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Resource Mobilization and Political Opportunity
in the Nicaraguan Revolution:

Tbe Theory
By ALFRED G. CUZAN

ABSTRACT. A resource mobilization-political opportunities paradigm of revo-
Iution in the Third World yields the hypotheses: Sufficient poverty, corruption,
and social, economic, and political inequalities, grievances and discontent are
assumed to exist in most Third World autocracies to legitimate violent revo-
lution. Yet, revolution is rare, having more to do with resources, organization,
strategy, and opportunities than with generalized discontent. The following
factors stand out: an expanding middle class, growing university enrollments,
and urbanization; the existence of an internationally assisted revolutionary or-
ganization with leadership steeped in militant ideology; and a regime unable
or unwilling to resort to large-scale repression, or which fails to respond early
and decisively to revolutionary challenges. One such factor describes Marxist-
Leninist revolutionaries, plus the know-how for “stealing” a revolution. A sub-
sequent article tests these generalizations regarding the Nicaraguan revolution.

1
Introduction

SOCIOLOGISTS AND POLITICAL SCIENTISTS in the last two decades developed two
closely related approaches to the study of social movements, the resource mo-
bilization paradigm, and the political opportunities paradigm.! The resource
mobilization approach analyzes how political entrepreneurs marshall human
and other resources for the purpose of promoting change in social structures,
and studies which strategies make for success or failure in social movement
organizations.” The political opportunity paradigm also focuses on resources,
organization, and strategy, and additionally looks into characteristics of political
systems and situations that facilitate or obstruct the attainment of social movement
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goals.? Elements of both theoretical approaches have been implicitly or explicitly
integrated by Jenkins and Lipsky.* The writings of some theorists assume that
social movements, though constituting a distinct form of collective action, may
shade into institutional politics or, at the opposite end of the spectrum, revo-
lution.?

This paper will summarize some of the central ideas of a combined resource
mobilization-political opportunities paradigm. It will modify the concepts and
extend the hypotheses as needed to help explain successful revolution in a
contemporary Third World country, such as Nicaragua. It assumes the country
is governed autocratically, that enough people who desire a change of regime
have given up hope for peaceful methods, and thus constitute a revolutionary
movement, one that will back a violent overthrow of the regime. For reasons
that it is hoped will become clear later in the paper, it assumes further that the
strongest organization within the revolutionary movement, the one which dom-
inates the process of overthrowing the regime and ends up wielding the most
power in the post-revolutionary government, is Marxist-Leninist. This was exactly
the situation in Nicaragua in the 1970s, so a subsequent paper will test the
principal hypotheses developed here in a case study of the Nicaraguan revolution.

More generally, a scenario that pits a traditional autocracy against Marxist-
Leninist revolutionaries is fairly common in the Third World.® At least one analyst
expects this situation to continue as the Soviet Union, deprived of influence
over its former satellites in Eastern Europe, shifts the focus of its aggressive
foreign policy toward the Third World where it continues to find willing clients.”
With some modifications, the findings of this paper should shed light on the
experience of other Third World countries where Marxist-Leninists, or followers
of some other totalitarian ideology, are trying to foment violent revolution.

11

A Resource Mobilization-political Opportunities Paradigm of Revolution

FIVE FACTORS, or set of variables, which contribute to the violent overthrow of
autocratic regimes are identified in a resource mobilization-political opportu-
nities approach to the study of revolution. These are: (1) underlying conditions
of discontent; (2) availability and growth of resources exploited by the revo-
lutionaries; (3) ideology, organization, and strategies of the revolutionaries; (4)
changes in the political opportunity structure; and (5) the dynamics of revo-
lutionary processes.
Underlying conditions of discontent

This set of variables plays a secondary role in resource mobilization theory,
not because grievances are unnecessary for political mobilization, but because
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they are insufficient. Any society is plagued by a certain amount of discontent
because of objective conditions of poverty, injustice, inequality, etc., or because
of a subjective perception of such conditions. This discontent, however, needs
to be harnessed and directed by organizers who have resources, if it is to serve
as a motor for revolution. According to McCarthy and Zald, empirical work casts
doubt on the traditional “assumption of a close link between preexisting dis-
content and generalized beliefs in the rise of social movement phenomena.”
Indeed, in their view, “‘deprivation and grievances’ constitute a “weak” or ‘sec-
ondary component in the generation of social movements.” They argue further
that “grievances and discontent may be defined, created, and manipulated by
issue entrepreneurs and organizations.”®

Grievances and discontent are not the cause of revolutions. If they were, most
Third World countries would be in continuous turmoil: “The truly difficult prob-
lem, it would seem, is not to explain why revolutions happen spontaneously
and inevitably (without calculated planning or direction), but rather to under-
stand why revolutions happen hardly at all in a world that abounds with misery,
deprivation, injustice, and spellbindingly rapid change.” Viewed in this light,
mass discontent is a passive, manipulative condition, something manufactured,
as it were, by revolutionaries, but not an active cause of revolution. Thus, the
“traditional perspective” is stood on its head, so to speak: Grievances are not
what give rise to revolution, but rather, are important only to the extent that the
rhetoric and actions of the revolutionaries themselves bring them into play.
Resources for revolution

As its name implies, resource mobilization theory emphasizes the wherewithal
for starting, sustaining, and expanding social movement organizations. The re-
sources that are needed range from manpower to money, from words of en-
dorsement or encouragement from influential persons to weapons and other
sinews of war. These resources are generated partly from within the population
that is to be mobilized, and partly from without. It is assumed that the purpose
of a social movement organization is to improve the conditions of existence of
a population that is deprived in some way, socially, economically, or politically.
Some of the resources needed by the social movement organization are raised
from this population, as the incomes, education, skills, and self-confidence of
its members rise over time. However, the deprived status of this group places
limits on the quantity and quality of resources it can supply to the social move-
ment organization. The remainder has to come from without, from elite groups
and wealthy sympathizers, external to the deprived population, who look with
favor on the purpose of the social movement organization, and who can use
their influence in the media, universities, and even the government itself to
help it achieve its goals.
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The growth of a middle class is conducive to the development of social move-
ments: “Middle strata . . . have shown a high level of volatility, movement
action, and often variable or even unpredictable political behavior.”*® Also con-
tributing to the formation and growth of social movements are urbanization,
which reduces the costs of communication and coordination, and expanding
university enrollments, which raise expectations (along with skills and knowl-
edge) of those aggrieved members of society who attend college." The expan-
sion of the college population makes an additional contribution to social move-
ments: that of privileged youth with discretionary time who, motivated by
idealism or ideology, are available for recruitment by social movement orga-
nizations.'?

One of the major issues in resource mobilization theory concerns the origin
of resources used by social movement organizations, namely, how much is gen-
erated from within the aggrieved group, and how much from without, from
“conscience constituents” in the middle and upper classes. Some theorists stress
the “crucial importance” for the attainment of social movement goals of outside
contributors, wealthy or influential individuals who are not members of the
deprived group but who nevertheless make available to the social movement
organization various resources, including money, which are necessary for its
success.'> However, in separate studies of the civil rights movement in the United
States, McAdam and Morris found that external resources did not come into play
until the movement was well under way.*

Whatever the exact division and timing between internal and external resources
may be in Western social movements, there can be no doubt that external re-
sources are critical in the success of a revolution. According to Garner and Zald:

Social movement analysis by sociologists has usually focused upon mobilization within a
single nation-state. But it is important to emphasize that the leading issues of the sector may
be defined across national borders, and that resources may flow across national borders.

Social movement activity in one nation provides a template, a possibility for change to relevant

groups in other nations. Not only the idea or model of change, but a flow of personnel,

weapons, and resources may flow across national borders. It was true in the American rev-
olution, in Allende’s Chile, in the rash of movements of 1968, and in the “Green” movement
of the 1980s."

If this is true of social movements, it is even more so of Marxist-Leninist
revolutions. “Internationalism” is a concept deeply embedded in Marxist-Len-
inist theory and practice. Marx and Engels ended The Communist Manifesto
with the famous exhortation: “Working men of all countries, unite!” Marx also
celebrated the internationalism of the Paris Commune. He claimed that “the
Commune annexed to France the working people [from] all over the world”
and that it had “admitted all foreigners to the honour of dying for an immortal
cause.”® Since, as the Manifesto proclaimed, the workers “‘have no country,”
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Marxist-Leninist revolutionary organizations have incorporated into their ranks
people of various nationalities. The first chief of Lenin’s secret police, the Cheka,
was a Pole. The Argentinean communist, Che Guevara, played a prominent role
in the Cuban revolution before and shortly after the seizure of power. After a
brief foray in Africa, Guevara tried to foment revolution in Bolivia, losing his
life in the attempt. Since its earliest days, the Castro regime has sponsored
revolutionary movements all over Latin America, eventually expanding into Af-
rica. Today Cuba acts as Moscow’s “‘cat’s paw” in the Third World."” It supplies
Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries with training, weapons, and sanctuary.18 Marxist-
Leninists also set up solidarity committees in the West, where they raise money
and mount media campaigns to discredit native autocracies in the eyes of
the world.

All the same, no Marxist-Leninist revolution can succeed without domestic
resources: cadres, couriers, domestic currency, safe-houses, intelligence on
government activities, sympathizers in high places, deserters from the military,
popular or united fronts to confuse the public, lawyers for defending jailed
revolutionaries, etc. As with social movements, an effective way to procure do-
mestic resources is by appropriating them from existing institutions. Only in
the case of a revolutionary organization, the means employed include what is
usually regarded as criminal activity, viz., bank robberies, kidnapping wealthy
persons and holding them for ransom, breaking into public or private arsenals
to steal weapons, compelling a radio station to publish a communique, using
universities and churches as sanctuaries for fugitives, and so on.

Ideology, organization, and strategy

Typically, a social movement gives birth to more than one organization, so
that a certain amount of competition as well as cooperation takes place within
a “social movement industry.”** Many theorists postulate that the more successful
organizations, the ones that can mobilize the most resources, tend to be cen-
tralized, formally structured, and directed by a core of leaders ideologically
committed to the goals of the social movement.?

If ideologically-committed cadres and centralized organization are associated
with success in social movements, the same can be said of revolutionary move-
ments, only more emphatically. Indeed, the “evolution of revolutions,” has
been toward “‘the emergence of increasingly durable revolutionary organiza-
tions” combining ideology and weapons under centralized control '

In the competition among organizations involved in the revolutionary “in-
dustry,” Marxist-Leninists would seem to have a comparative advantage. They
are imbued with a totalitarian ideology which legitimizes violence, and are
bound together by Lenin’s model of a centralized, conspiratorial party.? For its
adherents, Marxism-Leninism serves the function of religion, a secular faith
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“pointing towards a better future which will arrive as a combined result of both
the inexorable forces of history and the freely chosen effort of individuals who
achieved the proper understanding of social forces.”?® Small in numbers, the
strength of Marxist-Leninists lies in what Selznick calls “the organizational
weapon,” the ability to penetrate and manipulate established institutions and
ad-hoc groups with strategically placed cadres whose ideological agenda is kept
secret.* These qualities help Marxist-Leninists come out on top in the all-out
struggle for power unleashed by revolution, a process which gives the edge to
whatever organization is more able and willing to use violence without scruples.?

With regard to strategy and tactics, resource mobilization theory emphasizes
the value of disruption, manipulating the media, the activation of third parties,
generating sympathy in bystander publics, and the winning of allies from among
elites. Institutional life is disrupted by staging such things as sit-ins, walk-outs,
mass demonstrations, strikes, riots, and attacks on the police and other agents
of authority. Certain institutions, such as universities, are more susceptible to
disruption than others, and thus are labeled “weak-link” institutions.?®

Media coverage increases the political impact of disruptions. Media-hyped
events help attract recruits, demonstrate or create the illusion of strength of the
movement, boost morale within the social movement organization, win sympathy
from influential third parties and from bystander publics, and demoralize the
authorities. Accordingly, journalists must be courted and events staged which
appeal to their taste for the novel and the sensational.

It is absolutely essential for the success of a social movement organization
that it obtain the suppott of third parties and secure allies from the elites. Ac-
cording to one theorist, “the essence of political protest consists of activating
third parties to participate in controversy in ways favorable to protest goals.””?’
An effective protest induces or maneuvers third parties into putting pressure on
the government to settle with the protesters, if for no other reason than the
latter’s disruption is costly to them. Even more helpful is winning elite spon-
sorship or endorsement, for it can shield social movement organizers from
repression.?®

Yet, the requirements for staging a protest and winning the support of third
parties are often in conflict. On the one hand, in order to engage in calculated
disruption, an organization needs to act cohesively. An effective way to rally its
members behind an act of disruption that runs the risk of landing many of them
in jail and getting some of them clubbed or even killed, is for the leaders to
arouse their passions with militant and uncompromising rhetoric. However, this
tactic can easily alienate third parties and elites whose sympathy and support
the organization is hoping to attract. On the other hand, speaking softly so as
to win elite friends and get public opinion on its side can cost the leadership
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a loss of support from among the most militant members of the organization,
the ones willing to take the most risks. It can also cause rifts within the leadership,
between “moderates” and “‘radicals.”
A way out of this dilemma is to engage in varying amounts of deception:
Failure to clarify meaning, or falsification, may increase protest effectiveness. Effective
intragroup communication may increase the likelihood that protest constituents will “un-
derstand”’ that ambiguous or false public statements have “special meaning” and need not
be taken seriously. The Machiavellian circle is complete when we observe that although
lying may be prudent, the appearance of integrity and forthrightness is desirable for public
relations, since these values are widely shared.?

Strategic lying is also accomplished by dividing responsibility, so that different
leaders specialize in communicating with different publics. A photogenic and
charismatic member of the organization may be assigned the task of giving
interviews to reporters, for example, while the less attractive, but perhaps more
central, cadre leaders stay in the background until it is time for them to come
to the fore.

The foregoing analysis of the uses of disruption and deception sheds light
on the behavior of Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries. In their case, the disruptions
are necessarily more violent and the lying is on a grander scale. The disruptions
are more violent because Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries, who aim at the de-
struction, not the reform, of the regime, carry out armed attacks on its military
and police, kidnap or murder persons of wealth or authority, engage in hostage-
taking, invade embassijes, terrorize civilians, and enlist the cooperation of by-
stander publics through fear.* The lying is on a grander scale because, in order
to win public sympathy and elite allies domestically, and in order to neutralize
international actors who might be tempted to intervene on the side of the au-
tocracy, such as the United States, Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries tone down
their thetoric during the last phases of a revolution, momentarily putiing on a
mask of moderation.*' This lying comes easy to Marxist-Leninists, who use words
as political weapons, and for whom truth or consistency in public pronounce-
ments as an end in itself amounts to, in Lenin’s phrase, “philistine moralizing.”**
Because it subscribes to an ideology of violent class struggle directed by a
centralized vanguard party prepared to lie to further its aims as the situation
requires, when it comes to revolution a Marxist-Leninist organization would
seem to have an advantage over less ideological, less centralized, less violence-
prone, and more scrupulous organizations.

Political opportunities

Social movement success or, at least, resource mobilization, is partly a function
of the political environment and changes in that environment, i.¢., of the structure
of political opportunities. Regimes which are neither fully open, nor entirely
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closed, or which are in the process of opening up, thus exhibiting both open
and closed characteristics, are the most likely to be rocked by protests.*> An
exogenous change in the political order, at the domestic or international level,
is conducive to mobilization.>* For example, the election of a left-of-center
government believed to be sympathetic to the goals of a social movement is a
spur to domestic protest and other acts of resource mobilization. A change in
the White House, from a conservative to a more liberal administration, can have
similar effects in countries dependent on U.S. aid that are ruled autocratically.
Additionally, cracks in the regime stimulate protest. Such divisions emerge
whenever splits occur within the ruling coalition, or between the government
and other elites, in the business or religious community. Still other significant
changes which provoke protests are “‘sudden and major threats™ to the interests
or way of life of middle and upper-class sectors which “violate institutionalized
conceptions of elite responsibilities.”*

The structure of political opportunities also plays a role in the success or
failure of revolution, and in the acceleration or deceleration of revolutionary
mobilization. The weakening of an autocratic regime presents opportunities to
Marxist-Leninist (and, indeed, other) revolutionaries. An autocracy may become
weaker by any combination of the following: aforementioned cracks in the re-
gime; ill-health, old age, or death of the autocrat, with the latter event likely to
precipitate a succession crisis; erosion of the repressive capabilities of the regime
caused by absolute or relative decline in the number of military personnel,
obsolescence of weapons, or relaxation of military discipline; corruption in the
military and bureaucracy, with regime capabilities being betrayed for money,
sexual favors, or some other type of bribe; and changes in the international
environment, such as Washington’s distancing itself from the regime.?

Third-world autocracies (in which elections are rigged and the legislature,
where it meets at all, is a rubber stamp) but which do not attempt to control all
aspects of the economy and society, are subject to revolutionary fever the more
Western ideas of democracy and freedom have penetrated the local culture
through trade, travel, students returning from years of study in the West, and so
on. It should be noted, though, that impulses to revolution within a country
may come simultaneously from diametrically opposite ideological sources: from
those who wish to model their country after Western examples, and from those
who wish to rid their traditional society of Western influence. Thus, Western
penetration of a Third World country ruled autocratically is doubly dangerous
to the regime, since it gives rise to both democratic aspirations and to reactionary
longings united only in their distaste for the half-open regime. Iran furnishes
an example of this phenomenon.
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Here again, Marxist-Leninists are particularly adept at exploiting simulta-
neously both Western and anti-Western sentiments within a revolutionary
movement. It has been noted that “Lenin’s genius is revealed in the way he
used Western ideas to promote anti-Westernism.”?” To the pro-Western side
Marxist-Leninists offer modernization and equality, while anti-imperialism is
used to win over the anti-Western faction. A great deal of deception is involved
in both cases, something that has already been noted.

Dynamics of revolution

It has been established that at various times and places social movement
activity tends to bunch up, that “cycles of protest” occur. These cycles are often
“touched off by unpredictable events, and are almost never under the control
of a single ‘center’ ” but “‘while organized groups are often taken by surprise
by cycles of unrest, they quickly recoup their position and frequently adapt to
the new formations created in the heat of the cycle.”?

While the spark that touches off a cycle is unpredictable in origin and timing,
something is known about how the actions of the regime that is under attack
contribute to the multiplication and escalation of protests. Ironically, the re-
sponsiveness of the regime to protests and demonstrations, and its unwillingness
or inability to suppress them, tend to encourage them:

{Tihe system which responds to protest is likely by its very responsiveness to encourage
protest. . . . Protest . . . feeds on the responsiveness it succeeds in eliciting. System re-
sponsiveness is an opportunity in the sense that people are more likely to get what they want

in responsive political systems than in unresponsive ones. Protest is more likely to flourish
in relatively open systems where it elicits responses.”

The dynamics of protest also operate in reverse, with repression against move-
ment leaders serving to curtail protests.

As with protests, so with revolution: regime restraint in the face of a rising
level of attacks can only encourage additional challenges, defiance, and renewed,
and more intense assaults. The very existence of armed challengers with a rev-
olutionary political program is an embarrassing affront to the rulers of any state.
Failure to capture or destroy the rebels exposes the regime to ridicule and
contempt, shatters the myth of invincibility upon which habitual obedience to
autocracy to a large extent rests, and encourages more people to take up arms
against it or call for the overthrow or dissolution of the government.

Like everyone else, Marxist-Leninists can be taken by surprise when a formerly
quiescent movement is suddenly galvanized into revolutionary action by an
unforeseen stimulus. At such a moment, the self-proclaimed *‘vanguard” finds
itself in the rear or in the sidelines, in danger of being left behind or reduced
to political irrelevance by the rush of events and changing circumstances. How-
ever, better than most other revolutionaries, Marxist-Leninists are taught to cap-
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italize on regime disintegration.®® While there is no guarantee that an upsurge
of revolutionary activity feeding on a collapsing regime will bring Marxist-Len-
inists to power, they are better conditioned than most to ride the wave of uprisings
to victory. Not for nothing are they frequently accused of “stealing” a revolution.
This charge was leveled against the Sandinistas, who during the Nicaraguan
revolution captured control of the new government, and for the next decade
went about implementing their Marxist-Leninist agenda in defiance of domestic
resistance, both civil and armed, and opposition from the United States.*!
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