power in movement social movements and
contentious politics

power in movement social movements and contentious politics represents a critical area of
study within political sociology and social theory, focusing on how collective actions challenge,
negotiate, and transform existing power structures. This concept explores the dynamic interplay
between social movements and the political environment in which they operate, emphasizing how
power is exercised, contested, and redistributed through contentious politics. Understanding power
in movement social movements and contentious politics provides insight into the mechanisms by
which marginalized groups assert influence and pursue social change. This article delves into the
theoretical frameworks, key actors, strategies, and outcomes that define this field. It also highlights
the role of resources, framing, and political opportunity structures in shaping movements’ capacities
to wield power effectively.

e Theoretical Foundations of Power in Social Movements
e Mechanisms of Power in Contentious Politics

e Actors and Strategies in Power Dynamics

e Resource Mobilization and Framing Processes

e Political Opportunity Structures and Movement Success

e Case Studies of Power in Movement Social Movements

Theoretical Foundations of Power in Social Movements

The study of power in movement social movements and contentious politics is grounded in several
theoretical traditions that explain how collective action interacts with political authority and social
structures. Central theories include resource mobilization theory, political process theory, and new
social movement theory. These frameworks examine the sources, distribution, and exercise of power
within social movements and their broader political contexts. Power is not only viewed as
domination or coercion but also as the ability to shape agendas, influence narratives, and create
alternative social realities. Understanding these foundations is essential for analyzing how
movements emerge, sustain themselves, and impact political outcomes.

Resource Mobilization Theory

Resource mobilization theory emphasizes the importance of material and non-material resources
such as money, labor, organizational infrastructure, and social networks in enabling social
movements to exert power. According to this perspective, movements are rational actors that
strategically gather and deploy resources to maximize their political influence and challenge



dominant power holders.

Political Process Theory

Political process theory focuses on the interaction between social movements and the political
environment, highlighting the significance of political opportunities, threats, and constraints. This
approach views power in movement social movements and contentious politics as contingent on the
openness of political systems and the ability of movements to exploit favorable conditions for
change.

New Social Movement Theory

New social movement theory expands the concept of power beyond traditional economic and
political dimensions to include cultural and identity-based struggles. It underscores the role of
discourse, collective identity, and symbolic power in shaping social movements and contentious
politics in post-industrial societies.

Mechanisms of Power in Contentious Politics

Contentious politics involves collective challenges to established authorities, and power plays a
central role in these interactions. Power in movement social movements and contentious politics
manifests through various mechanisms that enable or constrain collective action. These mechanisms
include coercion, persuasion, discursive framing, and institutional engagement. Each mechanism
represents a different mode through which social movements influence political processes and
outcomes.

Coercive Power

Coercive power refers to the use or threat of force by state or non-state actors to suppress or control
social movements. It includes police repression, legal sanctions, and surveillance aimed at limiting
the capacity of movements to mobilize and sustain pressure on authorities.

Persuasive Power

Persuasive power involves the ability of social movements to shape public opinion, mobilize
supporters, and influence policymakers through rhetoric, moral appeals, and framing strategies.
This type of power relies on legitimacy and credibility to garner widespread support and effect
change.

Discursive Power

Discursive power is the capacity to define meanings, set agendas, and construct social realities
through language, symbols, and narratives. Social movements often use discursive power to



challenge dominant ideologies and promote alternative visions of society.

Institutional Power

Institutional power refers to the engagement of social movements within formal political structures
such as legislatures, courts, and bureaucracies to achieve policy change. Movements may seek to
gain representation, influence decision-making, or use legal mechanisms to assert their demands.

Actors and Strategies in Power Dynamics

The exercise of power in movement social movements and contentious politics involves diverse
actors employing a range of strategies to advance their goals. Understanding the roles of these
actors and their strategic choices is crucial to comprehending how power is contested and
negotiated in social conflicts.

Movement Organizations and Leaders

Organizations and leaders play a pivotal role in mobilizing resources, coordinating actions, and
articulating collective goals. They are central actors in shaping the direction and effectiveness of
social movements’ power struggles.

State Actors and Institutions

State actors, including governments, law enforcement, and judicial bodies, represent institutional
power that movements seek to challenge or collaborate with. Their responses to social movements
significantly influence the dynamics of contentious politics.

Allies and Opponents

Movements often seek alliances with sympathetic groups, political parties, or international actors to
bolster their power. Conversely, opponents such as counter-movements and interest groups seek to
undermine or neutralize movement efforts.

Strategies for Exercising Power

Common strategies employed by social movements in contentious politics include:
e Protests and demonstrations to visibly challenge authority
» Lobbying and negotiation within political institutions

e Media campaigns to shape public discourse



e Legal challenges to contest unjust laws or policies

¢ Direct action and civil disobedience to disrupt the status quo

Resource Mobilization and Framing Processes

Resource mobilization and framing are two critical processes that determine how effectively social
movements can wield power in movement social movements and contentious politics. These
processes enable movements to organize, communicate, and legitimize their claims in the political
arena.

Mobilizing Resources

Effective mobilization of resources, including financial support, human capital, and organizational
capacity, is essential for sustaining collective action. Access to resources enhances a movement’s
ability to maintain visibility, coordinate activities, and respond to repression.

Framing and Collective Identity

Framing involves constructing interpretive schemas that resonate with potential supporters and
broader publics. Through framing, movements define problems, attribute blame, propose solutions,
and motivate participation. Collective identity formation strengthens group cohesion and
commitment to the movement’s goals.

Types of Frames

1. Diagnostic frames: Identify the problem and assign responsibility.
2. Prognostic frames: Suggest solutions and strategies.

3. Motivational frames: Call to action and justify participation.

Political Opportunity Structures and Movement
Success

Political opportunity structures refer to the external environment that influences the likelihood of
social movement success. These structures encompass the openness of political institutions, the
stability of political alignments, the presence of elite allies, and the state’s capacity and propensity
for repression.



Openness of Political Systems

Political systems that allow for institutionalized participation provide movements with channels to
effect change through negotiation and policy advocacy. Closed or authoritarian systems often
compel movements to rely on more contentious tactics.

Alliances and Elite Support

Support from political elites or influential organizations can enhance a movement’s power and
access to decision-making arenas. Such alliances may facilitate policy wins and greater legitimacy.

State Repression and Movement Adaptation

State repression can undermine movement power by deterring participation and disrupting
organization. However, it can also provoke backlash and increase solidarity among movement
participants, sometimes strengthening contentious politics.

Case Studies of Power in Movement Social Movements

Examining historical and contemporary case studies illustrates the practical manifestations of power
in movement social movements and contentious politics. These examples reveal how movements
have navigated challenges, leveraged opportunities, and influenced political transformations.

The Civil Rights Movement in the United States

The Civil Rights Movement exemplified the strategic use of nonviolent protest, framing, and
institutional engagement to confront systemic racial discrimination. Its success hinged on mobilizing
resources, gaining media attention, and exploiting political opportunities during the mid-20th
century.

The Arab Spring Uprisings

The Arab Spring demonstrated the power of digital communication, mass mobilization, and
contentious politics in authoritarian contexts. Despite varied outcomes, these movements showcased
the potential and limitations of power in movement social movements confronting entrenched
regimes.

Environmental Movements and Climate Activism

Contemporary environmental movements utilize framing strategies centered on scientific evidence
and intergenerational justice, combined with diverse tactics such as protests, legal actions, and
international advocacy. These movements highlight the evolving nature of power in global
contentious politics.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the role of power in social movements?

Power in social movements refers to the capacity of individuals or groups to influence political,
social, or economic change. It shapes the ability of movements to mobilize resources, frame issues,
and challenge existing authorities.

How do social movements exercise power in contentious
politics?

Social movements exercise power in contentious politics by organizing collective action, leveraging
symbolic and material resources, framing grievances, and applying pressure on institutions through
protests, strikes, or advocacy.

What types of power are commonly analyzed in the study of
social movements?

Researchers often analyze coercive power (force or threat), institutional power (formal authority),
discursive power (control over narratives), and network power (social connections) within social
movements.

How does resource mobilization theory explain power in social
movements?

Resource mobilization theory explains power as the ability of social movements to acquire and
deploy resources such as money, labor, and media attention effectively to advance their goals.

In what ways do social movements challenge established
power structures?

Social movements challenge established power structures by disrupting normal political processes,
exposing injustices, demanding policy changes, and creating alternative social norms through
collective action.

What is the significance of framing in the power dynamics of
social movements?

Framing is significant because it shapes how social issues are understood by both participants and
the broader public, influencing perceptions of legitimacy and mobilizing support, thus enhancing the
movement’s power.

How does digital technology affect power relations in



contemporary social movements?

Digital technology amplifies social movements' power by facilitating rapid communication,
expanding outreach, enabling decentralized organization, and increasing visibility, which can disrupt
traditional power hierarchies.

Additional Resources

1. Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics by Sidney Tarrow

This foundational book explores the dynamics of social movements and their role in shaping political
power. Sidney Tarrow examines how collective action emerges, the strategies movements use to
mobilize resources, and the interaction between movements and political institutions. The book
provides a comprehensive framework for understanding contentious politics across different
contexts.

2. Contentious Politics by Charles Tilly and Sidney Tarrow

A key text in the study of social movements, this book analyzes how contentious politics—organized
challenges to authority—arise and evolve. The authors discuss various forms of contention, including
protests, revolutions, and political violence, highlighting the role of social networks and political
opportunities. It is essential for understanding the mechanisms behind collective action.

3. Theda Skocpol and Social Revolutions: A Critical Introduction by Doug McAdam and Sidney
Tarrow

This book critically engages with Theda Skocpol’s theory of social revolutions, emphasizing the
power dynamics and structural factors that lead to revolutionary movements. It connects macro-level
social changes with grassroots mobilization, showing how state breakdowns and class struggles
interact. The text situates social revolutions within the broader spectrum of contentious politics.

4. Social Movements, 1768-2012 by Charles Tilly

In this extensive historical analysis, Charles Tilly traces the evolution of social movements over
centuries, focusing on their tactics, organization, and impact on political power. The book highlights
patterns of contentious politics and the role of identity and culture in shaping movement goals. It is
valuable for understanding long-term trends in collective action.

5. Power in Protest: Social Movements and Contentious Politics in the Middle East by Joel Beinin and
Frédéric Vairel

This volume examines the unique dynamics of social movements and contentious politics in the
Middle East, a region marked by authoritarian regimes and rapid social change. The contributors
analyze how activists navigate repression and utilize power to challenge political systems. The book
sheds light on regional specificities while connecting to broader theories of power and protest.

6. Repertoires and Cycles of Contention by Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly

This influential work delves into the concept of repertoires—the set of protest tactics available to
social movements—and how these evolve over time in cycles of contention. The authors explore how
changing political contexts influence movement strategies and power relations. The book is crucial
for understanding the temporal dynamics of social movements.

7. The Power of Movement: How Social Movements Shape Political Change by Francesca Polletta
Francesca Polletta investigates the narratives and storytelling techniques used by social movements
to build power and legitimacy. The book shows how framing and collective identity contribute to



mobilization and influence political outcomes. It offers an in-depth look at the cultural dimensions of
power in contentious politics.

8. From Mobilization to Revolution by Charles Tilly

This classic text analyzes the processes by which social mobilization can escalate into revolutionary
upheavals. Tilly discusses the interplay between collective action, state responses, and political
opportunities that shape the trajectory of contentious politics. The book is a foundational resource
for understanding the escalation of social movements into transformational change.

9. Power and Protest: Global Social Movements in the 21st Century edited by Sarah A. Soule and
Susan Olzak

This edited volume brings together case studies of contemporary social movements worldwide,
examining how power is contested and negotiated in diverse political contexts. The contributors
explore issues such as globalization, digital activism, and transnational networks. The book provides
a broad and current perspective on power in movement politics today.
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