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CHAPTER 2

Structural Approaches in the
Sociology of Social Movements

JACKIE SMITH AND TINA FETNER

Sociological research emphasizes how social institutions, such as the family, religion, corpo-
rations, and governments, influence people’s choices about how they live. While acknowledg-
ing that individuals have some freedom to pursue different paths, sociologists argue that this
freedom is limited in important ways by forces outside the control of individuals. Sociology,
therefore, asks how these broader forces operate to affect the actions and beliefs of individu-
als and groups. As the editors have noted, sociological research on social movements can be
classified as adopting either a structural or cultural emphasis. While the former focuses on the
distribution of material resources and the organizations and institutions that govern such dis-
tribution, the latter approach emphasizes questions about how individuals and groups perceive
and interpret these material conditions.

In practice, distinguishing between actual material conditions and popular understandings
of these can be difficult. For instance, categories such as gender, class, or ethnicity that classify
individuals are structurally defined, but their sociological relevance grows not simply from their
existence bur rather from the cultural work of individuals who help define group identities
according to these structural categories. As Buechler observed, “[c]ollective identity and politi-
cal consciousness are thus decisive factors mediating structures of power and collective action”
(2000:123). In other words, a group must somehow come to perceive itself as both distinct and
subject to unjust material or social conditions. Such “collective identities” are far from automatic,
because the “interlocking systems of domination” embedded in broader political and economic
structures affect possibilities for social groups to articulate and mobilize around social movement
identities. Thus, any attempt to understand social change requires attention to questions about
how the resources and power needed to define and defend group interests are distributed within
a society. Structural approaches recognize that inequalities are closely linked to macro-level
factors such as a country’s position in the world economy or to meso-level ones, such as class,
race, and gender. Thus, any attempt to reduce inequalities in society must include a consideration
of how these broad structures are shaping broader power relationships.

A key starting point for much sociological work is the observation that virtually all soci-
eties experience inequality. The benefits and risks of society are nowhere near equally distrib-
uted, and therefore we would expect that particular clusters of people would be more likely
candidates for participation in social movements. In particular, more aggrieved groups might
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be expected to be engaged in protests against the status quo. Important debates have taken
place among social movement scholars regarding the role of grievances in the generation of
social movements. Early research in social movements saw political protest as emerging from
groups that were relatively disadvantaged by the status quo. Structural inequalities generated
strains that led individuals to protest their conditions (e.g., Davies 1962; Gurr 1970; Rose
1982; for a review, see Gurney and Tierney 1982). But while it made intuitive sense to argue
that relative or absolute deprivation is a sine qua non of movement emergence, in reality very
few of the most deprived groups actually engaged in protest. And while social scientists did
quite well at mapping the causes and dimensions of deprivation, they were less successful at
predicting when and where resistance to structural inequalities would emerge.

Other analysts criticized deprivation theories for failing to consider how individuals experi-
encing deprivation are embedded within broader social structures. Society’s weakest and most
marginalized people are typically not well placed to engage in what can be highly risky political
actions. Lacking secure economic opportunities and savings, they cannot afford to take many
risks. Facing discrimination from a more powerful majority, they may seek to remain invisible or
to engage in symbolic forms of resistance as they go about their efforts to survive (e.g., Scott
1985). These people also tend to lack the time and political skills required to work for social
change, and their community organizations are more likely to lack the money needed to engage
in extensive political work. Thus, not only are certain groups materially deprived, but they are
also denied equal capacity to influence the political processes that help determine how society’s
resources are used and distributed (King, Cornwall, and Dahlin 2005; McCarthy and Zald 1977).

While debates about the role of deprivation in social movement mobilization developed
largely among political scientists, sociologists were beginning to articulate a model of social
movement mobilization that focused on the capacities of challengers to resist injustice rather
than on the conditions of inequality themselves. An important contribution in this regard is
Charles Tilly’s From Mobilization to Revolution (1978), which explored how the war-making
and tax-collecting activities of eighteenth century political elitists contributed to the institu-
tional elaboration of the modern national state. Tilly found that, as national states took shape,
popular groups adopted new forms of resistance that resembled their new, national targets
more than they resembled earlier protest forms. Thus, bread riots gave way to the emergence
of more structured associations for popular resistance. It is to the earliest days of the modern
state that Tilly traces common tactics in modern protest repertoires—including petitions, ral-
lies, blockades, and protest marches. In short, localized direct action against an immediate tar-
get gave way to more symbolic forms of protest designed to communicate with other political
actors and generate wider sympathy and support for challengers’ claims. Challengers had to
focus their efforts on the emerging states, which increasingly controlled key decisions about
the distribution of resources and power. In the course of this shift, they had to mobilize larger
numbers of people and resources than were needed for earlier types of challenges.
Challengers thus needed to expand their organizational capacities accordingly to compete
effectively in the emerging national polity.

Social and material inequalities have often formed the bases on which the largest social
movements have emerged. In the West, for example, we see a history of robust social move-
ments organized around labor, gender, and race. Each of these categories represents not only
a group of people wishing to improve their lot, but also a systemic social division in which
one group is allocated less than another. The structural approach to social movements brings
to the forefront of analysis the institutionalized injustices and inequalities over which con-
tested politics are fought. These include social barriers to material success, state policies that
treat groups unequally, or bureaucratic rules that favor one group (e.g., corporations) over
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2. Structural Approaches in the Sociology of Social Movements 15

another (workers). Social movement actors form organizations to influence states and institu-
tions. These structural elements of activism are of primary interest to structural approaches to
the study of social movements. Inequalities of political access have motivated some of the
largest and most successful social movements in the United States. For example, the women’s
suffrage movement was born out of the political exclusion of women. Although women’s suf-
frage activists were disadvantaged by their gender, they were able to leverage the class
privileges of some key activists (Banaszak 1996; King, Cornwall, and Dahlin 1996).
Significantly, they also took advantage of skills, ideologies, and networks that emerged in the
course of abolitionist struggles.

Structural approaches to social movements, in short, can be seen to cover an enormous
terrain that takes us from questions about the nature and causes of inequality to the creation
of social groupings to the causes of institutional change. The centrality of the modern state to
shaping the distribution of resources and capacities has led many structural analysts to con-
sider the national state as the primary target or arena against or within which modern social
movements operate. The national state not only defines the possibilities for groups to affect
social change, but it also structures the possibilities for different groups to articulate griev-
ances and organize in support of social change goals. Thus, we focus much of this chapter on
how understandings of the national state impact analyses of social change.

Two concepts that have emerged from what is largely a state-centric body social move-
ments research—political contexts and mobilizing structures—provide useful analytical
tools for helping scholars analyze the ways states and other actors and structures shape social
movement dynamics. The concepts’ usefulness grows in part from their effectiveness at
helping analysts assess the relative distribution of power across groups in a given society and
the possibilities for altering power relations. We therefore focus much of our discussion on
these concepts, identifying both how they have contributed to our knowledge of social move-
ments and how they have changed over time. We pay particular attention to the ways global
structural changes have affected both the political contexts and mobilizing structures.
Finally, we identify some remaining questions and demonstrate how structural approaches
can complement and contribute to cultural ones to enhance our overall understanding of
social movements.

We emphasize a global perspective in our discussion of the structural approaches to
social movements, because we find it increasingly difficult to ignore the ways that national
states are embedded within broader sets of relationships to other states and to global institu-
tions. If the modern state was key to the emergence of what we know as social movements,
then we must consider how global integration is affecting the character of the national state,
as well as social movements’ attempts to influence it. Our perspective, which views states as
interdependent actors embedded within a complex system of global relationships rather than
as free-standing, autonomous social entities, has important implications for how we think
about the state as actor and as movement target.

POLITICAL CONTEXTS

Structuralist accounts in sociology build on the work of Karl Marx, who saw basic material or
economic relationships as the key factor shaping the evolution of society. As Marx stated, “Men
[sic] make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please.” For social movement
analysts, this basic premise has led to research exploring how social structures affect the possi-
bilities for collective attempts to make history. The idea of political opportunities or alternately,
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political contexts,! refers to the ways formal political institutions and more informal alignments
of relevant actors condition the prospects for relatively powerless groups to effectively challenge
the existing order. Factors such as the extent to which the political system is open to public par-
ticipation, the presence or absence of influential allies, state capacities to repress or respond to
movement demands, and divisions among elitists all shape the political opportunities and limi-
tations of movements. While some factors—such as state capacities and the degree of openness
of the polity—change little over time, others—such as constellations of potential and actual
allies and opponents—can shift more quickly to favor or hinder political activism. Political con-
texts affect both how people can try to influence political outcomes as well as how they can
come together as a group.

A key insight of research on political contexts is that we must look beyond movements
themselves if we are to understand how movements arise and under what conditions they suc-
ceed or fail. People such as Mohandas Gandhi or Martin Luther King Jr. may indeed have
been highly exceptional political leaders and strategists, but if they had lived at different his-
torical moments, we would not be recalling them today. Similarly, other Gandhis and Kings
have existed throughout history, but unless they were born into an era where political condi-
tions favored movement activism, they remain outside of our understanding of history (e.g.,
Wuthnow 1989).

Political Opportunities

Early formulations of the external dynamics relevant to social movements consider the vary-
ing levels of “openness” of a particular political context to a social movement. Charles Tilly
(1978) argues that social movements are likely to emerge when windows of opportunity for
access to the polity open. Thus, several early studies in political opportunities gauge the rel-
ative “openness” of political structures. Kitschelt’s comparison (1986) of antinuclear move-
ments in four democracies is a key example. Eisinger (1973), analyzing U.S. cities, argued
that the relationship between social movement emergence and political openness is an
“inverted-U” shaped curve. If a city is extremely open to input from political outsiders, this
will suppress social movements by rendering them unnecessary. At the other extreme, a very
closed system will also suppress social movement activity. Social movements, he argued,
would be most likely in states that fall between these two extremes. While later social move-
ment scholarship has supported these propositions, many scholars have sought to develop a
more multifaceted conceptualization of political opportunity (e.g., Gamson and Meyer 1996;
Kriesi et al. 1995; Tarrow 1996; for a review, see Meyer and Minkoff 2004).

Doug McAdam’s political process model of social movement emergence and decline is
a key work in developing this perspective (1982). He argued that shifts in the structure of
political opportunities promote the expansion of social protest and the emergence of social
movements (see also Tarrow 1998b; Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly 1975). His conceptualization of
relationships between large-scale structural forces, such as transformations of regional and
national economies, migration patterns, and institutional configurations, has been central to

! Many analysts adopt the term “political opportunities” to discuss these, but since broader institutions and politi-
cal alignments define obstacles as well as constraints, we adopt the more inclusive notion of political contexts (see
Amenta et al. 2002).
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2. Structural Approaches in the Sociology of Social Movements 17

encouraging a proliferation of new research on political contexts. By making explicit the
connections between broad structural change and mobilization processes, McAdam’s work
contributed to the emergence of discussions about “social movement society” in the late twen-
tieth century. This concept helped analysts think about social movements not as aberrations,
but rather as constituent elements of routine politics. We discuss this concept further in rela-
tion to globalization later in this chapter.

Some have found it helpful to distinguish between more static, structural opportunities
and dynamic opportunities. Structural opportunities refer to the more stable features of polit-
ical institutions, such as bureaucratic agencies, formal mechanisms regulating access to polit-
ical authorities, and the capacity of state agents to implement changes. These opportunities
are relatively consistent across time, though not impervious to change. Dynamic opportuni-
ties are more volatile and particularistic. Important examples of dynamic opportunities that
have been linked to social movement success are divisions among elitists, social control
strategies by state actors, and momentary crises and events (Gamson and Meyer 1996). The
latter are significant only if social movement actors recognize them as opportunities and act
on them. Another possibility, however, is that movement actors fail to perceive opportunities
or openings in the system, and therefore fail to take advantage of these. Thus, many analysts
point to the problem of distinguishing between “objective” conditions and activists’ percep-
tions of those conditions, and some have addressed this with the notion that “signaling”
processes help link structure and action (more on signaling later).

Some contend that the opposite of an opportunity is a threat. Nonetheless, threats, too,
have been shown to contribute to efforts for social movement mobilization (Francisco 1996;
Rasler 1996; Staggenborg 1986; Van Dyke 2003). Movements, it is claimed, are sometimes
more focused on preventing bad ends than for securing good ones. Tilly (1978) argued that
groups may be more responsive to threats because they require less mobilization than oppor-
tunities. He argued that social movements can respond to threats using networks and practices
already in place, whereas opportunities require new forms of mobilization.

Some social movement scholars have raised concerns with political opportunities as an
analytic category. For example, Goodwin and Jasper (1999) argued that the concept of polit-
ical opportunity was so vague and pliable as to apply to anything at all external to a social
movement organization. They also argued that, as applied to studies of social movements,
political opportunity theory tends toward a tautology: any source that produces social move-
ment activity is post hoc identified as an opportunity (Gamson and Meyer 1996). They
also were concerned that cultural factors are either subsumed under this concept or ignored
altogether.

Some scholars responded to this criticism by further specifying their usage of the con-
cept political opportunities. For example, McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001) articulate two
key concepts: state capacity (the impact of the state on activities and resources) and democ-
ratization. With this model, states themselves are the unit of analysis, as well as a number of
clearly articulated dimensions along which states may vary. This framework can be used to
compare social movements in different state contexts. However, this framework is limited in
its ability to explain variation in patterns of mobilization among states that are similar in terms
of their capacities and levels of democratization.

Meyer and Minkoff (2004) also argued for retaining the political opportunity concept.
While they agreed that there are discrepancies in how different scholars operationalized polit-
ical opportunities, they argued for more conceptual clarity, as well as a clear explanation
of causal mechanisms, rather than a new framework. In particular, they argue that structural
political opportunities influence most strongly the policy-related outcomes of social movement
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efforts. Other political opportunities serve to structure the cultural dimensions of social move-
ments’ work by signaling to activists and the public at large which issues and frames might be
successful at a given point in time (Tarrow 1996). These are most influential in the founding
of social movement organizations and in the formation of coalitions. For instance, Wuthnow
(1989) analyzed how the emergence of significant “communities of discourse” is shaped by
environmental conditions, institutional contexts, and sequences of actions. Koopmans’s analy-
sis (2005) of the “discursive frames” that affected right-wing mobilization in Germany,
Steinberg’s analysis (1995) of labor mobilizations in the nineteenth century, and Maney,
Woehrle, and Coy’s analyses (2005) of peace movement frames illustrate how political
contexts shape ideological work in social movements. Meyer and Minkoff (2004) called for
scholars to keep in mind the questions, “political opportunity for whom?” and “political oppor-
tunity for what?” as a method to avoid conceptual cloudiness.

From Political Opportunities to Political Contexts

Another approach has been to move away from the concept “opportunity” and instead focus
on political contexts (Kriesi 1996; Rucht 1996). This shift has allowed scholars to avoid the
limiting metaphor of the opening and closing “window” of opportunity and instead identify
both durable and variable aspects of the state relevant to a given movement at a particular
point in time. This approach centers on questions of how major political institutions structure
the contexts for political action by both challengers and authorities.

Kriesi and colleagues (1995), and later Amenta and colleagues (2002) argued that the
structure of the polity, ranging from highly centralized to highly dispersed, affects both social
movement forms and outcomes by creating more or fewer points of access to (as well as “veto
points” within) the polity (Skocpol 1992). Measures of democratization, such as suffrage, the
number of political parties, and “direct democracy” legislative processes (e.g., ballot initia-
tives) will also impact the number of social movements and their forms (Amenta et al. 2002).
State policies are also a critical component of the political context. They have the capacity to
shape the grievances of social movements as well as channel their actions (Burstein,
Einwohner, and Hollander 1995; Clemens 1998; Feree 1987; Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly
1999; McCarthy, Britt, and Wolfson 1991; Piven and Cloward 1979; Quadagno 1992;
Valocchi 1990; Western 1993). A final component of political contexts is state bureaucracies
and repressive capacities. Kriesi and colleagues (1995), studying “new” social movements in
Western Europe, argue that high levels of repression may effectively prevent protest, but the
impact of low levels of repression is unclear. Della Porta (1998) argued that a state’s failure
to invoke repressive action increases the likelihood that social movements will use peaceful
protest tactics. On the other hand, strong bureaucracies are likely to increase social movement
mobilization in that they increase the state’s capacity to implement social change (Amenta et
al. 2002). To the extent that bureaucrats support social movement goals, they may aid chal-
lengers directly (Orloff and Skocpol 1984).

Research on the ways states have worked to police public protests has shown that during
the 1960s and 1970s a system of “public order management” evolved as authorities worked to
balance their competing mandates to maintain public order while also protecting citizens’ rights
to speech and assembly (della Porta and Reiter 1998; McCarthy, McPhail, and Crist 1999). This
institutionalization of protest and state responses to it, however, is just one aspect of the ways
states have sought to neutralize threats from social movement challengers. For instance,
researchers have detailed the covert actions of the U.S. government to repress movements of
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both the left and right during the 1960s (Cunningham 2005), and contemporary news accounts
suggests that such practices may be expanding today. Davenport and his collaborators (2005)
call for a wider interpretation of state repression to account for the varieties of tools available
for modern states to channel and subvert challenges to their authority. One study in that volume
calls for an extension of the historical emphasis of McAdam’s political process approach to the
study of movements to address the decline phase of movements. Zwerman and Steinhoff (2005)
analyzed the effects of state repression on activism in the United States and Japan, and they
found that repression in both cases generated enduring and robust forms of militancy. They con-
cluded, “repression may have serious long-term costs not just for the activists it represses but
for the state that imposes it [ .. .]” (p. 102). These insights from research on state repression and
other forms of protest control demonstrate the need for structural analyses to account for the
ways interactions between challengers, authorities, and other actors shape the evolving contexts
for protest (Earl 2006; Jenkins and Klandermans 1995).

Further demonstrating the importance of adopting an interactive and dynamic approach
to understanding political contexts, newer analyses have shown that the system of “negotiated
protest management” observed over recent years has broken down in recent years, and this is
partly due to the expansion of the global neoliberal agenda and a related reduction in officially
sanctioned spaces of protest, known as the public forum (McCarthy and McPhail 2006). As
a result, more overtly repressive police tactics have been seen in many Western countries,
reversing the earlier trend toward more nonviolent policing strategies (della Porta, Peterson,
and Reiter 2007). Together this work illustrates the importance of understanding the ways
states are organized to both manage and resist challenges from social change advocates,
affecting the relevant political contexts.

Some critics wonder whether, if political contexts are so important to social change,
social movements might themselves be irrelevant to the process of social change (e.g.,
Goodwin and Jasper 1999). However, several studies have shown that the movements
themselves do matter to the process of social change (Burstein Einwohner, and Hollander
1995; Giugni 1998; Giugni et al. 1999; Piven and Cloward 1979). One study on the emer-
gence of Old Age Assistance in the United States tests this question directly by using
time-series and cross-sectional data (Amenta, Caren, and Olasky 2005). They find that the
pension movement did influence social policy by acting as an important mediator between
the favorable political conditions and the legislative process.

Not all movements are oriented to changing state policies or reforming state bureaucra-
cies. Some movements, for example, target the policies or practices of private corporations.
Nicole C. Raeburn’s (2004) study of lesbian and gay employee associations’ attempts to
secure domestic partner benefits is an excellent example of one such movement. This analy-
sis tracks the successes and failures of activists who are participating in a larger project of
bringing benefits to lesbian and gay families; however, each employee association is bounded
by the institution in which it operates. Even in this case, however Raeburn finds that contexts
are very important to securing these benefits, both the political and labor market contexts in
which the organization is embedded and the institutional context of the organization itself.

It is well established that political contexts affect mobilization, and research on political
contexts has contributed to a more nuanced understanding of the ways broad structures as well
as institutional practices affect the prospects for social change efforts to emerge. In particular, the
concept of political context highlights the role of the state’s more routine policies in channeling
the activism of social movement organizations. For example, McCarthy and colleagues (1991)
examined the role of federal tax law and postal service regulations in the United States. They
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found that the laws requiring non-profit organizations to be “nonpartisan” have a major impact
on the day-to-day organization of activities, as well as the framing of social movement claims.

In subsequent work, McCarthy and his colleagues showed how relationships between
protest groups and police have also served to channel forms of political protest. They found
that government restrictions on people’s rights to public assembly have evolved through a
process of give-and-take between authorities and challengers, whereby authorities have
sought to limit the time, place, and manner of public protests, while challengers have used the
courts and other institutional mechanisms to press for more expansive rights to assembly and
speech. This work highlights the ways states and other institutional actors “channel” social
movement activities through often subtle and indirect means (e.g., McCarthy et al. 1999).
Neoliberal economic trends over recent years have transformed public space even further, as
shopping malls have replaced town commons as the primary public gathering spaces. The
investment of public resources in the development of privately controlled consumer spaces,
and the expansion of private housing communities further constrains the public forum
(McCarthy and McPhail 2006).

In today’s era of enhanced global interdependence, we find analysts rethinking their
understanding of states and state power. The concept of political contexts can help us extend
our analytical lens from conflicts that are usefully viewed in more localized terms to more
global contexts. In particular, the notion that social movements are shaped by broad structural
forces that affect distributions of economic resources and political power and that institutions
play important roles to encourage, channel, and/or repress social change activism can be read-
ily applied to a polity that is viewed in global, rather than national, terms. As we argue below,
structural accounts of transnational, national, and local protest are critical to understand the
relative strength of states, the utility of transnational activism, and the multiple access points
for activists in this era of increasing globalization.

GLOBALIZATION AND ITS IMPLICATIONS
FOR THINKING ABOUT POLITICAL CONTEXTS

Globalization is not a new phenomenon, and in reality it is simply a new label for long-
enduring social and economic processes (Arrighi and Drangel 1986; Chase-Dunn 1998;
Chirot and Hall 1982; Robinson 2004; Wallerstein 1976, 1980). Sociologists have devoted
extensive attention to the ways increasing interactions among national societies have
affected social life on many levels, through processes such as modernization, urbanization,
and secularization. The fact that we find similar patterns of behavior across many very
diverse societies suggests that these processes have common structural roots, and that these
roots extend beyond the national state context. For instance, Markoff’s historical analysis
(1996) showed that both social movements and democracy emerged through extensive
transnational (and even pre-national) interactions that helped spread new ideas about poli-
tics and forms of collective action. Emerging pro-democracy forces learned from their coun-
terparts around Europe, and practices diffused readily across national boundaries.

Popular politics has long spilled over national political boundaries, but the much more
rapid speed and more extensive volume of these interactions—now commonly referred to as
“globalization” have intensified transnational political activity. Some of the earliest organized
social movements brought together people from a variety of cultural backgrounds around
shared aims of, for instance, promoting an end to slavery, advancing equal political rights for
women, and limiting the barbarism of warfare (Finnemore 1996a; Wittner 1993, 1997).
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Nineteenth century transnational activism was similar to that of today in that it benefited from
technological advances (Hanagan 2002) while also advocating notions of humanity that tran-
scended geographically defined boundaries (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Rupp 1997). Today, we
find thousands of civil society organizations that cross national borders, and more frequent
and dramatic instances of transnational collective action. What forces are helping to push
popular politics outside their traditional, nationally defined boundaries?

Structural accounts of social movements have highlighted the need for contemporary
studies of social movements to consider states as actors within a broader system of players
that make up what is an increasingly coherent and institutionalized global political arena.
Most analyses portray national governments as embedded in networks of relationships with
other states and international institutions. The ideas governments have about what their inter-
ests are and how they will pursue those interests are strongly influenced by these networks of
relations (Boli and Thomas 1999; Finnemore 1996b; Frank et al. 2000; Meyer et al. 1997).
The very basis of states’ identity—the legal concept of sovereignty—is meaningful only in
the international context where states themselves grant each other recognition. Analyses that
do not account for this global system will fail to identify how global factors influence the
articulation and negotiation of what might otherwise appear to be nationally rooted conflicts.
And without considering how states are embedded within a broader system of relationships,
we will underestimate how variations in state power may affect their responses to challengers.
The next section summarizes the main elements of “globalization” and identifies how these
processes are relevant for our understanding of the contemporary global political arena.

Economic Globalization

Many popular discussions of “globalization” refer implicitly to the idea that national
economies are gradually becoming integrated into a single, global economy. While economic
factors reflect just one aspect of globalization, any attempt to understand global political
change must consider these underlying economic foundations. Analysts working in the
World-Systems tradition have argued that the system of states is highly unequal, and that the
global economic hierarchy is, for a variety of reasons, likely to persist, barring a major trans-
formation of economic relations. “Core” or early-industrializing states have enjoyed the most
benefits from the global expansion of capitalism, beginning with direct economic imperial-
ism and colonial occupation. The “periphery” states have been—through colonization or
some other form of unequal economic relations—relegated to a subordinate role in the world
economic system. Economic globalization institutionalizes and reinforces this inequality
(e.g., Bello 2000; Korzeniewicz and Moran 1997, 2006). “Semiperipheral” states lie some-
where in the middle, as they have substantial enough resources to influence world market
relations but they lack enough influence to play a leadership role in this system.

The organization of economic relationships in the core and periphery has meant that
these exploitative core-periphery relationships have persisted, even as periphery states for-
mally obtained their “independence.” As states in the core depend upon southern markets and
resources for their economic development, they have used their power to institutionalize their
dominant position in the global economic order. For instance, McMichael (2003) showed how
the post-WWII settlement shaped a “national development project” that gradually evolved
into a global market-oriented “globalization project,” serving to perpetuate and even expand
inequities between core and periphery states.
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World-system scholarship has informed more recent attempts to articulate class-based
analyses of global political and economic relations. Leslie Sklair (2001) analyzed the dis-
courses and structures of the world’s leading transnational corporations to assess whether we
can speak of an emergent “transnational capitalist class.” He argued that transnational corpo-
rate structures and the practices involved in reproducing and advancing a vision of globalized
capitalism has indeed generated a social grouping that may be called a transnational capital-
ist class. Sklair showed how agents operating as part of this class have systematically
advanced the interest of globalized capital over other interests and agendas. Similarly,
Robinson (2004) made the case that a collection of corporate actors and their political allies
have systematically altered relationships between states and citizens while shaping global
institutional configurations. Opposing the transnational capitalist class is a structurally disad-
vantaged labor movement, which has been limited in its influence by the compromise strat-
egy of business unionism used by organized labor in the global north, or the core countries
(O’Brien 2000). This approach may have suited the short-term interests of some workers, but
it has contributed to nationalist divisions in the labor movement that have contributed to
labor’s decline in the latter part of the twentieth century.?

An important conclusion from research on global economic relationships is that a
state’s position in the global economic hierarchy affects both its vulnerability to interna-
tional pressure as well as the domestic political context. Core states in the world economic
system depend on cheap labor and other resources from the periphery in order to support
both high levels of consumption among their citizens as well as the maintenance of their
predominant position in the world economy (Chase-Dunn 1998:42-3). Labor protests
helped establish workers’ rights in those countries, and protest mobilization throughout
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries helped expand democratic rights and protections
(Tilly 1995). Thus, citizens in core states have comparatively more opportunities and
resources for participating in social movements, and—perhaps more importantly their
governments have greater capacities for responding to citizens’ demands (Arrighi 1999;
Markoff 1999).

In contrast, citizens in periphery countries are far more likely to face violent repression
(Jenkins and Schock 1992; Podobnik 2004; Walton and Seddon 1994). Because core states
depend on cheap access to goods and labor from the periphery, they have an interest in main-
taining political conditions in those countries that suit their economic interests. This further
limits opportunities for political mobilization in the periphery. Not only are opportunities for
political participation more limited in the periphery, but because their governments are so
dependent on international finance and aid, their experiences are more strongly determined
by global-level processes than are the domestic opportunities of activists in core states. So the
policies of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund have more immediate conse-
quences for people in countries that borrow money from these institutions—the global
South—and yet the decisions taken in these organizations are determined by just a handful of
core states. This leaves periphery citizens dually disenfranchised, since they have limited abil-
ity to influence their own governments that, in turn, have little capacity to influence the global
policies that most affect them. As formal democracy has spread to periphery regions, some

2 Recent years have witnessed a renewal of transnational labor organizing, and Ronaldo Munck (2002) has argued
that we may be seeing a new “great transformation,” similar to labor’s success in reigning in the most destructive
elements of early industrializing capital (see also Moody 1997; O’Brien forthcoming).
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analysts have used the term “democratizing disempowerment” to describe the paradoxical
position of the people of the global South (Hippler 1995).3

Despite the relative powerlessness of the global South, it is here that some analysts see the
most promising developments in social movements. For instance, some analysts have identified
new forms of political organizing in global South countries that may reinvigorate institutional-
ized politics in those countries while also providing models for parties elsewhere (Baiocchi 2004;
Markoff 2003).* Semiperiphery countries such as Brazil, South Korea, and South Africa are also
sites of labor movement revitalization, and transnational ties among labor groups as well as
between labor and other movement sectors are seen as one of the most promising developments
in contemporary global justice activism (Baiocchi 2004; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Levering 1997,
Moody 1997; Munck 2002; O’Brien forthcoming; Waterman and Timms 2004).

Political Globalization

Alongside global economic integration, we see the formation and strengthening of interna-
tional institutions designed to help states manage their external as well as internal insecuri-
ties. These insecurities are not only military, but also involve environmental, economic, and
public health concerns, among others. Some speak of this process as “internationalization,” in
contrast to economic “globalization” (Daly 2002; Tarrow 2001). Internationalization refers to
the development of formal cooperative relationships among states, usually through formal
treaties and the establishment of international organizations.

The expansion of intergovernmental agencies that address substantive issues creates both
challenges and opportunities for social movement actors. On the one hand, when governments
relinquish part of their authority to global institutions, they undermine the traditional channels
of political accountability. This leads to what is called the “democratic deficit” of international
institutions, which are typically staffed by appointed rather than elected officials who have few
if any ties to local or national constituencies (Evans 1997; Markoff 1999; Tilly 1995). In some
instances, particularly within the global financial institutions, international officials are
selected for their technical expertise alone, and institutional cultures either ignore or disdain
democratic values (Markoff and Montecinos 1993; Montecinos 2001; Stiglitz 2003). In fact,
the World Trade Organization (WTO) even posted on its Web site a “top ten list” of the main
benefits of the WTO, which included the supposed “benefit” of “protecting governments from
the influences of special interests” within their borders. Why is it that proponents of interna-
tional trade oppose more input and oversight from groups that are affected by policies?

While international institutions can undermine democracy, they can also be used
to strengthen democracy by enhancing transparency and providing opportunities and

3 The end of the Cold War has also reduced the ability of states in the global South to impact global policy. During
the era of competition between the U.S. and Soviet Union, these two countries courted Third World allies as a way
to advance their own ideological positions and influence in the global system. With the demise of the USSR, there
is no counterweight to the pro-capitalist initiatives of the U.S., and the lone superpower status of the U.S. means
that it no longer needs to cultivate allies from among the world’s poorer regions. Thus, we see declining flows of
international aid between the global North and South, as well as a reduced political influence of global South
countries in the inter-state system that has contributed to the strengthening of the Bretton Woods Institutions rel-
ative to the United Nations.

4 There is also evidence that political parties in Western contexts are responding to pressures from contemporary
global protests (see, e.g., della Porta, Donatella et al. 2006).
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resources for social movements to strengthen their position vis-a-vis other more powerful
actors (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Korzeniewicz and Smith
2000; Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink 1999; Sassen 1998; Smith et al. 1997; Tarrow 2001). The
fact that international institutions are charged with addressing global problems relating to
peace, the environment, and human rights means that within these organizations, social
movements can find powerful allies as well as material and symbolic resources. In fact,
because international agencies lack the “natural” constituencies that support local and
national elected officials, international officials see a need to build direct links between
their agencies and popular groups. The fact that governments have signed international dec-
larations and treaties indicating their support for the values movements advance provides
both international and legal legitimacy for activists’ claims as well as political leverage
against states that would prefer to maintain reputations of good global citizenship.
Although governments may sign treaties with no intention of actually implementing them,
no government welcomes—and most actively resist—attempts to bring international atten-
tion to their violations of these treaties.’

The pattern of increased formalization and bureaucratization of interstate structures par-
allels the evolution of the modern state. Just as we saw with the rise of the modern national
state, we see that social movements have had a similar relationship to global institutions as
they do to national ones. They have pressed for the expansion of global institutions to estab-
lish citizens’ rights and to promote and protect social welfare, and they have reinforced these
institutions by making appeals to international authorities and norms (see, e.g. Smith 1995).
This process parallels the strategy of U.S. civil rights activists, who appealed to federal
authorities and the U.S. Constitution against repressive state and local officials. And as states
move political decisions into transnational political arenas, we find more and more evidence
that social movements are adapting their strategies to respond to—if not to affect—these
shifts in the locus of authority.

Scholars who have examined the ways social movements make use of international
political arenas in their struggles have used a variety of concepts to describe how internation-
alization affects movements’ mobilizing prospects. Marks and McAdam, for instance,
describe it as a system of “multilevel governance” arguing that,

Whereas the classic nation-state tended to define the ‘structure of political opportunities’ for all
challenging groups, the emergence of a multi-level polity means that movements are increasingly
likely to confront highly idiosyncratic opportunity structures defined by that unique combination
of governmental bodies (at all levels) which share decision making authority over the issues of
interest to the movement. So instead of the rise of a single new social movement form, we are
more apt to see the development and proliferation of multiple movement forms keyed to inher-
ited structures and the demands of mobilization in particular policy areas. (1996:119)

Rothman and Oliver (1999) used the notion of “nested political opportunity struc-
tures,” where “[lJocal political opportunity structures are embedded in national political
opportunity structures, which are in turn embedded in international political opportunity
structures” (p. 43; see also Boyer and Hollingsworth 1997:470), creating possibilities for
complex patterns of relations among actors seeking political influence. Tarrow (2001) sees
a “composite polity,” whereby international agreements add another overlapping layer to an

5 Here we find an important link between structural and cultural accounts of social movements, as global institu-
tions are seen as spaces where social movements and other actors compete to define global norms as well as to
promote their implementation (Clark 2003; Risse et al. 1999; Sikkink 2005).
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already existing national polity, creating “opportunities for coalitions of actors and states to
formulate common positions and overcome their diversity and dispersion to exploit its
political opportunities” (pp. 243-244).

The key point here is that as decisions of national governments become increasingly
subject to political processes beyond national borders, existing structures designed to pro-
vide for public input and accountability can no longer ensure democratic governance. We
must therefore understand the global political system as a set of interconnected and inter-
dependent national polities linked by a growing array of international institutions. As the
international political system expands and exerts more influence on people’s everyday
experiences, we see intensified demands for enhanced democracy in global institutions.
Social movements have increasingly cultivated transnational alliances to enhance their
influence in shaping the structures of global regulation and accountability (e.g., Clark
2003; Foster and Anand 1999; Fox and Brown 1998; Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002;
Smith, Chatfield, and Pagnucco 1997).

Social movements have long been involved in struggles to define the global political
context and to support and expand international law. Throughout history, social movement
actors have pressed governments to adopt new and different approaches to the world out-
side their borders. We now take for granted the idea that slavery is something that no soci-
ety should allow, that governments engaged in warfare must adhere to some minimal
standards of human decency, and that the world’s sea beds are the common inheritance of
all people. Without the tireless efforts of a relatively small number of dedicated citizen
advocates, governments are unlikely to have agreed to these formal rules that limit their
sovereignty (e.g., Chatfield 1997; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Levering 1997). More recently,
social movement pressures have led to the adoption of important new treaties such as the
International Convention to Ban Land Mines and the International Criminal Court (e.g.,
Glasius 2002; Price 1998; J. Smith forthcoming). Few analysts would disagree that without
the concerted efforts of citizens’ groups around the world, neither of these treaties would
have been adopted. And despite continued opposition from the United States, both treaties
were among the fastest to enter into force, setting new speed records in the evolution of
international law. Transnational social movements have proved an important antidote to the
glacial pace of many intergovernmental negotiations.

In addition to pressing for new laws that might limit and constrain state action, social
movements play key roles to bring pressure on governments to comply with international
norms and standards. Keck and Sikkink (1998) refer to this as the “boomerang effect,”
whereby citizens finding their governments unresponsive to domestic pressures appeal to
international allies and institutions to bring international pressure onto their governments.
Without such citizen efforts to engage “boomerangs” in many places around the world, the
correspondence of national practice with international human rights and other norms would
be very weak indeed. Key international human rights bodies rely on civil society groups to
“name and shame” governments into complying with human rights norms. The boomerang
process contributes to the “domestication” of international law (J. Smith forthcoming; Tarrow
2005). We should note, however, that these global-local pressures can also work in the other
direction. For example, Stewart’s analysis (2004) of an indigenous Guatemalan movement for
the proper burial of victims of a political massacre indicate that local transnational activism
can bring pressure to bear on global institutions, such as the World Bank, in addition to local
governments.



01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
3]
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48

Book_Roggeband&Klandermans_0387709592_proofl_ 120407

26 Jackie Smith and Tina Fetner
Cultural Globalization

Global integration has important influences on the cultures and collective identities of com-
munities everywhere. For instance, the extensive flow of information about diverse cultures
helps encourage an appreciation for the diversity and richness of different peoples’ histories
and traditions. It can also foster perceptions of relative deprivation and rising expectations as
global marketing promotes images of consumption pattern that eludes vast portions of the
world’s population. This helps fuel defensive responses from groups that perceive such infor-
mation as threatening to their own cultural practices and identities (Barber 1995).

At the same time as it poses very real threats to many cultural traditions, the expansion
of what might be called a global culture or at least a global media market also facilitates
transnational dialogue and communication of all sorts. It helps create common grievances
and reference points and shared sets of ideas upon which social movements and other groups
can build. To unite individuals from very diverse political and cultural backgrounds, social
movements must cultivate some shared ideologies and identities that help define a joint pur-
pose and form a basis for trust and solidarity. Transnational associations cultivate group
identities that transcend the geographic ones defined by national states. They encourage peo-
ple, for instance, to emphasize their identity with their profession (i.e, the International
Sociological Association), their hobby (i.e., the International Chess Club), or their political
views (i.e., People’s Global Action) over political nationalities. And important mobilizations
have taken place in recent decades among diverse indigenous peoples around the world
(Brysk 2000; Passy 1999). Indeed, many participants in these groups find that they have far
more in common with the other members of the group than they do with many compatriots
(Minkoff 1997a; J. Smith 1998).

Cultural globalization is therefore reinforced by both economic and political processes,
and it helps provide a foundation upon which both of those processes build. While this chap-
ter emphasizes the more structural aspects of globalization, it must be said that the cultural
materials—the ideas, traditions, practices, and identities—that constitute culture have impor-
tant influences on the processes we examine here. And indeed these cultural artifacts are
shaped by the broader institutions and structures discussed throughout the chapter (Boli and
Thomas 1999; Inglehart and Baker 2000; Meyer 2003). Of particular importance is the notion
that transnational processes and interactions are helping to generate new ideas of citizenship
and loyalty that are challenging traditional, nationally bounded identities. These provide
important cultural foundations for transnational social movement mobilization.

Contextualizing the State

It is increasingly clear that the political contexts within particular states cannot be understood
independently of that state’s relations to other actors in the global system. There has been
fairly extensive debate about the relative importance of global, as opposed to national, struc-
tures and institutions on the trajectories of social movements (e.g., Imig and Tarrow 2001;
Koopmans and Statham 1999a; Laxer and Halperin 2003). Numerous analysts caution against
arguments suggesting that a growth in global level institutions and policies signals the demise
of the national state (e.g., Tarrow, 1998a). Some also show that earlier eras of global integra-
tion represented comparable or even greater levels of international trade and investment,
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questioning whether today’s globalization is fundamentally new or different (Hanagan 2002;
Laxer and Halperin 2003).

Without denying the continued importance of states, we emphasize the idea that the
complex web of global relations has significant impacts on state structures and capacities,
and this, in turn, influences the possibilities for movement mobilization and impact. Global
institutions, structures, and processes are simultaneously shaping both states and other
political actors, including social movements (and vice versa). Global institutions affect not
only the political and legal contexts that define opportunities and constraints for states and
all other actors, but they also influence the collective identities of those actors. Thus, the
practices of states vis-a-vis their own citizens are increasingly defined in global terms (e.g.,
Reimann 2002; Sassen 1998). Moreover, the notion of a state itself is irrelevant without an
interstate context of other states able to recognize the rights and legitimacy of a given
national authority. Collectivities define themselves in terms of broader sets of relationships,
and an interstate system provides the context that encourages and facilitates the elaboration
of both national and transnational identities (Boli and Thomas 1999). As Buss and
Hermann conclude,

To dismiss transnational activism as relevant only in terms of domestic politics overlooks the
extent to which international law and policy are important realms in their own right. The ‘interna-
tional’ is more than just the space ‘outside’ of the domestic. It has taken on a significance
as, among other things, a site of struggle over the shape and meaning of social relations in the con-
text of global change. (2003:134)

Gay Seidman’s analysis of anti-apartheid and labor activism leads her to conclude that
activists are capable of articulating multiple identities in the course of their struggles, or
“shifting the ground” on which they work, moving quite easily across national borders. The
fact that many conflicts are oriented around national political structures is merely an artifact
of the institutional arrangements in which people are embedded:

[ ...] the institutional fact that international bodies are generally composed of national representa-
tives forces potentially global identities into national frames. But it need not blind us to the possi-
bility that activists might under other circumstances frame their concerns more globally. (2000:347)

While recognizing how global relations have transformed the nature of the state over
time, we must also avoid another conceptual pitfall of thinking that global politics must take
place in transnational contexts. Looking at women’s activism in India, Subranamiam and her
colleagues found that analyses of the global downplay the extent to which globally relevant
politics occur in local settings:

[Although] global processes are often viewed as taking place in a world context, above nation
states, networks can be anchored between and across all borders (villages, districts, states, and
nations) involving actors and groups at the grassroots. (Subramaniam, Gupte, and Mitra 2003:335)

These observations® suggest that we must relax our traditional notions of borders and
instead see states as just a bundle of comparatively dense networks of relations that has a vari-
ety of diverse, and expanding, ties to similar national networks and to other transnational
actors around the world. This networked, multilayered political structure provides the context
in which social movements, states, and other political actors contend. As Tilly (1984, 1990)

61s it just a coincidence that they are all made by women?!
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found in his research on the rise of the modern state, it is these contentious interactions that
are constantly shaping and reshaping social institutions at the local, national, and global lev-
els. Thus, through their interactions with states and other global actors, social movements are
helping to shape the course of globalization—even if the results aren’t completely consistent
with movement aims.

FROM ORGANIZATIONS
TO MOBILIZING STRUCTURES

Another key concept in structural approaches to social movements is the notion of mobilizing
structures. This refers to the formal and informal organizations and networks that facilitate
routine communication and coordination among groups of people. Early research in this tra-
dition emphasized the importance of formal organizations—or social movement organiza-
tions or SMOs—to the development of social movements (McCarthy and Zald 1973, 1977).
Though important debates have been waged in the literature on the tensions between the
demands of building organizations and challenging predominant power relations,” most ana-
lysts accept that without some effort to organize, no movement can mobilize a sustained flow
of resources and energy toward social change efforts.

Research in this area shows that SMOs have become routine and enduring features of the
modern political landscape, contributing to what scholars have referred to as a “movement
society.” As we discuss in more detail later, the movement society refers to the increased
prevalence in modern societies of formal and professionally staffed organizations advocating
for social and political chang