- resource mobilization, ‘organization,
_ and social movementnetworks

SRE——— %

From the rational to the relational:
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Individuals are not magically mobilized for participation
in.some group enterprise, regardless of how angry, sullen,
hostile or frustrated they may feel. Their aggression

may be channelled to collective ends only through the
coordinating, directing functions of an grganization.

(Shorter and Tilly 1974, 338)

If social movements cannot be thought of as the irrational expression
of shared. grievances, ,then how can they be c;)nceptualized? in this
chapter, we consider the answer given by resource mobilization theory
(RMT), which emerged in the 1970s in the US in response to widespread
dissatisfaction with ‘collective behavieur (cB) theory RMT remains a
dominant and diverse approach to social movements. Here, we focus on
oneversion-first offered by+J. D. McCarthy and Mayer Zald (1977), whilst
in the next chapter we pursue the more structural.and political version
of mobilization theory known as the political process’/'contentious pol-
itics’ dpproach. It is fair to.say, however, that they both grow out of the
same s;t of core assumptions offered by ‘rational action theory’ (RAT),
and botF\ share the same set of problems because of it.

F|rs”t “we will engage with RMT's alternative to CB, including tracing
their main concerns to RAT and Mancur Olson’s (1965) ‘collective action
problem’. We .will Jook at theiconceptual tools offered by McCarthy
and Zald for understanding the process of resource mobilization, and
consider what kind of resources are important to social movements.
V\ie will see that the idea of movements as ‘multi-organizational fields’
has led to a contemporary conceptualization of social movements as
'networks’ rather than discrete ‘organizations’. We end by considering
the implic:ations of this'shift, which, | suggest, requires us to adopt a
‘relational’ rather than ‘rational’ logic of collective action.

By the close of the chapter you should understand the nature of

the alternative conceptualization of social movements offerea' by CBs
o «

..........

of conflict (McAdam, 1982). There does not need to be a ‘breakdown’ or
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crltlcs You should be able to critically engage with RMT by compre- 7™
hendmg the limits of their rationalist perspective. You should also be-
,come aware of the advantages of conceptuallzmg som

Tin ‘network’ terms, as well as the methodological tools available for W7
/—_—_——
researching social movement networks.

T

Resource mobilization theory (RMT)
In this first section of the chapter, we consider the altematlve theory of
protest and social movements that was offered by RMT in the 1970s,
before looking in detail at the way in which RMT drew upon RAT and
applied it ~ through the work of Mancur Olson (1965) - to the study of
collective action.

Anger, frustration, and passion do not make for a protest or social
movement on their own. Aggrieved groups needm&th_arl_tb‘ejr_fei

1ngs dispositions, and_inclinations if they y-are going to act collectively %
_o_c,hang%ngs they need the means to acﬁ as well. Resource mobiliza- -Q( 4'(%
“

tion stresses this point by pushing social movement analysis beyond the
‘hearts and minds’ approach of CB (Leites and Wolf, 1970; McCarthy and A‘c
Zald, 1973). No matter how upset and angry people are, they vary in their 7
ability to launch collective action in response to their grievances.. RMT
therefore argues that an explanation of social movements should concen-
trate on how resources are successfully mobilized, rather than why people
are aggrieved (McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Jenkins, 1983). Grievances, it is
argued, are ‘necessary but insufficient’ explanations for collective action
(Jenkms and Perrow, 1977; Jenkins, 1983). Grievances do not automati-
cally lead to collectlve acnonbecause there has to be an 1nterven1ng pro-
cess that can have varying degrees of success: resource mobilization.

“In” fact, grievances are ‘secondary’ factors when explaining collec-
tive action for another impGrtant reason according to RMT: they are
a relativel cons aspect of life (Jenkins and Perrow, 1977). Whlle
structural functlonahsts hke Neil Smelser (1962) saw strain and con-
fhcf asrare ences isis in an otherw1se s’mooth runmng social
system‘ RMT adopts a conflict approach] pomtlng {0 the inequalities and

diverging interests built in to the social system that are constant sources

crisis, then, in order for social conflicts to arise, because they are normal
and frequent occurrences (Wilson, 1973). The question of why people are
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44 From the rational to the relational

aggrieved in the first place does not therefore hold much analytic inter-
est: we do not need an analysis of some ‘special occasion’ but, instead,
an i-rﬁf)-ﬁeit acknowledgement that most of the time society is ridden
with enough conflicts to supply people with w
tion to protest. That much does not change. What does change, however,

TIs the availability of the resources requlred for collective action. The
mag?ﬁ& of protest and social movements are thus better explained
by changes in the availability of resources (on the personal and societal
level) and not in terms of strains, social problems, and grievances.

Resources

Groups require a variety of resources for colléctive action, which can
be divided between ‘tangible’ and ‘intangible’ résSurces (see Freeman,

1979, 172-5): { o
e ‘tangible resources’: money (to-purchase campaign materials, pay
staff Hire facilities, travel);- participants (who' offer their labour);

organization and communications infrastructure {to-coordinate *

action); leaders {who can both administer the tasks of the movement
and articulate its cause to the wider public)

¢ ‘intangible resources’: skills and know-how (to set up campaigns
and make them successful, and interact with the public and media);
public support (to provide the group and its cause with legxtlmacy
and status).

The availability of resources varies for different groups. Some groups
are closely knit and able to communicate easily about their grievances,
others are not. Some groups are fairly rich, and able to invest lots of
money in campaigning, others are not. Some groups have established
ways of coordinating collective activities, others do not. Seme gtoups
are experienced in using pohtlcal skills, organlzatlonal know-how, and
public communication, others are not. The important point is that the

uneven spread of resources among the aggrieved population means

that organizing a protest or social movement is more ¢ stly {i

mpared to_others. The more resources you have to start. with, or are
able to mobilize along the way, the less costly it will be to establish and -

sustain a social movement, and the more likely it will be that people
will do something about their grievances. In order to understand the
nature of this argument - which relates people’s decisions and actions~
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to considerations of ‘costs’ and ‘benefits’ - we need to look in detail at
the theory of ‘rational action’ on which RMT is premised.

{Rgtionarz;c_tion theory (RAT) \

In turning to RAT, RMT does not adopt a completely different perspec-
tive on human behaviour compared to CB. Instead, it inverts the view
Of protesters that is presented by CB in order to cast the participants
of protest in a ‘rational’ (rather than ‘irrational’) light. CB theorists
thought that in normal circumstances (i.e. in situations free of strain or
unrest) people behave rationally. Indeed, CB arguments are premised
on the idea that when it comes to protest and social movements, people
*switch’ from normal rational action to emotional (and hence) irrational
action. Resource mobilization theorists, on the other hand, argue that
the participants of protest and social movements do not make any such

‘switch’. Instead, they remain ‘rational actors’ throughout. Individu- :

Als decide to join a protest or a’Social movemetit (or not) because of a

ratlonal process of decision~making,"and, furthermore, their resulting

~collective action is rational“iri nature too." :

RAT was partly attractive to RM theorists because of its ability from
the outset to cast protesters as rational human beings rather than ‘mad
people with mad ideas’. This was i "Rortant to the new generation of
social movement theorists in th@OS ot only because CB imported,
notions about the social psychology of protest that were problematic, Pﬂ-ns
but because the new scholars were politically attracted to, and some- $
times active in, social movements themselves (like the student move- be Vi
ment and anti-Vietnam war protests). They were insiders, not outsiders, ."//
when it came to protest, and they wanted a positive image of protesters
that could break away from the negative stereotypes of emotional, irra-
tional, deviants generated by media accounts, and seemingly reinforced
by CB. Explaining the dissatisfaction experienced by new scholars in
the 1970s, Doug McAdam writes that;

My first exposure to the academic study of social movements came
in 1971 when, much to my surprise, the professor in my Abnormal

- Psychology Class devoted several weeks to a discussion of the topic. | say
‘surprise’ because, as an active participant in the anti-war movement, it
certainly came as news to me that my involvement in the struggle owed
to a mix of personal pathology and social disorganization.

© (McAdam, 2003, 282)
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.We saw in the previous chapter, however, that decoding what is ‘ratio-
nal’ and what is ‘mad’ is not a straightforward exercise. Blumer (1951
[1946]) highlights, for example, that the difference between the two is
socially constructed (i.e. the criteria for what counts as ‘rational action’

“and what does not is established by group norms), and that these change
over time (recall the ‘mad women’ of the feminist movement who later
turned.out to be more sane than the rest of society). For these reasons,
it is necess be bout wh tionali mean
according to rational action theorists; especially-as they claim that it

below which outlines the key elements of the theory of rational action:

1 ‘ 4’//7‘Dn J‘ % is universal rather than in flux. To do this, let us consider the passage

Consider yourself an individual who knows what you want before you
enter into any situation of decision-making. When in such a situation,
aim at establishing cognitive control over it; that is, provide yourself with
as complete' information as is available (or as much as you can afford).
Systematically relate the information gathered to your preferences.
Design strategies to see which preferénces you can satisfy and to what
degree. Weigh up your preferéricés, that is, nake them comparable, so
that you can establish a hierarchy 6fstrategies. Decide.

(Wagner, 2001, 24)

From the statement above, we can see that, first, it is assumed that
human beings are individual decision-makers (‘consider yourself an
individual...’). Secondly, they are pretty knowledgeable about the
world in which they make decisions (‘provide yourself with as complete
information as is available’). Thirdly, they have preferences (desires or
goals), and these are pre-given (‘knows what you want before enter-
ing any situation’). Fourthly, individuals strategize in order to pursue
their preferences (‘design strategies to see which preferences you can
satisfy ... establish a hierarchy of strategies’). Fifthly, by weighing -up
which strategies best satisfy their preferences, they ate able to make a
decision about how to act in any given situation (‘Decide’).

What kind of rationality is implied by this picture of human action?
Rationality appears to be exercised by individuals in relative isolation
Mgs_ithey make decisions on their own) and in a consciously

_ccilgzl/atim(they weigh up all the options). The rational- individual
is self-orientated (they act to satisfy their own preferences), and strategic
‘(they consciously design the best way to get what they want). This kind
of rationality is best described as ‘instrumental rationality’, which can..,

e
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be defined as finding the most ‘effective’ means to an end. In order to
determine what an ‘effective’ means to an end is, rational actors must
weigh¥ up the costs and benefits associated withm'
They are concerned with choosing strategies that bring the most ben-
efits while incurring the least costs. It is ‘rational’, for example, only
to incur costs if it helps you to get what you want. Subsequently, the
decisions of a rational individual will always lead to. actions that are
personally worth their while, in other words, they are ‘self-interested’.
'_'@is model of human action has been very popular in the social
sciences, especially within_economics, and is referred to as ‘rational
man’ (Elster, 1989; Hollis, 1994). It has also gained currency in society
at large, where assumptions of rational action operate in all sorts of

~ _everyday confexts. When it comes to elections, for example, politicians

in democratic societies approach citizens as if they are rational actors
who weigh up the costs and benefits of the different policy packages
on offer and choose the party that will satisfy them the most. Rational
action theorists claim that assuming people act as if they are rational
actors, and knowing their preferences (what they want out of a situa-
tion), helps to predict what they.will do.

There is also a further factor to consider, however, which bi’ings us
back to the opening point about the importance of resources. In order to
predict accurately we also need to know the resources that a person starts
out with. Without this information, we cannot properly assess the costs
for them - costs of time are not so important if you have all the time
in the world, and financial costs are not so important if you are loaded.
Once we know preferences and costs we can pretty much predict what
choices people will make and how changing the incentives or costs of
action will affect their decision. RAT therefore tells us two things: first,
that individual action is self-interested in the sense that people pursue
their preferences in ways that maximize their benefits and minimize their
costs; and, secondly, that their decisions about how to act will be affected
by the changing costs and benefits in the wider environment.

Protest and social movements as ‘rational action’

Both of these assumptions were incorporated into resource mobilization
theories of protest and social movements. Writers like.Oberschall (1973),
Tilly (1978), and McAdam (1982) argue that an individual’s preferencés
arise from their ‘interests’ (whether these be material, political, or moral i’r7

3
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nature) and that they act instrumentally in order to further them (i.e. they
choose the most effective means to their ends). Individuals who share a
similar position in the social structure of a society (like a class position)
come to share interests in common and therefore share preferences which
can give rise to concrete political goals. Participating in protest and social
movements is the most effective means of pursuing these goals when it
is not possible to gain success by conventional political means (e.g. vot-
ing for a different leader, petitioning your MP). Social movements are.
therefore conceptualized and defined as the organized, rational pursuit
of shared interests (Oberschall, 1973). In this conceptualization, we have
come some way from the irrational, emotional image of CB.
Within this framework, both individual participants and social move-
_ ments are viewed as ‘rational actors’. Marwell and Oliver (1993) argue
that whilst the assumption of rational action does not help to explain
all types of action, it works particularly well when thinking about
social movements. Both protesters and social movements are forced to
be instrumental in their action because they have scarce resources (i.e.
limited amounts of money, time, energy, and so forth) (Marwell and
Oliver, 1993, 11). As social movements operate outside the conven-
tional political system, resources can be especially scarce, and costs
(like -repression) especially high (Oberschall, 1973). Social movements
must strategize in order to maximize the benefits they can achieve
using their very limited resources. They want to spend as little of
their precious resources as possible for the greatest return. Mobilizing
resources and utilizing them effectively (through organization, tactics,
and strategy) therefore becomes central to social movement success.

The ‘collective action problem’

Social movements, then, can be thought of as a form of ‘collective
action’” which is,defined as the pursuit of shared interests. This much

is fairly uncontroversial. What is controversial, however, is how to
understand the process by which individuals who share interests in
common come to act collectively to pursue them. One assumption that
‘we might be tempted to make using RAT is that collective action will
happen when individual self-interests become recognized as the ‘shared

interests’ of a wider group, and so those individuals in that group act
— 2 13

together to pursue them. This understanding of how collective action

comes about is adopted by economic theorists of organizations. Indeed,.
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an organization is defined as the pursuit of shared interests on the part
of a group (Olson, 1965).

This understanding of how collective action comes about is funda-
mentallc}:—cllglle_m however, by a rational action theorist called Man-
cur Olson. Olson’ ok The Logic of Collective Action (1965) gives a
very different reading of the situation, and throws a proverbial ‘span-
ner in the works’ with regards to the assumption that is made by other

rational action theorists (and, Olson argues, by Karl Marx): that people

who share interests in common will necessarily join together in collec-
) Mive action to pursue them. On the contrary, in a statement that was to
yield a great deal of influence 6ver social movement studies for decades
to come, Olson said that:

unless the number of individuals in a group is quite small, or unless
there is coercion or some other special device to make individuals act in

their common interest, rational, self-interested indjividuals W(ﬂ’n_o‘t)act to
3 . . T—
achieve their common or group interests.

(Olson, 1965, 2, my emphasis)

This creates a real quandary. Whilst we may have been unconvinced by
CB theorists who cited emotions as the driving force of collective action,
it seems that if we switch back to reason then no collective action
should happen at all. Rational self-interest, suggested Olson, does not
account for collective action, There needs to be some additional ‘special
device’, as he puts it in the quote above, in order to compel rational
individuals to act. This sounds somewhat counterintuitive with regards
to RAT. If people pursue self-interests on their own, then why not adopt
the same logic to argue that they pursue shared interests with others?
To answer this question we first need to consider the nature of col-
lective action as opposed to individual action - or its peculiar ‘logic’

“according to Olson. ‘Collective action’ is defined as action that is

undertaken by two or more individuals in pursuit of collective goods’
(Marwell and Oliver, 1993, 4). “Goods’ are a type of benefit gained
through action. For individuals, their action can lead to the achieve-
ment of private goods - like money gained through paid work for
example, which they are able to use for their own benefit (to pay their
mortgage, buy food, go on holiday). Collective action however strives

Mfferent kind of goods, which are ‘public’ rather than ‘private’ in
_hature. To consider this difference between private and public goods let

us consider a ‘hypothetical scenario’ involving a keen gardener.
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In her own back garden, our gardener incurs the costs of planting,
mowing, and weeding which are necessary to make the garden look
good. These costs include giving up many weekends to work in the gar-
den, paying for plants, and undertaking hard labour. In'return, she gains
a ‘private’ good - a beautiful garden that only she can see from her
back window, and only she can sit in during sunny weather (unless she
3 decides to invite you around). Now imagine that our gardener is doing
exactly the same tasks, but not in her own back garden but in a park in
the middle of our town. She invests the same resources, incurs the same
costs, but now she has produced a ‘public’ good rather than a private
one. The beautiful garden is shared with everyone in the town - they can
look at it and sit in it even though they did not do any planting, weed-
ing, or mowing themselves. This reflects the essential character of public
goods: unlike a private good, a public good ‘cannot feasibly be withheld
from...others’ who would find them beneficial (Olson, 1965, 14). .

The question, then, is why our gardener - or anyone else for that
matter - would volunteer to give up their time, energy, and money
to produce a ‘public good’ for others’ benefit when they could be at
home producing ‘private goods’ for their own benefit? Surely any self-
interested person would do the latter. Furthermore, doing the latter is
even more attractive when people like our gardener exist, who will
make the park look nice for me whilst I set up my deckchair and relax.
This scenario, where rational self-interested individuals will not con-

“7{ tribute towards the attainment of ‘public goods' but will ‘free ride’ and

)

_ let others do it instead, is known as the ‘collective action problem’.
ﬂb&M The collective action problem is a significant dilemma for social move-
ments who pursue public goods as a matter of course. The example that
Olson (1965) gives is the labour union. Labour unions are organizations
5 established with the express purpose of pursuing the shared interests
of workers in particular occupations. They engage in collective action
around issues like pay, holidays, pensions, and working hours. However,
because unions pursue ‘public goods’, workers will benefit from their
actions whether or not they personally participate in campaigns. In the

é?q

g
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Tase of A Strike Jor example, a worker who crossed the picket line and
received their day’s pay rather than going on strike, could not be pre-
vented from benefitting-from any advantages won through the strike.
Furthermore, it is hardly in the spirit of collective action to prevent
benefits from being widely shared. British Suffragette Emily Wilding
Davidson threw herself in front of the King’s horse in 1913 in the hope
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that all women would be given the right to vote, not just herself, or her
fellow campaigners. Green activists campaigning for the protection of
the environment and a reduction in pollutants strive for public goods
which are to be enjoyed by everyone (give or take a few speculative
builders and keen motorists). It is necessarily so - they would be hard
pushed to keep a breathtaking countryside view, or cleaner air, just for
themselves, and to do so, of course, would counter the public rather
than private nature of their goals in the first place.

What this means is that a minority of people are putting all the effort
in to achieving public goods for a great deal of others who are not con-
tributing at all. In the case of social movements, the activists are always
a minority of the overall population who will potentially benefit from
their action, and they incur the financial, emotional, and personal costs
for everyone else (including arrest, jail, loss of reputation, and even
death). Collective action, it seems, necessarily involves a few people
incurring the costs of participation, while a great deal more reap the
benefits without breaking a sweat.

It is easy to understand the relevance of costs here. Joining the activ-
ists means incurring the costs on behalf of everyone else. Why would
any sane person do this? You would have to be mad, surely, to simply
volunteer to take on the costs (like a gardener who would choose, with-
out some form of payment, to expend their time, energy and money
making the town's park look good rather than their own back garden).
What, however, if you thought that the benefits of contributing to col-
lective action yourself would outweigh the costs? It could be said, for
example, that I am prepared to incur the costs because I know that my
contribution will help to secure a public good that I, and others, would
not otherwise have. If I do not act then the public good is less likely to
be achieved. I spend my weekends doing gardening in the park so that
the community, and myself, can enjoy a beautiful park rather than a
wasteland. This would certainl)( be a rational logic that could explain
participation (Oliver, 1984).

However, Olson points out that most of the time it is very difficult for
people to foresee that their small individual contribution will make any
difference to the effort to secure a public good. I could spend an hour a
day weeding in the park, but it would be very unlikely that anyone would
even notice my efforts. The benefits, then, are minimal compared to the
costs I incur. Marwell and Oliver (1993) argue that this comes down to
individual feelings of ‘efficacy’ - namely the capacity people feel they
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ave for affecting outcomes through their actions. Like an individual gar-
dener faced with a big plot, it is difficult for an individual worker in a
large union to see that their own small contribution would make any extra
difference to the outcome of the strike. There would certainly be no imme-
diate or measurable impact of their own individual contribution,. unlike
when you text in a vote for an act on the X-Factor and within hours see
them kicked off, or retained. With no such obvious ‘added’ benefit of your
own action, a person can only conclude that their participation would not
make much overall difference, in other words it would be futile,

If we take the assumption of rationality to its simple conclusion,
argued Olson, then rational, self-interested individuals will not partici- *
pate in collective action to pursue their shared interests. They will put
down their spade and sit back in the deckchair; pack up the placard and
have an extra hour in bed. Even when 2 group shares interests in com-
mon, then, it is rational for them not to participate in collective action.
This claim offers up quite a challenge for theorists of social movements,
who have to abandon the idea that collective action necessarily arises
from the existence of shared interests alone. It also creates a problem’
because the empirical evidence relating to the existence of social move-
ments and other voluntary organizations attests to the fact that some
people at least do participate in collective action to pursue their shared
interests and provide ‘collective goods’. Some people do incur the costs
for everyone else. Why?

Participation in collective action

One way to answer this question would be to_invoke factors like emotion

ﬂ_i_(leglggy - both of which Olson (1965) argues are ‘irrational’ sources

of motivation: This is the route that we saw Blumer (1951 [1946]) pursue
in Chapter 2, when he argued that emotional commitment was the key-

to explaining why people participate in social movements. The free-rider ,/

problem can be resolved by the feelings of solidarity that emotionally .
connect participants to one another and the group, making them willing
to incur the costs on behalf of othem;glyrui_is,gg\_reaimmﬂs', how-
ever. Not because he thinks that these factors are irrelevant, but because
he thinks that they only explain a minority of cases (the ideologically
driven ‘fanatics’ who are intent on self-sacrifice). For most people, and
in most cases, However, emotional and ideological commitment is not*
enough to secure participation. Even governments, he argues, have tg
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coerce us into contributing taxes to provide for public goods that we all
value, like education and healthcare, and look at the vast ideological
resources they have at their disposal. It is unlikely that social move-
ments, with their comparatively miniscule resource base, would suc-
ceed where governments -have failed. Instead, social movements have.

to appeal to people’s rational side (not their emotional one): They have
to find ways to make participation the outcome of a rational choice.
Indeed, RMT scholars have written extensively about how social move-

ments overcome the collective action problem by drawing upon, or cre- <&/

“ating, the conditions under which participation in a movement becomes
S .
attractive for rational actors. Three examples are discussed below.

(a) ’Social sanctions

One way to ensure participation in collective action would be to coerce
rational individuals by removing free-riding as a possibility (Olson, 1965).
Individuals can be coerced to participate through something like the union
‘closed shop’ that requires everyone in an occupation to join the union.
m, interpersonal forms of coercion can be used, whereby non-
contributors are subjected to social pressures and sanctions from others in
the group (Oberschall, 1973). They may ‘get a bad name'’ if they attempt to
free-ride, or others may threaten to withdraw fheir friendship and favours.

“These social sanctions can only really work, however (argues Olson) in
small groups where interpersonal, face-to-face contact is frequent, thus
ensuring that pressures are exerted and sanctions enforced.

(b) Selective incentives -

Many social movements are too Iafge to employ social sanctions, how-
ever. Instead, they have to find ways to coax rational individuals into
contributing, by offering added benefits which are ‘private’. Olson calls
these added private benefits ‘selective incentives’ (Olson, 1965, 133)
which act as ‘positive inducements’ to participation because they are
only gained t h participation, and are not available to free-rid-
ers. mm——?;lucueft@hat participation in social movements offers is
purposive Iynature: it promises people the opportunity to pursue and
achieve their preferen@far social change (Clark and Wilson, 1961).

However, Zald and Ash (1966, 333) suggest that because this promise
is often difficult to fulfil, social movements rely heavily upofsecond-

s Promy
par

V4

ary’ incentives-—These include ‘material incentives’, like getting paid to e/

participate in collective action or receiving some insurance discount

/
/
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or membership rewards. Olson also argues, however, that ‘people are
sometimes also motivated by a desire to win prestige, respect, friendship,
and other social and psychological objectives’ (Olson, 1965, 60). These
kinds of incentives arise from social interaction ‘and are referred to as
‘solidary incentives’ (Wilson, 1973). They point to'the personal pleasures
gained fromtlre'social interactions involved in participation, like social-
izing, having fun, making friends, and feeling important. Rather than
social sanctions then, they are social rewards. We can also add to these
‘moral incentives’ that come from engaging in action that an individual
believes is the right and just thing to do (Wilson 1973; Jasper 1997).

(c) The critical mass

Unlike Olson, Marwell, and Oliver (1993) argue that coa{xing rational
actors to participate in collective action in large groups is not such a
problem. Paradoxically, large groups are not an issue because they have
-more resources, and an increased likelihood that some people within the
group will be committed enough to contribute to the provision of public
goods (Marwell and Oliver, 1988). Essentially, this is all that collective
action really requires - it does not need everyone who is affected to be
involved, but a ‘critical mass’ of *highly interested and resourceful actors’
who are up for the challenge and can find and communicate with one
another (Marwell and Oliver 1988, 1). Critical mass theory assumes that
rational actors are interdependent rather than isolated decision-makers
(Marwell and Oliver 1993, 9). A critical mass is formed when enough
of the people in some pre-existing group (e.g."a workplace or friendship
group) decide to participate in collective action. The more people who
decide to take part, the stronger-and more able the group looks to others,
and they start to think that collective action could actually work. In this
way, argue Marwell and Oliver, feelings of futility can be overcome. In
other words, the sense of ‘efficacy’ that people experience increases as
the number of contributors increases.

The three proposed solutions to the collective action problent (a—c)
appear reasonable enough (although we will have much to challenge
later in the chapter). One outstanding issue, however, as Roger Gould
(2003) highlights, is abundantly clear: the solutions depend upon some
form of collective action already being in existence. Some organiza-
tion, or individual, who isTﬂready committed to the cause has got to
exist because it is they who then “coax’ others into participation-by
providing sanctions, rewards, and incentives (Gould, 2003). Marwell and
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Oliver’s critical mass theory demonstrated, however, that once a gocial-

novemen ization’ (SMO) has reached a certain size, recruiting

further rational actors should not be the problem. Instead, the prob-
lem that remains is the ‘start up’ costs of collective action in the first

place, namely. finding-some well-resourced people who will invest in
establishing an-organization that others €an join-(Marwell and-Oliver,
"1988). This is perhaps jessential Wwhen it comes to aggrieved.popula-
tions who are poor and do not have the resources to launch their own

struggle - they need an ‘ahgel’ to help them as Suzanne Staggenborg
puts it (1988, 160). Who are these ‘angels’, and why do they choose to

incur the start up costs of collective action? " Mo V\A/Imv\j
Arpele

External elites and movement entrepreneurs

P R .

One answer given by RMT is that the individuals who establish collec-

tive action in the first place are well-resourced and skilled ‘movement

entrepreneurs’, powerful external elites, or wealthy sympathizers.- The

reason why they decide to soak up the start up costs is, first, because

they have an abundance of resources so collective action is not so costly

for them and, secondly, because they think that they can profit in the

long run from collective action (personally, financially, or politically).
According to McCarthy and Zald (1977), ‘movement entrepreneurs’

act a lot like entrepreneurs in the business world - they spot a ‘gap’

in the market in terms of grievances that remain unresolved. Remain-

ing in the language of business economics, they recast ‘grievances’ as

‘preferences for change’ or ‘demand’ in the population. Rather than

springing up spontaneously from some societal crisis, protest is a busi-

ness, and it ‘ebbs and flows’ as societal preferences change (Zald and

Ash, 1966, 329). The emergence of a social movement is explained,

then, as a response to a fluctuating market in preferences for social (le;l’

change. The term ‘social movement’ is used by RMT to refer to these

}Te—f—e-rgn—ces (McCarthy and Zald 1977, 1217). However, they draw an

Mistinction between ‘social movements’ (SMs) as preferences,

and the SMOs which entrepreneurs establish in order to address them.

This digtinction (not unlike the one that Blumer made between general

and specific social movements) is easy enough to grasp. Entrepreneurs

have, for example, spotted a gap in the movements market over the last -

few decades. for collective action around environmental issues. They

have set up a number of SMOs like Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth,

WWEF, Earth First!, and so on in order to meet this demand.
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Professional SMOs

The existence of movement entrepreneurs has given rise to an interest-
ing trend in the nature of social movements according to McCarthy and
'Zald_(1973; 1977). They suggest that American society in the 1970s was
witnessing a growing trend in what they called ‘nrofessional’ SMOs estab-
lished by well-resourced movement entrepreneurs who were motivated
to give up their present resources in order to profit later on from collec-
tive action. Professional social movements have particular characteristics.
They are bureaucratic, have centralized decision-making structures, und
are staffed by paid employees. They do not depend upon participation by
the aggrieved population in order to campaign; in fact, their member”
ship base is either non-existent or exists purely oh paper. An example
of a professional SMO is Greenpeace. You can sign up to be a member
of Greenpeace, make a donation, and in return receive a newsletter, pen,
T-Shirt, and the like, but they do not depend upon vour active partici-
pation. Protest itself is also ‘professionalized’ as money Is pumped into
sophisticated advertising campaigns and the production of glossy pam-
phlets, and even celebrity endorsements (McCarthy and Zald, 1977, 1231).
Protest events as angiy outbursts of frustration may not actually occur
at all. Indeed, the passivity of members is expected rather than prob-
lematic. The people who are activists are following a professional career
path and being paid a salary to fundraise and campaign on behalf of
someone or something else. This could be a disadvantaged/vulnerable
group in society (disability rights movements, domestic violeilce groups,
.children), groups who cannot protect themselves (pro-life, animal rights),
or issues of public concern (environment, peace, drunk-driving). Increas-
ingly therefore, social movements are bureaucratic organizations led by
paid staff who engage in mobilizing resources so that they can pursue
collective action on behalf of particular ‘interest cleavages’ in society.
Whilstitis important for SMOs to mobilize all types ofsupporters - from
‘adherents’ (believers in the cause who are important to public opinion),
to ‘constituents’ (those who invest their resources), to ‘cadre’ (the hard
core of activists who are highly committed and involved in decision-
making), McCarthy and Zald argued that one group in particular -
the ‘conscience constituents’ - were becoming increasingly important
for collective action in America in the 1960s and 1970s (McCarthy
and Zald 1973; 1977). ‘Conscience constituents’ are people who will
not personally benefit from collective action, but who invest their
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disposable resources in the SMO anyway because they sympathize with
the cause. In McCarthy and Zald’s eyes, conscience constituents were
becoming even more important than the aggrieved population for ini-
tial mobilization. It was the affluent middle classes they argued who
supplied essentiaJ resources for the wave of heightened SMO activity iii
the 1960s. Together with a buoyant student movement that had time
and ener~” at its disposal, these ‘conscience constituents’ provided the

injection of resources to launch, lead, and maintain an array of 1960s
SMOs (McCarthy and Zald, 1977, 1224). They were the ‘angels’ that

aggrieved groups' had been waiting for. e ———

Debate point: is outside help essential for \

successful mobilization?
J. Craig Jenkins and Charles Perrow (1977) suggest that alliances with

external elites are crucial for social movement mobilization and sue-
cess. Their research wanted to find out why the 1960s became such a
‘stormy period’, as they put it, for political insurgency. In a study of
farmworkers protests, they show that before the 1960s, farmworkers’
attempts to further their interests through campaigns of the National
Farm Labor Union had largely failed. However, in the 1960s, through
the group the United Farm Workers, they enjoyed relative success.
What accounted for the upturn in their fortunes? First, they suggest
that social problems and grievances are an insufficient explanation.
Farmworkers experienced significant grievances in the decades before
the 1960s. Grievances remained ‘relatively constant' in fact. Secondly,
tactics also remained the same. In both time periods the farmworkers
used strikes and boycotts. Subsequently, they suggest that the farm-
workers success can be put down to an increase in resources in the
1960s, which came from middle-class liberal support organizations. In
the 1960s, the governmerit were di'vided over policies rdating to farm-
workers, and liberal groups became prepared to ‘sponsor farmworker
protests because it was in their political interests at the time to forge an
alliance and support their demands They gave the farmworkers finan-
cial donations, and also supported their boycotts, thus enabling this
tactic to become a successful one. Jenkins and Perrow concluded from
their study that ‘for several of the movements of the 1960s, it was the
inteijection of resources from outside, not sharp increases in discon-
tent, that led to insurgent efforts’ (Jenkins and Perrow, 1977, 226).



