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Tocquevillean analyses of social movements are limited to cases in which
structural opportunities (the vulnerability of the state to popular political
pressure) coincide with perceived opportunities (the public’s awareness of
opportunities for successful protest activity). This alignment may not always
occur, however. I examine the implications of a mismatch between structural
opportunities and perceived opportunities using participant and eyewitness
accounts of the Iranian revolutionary movement of 1977 through 1979. By
several objective measures, the monarchy was not structurally vulnerable.
Yet Iranians appear to have perceived opportunities for successful protest,
basing their perceptions on a shift in the opposition movement, not on a shift
in the structural position of the state. In the conflict between structural con-
ditions and perceived opportunities, the structural conditions gave way. Only
by examining cases in which structural opportunities and perceived oppor-

tunities are out of balance can the relative effect of each be determined.

“When a people which has put up with an
oppressive rule over a long period without
protest suddenly finds the government relax-
ing its pressure, it takes up arms against it.”

—Tocqueville 1955:176

Alexis de Tocqueville’s famous dictum
is based on two observations about
the French Revolution. On one hand, the
government undercut and alienated its bases
of support through ill-conceived efforts at re-
form. On the other hand, the populace per-
ceived a lessening of “pressure” and rose up
to take advantage. The strength of Tocque-
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ville’s analysis lies in its combination of ob-
jective and subjective factors. It is not only
the structural weakness of the state that pre-
cipitates revolution in Tocqueville’s model,
or the subjective sentiments of collective ef-
ficacy, but the combination of the two.!
Social-movement theory has recently re-
vived this combined approach after years of
veering between structuralist and subjectivist
extremes (Foran 1993b; Klandermans, Kriesi,
and Tarrow 1988; Morris and Mueller 1992).
McAdam’s (1982) oft-cited book, Political
Process and the Development of Black Insur-
gency, may be the model for contemporary
social-movement theorizing on structure and
consciousness. McAdam argues that the
“structure of political opportunities” is one
of two major determinants of political pro-
test, the other being organizational strength:
“The opportunities for a challenger to engage
in successful collective action . . . vary great-
ly over time. And it is these variations that
are held to be related to the ebb and flow of
movement activity” (pp. 40—41). The “crucial

I'Tocqueville discusses social-structural factors
in addition to state structure. I do not address this
aspect of Tocqueville’s analysis here.
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point,” he states, is that the political system
can be more open or less open to challenge at
different times (p. 41). But structural condi-
tions, McAdam argues, do not automatically
translate into protest: They are mediated by
“cognitive liberation,” an oppressed people’s
ability to break out of pessimistic and quies-
cent patterns of thought and begin to do
something about their situation (pp. 48-51).
McAdam’s (1982) analysis shows the tight
fit between subjective perceptions and the
structure of opportunities. The optimism of
African Americans in the 1930s (pp. 108-10)
and early 1960s (pp. 161-63) reflected struc-
tural shifts in Federal policies (pp. 83-86,
156-60). Conversely, in the late 1960s, per-
ceptions of diminishing opportunities re-
flected the actual diminishing of opportuni-
ties (p. 202). State structure and subjective
perceptions are treated as closely correlated.
Structural opportunities generally coincide
with perceived opportunities in other recent
studies in the Tocquevillean tradition. Tarrow
(1994), for instance, recognizes the interplay
between the macro- and micro-levels of
analysis. He notes that “early risers”—pro-
test groups at the beginning stages of a cycle
of widespread protest activity—may make
opportunities visible that had not been evi-
dent, and their actions may change the struc-
ture of opportunities (pp. 96-97). However,
over most of the protest cycle, perceptions
closely follow the opening and closing of
objective opportunities (pp. 85-96, 99). “The
main argument of this study,” Tarrow empha-
sizes, “is that people join in social movements
in response to political opportunities” (p. 17).
Goldstone (1991a, 1991b) also combines
aspects of the state’s structure (state break-
down) and subjective factors (ideology and
cultural frameworks) in his analysis of the
early modern revolutions of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. State breakdown,
the result of nonsubjective causes like “ma-
terial and social change” (Goldstone 1991a:
408), is accompanied during revolutions by
subjective perceptions of breakdown, namely
“widespread loss of confidence in, or alle-
giance to, the state” (Goldstone 1991b:10).
Subjective perceptions do not play an inde-
pendent role until after the state has broken
down.
These Tocquevillean analyses recognize
that structural opportunities and perceived

opportunities may not always match. Cogni-
tive liberation is a distinct variable that is not
reducible to political opportunity structure,
according to McAdam; “early risers” may
protest despite unfavorable structural condi-
tions in Tarrow’s model; not all state crises
lead to revolution, Goldstone notes. The
Tocquevillean tradition, however, has fo-
cused on cases in which the opportunity
structure and perceptions agree, and has not
examined mismatches.

PROTESTORS’ DEFINITIONS OF
OPPORTUNITY

The correlation between subjective percep-
tions and structural conditions may not hold
true for some cases. Two possible mismatch-
es occur when (1) people fail to perceive op-
portunities, or (2) they perceive opportunities
where none exists. The first possibility has
been explored in many works, primarily in
the Marxist tradition, which blame false con-
sciousness and ideological hegemony for
masking opportunities or deflecting attention
from them.

The second mismatch has been raised in
the critical-mass approach to collective ac-
tion, which argues that protestors define op-
portunities primarily with reference to pat-
terns of oppositional activity (Goldstone
1994; Granovetter 1978; Kuran 1989; Mar-
well and Oliver 1993; Oberschall 1994;
Schelling 1978).2 Individuals are more likely
to participate in the protest movement when
they expect large numbers of people to par-
ticipate.® The critical-mass approach implies
that individuals calculate opportunities, not
simply in terms of changes in the structure

2 Another definition of opportunities comes
from resource-mobilization theory: The perceived
balance of forces may shift because of changes in
the opposition’s resource, organizational, or net-
work base. Micromobilization theories offer an-
other definition of opportunities; solidarity with
one’s peers is more important than the balance of
forces and the expected success of protest.

3 Thus critical-mass models present a direct
challenge to free-rider models, which argue that
other people’s participation provides disincen-
tives for individual participation (Olson 1965;
Tullock 1971; also see Lichbach 1994 for a thor-
ough review of the social-movement literature on
this issue).
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of the state, as Tocqueville argued, but pri-
marily in terms of the strength of the opposi-
tion. They may feel that widespread partici-
pation in protest changes the “balance of
forces”—what Gramsci (1971) calls the “re-
lation of political forces”—between the state,
the opposition, and other interested parties.
State crisis does not precipitate revolution-
ary mobilization, in this view, but “an evalu-
ation of the degree of homogeneity, self-
awareness, and organisation attained by the
various social classes” (Gramsci 1971:181).

The collective-behavior school of analysis,
with its roots in symbolic interactionism, is
a further precursor to critical-mass theory.
Though collective-behavior analyses are of-
ten limited to the study of crowds, the ap-
proach is analogous: The fact that others are
protesting affects potential protestors and.at-
tracts them (Blumer 1969). While critical-
mass theory has relaxed the Gramscian as-
sumption of class actors and the collective-
behavior assumption of social disorganiza-
tion, and has replaced the collective-behav-
ior focus on irrational, emotive protest be-
havior with an assumption of rationality,
these precursors provide an alternative to the
Tocquevillean approach.

Empirical studies have confirmed ele-
ments of the critical-mass approach. Klan-
dermans (1984) and Opp (1988) find a cor-
relation between the expected numerical
strength of a protest movement and the like-
lihood of participation. Other researchers
find that expectations of repression are gen-
erally uncorrelated with protest participa-
tion (Muller, Dietz, and Finkel 1991; Muller
and Opp 1986; Opp 1994; Opp and Gern
1993; Opp and Ruehl 1990).

However, critical-mass studies do not em-
phasize the distinction between their findings
and the state-centered Tocquevillean ap-
proach. For instance, Opp and his collabora-
tors, whose work is increasingly influential
in social-movement theory, write that their
research program “is not in complete dis-
agreement with a structural framework”
(Opp and Gern 1993:661). Elsewhere, Opp
(1994) notes that subjective-perception data
“reflect the real situation” (p. 110) and that
decreases in objective repression, “we as-
sume” (p. 127), result in corresponding shifts
in perceptions. Indeed, Opp’s research on re-
pression is intended to show that opportunity

structure does have an effect, albeit a com-
plex one, on protest activity. On one hand,
he hypothesizes that repression increases the
cost of protest and thereby chills it. On the
other hand, repression may increase discon-
tent and micromobilization processes, there-
by inflaming protest (Opp and Ruehl 1990).
However, instead of the expected negative
effect of repression, regressions consistently
show a positive effect, or at best statistical
nonsignificance, even after controlling for
proxies for micromobilization. Although
Opp and Ruehl (1990:541) recognize that
they were unable to control for all interme-
diary variables, their results show that ex-
pected repression does not deter people from
protesting. If repression represents the struc-
ture of opportunities (as Opp, McAdam, and
others argue), this finding suggests that pro-
testors are either unconcerned about oppor-
tunities (and by extension about whether pro-
test succeeds) or are defining opportunities
in some different way.

I explore this latter possibility through an
examination of the Iranian Revolution of
1979. Protestors were concerned with pros-
pects for success—they did not participate
in large numbers until they felt success was
at hand. However, most Iranians did not feel
that the state had weakened or that struc-
tural opportunities had opened up. Indeed, 1
argue that the state was not, by several ob-
jective measures, particularly vulnerable in
1978 when widespread protest emerged. In-
stead, Iranians seem to have based their as-
sessment of the opportunities for protest on
the perceived strength of the opposition. In
other words, Iranians believed the balance
of forces shifted, not because of a changing
state structure, but because of a changing
opposition movement.

Unlike the Tocquevillean cases, then, stru-
ctural opportunities and perceived opportu-
nities may have been at odds. Thus, the Ira-
nian Revolution may constitute a “deviant”
case for social-movement theory, one that al-
lows d comparison between the relative ef-
fects of structural versus subjective factors.
This is a historic issue in sociological theory,
and far too weighty for the imperfectly docu-
mented Iranian case. However, the case at
least raises the historic issue in a new guise
for social-movement theory. In addition to
researching the links between the structural



