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Contentious Politics: 
Social Movements, 
Political Violence, 

and Revolution



INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS AND KEY 
QUESTIONS

Orvis and Drogus note that 2011 was a banner 
year for political protest; 
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…from the “Arab Spring” to the “Occupy” 
movement to protests against economic 
policies in Spain, Greece, and Italy; citizens 
everywhere seemed to mass in the streets 
demanding change.



Although not all of 
those protests 
succeeded, they 
gave new impetus 
to a long-standing 
area of interest in 
comparative 
politics, what most 
scholars refer to as 
“contentious 
politics.”
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Contentious politics 
is political activity 
that is at least in 
part beyond 
institutional 
bounds.
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Groups form over grievances and demand 
change; they may work via elections and other 
institutions as well, but the hallmark of 
contentious politics is extra-constitutional 
activity: petitions, protests, riots, violence, civil 
war, and revolution.



Contentious politics 
is ubiquitous. 
Although regime-
threatening acts 
of political 
violence are 
relatively rare, 
protests are 
common.

COMPARATIVE POLITICS



In contrast to most 
people’s 
perceptions, protest 
is most common in 
wealthy 
democracies 
whereas serious 
violence and 
terrorism are 
scourges of poorer 
societies. 
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Key questions to ask:

1. How and why are people mobilized to 
participate in contentious politics?
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2. How do social movements and other forms of 
contentious politics function, and what effects 
do they have on governments and policies?
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3. What effects have globalization and the
advent of Internet-based 
communications and social 
media had on contentious 
politics, a phenomenon 
highlighted in the 2011 
protests?



4. Why do politics 
sometimes turn 
violent and take 
the form of 
terrorism or civil 
war?
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5. Why do 
revolutions –
contentious 
political episodes 
that change 
regimes – arise? 
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Framing Contentious Politics
Social Movements – Part of civil society; they 

have a loosely defined organizational 
structure and represent people who perceive 
themselves to be outside formal institutions, 
seek major socioeconomic or political 
changes, or employ noninstitutional forms of 
collective action.
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Relative Deprivation 
A group’s or individual’s belief that they are not 

getting their share of something of value 
relative to others.



Political Opportunity 
Structure 

The extent to which a 
regime is open to 
influence from 
social movements 
and other extra-
institutional 
groups.
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How Contentious Politics Happen
1. Strategies and Repertoires 

2. Political Opportunity Structures
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3. Discourse and Identity

4. New Communications Technology
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5. Transnational Activism (Global Justice 
Movement or GJM)
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Political Violence
Political Violence – The use of physical force by 

nonstate actors for political ends.
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Security Dilemma – A situation in which two or more
groups do not trust and may even fear one another, 
and do not believe 
that institutional 
constraints will 
protect them, 
increasing the 
likelihood that violence 
will break out between them.



Civil War
Two or more armed 

groups, at least 
one of which is 
tied to the most 
recent regime in 
power, fight for 
control of the 
state.
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Terrorism
Political violence or the threat of violence by 

groups or individuals who deliberately target 
civilians or noncombatants in order to 
influence the behavior and actions of targeted 
publics and governments.
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Revolution
Political Revolution – The fundamental 

transformation of an existing regime, 
instigated and primarily carried out by a social 
movement or armed group.



Social Revolution
A fundamental 

transformation of 
a regime and 
social structure, 
instigated and 
primarily carried 
out by a social 
movement or 
armed group.
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Concluding thoughts and questions…



The study of 
contentious 
politics has helped 
transform our 
understanding of 
political action 
outside formal 
institutional 
bounds.
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Starting in the 
1960’s, activists 
and scholars 
began to argue 
that such 
contentious 
political acts 
could enhance 
democracy.
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Comparativists have examined individual
motivations; internal 
group characteristics and 
dynamics; and the larger 
political, economic, and 
cultural context to try to 
understand contentious 
politics.



COMPARATIVE POLITICS

Although nonviolent forms of contentious politics 
are widely accepted as legitimate in 
democracies and as legitimate opposition to 
authoritarian regimes, political violence is not.
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Ethnic and other types of identity movements 
can be particularly susceptible to becoming 
violent, in part because of the powerful 
connection between individuals’ grievances 
and their identity.
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Revolutions are the rarest form of contentious 
politics, meaning a particular set of 
circumstances must account for them, but it is 
not always easy to determine what those 
circumstances are.
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A full range of political science theories have 
been employed to explain contentious politics. 
Theories focusing on individual motivation, 
both psychological and rational actor, try to 
understand the individual motivations behind 
contentious politics. 
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Structural theories have been used as well, looking at the
economic structure of society, the political opportunity
structure, and
the distribution 
of resources 
among groups to 
explain why some 
succeed while 
others fail.



COMPARATIVE POLITICS

Theorists using cultural models have sought to 
understand why particular symbols and 
language embedded in groups’ repertoires are 
successful at mobilizing support and how 
these repertoires shift over time and place.


