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Deprivation, Mobilization
and the State:
A Synthetic Model of Rebellion
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ABSTRACT

In this paper it is argued that it is theoretically more useful to synthesize socio-
psychological, political conflict and structural-determinist approaches to explaining rebellion
than to choose among them. Taken in isolation, each model presents necessary, but theoretically
insufficient, explanations of the conditions that precipitate armed rebellion. To synthesize these
approaches, we argue that while relative deprivation provides the psychological impetus for col-
lective action, organized groups which can focus discontent determine its activation. In addi-
tion, state power plays a key role in determining the impact of popular insurrection.

WITHIN THE LITERATURE ON REBELLION and revolution
there exists a diversity of opinion about the “‘best’’ theoretical framework to
employ. This can be illustrated by examining a set of recent articles which
review the literature on rebellion, revolution and social movements. Eckstein
(1980) divides the literature into those studies that assume conflict is inherent
in society and those that assume it is contingent upon human actions, arguing
that the two approaches are fundamentally distinct and incompatible.
Goldstone (1980) argues that a third generation of theories of revolution are
superior to those that preceded them. McAdam (1982: 5-59), on the other
hand, suggests that political opportunity theories have greater explanatory
power than classical theories of collective behavior. Moreover, Jenkins (1983:
527) claims that the resource mobilization perspective has led to an underem-
phasis of the ‘‘social psychology of mobilization,’’ while Tarrow (1988) claims
that the new social movements literature has properly restored the ‘“political’’
to its central explanatory role. The common thread that runs through these
reviews is the characterization of the literature on revolution and rebellion as
consisting of competing rather than complementary approaches. Scholars are
talking past, rather than with, each other.

This raises the quesiion: Can we talk meaningfully about a scientific
understanding of the causes of domestic political violence? In other words, has
the elaboration of diverse theories of violent collective action illuminated or
muddled our knowledge of why people take up arms against the state? The
scholarly communities’ reaction to this plethora of approaches has led to
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internecine bickering between the various schools of theoretical and methodo-
logical thought. Instead of clarifying our understanding of rebellion and
revolution, this state of affairs has resulted in theoretical fragmentation and
dissension.

Sounding a different call from the scholars cited above, McAdam et. al
(1988) suggest that, rather than debate the relative merits of distinct theoretical
approaches, a synthetic approach to the study of collective action is needed.
In this paper we respond to that challenge by suggesting that it is to the benefit
of those who are interested in explaining the outbreak of rebellion to narrow
the scope of the debate toward the end of performing comparable analyses and
engaging in what Kuhn (1962) would call ‘‘normal science.”

Within the literature on rebellion and revolution it is possible to identify
three broad conceptual frameworks, each focusing on a different level of
analysis within which most theorists work: socio-psychological approaches,
political conflict approaches and structural-determinist approaches.! Socio-
psychological explanations of the outbreak of violent conflict focus on the
individual level of analysis. These analyses typically concern themselves with
why individuals participate in rebellion.? In contrast, political conflict explana-
tions concentrate on the collective level of analysis. Focusing attention on the
resources of challenger groups and the state, theories in this framework
typically concern themselves with the strategies employed in the formation of
challenger coalitions and movements, and state responses.? Finally, structural-
determinist analyses concentrate on the social-structural level of analysis.
Theories in this framework typically ask: What structural factors lead to the
emergence of revolutionary situations? State structures, and the state’s rela-
tions with dominant classes and other states in the international system are
considered to be the.relevant explanatory variables.*

In this article we argue that it is essential to utilize all three levels of analysis
if we are to enhance our ability to understand and explain the manifestation
of armed rebellion in the societies which populate our planet. We recognize
that one of the chief reasons scholars have chosen from among these
approaches is that none of the major theoretical frameworks adequately utilize
all three levels of analysis. By failing to do so, they leave us with a theoretically
fragmented understanding of the dynamics of rebellion and revolution.

Without examining the entire body of literature on rebellion and revolu-
tion,® we can highlight this problem by concentrating on the leading theoretical
treatise from each framework: Ted Gurr’'s Why Men Rebel (1970); Charles
Tilly’s From Mobilization to Revolution (1978); and Theda Skocpol’s States and
Soctal Revolutions (1979). These works are indicative of the civil strife literature
as a whole in that they tend to emphasize one level of analysis, relegating the
others to secondary or inconsequential roles. Thus, Gurr focuses on the
individual’s motivation to take up arms against the state. Tilly, on the other
hand, is more concerned with the dynamics of group formation and mobiliza-
tion than with individuals’ psychological predispositions for violence. Finally,
Skocpol rejects what she calls the voluntarist arguments of both Gurr and
Tilly, arguing that revolutions are not made, they simply come.
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Despite the obvious tensions among these works, the question remains:
Arc the barriers between them real or just the result of thcoretical over-
simplification by the theorists and the scholarly community? On closer
examination, just because theories within each of these frameworks focus on
one level of analysis does not mean that they necessarily restrict themselves to
that level. For example, while Gurr (1970) concentrates on relative deprivation
as a necessary condition for the outbreak of civil strife, he also cites the ‘‘coer-
cive balance’’ between rebellious groups and the state, and the social-
structural conditions which affect the outbreak of rebellion. Moreover, while
Tilly (1978) focuses on group-state competition, that competition takes place
in, and is constrained by, the structural conditions present within society.
Finally, Skocpol (1979) stresses the importance of the structural causes of social
revolutions. However, these structural conditions manifest themselves in inter-
class conflict and conflict between those classes and a semi-autonomous state.
Though these theorists may not want to admit it, these frameworks are not
mutually exclusive.

A Theoretical Synthesis

The central thrust of this article is that Gurr (1970), Tilly (1978) and Skoc-
pol (1979) can learn from each other. This does not suggest that the theories
can be ‘‘pushed together’’ and a cogent synthesis will magically emerge. Nor
does it deny that real tensions and debates exist among these works. Rather,
we intend to elaborate those areas where the theories can complement each
other, and demonstrate that a theoretical synthesis can be achieved. To retain
our focus, we will address one central question: What is the process that results
in individuals engaging in armed rebellion? In other words, kow and why do
people come together to challenge the existing regime? A theory that ade-
quately addresses these questions must 1) account for an individual’s will-
ingness to expose himself or herself to exceptional physical danger, 2) explain
how individuals come together to form rebel groups, and 3) reveal why groups
of citizens are able to militarily challenge a state and its coercive apparatus.
To address these questions, we propose a framework which elaborates the
‘“‘micro-mobilization process’’ (Snow ef. al. 1986) as the linkage between
Tilly’s (1978) discussion of categories, networks and group mobilization and
Gurr’s (1970) discussion of relative deprivation. Further, Gurr’s (1970) notion
of the ‘‘coercive balance’’ between rebels and states, and Tilly’s (1978) discus-
sion of state-challenger conflict is informed by Skocpol’s state-centered analysis
of the structural conditions which weaken a state’s ability to employ its coer-
cive capacity.

Groups: Categories and Networks

To create theoretical linkages between individual and group levels of
analysis, rebel organizations must be conceptualized on both the individual
and collective levels. While groups can be viewed as unitary collectivities



systematically pursuing their goals through the process of organizational
growth, they also must be conceptualized as concentrations of individuals who
chare common bonds and associational ties. To facilitate this integration of
theoretical approaches, we begin with some definitions. At the individual level,
a pool of potential rebels can be broken down into (1) those individuals who
identify with the rebel group and are willing to act on that identification (i.e.,
adherents (McCarthy & Zald 1977)), (2) those individuals who identify but do
not contribute (i.e., free-riders (Olson 1965)), and (3) those individuals who
do not identify with the rebel group and, by default, are unwilling to act. The
combined set of free-riders and those individuals who do not identify with the
rebel group, we call potential group members (PGM’s).

Moving to the collective level, groups can be further distinguished
between (1) latent groups (Truman 1951) or unmobilized sentiment pools
(McCarthy 1987), (2) organizations with potential for collective action
(OPCA’s), and (3) social movement organizations (SMO’s (Zald & Ash
1966)). In this paper, we are only interested in groups which have formed a
leadership core, therefore latent groups are not considered. The distinction
between the latter two categories of collectivities is the level of mobilization
they have attained. OPCA'’s have only the potential to act because they lack the
requisite number and/or types of resources (i.¢., ideological cohesion, material
resources, human participation, communal structure/organization) necessary
to act. Conversely, SMO’s have both the number and types of resources
necessary to act. This difference can be illustrated by the small band of FSLN
guerrillas running around the Nicaraguan countryside in the late 1960s and
early "70s, and the mass-based guerrilla organization that swept Somoza from
power in July 1979. -

The mobilization .of individual people into organized groups of people (SMO’s)
should be a central explanatory variable in any theory of rebellion. The
interaction between individuals and groups, in terms of recruitment and main-
taining commitment of resources, are central theoretical issues. Yet, Gurr
(1970) fails to adequately specify this process and Skocpol (1979) dismisses it
as irrelevant. Tilly (1978), on the other hand, offers us guidance by elaborating
the structure of group formation.

Borrowing from the work of Harrison White, Tilly defines groups as “‘a
set of individuals comprising both a category and network.” A network is
made up ‘‘of people who are linked to each other, directly or indirectly, by a
specific kind of interpersonal bond.”” (Tilly 1978: 62). On the other hand, a
category is made up ‘‘of people who share some common characteristic,”’ be
it physical, ideological, or psychological (Tilly 1978: 62). Tilly then suggests
that mobilization is a function of both categories and networks (or, cat-net).
This view of mobilization is problematic because it is static; it compels us to
define groups as a priori existent in society. Thus, the mobilization patterns in
a society, and the groups they define, are given by the cat-net structure of that
society. As a result, Tilly sees mobilization exclusively as a process where
existing groups mobilize other groups to form larger groups; that groups also

mobll_lze individuals is theoretically excluded. That resource mobilization
theories have 'prcscntcd static analyses of mobilization has caused several
scholars (Jenkins 1983, Klandermans 1984, McAdam et. al. 1988, and Sno‘:v
et. al. 1986') to call for resource mobilization theorists to introduce ;ome socio-
Rsychologlcal factqrs into their models. As Klandermans (1984 598) put it
research on mobilization would do well to specify mobilization efforti o
We reject a static analysis of mobilization and introduce s.ocio-
psychological factors by focusing on the mobilization of both individuals and
groups. Therefore, a given group’s level of mobilization is not simply a func-
tion of tbe cat-net structures of society, but a function of that group’s abilit
to exploit the cat-net structures present in society and forge new orzles As ;,
rFsult, categories and networks are important to our analysis of the transf‘orma-
tion from !atent.groups to SMO’s because ‘‘no matter how a typical partici-
pant describes his reasons for joining the movement, or what motives rlila be
suggested by a social scientist on the basis of deprivation disorganizationy or
dev1ar{cy models, it is clear that the original decision to joir’x required some c,on-
tact with the movement’’ (Gerlach and Hine 1970: p. 79). Thus, before an
organization is capable of collective action, a salient category ’(im ortant
shared traits) and a strong network (frequent interaction) must both be pr;esent
If one, or bqth, are missing, they must be manufactured before an organi
tion will be in a position to take collective action. sane
A pptentxally salient category with a weak national network is insufficient
grounding f(?r an effective national rebel organization because there is little or
no communication among all members of the group, mak?ng it unlikely that
they will act as a collective unit.® As Pinard (1971: 187) suggests, ‘‘[t]he 13'1 her
the degree of §oc1al integration of potential adopters, the more,likely andgthe
sooner they will become actual adopters ... on the other hand, near-isolate
tend to be the lz'zst to adopt an innovation.”’ Moreover, not all ;nembers wh;
belong to a particular category will necessarily find that category to be salient
In fact, people [.)ef‘ceive themselves as members of several categories How-
ever, a given individual is not likely to hold the same level of idcntiﬁcati(.)n with
all. categories of which he or she is a member. Thus, one can postulate th
existence of‘ “‘preference rankings’’ over the cate’gorics with which ar?
mdxv@ugl wishes to identify strongly versus those found lower in the rankin
' Sm_ularly, an intrinsically strong network with a non-salient categor %s
msx'xfﬁmcnt .because there are no communal bonds among the membersyon
which to bun}d a formal organizational structure. Organizational structures are
created to direct a group’s action toward some common objective. However
as Ferrt?e and Miller (1985: 46) suggest, ‘‘without a homogeneous intensel,
interacting group ... people are unlikely to recognize that their priva,te trouble);
are reflections of public issues rather than personal flaws.”’

In the .ﬁn.al analysis, only when both a strong network and a salient
category exist is a group capable of action. We are all familiar with categories
of individuals which have a collective interest, yet do not act collectivel ¢ For
example, when Zimbabwean nationalist guerrillas began military incu)x'"sions



