power in movement social movements and
contentious politics

power in movement social movements and contentious politics is a critical
concept that explores how groups mobilize, assert influence, and challenge
established power structures to achieve social or political change. This
article delves into the multifaceted nature of power within social movements
and the broader realm of contentious politics, examining how power dynamics
shape collective action and resistance. Understanding the mechanisms of power
in movement contexts is essential for grasping how marginalized groups
contest authority and negotiate their demands. The discussion includes
theoretical frameworks, types of power exercised by movements, and the
strategic interactions between activists and state or institutional actors.
Additionally, the article addresses the challenges social movements face in
sustaining power and the implications for political outcomes. Through this
comprehensive analysis, readers will gain insight into the interplay between
power, social movements, and contentious politics in contemporary and
historical contexts.
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Theoretical Frameworks of Power in Social
Movements

The study of power in movement social movements and contentious politics
draws upon a variety of theoretical perspectives that seek to explain how
power is acquired, exercised, and contested. Classic theories of power, such
as those proposed by Max Weber and Michel Foucault, emphasize authority,
domination, and discourse as central elements. In the context of social
movements, power is often conceptualized through resource mobilization
theory, political opportunity structures, and framing processes.



Resource Mobilization Theory

Resource mobilization theory focuses on the tangible and intangible resources
that social movements accumulate and deploy to exert power. These resources
include money, organizational infrastructure, labor, and social capital. The
theory posits that access to and effective management of resources are key
determinants of a movement's power and potential success within contentious
politics.

Political Opportunity Structures

This framework examines how the broader political environment enables or
constrains the exercise of power by social movements. Political opportunity
structures refer to the openness or closure of political institutions, the
stability of elite alignments, and the presence of allies or repression.
Movements gain power by exploiting favorable opportunities or adapting to
hostile conditions.

Framing Processes

Framing pertains to how movements construct and communicate their grievances,
goals, and identities to mobilize support and influence public perception.
Effective framing enhances a movement's power by shaping collective meanings,
legitimizing demands, and attracting broader coalitions. The power of
narratives and symbols is thus integral to movement dynamics.

Types of Power Utilized in Contentious Politics

Power in movement social movements and contentious politics manifests in
multiple forms, reflecting the complex interactions between activists, state
actors, and society. Understanding these types clarifies how movements assert
influence and challenge existing hierarchies.

Coercive Power

Coercive power involves the use or threat of force to achieve compliance or
suppress dissent. In contentious politics, state authorities often wield
coercive power through police actions, legal restrictions, or military
intervention to control or dismantle social movements.

Discursive Power

This form of power centers on controlling knowledge, language, and public
discourse. Social movements exercise discursive power by shaping narratives,



framing issues, and influencing cultural understandings to gain legitimacy
and support.

Institutional Power

Institutional power derives from formal positions within political, economic,
or social structures. Movements may seek to access or transform institutions
to institutionalize their demands, thereby converting grassroots power into
policy change.

Network Power

Network power arises from social connections and alliances among individuals
and groups. Strong networks enable information sharing, coordination, and
collective action, enhancing a movement's capacity to mobilize resources and
sustain momentum.

Strategies for Exercising Power in Movement
Dynamics

Social movements employ diverse strategies to harness and expand their power
within contentious political arenas. These strategies are tailored to
context, objectives, and available resources, often involving a combination
of tactics.

Collective Action and Protest

Public demonstrations, strikes, and rallies are classic methods for visibly
exerting power and signaling grievances. These actions disrupt normal social
or political activities, attracting attention and pressuring authorities to
respond.

Nonviolent Resistance

Nonviolent tactics such as civil disobedience, boycotts, and sit-ins leverage
moral authority and broad participation to challenge power without resorting
to violence. Nonviolent resistance can expand a movement’s appeal and
legitimacy.

Legal and Political Engagement

Movements may engage in litigation, lobbying, or electoral politics to



convert their power into formal policy influence. These approaches require
navigating institutional channels and building alliances with sympathetic
actors.

Media and Communication Strategies

Effective use of traditional and digital media platforms allows movements to
disseminate their messages, counter opposition narratives, and mobilize
supporters across geographic boundaries.

Challenges to Power and Movement Sustainability

Despite their efforts, social movements face significant challenges in
maintaining and expanding power within contentious political contexts. These
obstacles can undermine movement effectiveness and longevity.

Repression and Co-optation

State repression, including arrests, surveillance, and violence, directly
threatens movement power by intimidating participants and disrupting
organization. Co-optation attempts by political elites can dilute movement
goals or absorb leaders into existing power structures.

Internal Fragmentation

Differences in ideology, strategy, or leadership can cause splits within
movements, weakening collective power and confusing external audiences about
goals.

Resource Constraints

Limited access to funding, personnel, and organizational infrastructure
hampers a movement’s capacity to sustain activities and respond to
challenges.

Public Opinion and Legitimacy

Loss of public support or negative media portrayals can erode a movement'’s
discursive power and reduce its ability to influence political decision-
making.



Impact of Power in Movement on Political and
Social Change

The power exercised by social movements in contentious politics has profound
effects on political institutions, social norms, and policy outcomes.
Movements have historically driven significant transformations by challenging
entrenched power relations.

Policy Reform and Institutional Change

Successful movements often achieve legislative or regulatory reforms that
address their core demands. Institutionalization of movement goals can lead
to sustained social improvements and shifts in governance.

Cultural and Normative Shifts

Beyond formal policy changes, movements influence cultural attitudes,
challenge stigmas, and reshape societal values. These shifts can create a
more favorable environment for future activism.

Empowerment of Marginalized Groups

By asserting power, social movements empower disenfranchised populations,
enhancing their political participation and social inclusion. This
empowerment can alter power balances within society over time.

Inspiration for Future Movements

Historical and contemporary movements provide models and lessons that inspire
and inform new waves of contentious politics, perpetuating cycles of social
change.

Resource mobilization and strategic deployment of assets

Exploitation of political opportunities and institutional openings

Framing and communication to shape public discourse

Nonviolent tactics and collective action

Challenges including repression, fragmentation, and resource scarcity

Long-term impacts on policy, culture, and empowerment



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the role of power in social movements?

Power in social movements is the capacity to influence or change social,
political, or economic structures. It enables movements to mobilize
resources, shape public opinion, and challenge existing authorities or norms.

How do social movements exert power in contentious
politics?

Social movements exert power in contentious politics through collective
action, protests, advocacy, and disrupting established institutions. They
leverage social networks, media, and political opportunities to pressure
authorities and achieve their goals.

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

Scholars often analyze structural power (control over resources and
institutions), discursive power (shaping narratives and beliefs), and
relational power (influence through social relationships) in social movement
contexts.

How does resource mobilization theory explain power
in social movements?

Resource mobilization theory posits that power in social movements comes from
the ability to acquire and effectively use resources such as money, labor,
knowledge, and media access to sustain collective action and influence
change.

In what ways can social movements challenge or
reinforce existing power structures?

Social movements can challenge power structures by demanding reforms,
disrupting dominant practices, and creating alternative institutions.
Conversely, they may reinforce power structures by co-opting mainstream
agendas or becoming bureaucratized over time.

What is the significance of framing in the exercise
of power by social movements?

Framing is crucial as it shapes how issues are understood and prioritized by



the public and policymakers. Effective framing can mobilize support,
legitimize the movement, and challenge dominant ideologies, thereby enhancing
a movement's power.

How do digital technologies impact power dynamics in
social movements?

Digital technologies amplify social movements' power by facilitating rapid
communication, organizing, and dissemination of information. They lower
barriers to participation, enable new forms of activism, and can disrupt
traditional power hierarchies in contentious politics.

Additional Resources

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

This seminal work explores how social movements generate power and influence
political change. Tarrow examines the dynamics of collective action, the
formation of social movement organizations, and the interaction between
movements and political institutions. The book combines theory with rich case
studies, making it a foundational text for understanding contentious
politics.

2. Contentious Politics by Charles Tilly and Sidney Tarrow

Tilly and Tarrow provide a comprehensive analysis of contentious politics,
emphasizing the role of power struggles between challengers and authorities.
The book outlines key concepts such as political opportunity structures,
repertoires of contention, and collective action frames. It is essential for
grasping how social movements mobilize and sustain themselves over time.

3. The Social Movements Reader: Cases and Concepts edited by Jeff Goodwin and
James M. Jasper

This anthology compiles classic and contemporary readings on social movements
and power dynamics. The selected texts cover theoretical perspectives,
empirical studies, and debates within the field of contentious politics. It
serves as an invaluable resource for students and scholars interested in the
multifaceted nature of power in social movements.

4. Power in Struggle: Feminism, Sexuality, and the State in Latin America by
Elisabeth Jay Friedman

Friedman investigates how feminist movements in Latin America have contested
state power and reshaped norms around sexuality and gender. The book
highlights the interplay between grassroots activism and institutional
politics, revealing the complexities of power relations in social change. It
contributes to broader discussions on intersectionality and movement
politics.

5. Dynamics of Contention by Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly
This collaborative work introduces a framework for analyzing contentious



politics through the lens of interaction and strategic action. The authors
focus on how power is negotiated and contested in episodes of social unrest
and protest. The book bridges micro-level interactions with macro-level
political processes, offering a nuanced understanding of movement power.

6. Power and Protest: Global Revolution and the Rise of Detente by Jeremi
Suri

Suri explores the global wave of protests during the 1960s and their impact
on international power relations. The book examines how social movements
influenced diplomatic strategies and the broader Cold War context. It
provides insight into the relationship between grassroots activism and
geopolitical power.

7. Social Movements, 1768-2012 by Charles Tilly and Lesley J. Wood

Covering centuries of social movements, this book analyzes how collective
actions have challenged and reshaped power structures. Tilly and Wood trace
the evolution of contentious politics, emphasizing the changing tactics and
organizational forms of movements. Their historical perspective illuminates
enduring patterns in the struggle for power.

8. The Power of Identity by Manuel Castells

Castells discusses how identity-based social movements harness power to
contest dominant political and economic systems. The book delves into the
role of culture, communication, and networks in mobilizing collective action.
It highlights the transformative potential of power rooted in shared
identities and narratives.

9. Repertoires and Cycles of Collective Action by David S. Meyer and Sidney
Tarrow

This book examines how social movements develop and adapt their strategies of
contention over time. Meyer and Tarrow analyze the cyclical nature of protest
and the shifting power relations between activists and authorities. Their
work sheds light on the dynamic processes through which movements gain and
maintain power.
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