; Gibb, 1967). Another 
expression for this leaderless, emergent, 
and participative distribution of influence 
is the self-managed team where influence, 
perceived as a property of the group rather 
than the individual, is distributed to members 
(Barry, 1991). 

The Presence of Leadership Within 
Occupy Sacramento

To better understand if Occupy Sac-
ramento fit the description of a leaderless, 
self-managed group, fifteen questions of the 
survey instrument dealt with the distribution of 
influence, process, leadership behaviors, and 
perception of effectiveness. Of these, ques-
tions seven and eight dealt with the use of 
influence within Occupy Sacramento. Ques-
tion seven, “How do topics come to the at-
tention of the group” generated the following 
responses.  
a. Introduced by anyone
b. Through people bringing up objects of 

interest.
c. Any person can come to a general as-

sembly meeting and bring up a topic.  
Certainly the group meets and discuss-
es problems in the community that they 
wish to address.

d. Different ways. Individual research, peo-
ple from community come and speak to 
us, media brings things to our attention. 
Topics also arise from within the General 
Assembly. Then we do research on the 
issue. Members of other Occupy groups 
as well. GA (General Assembly) is for 
community as well as for Occupy mem-
bers. Must not always begin in GA but if 
OS (Occupy Sacramento) will act it must 
go through the GA. If the member wants 
to work autonomously no need for GA.

e. From within the General Assembly work-

ing groups bring attention to the topic.
f. From every direction. Anybody and ev-

erybody bring them.
g. Anyone can talk. Find two others to agree 

with you, write down your idea address-
ing how Occupy can help. This leads to 
working groups that form around your 
topic in the idea of persuading others to 
your idea.

h. By consensus.
The responses indicate a general 

agreement with the observation that in the 
distribution of leadership, influence is appor-
tioned among the group rather than invested 
in a sole individual (Barry, 1991). It is also tell-
ing that in the use of influence to attract “oth-
ers to your idea,” that the idea under discus-
sion is considered, without qualification, in the 
interests of the group. The freedom to sug-
gest rather than idea alignment is the value at 
stake and fundamental to any notion that in-
fluence is distributed. This value is reinforced 
as all are allowed to participate in the group’s 
direction (Carte et al., 2006) 

Question number eight asked, “How 
are decisions made in Occupy Sacramento,” 
and was answered as follows.
a. Cooperative consensus.
b. By consensus.
c. Always by consensus of the group, a 

sometimes excruciating process.  And it 
is compounded by people having to at-
tend several GA’s to make consensus. 
Nothing happens quickly with Occupy.

d. Consensus building. Before vote attempt 
to have consensus. Try to keep every-
body on equal footing as well as aware. 
He talks with people prior to GA before 
bringing to GA. Once he has agreement 
among some then will take to the GA.

e. By vote within the GA.
f. Informed consensus. Influence is given 

based on activity and knowledge. Formal 
decision process is in the GA.

Occupy Sacramento’s adherence to 
the idea of a leaderless group, as has already 
been stated, does not remove them from par-
ticipation in the greater patterns of behavior by 
which influence is felt. In this understanding, 
the comments of Taggar, Hackett, and Saha 
(1999) are particularly germane that, “leader-
ship emerges when a peer sends expecta-
tions for leadership behavior to a fellow team 
member who, if he or she is willing and capa-
ble, reinforces those expectations by exhibit-
ing effective leadership behavior” (p. 901). In 
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this view, consensus on what has exchanged 
is first on the role that authorizes the speaker 
then on the item under discussion. As such it 
conforms with the observations of Kickul and 
Neuman (2000) that verbal interaction is re-
lated to perceptions of emergent leadership; 
a point underscored in the response that, “the 
more articulate people tend to naturally go 
into leadership roles” (Question 14).  

Questions nine through fourteen 
dealt with the perception of process within 
Occupy Sacramento. Nine through thirteen 
used the Likert scale where 1 was the least 
agreement and 5 were the most agreement.  
(9)  “In Occupy Sacramento agreement on 

an issue/project is never forced.” The 
average response to this question was 
4.625 with a low of 3 and high of 5.

(10) “In Occupy Sacramento people are 
willing to disagree if it means the group 
can move forward.” The average re-
sponse to this question was 3.5 with a 
low of 1 and high of 5.

(11)  “In Occupy Sacramento people will 
give up their point of view only if they 
get something in return.” The average 
response to this question was 1.5 with 
a low of 1 and high of 2.

(12) “In Occupy Sacramento a few people 
must approve initiatives and having 
their ‘ear’ will assure that your initia-
tive is heard.” The average response 
to this question was 1.5 with a low of 1 
and high of 3. 

(13) “There are official positions in Occupy 
Sacramento and those who occupy 
them have greater say in the direction 
of the group.” The average response to 
this question was 1.625 with a low of 1 
and high of 2.

(14) How are projects accomplished in Oc-
cupy Sacramento?  

a. Work groups
b. By magic
c. It is true that there are group “leaders” 

in Occupy Sac, but they are not official, 
they have manifested by virtue of who 
is willing to take on greater responsibil-
ity.  Often though, these people will help 
push projects through GA by offering 
their voices, the more articulate people 

tend to naturally go into leadership roles.  
Then it is a group effort to get the word 
out via social media and meetings for 
participation. 

d. That said, this really is a leaderless move-
ment.  While there are voices that people 
have learned to trust and listen to, every 
member of the community has equality 
within Occupy.  They say Occupy is really 
about process, and I think that is true.  It 
can also be maddeningly frustrating, and 
we are seeing a lot of the “”leaders”” bow 
out as it just takes so much time to reach 
consensus.  

e. But it has served as a great meeting 
place for activists who may grow out of 
the Occupy movement but go on to run 
for office etc.

f. Workgroups and committees. Once GA 
approves project goes to these groups 
for organized action either through those 
within OS or others. Some groups work 
alone once approval is granted while oth-
ers cross-reference through themselves. 
Anyone with OS can join the work of a 
committee or workgroup as well as any-
one within the larger community and 
community involvement is encouraged. 

g. [In reference to the Occupy Garden, the 
group’s vegetable garden.] Anybody that 
wants to volunteer.

h. Community appoints individuals but not 
always those in the GA. An awful lot hap-
pens just by individual initiative. Individu-
als may be encouraged by the groups in 
their endeavors.

The above responses indicate a 
high degree of individual opinion and its be-
ing guarded; a stance that appears antago-
nistic to effective process. However, existing 
alongside this sense of individual primacy is 
the willingness, not necessarily to compro-
mise but to restrain what might be consid-
ered an individual right for the sake of the 
group. Davenport (2011) citing Vaill referred 
to the method of achieving consensus within 
Occupy as process wisdom or the ability “to 
capture the feeling of moving through situa-
tions and problems and yet somehow acting 
‘wisely’ in relation to them.” This is seen in 
the general assembly’s enabling understand-
ing while supporting action on present need 
rather than after the fact (p. 90). Although the 
process of achieving consensus within Oc-
cupy Sacramento appears effective, it may 
be so first in the affirmation of the individual 
rather than attaining the goals of the group, a 
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point underscored in the comments that, “we 
are seeing a lot of the ‘leaders’ bow out as it 
just takes so much time to reach consensus” 
and that within Occupy Sacramento “there is 
a strong ethic of egalitarianism [that] for better 
or worse... tend to override the effectiveness 
of achieving objectives.” 

 
Questions fifteen through nineteen 

used the Likert scale where 1 was the least 
agreement and 5 were the most agreement. 
This question set dealt with the presence of 
leadership behaviors within Occupy Sacra-
mento. 
 (15) “Leadership within Occupy Sacramen-

to just happens without anyone being 
appointed.” The average response to 
this question was 4.5 with a low of 3.

(16)  “I know I’m seeing leadership within 
Occupy Sacramento when someone 
helps the group reach its objectives.” 
The average response to this question 
was 4.125 with a low of 1 and high of 5.

 
(17) “Leaders within Occupy Sacramento 

have authority over members.” The 
average response to this question was 
1.125 with a low of 1 and high of 2.

 
(18) “People who can see the “big picture” 

naturally come forward and assume 
leadership within Occupy Sacra-
mento.” The average response to this 
question was 3 with a low of 1 and high 
of 5.

 
(19) “I consider a leader within Occupy 

Sacramento to be anyone who effects 
positive change for others.” The aver-
age response to this question was 3.5 
with a low of 1 and high of 5. 

While admitting that using a leader-
ship frame to posit these questions could be 
problematic, I asked for participant’s coop-
eration in ignoring the use of the word “lead-
ership” and “leader(s)” in the generally ac-
cepted sense. The responses could indicate 
that individual initiative appears to be prized 
and associated with perceptions of leader-
ship so long as it is to group goals rather than 
individual accomplishment. Conversely, the 
comment that, “Although we call ourselves a-
political, if you can persuade enough people 
to go along with you then that’s what we’ll do,” 
seems in contradiction of this view unless it’s 
thought that leadership efforts are completely 

altruistic. It does, however, agree with the 
findings of Kickul and Neuman (2000) that 
leadership is discoverable as those hav-
ing the skills necessary for group success 
emerge to exert influence. It may also be 
seen in Lord’s (1977) conceptual domain in 
which leadership is a function as opposed to 
a role. Here the actions of individuals in in-
terpersonal processes, functions that help 
group goal attainment, or social processes 
that marshal group resources to their most 
efficient ends are accredited with leadership. 
Gibb (1967) said much the same thing in his, 
“the most effective leader is one who acts as 
a catalyst, a consultant, and a resource to the 
group” (p. 375).

The notion that leader status is ac-
credited to those who through their actions 
benefit the group could be seen in the re-
sponse that, “It is true that there are group 
“leaders” in Occupy Sac, but they are not of-
ficial, they have manifested by virtue of who 
is willing to take on greater responsibility” and 
agrees with Zhang et al., (2005) that behav-
iors allowing team/group advance are per-
ceived as leadership.

Questions twenty through twenty-
one dealt with the perception of effectiveness 
within Occupy Sacramento and used the Lik-
ert scale where 1 was the least agreement 
and 5 were the most agreement.  
(20) “If there is an economic story within the 

United States, the leadership structure 
of Occupy Sacramento is effective in 
changing it.” The average response to 
this question was 4 with a low of 1 and 
high of 5.

 
(21) “The leadership structure of Occupy 

Sacramento is effective in furthering 
the goals of Occupy Sacramento.” The 
average response to this question was 
3.5 with a low of 2 and high of 5.

It is generally accepted that in a 
free society group members will not remain 
involved in a concern when their reason for 
participation is animated by passion and the 
group not seen as effectively addressing that 
about which the member is passionate. Strik-
ingly, those who affiliate with Occupy Sacra-
mento do so though the city of Sacramento 
passed an ordinance forbidding their assem-
bly at City Hall, communication of group ac-
tivity is primarily through social media, mem-
ber composition ranges from the employed 

10willsalyards.com



professional to the socially challenged, and 
public meetings can, regardless the intent 
of achieving consensus, be discordant and 
contentious. Apparently, then, members have 
the sense that their passion for the cause of 
Occupy is given hope of address and that ad-
dress is effective.

Conclusion  
The findings of this research should 

not be considered generalizable to other Oc-
cupy groups but are limited to Occupy Sac-
ramento. The presence of a social narrative 
was observed within Occupy Sacramento as 
was conformance to the greater narratives 
within human socializing and that determine 
basic patterns of acceptance. In this sense 
Occupy Sacramento is not immune to the 
influence that all humans feel and by which 
we live; yet neither is it a claim. Where some 
sense of uniqueness may attach is in the 
perception that the movement is leaderless 
and while this may be representative as to 
position, clearly it is not as to activity or influ-
ence. Leadership within Occupy Sacramento, 
though of a different sort than that found in 
other community benefit groups, is present. 
It may differ in that those who exert influence 
and to whom respect of opinion is given do so 
in the awareness as well as belief that their 
opinion and effort will be only as effective as 
members accept. While this is basically true 
of all leadership, Occupy Sacramento in the 
determination to be a society “in which no one 
will govern because all will govern” (Volkov, 
2003) lives the creed in a fashion not com-
monly acknowledged. I did find that leader-
ship as practiced within Occupy Sacramento 
privileges the individual over the group but 
does not change how influence is apportioned 
and received. No objective measure was es-
tablished to determine success in changing 
the wealth narrative. However, it is likely that 
by bringing attention to their animating issues 
the adherents of Occupy Sacramento sense 
their resistance as the beginnings of that 
change; facts that may be of greater impor-
tance. 
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