Opposing mobilizations: Harassment of civil
rights activists sitting in at a lunch counter.
Jackson, Mississippi, June 12, 1963.




CHAPTER 3

Social Movement Theories

Darver idisguiet, anxivty atteind the npknown—1he first instinct is fo eliminate
Hiese distro Hoe stafes. First principle: Any explanation is better than none.

—Friedrich Nictzche

Trodlight of the Tdols.

At a major intersectiort in Saigon, on June 11, 1963, a Buddhist monk, Thich Quang Duc,
undertakes a protest against the anti-Buddhist policies of the ruling Catholic oligarchy in
South Vietnam, against the general repression practiced by the government. and against
the war itsell. With help from other monks, he douses himself with a flammable kquid and
sets himsalf on fire. He sits still as the flames flare up; his face and body blacken; he
crumples to the pavement. still burning.

Millions of viewers saw this suicide on film, television, and in newspaper pho-
tographs. Most viewers probably asked the same questions: What cause is worth dying
for? is there any ideal in which | believe so strongly that | would set myself on fire? Even
if | were sure my suicide would bring about a change, would | be prepared to die in this
way?

This chapter will look at ways in which social scientists have tried 1o answer the
question: Why do people form movements? Why do they undertake acts of courage.
desperation, and cruelty in order to change the world? These theories can explain some
of the reasons why movements emerge, but for many, Thich Quang Duc's suicide will
remain a disturbing mystery.

Source: Based on T. E. Vadnay. The World since 1945. Penguin, New York, 1987, p. 313.

INTRODUCTION

In the preceding chapter, [ defined a number of terms that most sociologists and
political scientists use to discuss social movements. There is considerable agree
ment about these concepts, most of which refer to parts or aspecls of move
ments. In this chaptler, 1 will introduce a number of theories that social scien
tists use to explain movements and here we will see more differences and
disagreements. A theory in any type of science is an cffort Lo answoera gueslion
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42 Part Une Understanding Movements

Why? A theory points to causes of phenomena or tries to account for differences
among phenomena.

New theories emerge in response to both internal and external pressures.
Some new theories are proposed to solve problems or fill gaps in the existing
theories—to explain something that the existing theories do not explain very
well. Others emerge as the social environment itself changes. For example, af-
ter the rise of fascism and nazism, many social scientists looked for the expla-
nation of social movements in terms of the irrational psychological characteris-
tics of movement adherents. After the Civil Rights Movement and opposition
to the war in Vietnam in the 1960s—movements that held the sympathies of
many sociologists and political scientisls—social movement theory shifted to
emphasis on the rational side of movement organization and mobilization.

Changes in theories in response to both internal and external pressure take
place frequently. Theory in the social sciences is not a single fixed way of un-
derstanding the world, but competing and shifting types of explanation (Kuhn,
1962},

What Is Theory?

An example from biology can llustrate the purposes of theory. Imagine different
teams of rescarchers investigating the causes of cancers. They would probably all
use the same terms to refer to the organs of the body and processes in cells, ust as
social scientists would have considerable consensus on the terms used to refer to
elements of movements., The teams of researchers are in major disagreement about
the causes of cancers: One team is examining genetic predispoesitions; a second
team is looking for environmental causes, like air and water pollution; a third team
is studying the personal habits of individuals, like smoking or dietary factors.
These explanations or identifications of causes constitute different theories.

Theories are not necessarily mutually exclusive; some researchers may, in
fact, be trving to combine these different theories into one larger value-added
theory that identifics the relative weights of all these factors in explaining the
outcome—the presence of a specific type of cancer.

The example of cancer research is not used to imply that theorists explain
only problems, situations they would like to reduce or eliminate. Theorists also
try lo explain favorable situations; for instance, why some individuals have
strong immune systems. In this case, too, they might look for the why in genetic
predispositions, in environmental conditions, and/or in personal habits.

Two examples of theories in the sucial sciences are discussed below. In the
social sciences, there is often not only disagreement about explanations butalso
on vxactly what is to be explained. The examples are drawn from psychology
and criminology; they ilustrate how theories use different definitions of what is
fo be explained as well as provide different explanations.

Two Examples of Psychological Theories Psychologists scek to explain the
actions of individuals, their wavs of behaving and being. Behaviorist theories
concern the cumulative, complex processes of conditioning, ways in which be-
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haviors are rewarded or punished, reinforced or extinguished. Of course, m the
case of human beings these patierns of reward and punishment are themselves
complicated, not just food pellets or electric shocks.

Psychoanalytic theories point to the formation of the personality in uncon-
scious processes that result from the impact of external reality on the drives of
the infant, child, and adull; the sexual drives are a key element because they are
powerful but also malleable (ina way that hunger, for example, is not} and vari-
able from individual to individual.

Not only are thesc two theories different in their way of explaining what in-
dividuals do, they also disagree about exactly what it is they want to explain:
Behaviorists seek to explain behavior—observable and measurable actions—
while psychoanalytic theorists are more interested in interior and even uncon-
scious processes that constitute the personality.

Sociological Theories of Crime  In criminology, there are many theories to ac-
count for crime. First of all, crime can be defined differently, either as an indi-
vidual act or as a rate for a given society or community. The why question can
be, Why does this community or society have a high crime rate? or Why has this
individual committed crimes, when others in the same community have not?
We can explain differences in crime rates in terms of the cultures of the com-
munities or the levels of economic or social stress they are under. At the level
of the individual, we can explain criminal actions in terms of personality char-
acteristics, childhood and family experiences, exposure to econemic and social
stress, a cumulative labeling process in schools and other institutions, differen-
tial association with people who already are involved in crime, the absence of
legal opportunitics for success and the presence of illegal ones, or a breakdown
in formal and informal social control. Bach of these explanatory theories has
come to have a name (differential association, opportunity structure, labeling,
control, and so on) and many are associated with specific theorists. It is hard to
prove or disprove any one of these theories or even test them directly against each
other. Each theory is basically a different way of thinking about why —they may
point to different questions as well as to different ways of answering them.

SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORIES

Different theories point to different why questions and to the answers Lo these
questions. The basic definition of a social movement is a group of people who
are engaged in an ideologically coherent and noninstitutionalized way ol
changiny the present state and trajectory of their society. This definttion poinls
to a lot of possible why's tor theories to focus on.

Why are therc people dissatisfied with the current state of society and the
direction in which it appears to be headed?

Why are they engaged in a social movement rather than coping with these
problems on an individual basis or through institutionalized channebs?
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Why do they believe that this kind of change is possible and desirable?

Why do some individuals join movements and others, subjected to the
same stresses, do not?

Why do some societies or types of societies have higher rates of movement
activity than others?

Why do movements within the same society (or type of society) differ in
form and in ideological contents?

Why are some movements successful in accomplishing their goals and oth-
ers are not?

Since the theories reviewed in this chapter focus on several aspects of move-
ments and use different types of explanations, they are not mutually exclusive.
For this reason, theories can be combined with each other to give a more com-
plete understanding of the phenomenon.

Changes in Social Movement Theory

Social movement theories have changed over the last couple of decades. Some
of these changes have causes that are infernal to the field. Existing theories did
not scem to cover some aspects of movements, so new theories were proposed
to fill these gaps.,

Some of the changes in theories have external causes, because theories inthe
social sciences respond to changes in society. For exampile, by the 1960s, move-
ments like Nazism and Stalinist forms of communism were no longer “center
stage” for European and North American researchers. The New Left and guer-
rilla insurgencies in places like Vietnam and Latin America began to draw the
attention of movement theorists. I the 1970s and 1980s, fermninism and new de-
centralized social movements in Europe as well as Islamic movements seemed
to require new types of theories.

Finally, social movement theories respond to changes in the cultiral and -
telectual climate, to ideas that are fashionable and popular among intellectuals.
For exampile, in the 1940s and 1950s, social movement theory was influenced by
psychoanalysis which intrigued American intellectuals and even influenced
American pop culture. In the 1960s and 1970, a rekindled interest in marxism
in western Europe (and to a lesser extent, the United States) led to the intro-
duction of marxist perspectives into social movement theory. Then, in the 1980s,
and now, 1990s, deconstructionist and postrodern philosophy and cultural
studies have emphasized discourse in movement theory.

One way to approach this chapter would be to write the history of social
movement theory from the 1940s to the present, tracing the various shifts in the-
ory as social scientists respond to existing theories, to external social and polit-
ical changes, and to intellectual fashions. Instead, [ have organized the theories
in terms of the scope of the analysis, from those that are very broad and socio-
historical, to middle-range theories that focus on specific societies, and to the
micro theories that look at individual mobilization. From time to time, T will in-
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dicate why some theories became popular at a certain time while others foadedd
away.

MACROHISTORICAL AND
SOCIOHISTORICAL THEORIES

Types of Societies and Social Movements

Theories are referred to as macro theories because they cover a very large scope
of time and place; their ime frame is in centuries and their scope is giobal. They
try to answer the question, Why does a type of socicty generate certain types of
social movement? These theories tend to (all into two categorics: Marxist theo-
ries, which point to capitalism as the determining force of movements, and the-
ories of modern or mass and postmodern society, which point to a wider array
of social and cultural factors that generate movements.

Marxist Theories  Marxist theories focus on the characteristics of capitalism as
a global system that creates certain conlradictions. The basic contradiction is
that between human creativity and the constraints on this creativity, constraints
that arise out of the unequal social relations of production. The class structure
of capitalism, it social relations of production, vests power over resources in
privately owned firms and gives employers control over the labor power and
products of employees, hence, over their very conditions of survival in a mar-
keteconomy. At the same time, capitalists (the owner/employers) are in healed
competition with each other in national and global markets, a situation that puts
them under enormous pressure to Jower labor costs. They can do this by re-
ducing their work force, speeding up produclion, moving their operations to
lower-wage economies, or by introducing machinery; these are overlapping
and not mutually exclusive strategies (Mandel, 1975).

These economic imperatives generate soctal strains experienced in different
ways by different groups. The antagonistic relationship between workers and
owners produces class-based movements. Workers may join unions or socialist
parties, while owners will develop movements to block these efforts {Curley,
1975).

Alternatively, capilalists and workers in cach nation may decide to band (o-
gether as nationalists, agreeing to limit their antagonism with each other in or-
der to reduce the impact of global capitalist competition; thus, the global com-
petition inherent in the capitalist systemn generates nationalist movements as
well as class movements. Different regions of the world experience the impact of
capitalism differently; thus, regional and nalional movements arise that propose
specific solutions to these varied strains (Chaliand, 1989; Hobsbawm, 1989).

Some insurgents focus on the effects of capitalism, rather than its defining
social relationships; for example, they see stress on families or the dissolution
of traditional communitics and religious institutions, and may engage it efforts
te reconstitute these tics, giving rise to conservative movements.
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In short, a marxist analysis does #of point only to the economic motivation
of indviduals—class interest in the narrowest sense; rather, it indicates that a
wide range of responses can arise out of the stresses crealed by the capitalist
mode of production. Accounting for the full range of movements requires at-
tention o the specific circumstances of each society within the global capitalist
system. Marxist theories sometimes do not give enough attention to the way
capitalism brings about movements that are not class consclous—movements
like religious fundamentalism or nationalism.,

Finally, marxist theories point to the political and ideological relationships
associated wilh capitalism as forces that shape movements (Aronowitz, 1973;
Donald and Hall, 1986; Gramsci, 1971; Miliband, 1969}, Representative democ-
racy and individualistic ideals ¢reate opportunilies for movements and a sense
thal people can shape their own deslinies; at the same time, though, individu-
alism can diminish the commitment to the collective solutions offered by social
movements.

Mass/Modern Society Theories Mass/modern society theory has a global
scope and long-term time frame similar to marxist theories, but points to a
larger array ot causal clements, less clearly grouped around the mode of pro-
duction. It tends to emphasize strains that grow out of a cluster of related
processes: Capitalism is one of these processes but not necessarily the “master
process,” since industrialization, urbanization, bureaucratization, culture con-
tact on a global scale, global communications and the emergence of an clec-
tronic “global village,” secularization, the formation of representative democ-
racies as well as strongly centralized repressive states, and many other
transformations are also at work.

The sum total of these processes is to create societies in which many people
experience the stress of social change at the same time that traditional controls
have broken down. This condition produces the mixture of dissatistaction and
sense of possibility that are the necessary clements for the rise of movements
(Arendt, 1965; Berman, 1942; Kornhauser, 1959), The immediate result of the
modernization processes is anomie— a sense of normative breakdown. The
breakdown in traditional communities and controls leaves many people open
to social movements, Traditional answers to life questions no longer make
sense; people have to look for new answers, answers that also point to the pos-
sibility of a change for the better. This ongoing sense of crisis in modern society
is both a source of stress and of opportunity (Lerner, 1958). Traditional hierar-
chies of landowners and peasants, men and women, the elders and the young,
and rulers and ruled are collapsing everywhere ~indeed have collapsed al-
ready in the west and in the Communist and post-Communist societies. The
condition of modern sociely has led individuals everyvwhere to see that human
beings can shape society and influence their own destiny {Zeitfin, 1994).

But there are no obvious new answers: Some people turn to conservative
movements that attempt to reconstitute traditional institutions like religion,
stretching and redefining these values and institutions to respond to the new
strains. Others look to the creation of new bases of solidarity—race, nation, gen-
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der, class. New “imagined communities” of this sort take the place of the older,
face-to-tace village communities (Anderson, 1991). All of these movements,
even the apparently conservalive ones, are modern: Thev have to address the
anomie and disruption of modern life whether they do this by revitalizing tra-
ditional institutions or inventing new bases of solidarity.

Postmodern Society  Modern and mass society Lheories have been updated by
a variety of theories of postmodern society. These Lheories emphasize one or
another characteristic of socictics that appeared afler the Second World War.
Some theories point to econemic change, new electronic and biogenetic tech-
nologies, the globalizalion of markets and media systems, and the grosvth of the
service and Information sectors {Reich, 1992). Some of these theories specitically
use the term postindustrial to identify this new tvpe of sodiety (Bell, 1973}, Some
theorists point to the shrinkage of the industrial wor king ¢ lass in the deve doped
capitalist nations and the blurring of class bnunddrlm (Gorz, 1982 Touraine,
1971}, Other theories of the postmodern emphasize challenges to western, mod-
ern, and /o1 FEurocentric culture {Wallerstein, 1990).

Because these changes are still under way, there are many disagreemenis
about their nature, magnitude, and likely outcomes. Marxist and nonmarxist
theorists disagree over whether these changes become comiprehensible by ex-
tension and elaboration of the categories and concepts used to analyze capital-
ism in general, or whether they require some new “postmarxist” theoretical
framework (Anderson, 1984; Mandel, 1973}

Whatever the postmodern changes mav b, they are likelv to amplify rather
than end the anomie and unsettled feelings associaled with modern society.
Theorisls are looking al the impact of these changes on social movements {Scott,
1599¢). We will return to these discussions at the end of Chapter 5, “From Mod-
ern to Postmodern: Movements in IHistory.”

MIDRANGE THEORILS

Marxist and modern/mass/ postmodern society theories offer answoers to the
questions concerning social movements ona vory large scale, pointing to a type
of socicty (capitalist, modern, and/or postmodern} and a historical epoch.
Manv theorists prefer to look at specific socicties and at shorter time frames
vears or decades rather than centuries. Their question is, Why has this move
ment emerged in this society at this peint in time? They also look at structural
strains that affect specific categories of people within a society: Why has this
movement emerged among this calegory of persons, distinguished by class,
ethnicity, region, gender, and so on? And finally, thev ask, Tow has this move
ment organized and mobilized supporters and resources 0 accomplish 1l
roals?

I will cover three different iypes of midrange theorv: structural stran, n
source mobilization, and political opportunity structure. These (heories wene
generally irst proposed in the 1960s and 1970s. Thewr appearance retlects









































































