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Political Context and Opportunity

Hanspeter Kriesi

IntroductionIntroduction

In his study of popular contention in Great Britain during the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century, Charles Tilly (1995) observed a basic shift in the means of
popular protest or claims-making – a shift away from short-term, local, and highly
variable forms of contention towards a new repertoire of long-term, national, and
generally applicable forms. These massive changes in contention involved a parlia-
mentarization and nationalization of claims-making. Thus the timing of claims-
making came to depend more closely on the rhythms of parliamentary discussion
and governmental action. Britain was the first, but by no means the only country,
where such a large-scale shift took place. As Tilly (1995: 364–77) explains, these
shifts occurred because the ‘‘entire structure of political opportunity changed.’’ More
specifically, they were the result of four related processes which converged to
profoundly change the opportunities of popular protest: state-making, economic
and demographic change, and contention’s cumulative history interwove to create
the preconditions for a new repertoire of popular protest that was large in scale and
national in scope. In addition, they enhanced the strategic advantage and maneuver-
ing room of formally constituted associations, especially those with national
constituencies, as a basis for popular contention. First, war-driven expansion,
strengthening, and centralization of the British state gave increasing political advan-
tage to groups that could convey their demands directly to Parliament, whose fiscal
and regulative powers were augmented from decade to decade. Second, capitaliza-
tion, commercialization, and proletarianization of economic life created the basis for
the class-cleavage and gave workers and employers increasing incentives and oppor-
tunities to band together on a regional or national scale. Third, population growth,
migration, urbanization, and the creation of larger producing organizations gave
additional advantage to organizations and political entrepreneurs capable of con-
necting and coordinating the actions by dispersed clusters of people. Finally, the
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shared beliefs, memories, models, and precedents of previous episodes of popular
contention contributed to the shaping of episodes to come.

This account of the momentous change in popular contention in the British past
provides an excellent illustration of the political process approach to social move-
ments and its key concept – political opportunity structure. Typically, authors
working within this approach explain a specific aspect of popular contention (here
the change in the action repertoire of contention) by a change in the political
opportunity structure. Tilly’s notion of ‘‘political opportunity’’ may be broader
than that applied by other authors sharing the same approach and it may, in the
present example, be more ‘‘structural’’ than some other examples in his own work.
But it very well illustrates the general strategy adopted by the practitioners of the
political process approach.

Jon Elster (1989: 13) reduces this general strategy to its basic elements – his most
elementary ‘‘nuts and bolts.’’ He argues that we can see individual human action
(such as individual participation in popular protest) as the result of two successive
filtering operations. The first filter is made up of all the constraints that an individ-
ual faces. The actions consistent with these constraints form an actor’s ‘‘opportunity
set.’’ The second filter is a mechanism that determines which action within the
opportunity set will actually be carried out. The choice among the options that
have passed the first filter will be determined by the actor’s ‘‘desires’’ – his interests,
preferences, values, action intentions, or goals.

Elster adds (1989: 20) that even if opportunities are objective, external to the
actor, what explains the action is the actor’s desire together with ‘‘his beliefs about
the opportunities.’’ This emphasis (in the original) is crucial, because an actor may
not be aware of certain opportunities, or he may overestimate some aspects of the
available opportunities. Thus movement activists typically tend to overestimate the
degree of political opportunity, and, as Gamson and Meyer (1996: 285) observe, ‘‘if
they did not, they would not be doing their job wisely.’’ However, information about
the beliefs of the actors involved in episodes of contentious politics tend to be
difficult to come by, which induces the practitioners of the political process ap-
proach to make some simplifying heuristic assumptions about the behavior of the
actors involved. Thus they often assume the rationality principle – that political
actors do what they think will allow them to attain their goals under the given
opportunity set. Making this assumption and having a good idea of the actors’ goals
and their opportunity set, the scientific observers proceed to predict what the actors
will do by ‘‘vicarious problem-solving,’’ that is, by putting themselves ‘‘vicariously’’
in the same situation and figuring out what they would do if they were there
(Schelling 1984; Aya 1990: 9).1

The political process approach has become very popular in social movement
research. Some observers even believe it has become ‘‘the hegemonic paradigm
among social movement analysts’’ (Goodwin and Jasper 1999: 28). It certainly
provides a very powerful tool for the study of popular contention. The popularity
of the political process approach has, however, had its drawbacks, too: it has given
rise to all sorts of interpretations of its key terms, they have been used in many
different ways and ‘‘consensus regarding the term ‘political opportunity’ has proven
elusive’’ (McAdam 1996: 24). Indeed, as so many other popular concepts, the term
‘‘political opportunity’’ suffers from definitional sloppiness and ‘‘conceptual stretch-
ing’’ (see Sartori 1968, 1991), which tends to reduce its heuristic and theoretical
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value. Gamson and Meyer (1996: 275) even maintain that the concept of ‘‘political
opportunity structure’’ is ‘‘in danger of becoming a sponge that soaks up virtually
every aspect of the social movement environment – political institutions and culture,
crises of various sorts, political alliances, and policy shifts. . . . It threatens to become
an all-encompassing fudge factor for all the conditions and circumstances that form
the context for collective action.’’ In this chapter, I shall try to put some order into
the conceptualization of political context and opportunity and to underline the
continued usefulness of this approach by providing some illustrations of its explana-
tory power.

The General Framework of the Political ProcessThe General Framework of the Political Process

ApproachApproach

It is useful to start out by distinguishing different modes of analysis: frameworks,
theories, and models (Ostrom 1999: 39 ff.). The political process approach first of
all provides a framework for the study of social movements, that is, a general
conceptual toolkit that helps analysts to generate the questions that need to be
addressed in studying social movements and to delimit the field of research. Frame-
works have a heuristic function, but they do not yet provide explanations or
predictions (Schlager 1999: 234). The development of theories enables the analyst
to specify which elements of the framework are particularly relevant for certain
kinds of questions and to formulate specific hypotheses about the relationship
between these elements. The political process approach has been elaborated into
specific theories for specific questions. Models, in turn, make precise assumptions
about a limited set of parameters and variables. Models allow for the testing of
specific parts of the theory.

Figure 4.1 provides a framework for the study of the political context. This
framework is an updated version of an earlier attempt to come to terms with the
conceptual complexity characteristic of the field (Kriesi and Giugni 1995: xvi).
Political context is a more general concept than that of political opportunity.
Depending on the specific questions asked by different authors, different elements
of the political context have been selected and combined to study the relevant
‘‘political opportunity set’’ of the actors concerned. The present framework distin-
guishes between three sets of variables – structures, configurations of power, and
interaction contexts (see also della Porta 1996: 80). Let us look at the different
elements of each set.

Structures

The ‘‘political opportunity structure’’ constitutes what we could call the hard core of
the political process framework. The basic idea of the framwork is that ‘‘political
opportunity structures influence the choice of protest strategies and the impact of
social movements on their environment’’ (Kitschelt 1986: 58). Since Eisinger (1973)
first introduced the notion of ‘‘political opportunity structures,’’ students of social
movements have distinguished between ‘‘open’’ and ‘‘closed’’ structures, that is,
structures which allow for easy access to the political system or which make access
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more difficult. Kitschelt (1986) introduced the additional distinction between
‘‘input’’ and ‘‘output’’ structures, that is, structures referring specifically either to
the openness of the political system in the input phase of the policy cycle or to its
capacity to impose itself in the output phase. In practice, it proved to be difficult to
separate these two types of structures clearly from one another: Open systems tend
to have only a limited capacity to act, whereas closed systems tend to have a
somewhat greater capacity to act.

The core of the structures, in turn, is made up of the formal political institutions.
The degree of openness of the political system is a function of its (territorial) central-
ization and the degree of its (functional) separation of power. The greater the degree of
decentralization, thewider is the formal access and the smaller the capacity of any one
part of the system to act. Decentralization implies a multiplication of state actors,
and, therefore, of points of access and decision-making. In federal states, such as those
of Germany, Switzerland, or the United States, there are multiple points of relevant
access on the national, regional, and local level. In centralized states, such as those of
France, the Netherlands, or Sweden, regional and local access points are rather
insignificant. In addition, the system’s openness is closely related to the (functional)
separation of power. The greater the separation of power between the legislature
(parliamentary arena), the executive (government and public administration), and the
judiciary, as well as within each one of these powers, the greater the degree of formal
access and the more limited the capacity of the state to act.

Parameters characterizing the parliamentary arena more specifically concern the
electoral system and the party system. Electoral systems provide more or less access
depending on their degree of proportionality: proportional systems are more easily
accessible for emerging political actors than majoritarian or plurality systems. The
more proportional an electoral system, the greater usually the number of parties,
which again increases the possibilities of access. The number of parties, in turn,
determines, together with the internal makeup of the parties – that is, the number of
factions and groups that exist within parties – the process of coalition formation.

Structures
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Figure 4.1 A framework for the study of the political context.
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Very roughly, we can distinguish party systems with disciplined parties that can be
considered as unitary actors from party systems with heterogenous, undisciplined
parties. Highly disciplined, single-party government such as the British Cabinet
provides limited access and has a strong capacity to act, whereas multiparty coali-
tions made up of undisciplined parties, such as the grand coalitions we find in
Switzerland, are likely to provide multiple access points and to have a limited
capacity to act. With regard to the public administration, parameters specifying
the degree of openness refer to the amount of resources, internal coordination,
professionalization, and availability of movement allies in the public service. The
greater the amount of resources at its disposal, and the greater its internal coordin-
ation and professionalization, the stronger and the less accessible the public service
is likely to be. By contrast, the larger the number and power of movement allies
within the public service, the more accessible it will be and the more likely move-
ment actors will have the possibility to influence public policy.

There are two useful conceptual distinctions to summarize the degree of
institutional accessibility of political systems. First, we can distinguish between
strong and weak states (see Krasner 1978; Badie and Birnbaum 1979; Birnbaum
1985; Koopmans and Kriesi 1995: 27): strong states are characterized by institu-
tional structures that limit their accessibility with respect to their environment and
make them capable of getting things done, whereas weak states have institutions
that open them up, but also limit their capacity to act. France constitutes the
paradigmatic case of a strong state, the US the typical example of a weak state.
Another way to summarize the degree of institutional accessibility of the political
system is to adopt Lijphart’s (1999) distinction between majoritarian and consensus
democracies: majoritarian democracies concentrate political power within and be-
tween institutions, which limits their accessibility and enhances their capacity to act,
while consensus democracies divide political power and thus increase the institu-
tional accessibility and constrain the capacity to act. Britain is the paradigmatic case
of a majoritarian democracy and France is also rather majoritarian, while the small
Western European states are typical examples of a consensus democracy. The United
States share the majoritarian, Anglo-Saxon heritage, but contrary to the British
unitary state, they have a federalist state characterized by a far-reaching separation
of power, which contributes to its high accessibility.

In our comparative study of new social movements in Western Europe, in addition
to institutional structures we introduced the notion of ‘‘prevailing strategies,’’ which
refers to the procedures typically employed by members of the political system when
they are dealing with challengers (Koopmans and Kriesi 1995: 34 ff.). We distin-
guished between exclusive (repressive, confrontational, polarizing) and integrative
(facilitative, cooperative, assimilative) strategies. These prevailing strategies have a
long tradition in a given country and they are related to its institutional structure.
Thus political authorities in consensus democracies are rather more likely to rely on
integrative strategies than their colleagues in majoritarian democracies. In these
countries, the tendency to rely on integrative strategies is the result of a collective
learning experience that reaches back to the resolution of the religious conflicts,
which have torn these countries apart for centuries. The resolution of these conflicts
provided the models for dealing with political challenges for centuries to come
(Lehmbruch 1996, 1998; Christin 1997). Similarly, the tendency to rely on repres-
sive strategies is a result of historical experiences, such as is argued by Gallie (1983),
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who traces the repressive reactions of the French ruling elites to the challenge by
labor movement protest after World War I back to the earlier experience of repress-
ing the Parisian Commune in 1871.

The prevailing strategies of how to deal with challengers constitute a first example
of cultural models which have a generally facilitative or constraining effect on the
mobilization of social movements and their possible success. A second major
category of cultural models concerns the political-cultural or symbolic opportunities
that determine what kind of ideas become visible for the public, resonate with public
opinion and are held to be ‘‘legitimate’’ by the audience. Koopmans and Statham
(1999: 228) proposed the term ‘‘discursive opportunity structure’’ to denote this
second type of cultural models. They apply the concept to the mobilization by the
extreme right – a social movement that mobilizes an ethnic-cultural framing of
national identity against the idea of the nation as a political or civic community.
They test and confirm the following hypothesis: ‘‘the resonance of the extreme-right
frame, and consequently its chances of mobilization and success, will be greater (1)
the more the dominant discourse on national identity and citizenship corresponds to
and legitimates the ethnic-cultural ideal-type of national identity, and (2) the less the
dominant conception of the nation is grounded in and legitimized by civic-political
elements’’ (229).

The cultural models can be combined with the political institutional structures in
order to arrive at more complex and more focused opportunity sets. Kriesi (1995b:
177) combines institutional structures and prevailing strategies to arrive at four
general settings for the approach of polity members toward challengers. Koopmans
and Statham (1999: 247–8) combine discursive and institutional opportunities to
arrive at a fourfold typology of predicted movement outcomes: where neither
discursive nor institutional opportunities are available, the challenger will find no
support for his ideas and demands, nor will he be able to gain access to the polity.
Where discursive opportunities are available but the political system is closed, the
challenger is likely to be preempted by the political elite: it will take up those
demands and frames of the challengers that do not conflict with dominant ideas,
while simultaneously excluding or even repressing them as a collective actor. In the
opposite situation – open access, but unfavorable discursive opportunities – the
challenger is likely to be co-opted without obtaining real substantive concessions.
Full response finally is the outcome, where the challenger obtains both, access and
substantive success, an outcome expected only when opportunities are available in
both the institutional and the discursive realms.

The concept of ‘‘cultural models’’ that I have introduced here is narrower than the
more general distinction between cultural and institutional dimensions of opportun-
ity by Gamson and Meyer (1996: 279 ff.). It only refers to the stable elements of the
cultural repertoire in a given political system that influence the elite’s and the
public’s reaction to challengers.

Both institutional structures and cultural models are influenced by even more
fundamental structures, which we should include in our conceptualization of the
structural political context in the broad sense of the term. Political institutions and
cultural models are influenced by the country-specific political cleavage structures
and by the country’s international context. The specific political cleavage structure of
a country, in turn, is rooted in the social and cultural conflict structure of its society.
Social and cultural conflicts do not automatically become political cleavages, of
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course, but only if they are organized as such (Bartolini and Mair 1990: 216). While
the social-structural basis of a political conflict emerges from social change, the
conflict itself results from the coupling of the processes of social change – urbaniza-
tion, population growth, industrialization, globalization and the like – with the
processes of democratization, politicization, and mobilization. Social change deter-
mines structural and cultural potentials for political mobilization that remain latent
as long as they are not politicized by a collective political actor such as a social
movement.

Traditional social and cultural cleavages constitute the basis of the political
cleavage structure even today. In the case of Western European societies, the impact
of such traditional cleavages on the political cleavage structure has proven to be very
resistant to change (Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Bartolini and Mair 1990; Bartolini
2000). Thus, still today, the Western European party systems reflect the structure of
religious and class conflicts of past centuries. The mobilization capacity of new
challengers, such as the new social movements that havemobilized inWestern Europe
since the late sixties, crucially depends on the remaining mobilization potential of
traditional political conflicts (Brand 1985: 322–3). To the extent that traditional
conflicts are still salient and segment the population into mutually conscious adver-
sarial groups, there is little maneuvering space for new types of challengers who
attempt to articulate a new kind of social or cultural conflict. Comparing the mobil-
ization of new social movements in four Western European countries in the seventies
and eighties, Kriesi and Duyvendak (1995) have found evidence for the existence of
such a ‘‘zero-sum’’ relationship between traditional and new political cleavages.

So far, my discussion of structures has focused on the national political context. In
contemporary multilevel systems of governance, the nation-state constitutes, how-
ever, only one level among several. Although I believe that the national level is still
the most significant one as far as the political context for the mobilization of social
movements is concerned (see della Porta and Kriesi 1999), it is important that we do
not lose sight of the other levels involved. On the one hand, nation-states are
subdivided in regional and local levels of governance. The variance of the opportun-
ity structure between regions or member-states is of great importance above all in
federal states, but the significance of the variations in local contexts for the mobiliza-
tion of social movement are highly relevant everywhere. On the other hand, nation-
states are increasingly inserted into supra- or international systems of governance
that impose constraints and open opportunities for social movement actors. Thus,
Imig and Tarrow (2001: 7–8) hypothesize that, if Europe is becoming a polity,
‘‘sooner or later ordinary citizens will turn their claims and their forms of conten-
tious politics beyond their borders and toward this new level of governance.’’ They
think that ‘‘contentious politics is one way they will do this – with profound
consequences for the Europe of elites.’’ Second, they also suggest that ‘‘Europe’s
authorities not only tolerate but encourage the expression of claims through lobby-
ing and other routine forms and that this has a containing effect on more contentious
forms of collective action.’’

Configurations of Actors

The next set of variables refers to the configurations of actors. From the point of view
of a mobilizing social movement, this configuration has three major components
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(Hunt et al. 1994): the protagonists, antagonists, and bystanders – that is, the
configuration of allies (policymakers, public authorities, political parties, interest
groups, the media, related movements), the adversaries (public authorities, repres-
sive agents, countermovements) and the not directly involved, but nevertheless
attentive audience (see chapter 11 in this volume) respectively. The analytical dis-
tinction between the configuration of political actors and the third level of analysis,
the interaction context, implicitly assumes an ordering of contentious episodes in
time. Actor configurations represent what we know of the set of actors at a given
point in time – their capabilities, perceptions and evaluations of the outcomes
obtainable (their ‘‘payoffs’’ in terms of game theory), and the degree to which their
interests are compatible or incompatible with each other. The configuration de-
scribes the level of potential conflict, the ‘‘logic of the situation’’ at that point in
time, but it does not specify how the situation is going to evolve, nor does it say how
it has been created (see also Scharpf 1997: 72). On the one hand, any given
configuration of political actors is the result of processes of actor and coalition
formation – the formation/destruction of groups (identities and categories), alli-
ances, and their infrastructures (organizations and networks), in short, CATNETs
(Tilly 1978) that have taken place previously. On the other hand, the configuration
of political actors in a given context constitutes the starting point for the analysis of
a given episode of strategic interaction between a social movement, its allies and its
adversaries – the interaction context.

The configuration of political actors at any given point in time is partly
determined by the structures of the political context. Thus the new social movements
we have analyzed in Western Europe faced a very different alliance structure
depending on the configuration of the left, their ‘‘natural ally,’’ which was, in turn,
decisively shaped by the heritage of the prevailing strategies to deal with challengers
in a given country. Thus the heritage of exclusive strategies in a country like France
had caused the radicalization and eventual split of the labor movement into a
moderate, social-democratic left and a radical communist left. This split in the
labor movement, in turn, contributed to the continued salience of the class conflict,
which, at the time of the emergence of the French new social movements in the latter
part of the seventies, limited the availability of the left for the mobilization of the
new social movements. In the French situation, where the left was dominated by the
Communist Party up to the late 1970s, the Socialists could not become uncondi-
tional allies of the new social movements. They had to continue to appeal to the
working class in traditional class terms to ward off Communist competition, and
both the Socialists and the Communists tended to instrumentalize the new social
movements – especially the peace movement and the solidarity movement – for their
own electoral purposes (Kriesi 1995a).

However, the configuration of political actors is less stable than the structural
component of the political context. Thus the alliance structure of a given movement
may change decisively at any election, depending on whether the political party
which constitutes a ‘‘natural ally’’ for the social movement in question is elected into
the government or loses its government position. Thus, the social-democrats tended
to support the Western European new social movements when they were in oppos-
ition, whereas they were much less reliable allies when in government (Kriesi 1989,
1995a). Moreover, it is also much easier for social movements to modify the
configuration of political actors than to modify the structural context. As Tarrow
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(1994: 98) points out, social movements can create political opportunities for elites:
‘‘Both in a negative sense, when their actions provide grounds for repression; and, in
a positive one, when opportunistic politicians seize the opportunity created by
challengers to proclaim themselves tribunes of the people.’’ Protesters on their
own, he explains, seldom have the power to affect the policy priorities of elites.
The goal of challengers is, as Wolfsfeld (1997: 29) points out, ‘‘to generate dissensus
among the powerful. Challengers attempt to make inroads among elites, who
represent more legitimate sources for providing alternative frames.’’ According to
Tarrow (1994: 98), reform is most likely ‘‘when challenges from outside the polity
provide a political incentive for elites within it to advance their own policies and
careers.’’

While authors who analyze the mobilization of social movements in a compara-
tive (cross-national, cross-regional, or cross-local) perspective heavily rely on ex-
planations involving structural elements, authors who do case studies within
national contexts tend to put the accent more on configurations of political actors.
Most importantly, they tend to adopt a longitudinal perspective involving compari-
sons across time and important shifts in the configurations of political actors. In
their view, it is the shifts in the configurations of political actors – the instability
of political alignments, which create the opportunity for successful mobilization
(Tarrow 1994: 87–8). Such instability may relate to the changing electoral fortunes
of major parties. According to the ‘‘social cleavage model’’ of political realignments
(Flanagan and Dalton 1984),2 the increasing gap between the functioning of the
political system and the people’s aspirations contributes to an increasingly intense
sense of frustration or dissatisfaction on the part of the citizens. This increasing
dissatisfaction, in turn, leads to a dealignment in the party system: it weakens
existing party identifications among the electorate, makes for greater voter volatility,
creates tensions and conflicts in the party system, undermines established leaders,
and contributes to internal splits in the major parties. Eventually, as parties and their
electorates adjust their positions to the new cleavage, a realignment will occur in the
party system, a durable change in the electoral alignments that is produced at the
occasion of one or several ‘‘critical elections.’’ As Martin (2000) points out, we
should distinguish between a ‘‘breaking election,’’ which marks the breakdown of
the old alignments, and an ‘‘election of realignment,’’ which marks the beginning of
a durable new electoral era. While the two critical elections may coincide, they need
not necessarily do so. The period of transition between the two may last for many
years and include several additional elections. The uncertainty created by such a
realignment process may induce elites to compete for support from outside the
polity. The civil rights movement in the United States provides a well-known
example for the leverage created by electoral realignments: both the decline of the
Southern white vote and the movement of African-American voters to the Northern
cities increased the incentive for the Democrats to seek black support. With its
‘‘razor-thin electoral margin, the Kennedy administration was forced to move from
cautious footdragging to seizing the initiative for civil rights, a strategy that was
extended by the Johnson administration to the landmark Voting Rights Act of 1965’’
(Tarrow 1994: 87).

The instability of political alignments may also refer to a policy-specific situation.
In other words, shifting opportunities for mobilization and success may be policy-
domain specific (Gamson and Meyer 1996: 280, 285; Rucht 1998: 119). Following
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Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1999), we can assume that the actor configuration in a
given policy domain is structured into a number of advocacy coalitions. These
coalitions do not all have the same amount of influence in the policy domain in
question, but policymaking in a given domain is typically dominated by one of the
coalitions that exerts what Baumgartner and Jones (1993) have termed a ‘‘policy
monopoly.’’ A ‘‘policy monopoly’’ has two important characteristics that closely
parallel the two basic characteristics of an advocacy coalition: a definable insti-
tutional structure responsible for policymaking that limits access to the policy
process; and a powerful supporting idea connected to core political values associated
with the structure in question. The institutional structure in question may be simply
the structure of cooperative interactions between the members of the advocacy
coalition, all of whom share the same supporting ideas. Now, some exogenous
shock, such as changes in socioeconomic conditions, catastrophes, system-wide
governing coalitions, or policy outputs from other subsystems may destabilize the
domain-specific equilibrium. Social and cultural shifts and unpredictable cata-
strophic events may cause policy failures in the domain in question, system-wide
power shifts may cause corresponding domain-specific shifts, and policy outputs of
other subsystems may cause disarray in the traditional problem-solving routines in
the domain in question. Following the model of Baumgartner and Jones, the policy
process in a given policy-domain can be conceptualized as a ‘‘punctuated equilib-
rium’’: long periods of stability and incremental policymaking under the auspices of
a dominant coalition are interrupted by shorter intervals of major policy change. As
the policy monopoly of the dominant coalition destabilizes, established policy
paradigms weaken their hold on the policymakers’ minds and controversy is intro-
duced. This provides a ‘‘window of opportunity’’ (Kingdon 1984: 173–204) for
policy change in general and for the intervention of social movement actors in
particular.

American nuclear power is an example of the construction and collapse of a policy
monopoly. By the middle 1950s, a tight policy-monopoly had been constructed by
technological enthusiasts in the US centering on the civilian uses of nuclear power.
By 1974, not only had the domain-specific subsystem collapsed, but the civilian
nuclear option was, for all practical purposes, dead. No new nuclear power plants
have been ordered in the US since 1977, and more than a hundred previously
ordered plants have been abandoned or canceled. The policy monopoly of the
supporters of nuclear power was first challenged by insiders, technical staff from
the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) who began to question the agency’s safety
decisions. The conflict within the policy community began to expand outward as
scientists in the agency leaked information to the Union of Concerned Scientists and
other antinuclear groups. This connection gave external opponents the credibility
they needed to attack the system. An external legitimacy crisis developed by 1972, as
the challengers and the allies in the emerging antinuclear movement contested all
license hearings. The oil crisis and the rising antinuclear movement (with the latter
reinforced by the former) brought nuclear power from the realm of ‘‘iron triangles’’
and closed doors into the glare of media coverage and partisan debates. Baumgart-
ner and Jones (1993: 70) maintain that the opponents won primarily by getting their
vision of the issue accepted and by altering the nature of the decision-making process
by expanding the range of participants involved. When the industry lost control of
the issue, when the venue had been expanded by opponents to include licensing,
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oversight, and rate making, the future was determined. Whatever the ultimate
reason for the breakdown of the nuclear power coalition in the US (see below),
the case of US nuclear power illustrates the opportunities that open up for social
movements as the hold of dominant coalitions over a policy domain loosens up.

Policy-domain specific shifts may create new opportunities for movements oper-
ating in the policy-domain in question. But some policy-domains are also more or
less accessible than others for structural reasons. Thus Duyvendak and Giugni
(1995: 96–8) distinguish between what they call ‘‘high profile’’ and ‘‘low profile’’
policy-domains. ‘‘High profile’’ domains are characterized by their critical import-
ance for the maintenance of the established power relations in a given polity.
Examples of ‘‘high profile’’ domains include national security, energy, or immigra-
tion, while cultural policy would be an example of a ‘‘low profile’’ domain. Access
for challengers in ‘‘high profile’’ domains is likely to be more difficult than for those
in ‘‘low profile’’ domains.

Finally, as critics have pointed out (Goodwin and Jasper 1999: 34), not all
social movements are equally focused on the political process and, therefore, de-
pendent to the same degree on political opportunities for their mobilization and
success. For some movements, which have been called ‘‘identity oriented’’ (Cohen
1985; Raschke 1985; Rucht 1988), ‘‘subcultural,’’ or ‘‘countercultural’’ (Kriesi
et al. 1995), the expression of collective identities through collective action or the
implementation of social and cultural change are of primary concern. Such move-
ments will have a greater degree of autonomy from the political context and thus be
less adequately explained by the present approach. The women’s movement, or at
least part of it, is an obvious and important example, and it is probably no coinci-
dence that this movement has received less attention from the political process
approach than it deserves (see Koopmans 1999: 98), although this situation is
changing (see Minkoff 1995, 1997; Banaszak 1996; Soule et al. 1999; McCammon
et al. 2002).

Interaction Context

The third level of analysis concerns the interaction context. This is the level of the
mechanisms linking structures and configurations to agency and action, and it is at
this level that the strategies of the social movements and their opponents come into
view. Several authors sympathetic with the general framework of the political
process approach have criticized the ‘‘structural bias’’ and the determinism involved
in much of the recent work in this area (see Joppke 1993; Midttun and Rucht 1994;
Goodwin and Jasper 1999; McAdam et al. 2001). Such critics wish to put the
emphasis more on the processual elements. They insist on the specificities of the
movement-specific contexts, on the dynamics of the interaction between the actors
in one and the same context, and on the subjective interpretations of the actors
involved.

In principle, nothing in the general approach prevents such an emphasis. Thus the
earliest version of the political process model – McAdam’s (1982: 48–51) account of
the civil rights movement – was already very much aware of the subjective elements
mediating between opportunity and action. He already insisted that ‘‘Mediating
between opportunity and action are people and the subjective meanings they attach
to their situations,’’ and he, at the time, criticized the proponents of both the classic
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and resource mobilization perspectives for ignoring this crucial attribution process.
More recently, McAdam et al. (2001: 46) insist on the same point:

‘‘Threats’’ and ‘‘opportunities’’ cannot be automatically read from the kinds of objective
changes on which analysts have typically relied. Let us return to Rosa Parks. This was
no demure southern lady who automatically took advantage of an objective structure of
opportunities. She had a history of civil rights activism which led her and her Mont-
gomery supporters to attribute an opportunity, not only to the injustice of bus segrega-
tion but to the potential economic clout of the city’s black population.

The general framework is sufficiently open to accommodate such a perspective, even
if its proponents do not all agree on where to put the emphasis.

The context-specific opportunities may take very different forms, depending
on the structures of the political system, which constitutes the general context,
the system-wide and domain-specific configurations of actors, and precipitating
events (see below). Nevertheless, we can systematize them in a simple way, assuming
strategic behavior on the part of the movement actors (Tilly 1978: 100–15, 133–8;
Koopmans and Kriesi 1995: 38 ff.; Koopmans 1999: 102–3): by distinguishing
between factors influencing the costs and benefits of collective action itself
(the ‘‘means’’ side), and factors related to the goals of such action (the ‘‘ends’’
side). Regarding both, movement actors may anticipate positive and negative
reactions from the political environment to a particular strategic option for action,
that is, chances and risks of that option. With respect to goals, authorities may
be expected to respond favorably – that is, to change their policies in the direction
of the movement’s goals (we may call this reform); or unfavorably – that is, to
change policies in the opposite direction (we may call this threat). There is also
the possibility of some mix of reform and threat or of no response at all. With regard
to collective action, authorities may be expected either to apply sanctions
that increase the costs of collective action (repression) or to reward collective
action, for instance by providing resources or moral support (facilitation). Again,
the anticipated response may also be a mix of repression and facilitation, or no
response at all.

Movement actors will make their strategic choices on the basis of their appreci-
ation of the specific chances of reform and threat, and the specific risks of repression
and facilitation they face. As Gamson and Meyer (1996: 283) suggest, the definition
of opportunity, that is, the appreciation of the concrete situation, is typically highly
contentious within a social movement and they suggest that ‘‘we focus on the process
of defining opportunity and how it works.’’ The debates within movements typically
turn on questions of ‘‘relative opportunity’’ for different courses of action. This
debate is missed, Gamson and Meyer (1996: 284) point out, when we speak of
opportunity for the movement as a whole. Opportunity may shift in favor of some
specific part of the movement, the radicals for example, and may result in a
radicalization of the movement as a whole. According to the political process
approach, however, the ‘‘relative opportunities’’ are to a large extent determined
by the configuration of actors and the structural context. The outcome of the
internal debates of the movements in other words is constrained by the larger
political context, which the strategically oriented movement actors will not fail to
take into account in their deliberations.
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Once the interaction between the movement and its antagonists is set in motion,
it will contribute to the modification of its larger political context: above all, episodes
of contentious interaction are likely to modify the relevant configuration of actors
and, thus, to change the specific opportunities for future options for collective
action. McAdam et al. (2001) introduce a number of mechanisms that focus on the
modification of the configuration of actors in the course of the interaction sequence.
Such mechanisms may serve to facilitate further movement action: thus ‘‘brokerage’’
contributes to the linking of different actors or sites, that is, to the strengthening of
supportive alliances; ‘‘social appropriation’’ is a process by which movement activists
appropriate existing organizations for their own purposes; ‘‘object shifts’’ may unite
previously unrelated movement actors around a common adversary; ‘‘identity shifts’’
may bring in new groups into themovement; ‘‘certification’’ by supportive actors may
serve to enhance the salience and legitimacy of movement actors. Analogous pro-
cesses may contribute to the strengthening of the movement’s adversaries and, thus,
increase the risks for further movement action. In addition, the movement’s alliance
may be weakened by unfavorable ‘‘object’’ and ‘‘identity shifts’’ among its own ranks,
by focused attemps at ‘‘decertification,’’ by failed attempts at ‘‘brokerage’’ and, of
course, by repressive measures more generally.

Selected ResultsSelected Results

So far, I have laid out the elements of the general framework of the political process
approach. Building theories and models on the basis of these elements implies that
we specify the variables to be explained. Which aspects of the political context are
theoretically important will depend on the aspect of popular contention we wish to
explain (McAdam 1996: 29–31): the emergence, timing, and rhythm of contentious
actions, the levels and forms they take, or the levels and forms of their success.
Moreover, we should distinguish theories according to the level of analysis they
address: theories may focus on the microlevel of single contentious episodes (such as
the campaign of the peace movement against cruise missiles), the mesolevel of
specific movements or parts of the social movement sector (such as the new social
movements), or on the macrolevel of the entire social movement sector or such all-
encompassing phenomena as protest cycles or revolutions. Combining the two
criteria, we arrive at a straightforward classification of phenomena to be explained
in the framework of the political process approach.

There are basically two designs to test the theory: longitudinal case studies and
cross-sectional comparisons at different levels (local, regional, national, or inter-
national) of the political governance structure (McAdam et al. 1996: 17). Longitu-
dinal designs are particularly suited to the study of the concrete opportunities within
an interaction context, while cross-sectional designs are particularly effective for the
analysis of the impact of the structural context.

The Emergence of Popular Contention

Aspects of the political context have above all been used to account for the emer-
gence of popular contention. A famous example of the kind of reasoning involved
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here is Skocpol’s (1979) book on states and social revolutions. At the origin of the
three social revolutions she studied, Skocpol finds a conjunction of two key factors:
a political crisis and agrarian sociopolitical structures (i.e., a given form of national
cleavage structures) that gave rise to widespread peasant discontent and facilitated
insurrections against landlords. The political crisis is brought about by the intensi-
fication of international pressure (shifts in the geopolitical context structure) that
leads to a military and fiscal crisis of the state (institutional strain and even break-
down), which in turn gives rise to profound divisions in the ruling elites over how to
respond to the state’s declining effectiveness and fiscal problems (realignments in the
configuration of actors). The peasant revolts become uncontrollable at the moment,
where regime defections become widespread, where the elite loses its cohesion and is
no longer capable of exercising its social control (by repressive measures). Goldstone
(1998) gives an analogous account of the breakdown of the communist regime in
the former Soviet Union. According to this account, the Soviet Union in the 1980s
revealed all the major trends typical of a society headed for revolution: a weakening
state hamstrung by economic and political failures; an elite sharply divided over
how to respond to the state’s problems and with a vast number of educated and
talented but frustrated aspirants to elite positions who had come to reject the
legitimacy of the leadership and the system that sustained it; and a population
suffering marked declines in living standards and readily mobilized to support elites
seeking radical change.

Skocpol (1979: 154) claims to have identified the sufficient causes of social
revolutionary situations. But I would insist that the various elements of the political
context define only a set of necessary conditions for the emergence of contention –
its ‘‘opportunity set.’’ The transformation of a potentially explosive situation into
the unfolding of the events within the interaction context is historically contingent,
and, therefore, quite unpredictable. ‘‘Precipitating factors,’’ ‘‘contingent’’ or ‘‘cata-
lyzing’’ events, and ‘‘suddenly imposed grievances’’ play a crucial role in such a
transformation (Rucht 1998: 126). In addition to the ‘‘opportunity set,’’
the unfolding of the events crucially depends on the second filter mentioned by
Elster – the choices made by actors on the basis of their preferences (see also Dunn
1985: 86).

Thus the events leading up to the French Revolution were set in motion by
the king’s move to invite the population to submit its grievances to the authorities
(cahiers de doléances) – a ‘‘window of opportunity’’ with quite unanticipated conse-
quences. The death of Franco touched off the transition to democracy in Spain –
a somewhat more predictable outcome. The incident with Rosa Parks launched the
Montgomery Bus Boycott, which stood at the beginning of the civil rights move-
ment. The declaration of the state of emergency in Kenya in 1952 resulted in
the arrest of nationalist leader Jomo Kenyata and 145 other Kenyan political figures,
which unleashed the Mau Mau revolt. The assassination of opposition leader
Benigno Aquino was the origin of the Philippines ‘‘Yellow Revolution.’’ The acci-
dents at Three Mile Island and Chernobyl were crucial for the mobilization of the
antinuclear movement. The contingency of the precipitating event may vary from
one occasion to the other. As McAdam et al. (2001: 147) observe, ‘‘the catalytic
event is often neither accidental, nor the primordial starting point of the episode,’’
but the culmination of a longstanding conflict. To the extent that the buildup of a
political conflict systematically increases the opportunity for mobilization, we are
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more likely to be able to account for the unfolding of the subsequent contentious
episodes.

The Level and Form of Mobilization

The political opportunity structures are ideally suited to the explanation of the
volume and form of popular contention. A number of longitudinal and cross-
sectional studies illustrate its usefulness for the explanation of these aspects of
collective action. Tilly’s (1995) longitudinal study of the change in the action
repertoire of British protest, which introduced this chapter, provides an example of
how a shift in the institutional opportunity structure can bring about a shift in the
repertoire of popular protest. The study of the institutional origins of civic voluntar-
ism in the US by Skocpol et al. (2000) is another example with a longitudinal design.
This example shows the strong impact of the widely understood and prestigious
model of the US Constitution on cross-local organization building in an era when
popular mobilization made sense for all kinds of purposes: the civic organizations
that came to dominate American civic life were vast and interlocking membership
associations, organized along the lines of the federal political system, with local units
loosely linked together in state branches, and these in turn sending representatives to
national bodies.

A third example of the longitudinal type is provided by Koopmans’ study (1993,
1995) of the dynamics of protest waves in Germany. It shows how the action
repertoire of popular contention typically changes across protest waves, as a result
of the shifting opportunities facing movement actors in the interaction context. As
Koopmans explains, initially, newly mobilizing movements depend on novelty. Con-
frontational protests, like occupations, sit-ins, and blockades are attracting media
attention, although the movement does not yet have a large mobilizing capacity. This
initial strategic model is, however, inherently unstable. Tactical innovations lose their
ability to surprise and to attract media attention, and authorities learn to deal with
such actions more effectively. Social movements must compensate the loss of novelty
by increased numbers or increased militancy – the two basic alternative strategic
options. The choice of a strategy to increase numbers is favored if strong allies are
available. Support from allies, however, has its price: it is likely to induce the
movement to moderate its strategies and goals, which may lead to friction with its
more radical activists who will resort to greater militancy to make themselves heard.
The bifurcated reactions by the authorities – repression of radicals and concessions to
moderates – are likely to deepen the split between moderates and radicals. At least
partially satisfied by the concessions they obtained, the moderates tend to demobil-
ize, while the increasingly isolated radicals find it difficult to obtain some additional
measure of success. With the decline of the overall level of the movement’s mobiliza-
tion, the action repertoire, therefore, tends to radicalize and the internal conflict
tends to increase. As long as the prospects for success are favorable, different factions
may find a common ground, or at least agree to ‘‘peaceful co-existence.’’ Once things
go wrong, however, internal conflict substantially weakens a movement. This
happened, as Koopmans (1992: 201–6) argues, to the German peace movement
after the government decided to deploy cruise and Pershing missiles in 1983.

Eisinger’s (1973) original article provides a first example of a comparative design.
He compared protest across American cities and was able to show that protest
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occurs most frequently in cities whose structure of political opportunities reflects a
mix of open and closed characteristics. His finding of a curvilinear relationship
between opportunities and levels of protest has been replicated by several later
studies. Protest is not likely to occur in extremely closed (repressive) or extremely
open (facilitative) systems. Eisinger’s (1973: 15) explanation of the curvilinear
relationship is still couched in the language of the classic theory: ‘‘Protest occurs in
a mixed system because the pace of change does not keep up with expectations, even
though change is occurring.’’ This is the language of ‘‘rising expectations’’ typical of
the classic deprivation theory. More in line with the political process approach,
I would rather argue with strategic considerations: in an extremely open system,
reform is forthcoming anyway – that is, the social movement actors do not need to
mobilize; while in an extremely closed system, reform is never forthcoming and
repression is so great that movement actors do not have any opportunity to mobilize
or to form in the first place.

Amenta and Zylan (1991) analyze the Townsend movement by comparing its level
of mobilization across the US states. The Townsend movement was promoting an
Old Age Pension Plan for all Americans 60 years of age and older. It started out in
the Depression and declined in World War II. The cross-sectional analysis of the two
authors confirms that the movement flourished, where it could count on strong
movement allies (the labor movement) and on strong partisan allies (the Democrats),
who had gained their power in nontraditional, competitive party systems (trad-
itional, patronage-based Democratic parties did not support them). They also
show in some detail how state institutions and bureaucratic forces selectively pro-
moted the movement: the extension of voting rights influenced where the movement
mounted a challenge, and a state bureaucracy with a strong capacity in the social
policy domain contributed to the promotion of the movement.

In a cross-national study of four Western European countries, Koopmans and
Kriesi (1995: 46) show that the level and the form of collective action vary quite
closely as a function of the openness of the political system of the respective
countries. They found that the openness of the Swiss system facilitates the mobiliza-
tion for collective action. The existence of direct-democratic institutions in particu-
lar invites the citizens to mobilize collectively. At the same time, the openness of the
system and the availability of conventional channels of protest, such as the direct-
democratic channels, has a strong moderating effect on the strategic choice of the
Swiss movement actors. They have learnt to use the available direct-democratic
instruments, and they continue to use them even if they are not very successful in
doing so (Epple 1988). By contrast, the relative closure of the French system
provides little facilitation for the mobilization by collective actors, which not only
dampens the level of mobilization, but also contributes to the radicalization of the
movements’ action repertoires.

Outcomes

Outcomes are still less often studied than the emergence and mobilization of
social movements. There is, however, one movement whose success has frequently
been the object of studies with a political process perspective – the antinuclear
movement. It provides an excellent illustration of how the different aspects of the
political context have been used to explain a movement’s outcomes. Kitschelt’s
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(1986) influential paper has set the stage. He put the accent on the structural element
and compared the movement’s impacts in four countries with quite distinct political
opportunity structures – Germany, France, Sweden, and the US. Kitschelt (1986: 72)
made the general point that ‘‘high mobilization does not necessarily lead to profound
impacts if the political opportunity structures are not conducive to change. Con-
versely, lower mobilization may have a disproportionate impact owing to properties
of the political opportunity structure.’’ More specifically, he argued that in Germany,
Sweden, and the US, where political opportunity structures were conducive to
popular participation, greater responsiveness to the antinuclear opposition invari-
ably led to extremely tight and often changing safety regulations (1986: 79). Once
formulated, these new safety standards allowed opponents to intervene to insist that
they be complied with. Construction delays were the result, especially in the US and
Germany – the two countries with fragmented implementation structures. Much
shorter delays were typical of France and Sweden, where tight implementation
procedures offered few opportunities for outside intervention. In Sweden, he con-
ceded, nuclear policy was ultimately changed, not by disrupting the policy imple-
mentation process, but by the shifting electoral fortunes of major parties and
changes in government.

Other authors have added to this account and modified it, without, however,
fundamentally changing its basic message. Joppke (1993: 199), who compares the
German and the US case, closely follows Kitschelt’s lead, but takes issue with his
‘‘overly rigid and static view of the political opportunity structures’’ and puts more
weight on short-term changes. While accepting, for example, Kitschelt’s general
assessment of the German state, he insists that the development of the antinuclear
conflict in Germany, that is, the polarization between the emergent antinuclear
movement and the state, could not be divorced from the fact that the Social-
democratic Party was the ruling party at the time.

Rucht (1994) also agrees with Kitschelt’s general assessment of the movement’s
policy impact in France, Germany, and the US. In his attempt to explain these
differences, he adds other elements to arrive at a more complex explanatory frame-
work. Thus, with respect to the French movement’s lack of substantive success, he
relies on the same factors as Kitschelt (unfavorable opportunity structures) but adds
the lack of allies and the absence of resonance of major contingent events), which,
incidentally, may also be a result of the closed French political opportunity structure
(see Duyvendak and Koopmans 1995), as well as the self-reinforcing negative effects
of contingent events during mobilization episodes (Rucht 1994: 497–9). With regard
to the remaining two cases, he attributes the difference in timing of the respective
movement’s success – earlier in the US than in Germany – to some extent to the
configuration of power: the early support by powerful allies was crucial for the early
success in the US. In addition, he introduces a factor more closely linked to a
political-economy perspective (see also Midttun and Rucht 1994: 389–96): the
stronger market-orientation of the US energy industry rapidly gave cost-benefit
considerations greater weight than in Germany, where the energy industry remained
heavily linked to state interest, considerations that undermined the nuclear power
industry’s position. He also adds a number of other political factors: the change in
public opinion, the increasing support within the public administration, and last but
not least, the increasingly well-organized resistance by the movement (Rucht 1994:
493–7).
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Jasper (1990), to mention yet another contributor to this debate, also compares
the nuclear policy in three of Kitschelt’s four countries – France, Sweden, and the
United States. But he clearly disagrees with his general assessment of the movement’s
impact (269): according to Jasper, none of the movements had a strong effect on
nuclear power in its country. He concedes that the movements – together with the oil
crisis – put energy policy on the agenda of politicians and the media. But the policy
outcomes were, according to his interpretation, primarily influenced by political
struggles within the state and within each state organization. On the one hand, he
puts great weight on individual discretion, personal skills, individual and collective
beliefs and cultural models of politicians and bureaucrats as well as on the flexibility
of seemingly stable structures. On the other hand, he insists on the long-term
consequences of policy decisions once they have been taken. According to
his account, the oil crisis constituted a kind of critical juncture in the domain of
energy policy. Politicians and bureaucrats in the three countries all had to make
decisive choices in the three years following this crisis. As a function of the political
struggles, the choices made differed considerably from one country to the other, with
important consequences for the nuclear power industry in the years to come.

Jasper’s interpretation is particularly interesting: while he downplays the role of
the movement in these political struggles, the details he provides about them actually
indicate its importance, and, what is more, they show that the movement’s substan-
tive impact was a function of the relative institutional openness and of the actors’
configuration in a given context. Consider his presentation of the Swedish case.
What made the Swedish situation different from other countries in the mid-seventies
was its party system – a result of the particular Swedish cleavage structure and the
proportional electoral system. The Swedish Center Party – one of the three major
bourgeois parties – provided a home for antinuclear protest in a way unavailable in
the other countries. Its composition, ideology, and history predisposed it to moral
ecologism and to leaders like Fälldin, who, after the elections of 1976, became the
first non-Social Democratic Prime Minister in many years. As Jasper notes, it was
the antinuclear, ecological stand that had made the Center Party the largest of the
three center-right coalition partners and Fälldin the coalition’s prime minister. Jasper
also notes (1990: 226) that the Social Democrats – Sweden’s hegemonic party – saw
nuclear energy as the main reason why they were out of office. Their leader then
announced that he supported a national referendum to be held on the question of
nuclear energy – another indication of the remarkable openness of the Swedish
political system. Jasper sees the way the referendum was constructed as ‘‘a small
victory for the same bueaucrats who had transformed Fälldin’s political and moral
attack on nuclear energy into a narrow technical question about rock formations’’
(229). But he also observes that the pro-nuclear positions in the referendum (held in
1980) did not differ very much in substance from the antinuclear ones: they all
foresaw a gradual phase-out of nuclear power plants, although at different speeds.
Jasper concludes (228) that ‘‘in a system that insists on compromise (as opposed to
stalemate, as the United States tolerates) moralists often win.’’ In other words, the
antinuclear moralists won, because they were largely supported by the institutional
structure, the prevailing cultural models, and the configuration of power in the
Swedish system. The fact that the struggle about nuclear energy in Sweden took
place mainly within the institutional framework and not out in the streets does,
however, not imply, as Jasper seems to suggest, that the movement was contributing
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little to the eventual phasing out of nuclear energy. Much to the contrary, this is
another illustration of the powerful effect the political context can have not only on
the substantive policy impact of a popular challenge, but also on the ways the
challenge is articulated and processed by the political system in question.

ConclusionConclusion

Let me conclude with three remarks concerning the future perspectives of the
political process approach. First of all, this approach has so far mainly been applied
to the national political contexts of Western liberal democracies, and to social
revolutions of the past. However, its general framework is by no means restricted
to the analysis of these contexts. It holds out much promise for the analysis of
claims-making in nondemocratic political contexts, and for the analysis of the
increasingly important popular contention at the inter-, supra-, or transnational
level (McAdam 1998). The contributions to della Porta et al. (1999) provide a
general introduction to an extension of the approach to the global level. The
contributions united by Imig and Tarrow (2001) show for Europe in particular
that the existence of a supranational opportunity structure is starting to have an
impact on European claims-making. Tarrow (2001: 237) summarizes the central
finding of these contributions: ‘‘Europeans are beginning to recognize more and
more that the sources of many of their claims – especially occupational ones – are
increasingly found in Europe’s integrated market and institutions. And in some
cases, they are beginning to organize themselves transnationally.’’ The development
of the European Union as a ‘‘crossterritorial, intergovernmental, and multilevel’’
polity ‘‘opens opportunities for coalitions of actors and states to formulate common
positions and overcome their diversity and dispersion to exploit its political
opportunities’’ (243–4).

Second, the political process approach is of particular interest for the integration
of fields of study that have been leading separate academic lives. This is illustrated
by the recent joint effort by McAdam et al. (2001) who elaborated the general
framework of this approach to apply it to such diverse phenomena as revolution,
democratization, nationalism, or social movements. I believe that the approach is
especially well suited for the integration of the study of social movements and public
policy analysis. Meyer and Tarrow (1998: 23–4) have observed some mechanisms
contributing to the institutionalization of contemporary protest politics in liberal
democracies: social movement activists have learnt to employ conventional and
unconventional collective actions; police practices increasingly encourage the rou-
tinization of contention; the tactics used by movement organizations and those used
by more institutionalized groups increasingly overlap. Such mechanisms at the same
time contribute to the increasing integration of social movement actors into the
policymaking process and to the adoption of social movement strategies by routine
participants in the policymaking process. Moreover, the attention social movement
scholars increasingly pay to the outcomes produced by popular claims-making and
contention (Giugni 1998; Giugni et al. 1998, 1999) also brings them closer to the
analysis of public policymaking, which in turn, enhances the usefulness of the
political process approach.
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My final remark concerns the role of the media, public space, and public opinion
for the political process approach. As Gamson and Meyer (1996: 287) point out,
mass media are another component of political opportunity structure – a component
that has both structural and dynamic elements. The structure of the media and the
way they operate (their norms and practices) affect the opportunities and constraints
under which movements operate. Movement actors typically attempt to attract the
attention of the media for their concerns by staging ‘‘protest events.’’ The media
reports about these events are expected to create public controversy and reinforce
the position of sponsors of the movement’s concerns within the policymaking
domain (Gamson 1988: 228; Gamson et al. 1992: 383; Hamdan 2000: 72). Indir-
ectly, the goal of the movement’s action is to split the policymaking community and
to reinforce the opposition within the elite. This crucial mechanism linking popular
contention and policymaking has not been effectively integrated into the general
framework presented in this chapter. Extending this framework in such a way that it
accommodates the role of the media and the public space will be crucial for its
continued relevance in a society, where politics are increasingly focused on the
public space.

Notes

1 Schelling (1984: 206) calls this ‘‘cheap theory,’’ because one only makes minimal assump-
tions about the actor’s choice behavior.

2 There is also a ‘‘functional model’’ of realignment, which suggests that socioeconomic
trends are diminishing the relevance of parties for the political process and individual
citizens, leading to a continuing pattern of partisan de-alignment.
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