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Theory is shaped by society and the historical context of each place and region (Foweraker, 1995:2). In other words “the story of social movement theory can be told only together with the story of social movements themselves” (Garner in Garner and Tenuto, 1997: 1).

Debates on theories of modern social movements in the west now stretch back over thirty years. Over the last decade – following the collapse of the socialist bloc and the decline of leftist politics – the debates have become more prominent, and have spread out from the west into the developing world. The purpose of this essay is to provide a very brief guide to the western debates, and to suggest what relevance they may have for understanding, analysing and promoting social movements in Thailand.

First, I will review the early debates in the US from the 1960s. Second, I turn to a rather different approach which emerged in Europe, mainly in the 1970s. Third, I look at how these ideas were adopted, discussed and supplemented in Latin America in the 1980s and early 1990s. Finally, I discuss some implications for Thailand.

The US debate

From the 1960s and 1970s onwards, the US and Europe saw a surge of protests and demonstrations against governments, government policies, and social conventions. The people involved in these protests often cut across class divisions, and the issues involved new demands such as anti-nuclear, anti-armaments, women’s movement, and movements which demand that society recognise and accept different lifestyles, such as gay and lesbian. Theorists tried to understand these protests, to situate them in the debate on theory, and to predict their future course.

In the US early theories focused on grievances and on the irrational reaction of actors as causes of the movement. This was known as the breakdown theory. This was soon rejected by scholars of social movements as they tried to show that a lot of these movements did not lack coherence and design and were not a result of irrational reaction as were said to be. 

This was followed by what became known as the resource mobilisation theory. This theory focused not on why the movements take place (this was seen as being self-evident), but on how the movement is organised, and why some of them were more successful than others. It was called resource mobilisation theory because the theory purported to show that the success of a movement depended on the resources available to be used. These resources arose from inducing individuals to participate and contribute to the cost. Individuals participated because they saw the benefits to be derived from joining. Success also depended on the movement being able to link to other networks of groups and organisations. The resource mobilisation theory’s stress was wholly on the strategy to make the movement succeed in demanding for a change in government policies or legislation. Thus it is sometimes said that the theory focused on political action, or the realm of politics rather than on civil society.

A variant of the theories which focuses on the political rather than the civil society realm, is the political process approach. This approach sees social movements as a form of mass politics. The social movement is theorised in relation to the state. The chances of the movement achieving success is discussed in terms of the ‘opportunities’ that are available. If the government is strong and committed to repression, social movements are likely to fail. But if the government is weak, political opportunities may arise which allow the movement to be successful. Those who adopt this political process or political opportunities approach pay less attention to the ‘resource’ aspects of the movement. They focus wholly on the interaction between the movement and the state and on ways in which the political system frames the failure or success of the movements.

Western European debate

Debates in Western Europe began a little later than in the US - mainly in the 1970s. From the start, the debates were very different from those in the US. This difference reflected the big difference between the two continents in political history and in the traditions of political theory.

The subject of debate was essentially similar - namely new movements about the environment, women and sexual identities. But instead of focusing on strategies and on the requirements for success or failure, the European debate focused on why these non-class-based movements arose.
The early theorists came mostly from Marxist traditions of political economy. They were concerned that Marxist analysis of social movements, which stresses the importance of consciousness, ideology, social struggle and solidarity, seemed inadequate to explain and characterise these new movements. They argued that theories which stress the primacy of structural contradictions, economic classes and crisis in determining collective identities are inappropriate to understand movements which did not appear to have a class base, and did not seem to be related to any crisis or structural contradiction. However, they were not at all impressed by the US theories of resource mobilisation and political process. They asserted that present day collective action is not confined to negotiations and strategic calculations by social movements to gain political power. Rather, the movements involve issues of social norms and identity, and the struggle takes place in the realm of civil society rather than in the realm of politics.

The European debate gave rise to what is now called the new social movement theory. Alain Touraine and Jurgen Habermas are among the prominent European theorists. There are variations in emphasis, but in general the NSMs approach explains the social movements as linked to the failure of the democratic system in post-modern society to guarantee individual freedom, equality and fraternity. In the view of these theorists, democracy is degenerating into an authoritarian, technocratic state. The state in turn has become subjugated to market forces. People are thus dominated by the state’s technocracy and the forces of the market. There are no longer workers, but only consumers. The old class of workers has ceased to be a class in production process. Instead people’s main social role has become that of consumers. In this role, they are manipulated entirely by the market. 

For Touraine, the state, the market, and the domain of communications and media are gradually diminishing the liberty of the individual. As the technologies of state control, of mega-corporation economics, and or mass media advance, so the reduction of liberty is gathering pace (Touraine, Critique of Modernity, 1995). For Habermas, the expanding structures of state and market economy colonise the public and private sphere of individuals, which he calls the lifeworld. This lifeworld includes the domains in which meaning and value reside - such as family, education, art, religion. So private life becomes steadily more politicised by this double encroachment (Foweraker, 1995: p.6). 

For Habermas, social movements are seen as defensive reactions to defend the public and the private sphere of individuals against the inroads of the state system and market economy. Similarly, Touraine sees participation in social movements as the only way in which the individual can recover liberty. For both Habermas and Touraine, the main role of social movements is the mobilisation of ‘actors’ and ‘subjects’ - their terms to refer to human beings in their full role as free and creative members of a pluralistic society, as opposed to victims or objects of state and market domination. Social movements involve a process of  self-awareness to create human and social identities which are free of the domination of the technocratic state and the market. But the creation of these identities is part of the process of a social movement, not its ultimate goal. The social movement is a collective form of action to contest the abuses of political and economic power, and to change the political and market institutions in order to produce a better society. The social movement will come into conflict with existing norms and values. It is a struggle for the autonomy of individuals within a civil society, which has been dominated by the technocracy and the market. As put by Cohen and Orato (Civil Society and Political Theory, 1997: 511), “collective actors strive to create group identities within a general identity whose interpretation they contest”.

 The difference between the US and European debates

Foweraker explains that the US and Western European theorists operate from very different social and political contexts. That is why they came up with very different focus in their theories on social movements. Both are advanced industrial societies. Both have established democratic system. But in Western Europe the social and historical context of democracy is different from the US. Western Europe has a history of the social democratic consensus, growth of welfare state, institutionalised trade union movements, and strong corporatist traditions linking trade unions with the state. The recent social movements look new. Hence theorists try to explain their novelty by reference to major shifts in society and culture. They conclude that the new social movements are concerned with the construction of new social and political identities, which have been denied by the old state system.

In the US there has been no tradition of social democracy, nor trade union corporatism. The labour movement has been less important. Social movements are thus explained not by big societal change, but by the continuing ability of outsider groups to mobilise resources and gain political representation within the system. Theorists are not interested in why social movement arises. The answers to this question seem to them self-evident. They concentrate on why some succeed and some fail.

Latin American debates
The debate was taken up outside Europe first in Latin America - as a result of the close historical connections between Europe and that region, and because of the heavy American involvement there. The debates began in the late 1970s, but became significantly important in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Latin American theorists found that many of the insights of the western debate were useful because many of the movements (such as women, gay, environment) were either concerned with similar issues, or were linked in increasingly international arenas of debate.  However, the Latin Americanists also found that the local movements which arose in the region in the 1980s had many features which required extension or adjustment of the western theories.

The first social movements which arose in Latin America in the 1960s had several important characteristics.

First, they were primarily urban movements resulting from problems of rapid urbanisation due to industrial development, the capitalisation of agriculture, and resulting shifts from rural to urban areas. These urban social movements often revolved around the demand for public utilities, or access to land and water. The movements gained momentum in part because of the crudeness of the government reaction. Thus the movements themselves were affected by the repressive policies of the state and the suppression of traditional forms of organisation, such as trade unions and political parties.

Second, trade unions and agrarian movements did not disappear. But many new social actors come in the scene, such as women, teachers, students, ethnic groups, as well as environmental movements.

Third, the movements often involved struggles to establish rights. These include rights to livelihood, rights to body, rights to land, rights to human rights. To the extent that many demands of the social movements are based on struggle to establish rights, it may be said that they are part of the attempts to create or recreate a civil society. The social movements are not the equivalent of civil society, but they may be seen as participating in the process of constructing that society or of recovering it from the state (Foweraker, 1995: 6. I think he is referring to the situations in many countries where the state policies have been repressive on the society, so much so that it may be difficult to talk about the civil society).

Fourth, these social movements were involved in the competition over control of the political apparatus. In countries with authoritarian regimes, many social movements were involved in fights for democratisation and constitutional rules. 

[Jaa: Does this para fit? But the literatures on Latin America, with respects to the issues of democracy and how the movements achieve their goals ( resource mobilisation theory), are still scarce. Researchers have focussed on applying the new social movement theories, with the result that studies have stopped short of looking into the organisations, strategies, and impact on politics.]

Latin American theorists adopted some of the vocabulary and approaches of the western literature, but found that they confronted some important differences. First, these movements were much more likely than European versions to be concerned with material issues of access to and control over resources. Second, they were often engaged in the pursuit of rights which were well established and not a matter of contest in the western context. Third, struggles overflowed from civil society into the political realm. Fourth, while some movements appeared to have the post-modern, non-class-based, networking form of the European model, others were much more obviously class-based and directly political. Fifth, the success rate was significantly worse. Repression was tougher and more effective.

As a result of these observations, theorising about social movements in the 1980s advanced some tentative conclusions. It was clear that the issue of class was an empirical question. While the movements in the US and Western Europe had often been about the quality of life and the defence of the autonomy of the individuals, those in Latin America were still largely about the material or the economic aspects, establishments of rights which had already been guaranteed as universal rights in the West, and about establishing full democracy. Finally, the success of government repression was attributed not only to the local strength of the state, but also to the neo-colonial framework and the international backing for local state power. Touraine’s observations about the domination of state system, market economics, and communications had to be modified to stress the extreme nature of this domination in the situation where the power-base of state, market and communication was remote from the local context and hence even more difficult to oppose.

In the early 1990s, two new developments in the Latin American movements prompted still further extension and adaptation of social movement theory. The first development was a much larger prominence of rural social movements, with the spread of land-grab movements and the explosion of the Chiapas peasant resistance. The second was the paradoxical development in the political economy which saw a revival of democratic forms of government running in parallel with rapid widening of the gaps between rich and poor, powerful and powerless.

The explosion of rural movements further emphasised the importance of resource issues in non-western movements. It also drew the focus back to issues of identity and culture. Many of the movements were centred among minority groups which drew some of their movement’s strength from reassertion of identity. Even in cases where ethnicity was not such an explicit issue, movements drew on a background of rural identity and culture which was raised up in opposition to the dominant urban ideology of market and state.

The paradox of democracy and social division drew attention to the special conditions of subordinate societies within an increasingly globalised world. Latin American theorists argued that the region’s urban centres and urban elites were being annexed (politically, economically and culturally) to a globalised world system dominated by the USA. In this process, the power of the national state was diminished, and hence the return of democratic politics offered no route for the negotiation of social and economic demands. The strength of internationally-backed repression meant that local political defiance was increasingly ineffective. The decline of trade unions and welfare provisions were evidence of this trend. Hence social movements acquired a new importance as a basis for defiance.

The relevance to third world countries situation

Let me now go back through some of the approaches outline above, and pick out some features which I feel are relevant to understanding the role of social movements in Thailand and other parts of the non-western world. This section is not meant to be comprehensive but suggestive.

1. Touraine (and other European theorists) is very clear that new social movement are specific to a post-modern society - by which he really means, a society in which the major part of the workforce are educated, skilled, white-collar (and probably in service industries). However, the dominance of state structures, market forces and communications - which he identifies as the things which social movements must oppose - are clearly present in societies which cannot yet be called post-modern. Indeed, this domination is a global process. Hence the diminution of liberty which this dominance entails is also present in non-western societies, and also needs to be opposed.

2. The problems have become more complicated in non-western countries by the extra dimension of subordination and domination or dependency to a western dominated world. Touraine talks about social movements in direct contest to corporate and state power. In non-western countries, movements are removed from such a contest by a further level – the domination of the western world as a global super structure. Whether that is real or not, it is certainly perceived to be that way.

In brief, while Touraine’s analysis may focus on postindustrial society, the problems and the enemy are the same for other zones of the world, with the added complications stemming from the globalisation of the dominating forces which Touraine describes.

3. Theories constructed for the west are concerned with movements which focus on the quality of life, rather than the matters concerning the material aspects of life. The movements’ actors are often those in the middle class. In non-western countries, where the material aspects are still a problem, many social movements are still about bread and butter issues, particularly access to resources. The actors involved in many cases are the underprivileged, the marginalised, workers and poor farmers. The use of the term new social movements may not be appropriate. This may explain the decline of its use in recent years. In several studies of social movements in the third world, researchers use the term “popular movement”.

In a sense, Thailand, Latin America and other similar parts of the world are experiencing at the same time two different types of movement which in the western case took place in two historically separate phases. Moreover, these two types cannot be simply separated. Because they exists here in the same place and time, they are inevitably interrelated - through people, networks, shared context.

4. Similarly, many of the movements in Thailand, as in Latin America in the 1980s, are conducted in the belief that the establishment of democratic systems and structures is an important goal. The Thai middle class (or at least its activist element) has the hope that democratic structures will remove oppression, allow participation, and hence overcome many of the inequalities and injustices in the society and economy. They also would like to believe that democracy will bring more development and a fairer deal as well as government becoming less authoritarian.

However, the more recent Latin American theorising suggests that faith in democratic process - within the current global context - is likely to be illusory. Recent events in Thailand appear to confirm this pessimism. The reality has been that even after the democratic system has been established, people still do not have full participation. The state has retained its authoritarian elements. It has access to modern technology and communications which enabled it to become more effective in social control. The state subjugates itself to the forces of the market and globalisation and in the process denies equality and liberty to the majority of people.

5. Touraine and other western thinkers are writing firmly in the historical traditions of western liberalism. Touraine is primarily concerned about the reduction of individual liberty. He is explicit in wanting to revive the ideals of the French Revolution with its emphasis on liberty, equality, fraternity - especially on liberty. However, in the non-western world which has a different historical tradition and a much shallower experience of advanced capitalism, such an emphasis on individual liberty is either absent or much weaker or an importation with uncertain local roots. Local traditions of philosophy and political practice place more emphasis on the role of communities and groups. Touraine has to go through some complex argument to explain why a social movement is a way for an individual to reclaim liberty. In the non-western context, this stage of the theorising can be (and often already is) conveniently by-passed. Communities are resurrected, reinvented or reimagined as the basis of new movements of defiance.

6. The US theories of resource mobilisation and political process offer no tools for understanding the origin and role of popular movements. However they may be of use in the analysis of organisation, strategy, reasons for failures or success, and impact on political change. Resource mobilisation theory explains the levels of individual participation in terms of rational decision, and it analyses the success of  movements in terms of resource availability, strategies and networking with other groups. The political process approach explains success or failure with reference to the political background and the interaction between movement and state. These approaches allow students of social movements in third world countries to explore the social movements in political context, and their impact on political development. At present, these approaches seem rather crude. However, they may contain some pointers towards new concepts and vocabulary which move beyond the concepts and vocabulary of political mobilisation.
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