Resource Mobilization Theory I: Interests

Resource mobilization theory involves a lot of different folks--McCarthy and Zald, Tilly, Gamson, etc., so it may be useful to begin with the Tilly of 1978--when he wrote From Mobilization to Revolution.


Tilly divides the theoretical universe into Durkheim, Marx, Weber, and Mill and places himself firmly into the Marxian camp, diametrically opposed to Durkheim—he has a chapter in Where Sociology Meets History (I think) called the uselessness of Durkheim in the study of social change.  Tilly was and is interested, however, in appropriating a little Mill, on decisionmaking processes, and a little Weber, on beliefs systems and the process of organizing (or failing to organize) a movement.  We will get to those concerns later.

As he develops the basic concepts—interests, organization, mobilization, and opportunity, he comes back to these theoretical perspectives.  On interests, for example, he suggests that we use Marxist concepts of class as "predictors of the interests people will pursue on average and in the long run" (p. 61), but use expressed interests for short-run behaviors.  He also notes the problem of individual and group (or collective) interests, but suggests (p. 62) that we treat this as a factor that increases the cost of collective action.

Thus Tilly would use a Marxist concept of class interest to explain how state making and capital accumulation affected the interests of various classes (lords, peasants, merchants, shopkeepers, artisans).  In evaluating opposition to the World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle (date?) he would accept the interests expressed by the demonstrators.

Interest lie at the base of this model.  Even though McCarthy and Zald suggest that interests are not as important as organization and resources, even they would not deny that the underlying model of self-interested action provides the base for the model.  Thus, to apply resource mobilization theory we must begin with interests and ask what interests inspire organization and ultimately collective action. 
Figure 1. Tilly's Model of Mobilization (p. 56)


Organization



Interest




Mobilization









Repression/









Facilitation






Opportunity/






Threat


Power




Collective




Action


Let’s begin with the general question and then see if specific examples might help.  Thinking most generally, where do interests come from?
Marx suggests that interests flow from relations to the means of productions and relations to other classes.  Weber suggests that interests might reflect concerns with quality of life and honorable ways of living (status) as well as life chances or what one brings into market or exchange relations (class).  In fact, Weber suggests that political (party) interests sometimes reflect class interest, sometimes reflect status interest, often reflect some combination of the two, and sometimes reflect neither.


You might try to apply these types of interests to use your favorite example of a political issue.  Just to kick off the discussion, let me suggest the recurring issue Planned Parenthood.

The Indiana legislature has been threatening Planned Parenthood for a while now.  In 2011 there was a law passed that denied State funds to organizations that provided abortions, but the federal courts ruled this unconstitutional.  Now there is a law being considered that would require clinics that provide abortion drugs to have the same surgical facilities and equipment as those clinics that provide surgical abortions.  The law would also require that the clinics perform two ultrasound tests, one before and one after the abortion.

The Indiana Health and Provider Services Committee passed the proposed law by a vote of 7 to 5—all four Democrats voted against the law, and they were joined by one Republican woman who reported that the bill “definitely limits access to safe and affordable health care for low income women.”  The Democrats have taken an even stronger stand, reporting that this is just another example of the Republican “war on the poor.”


Since the initial report in the Journal and Courier (2/21/13) there have been daily additions to the story.  The following day (2/22/13) there was a story on the trend toward requiring ultrasound exams, which seems to be the latest weapon in the ongoing struggle to encumber abortion providers with procedures that might discourage abortions.  Not surprisingly, these laws are sweeping the South: Arizona, Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, North Carolina, and Virginia.

At the end of this report, Joann Evers, president of the League of Women’s Voters of greater Lafayette, suggests, “Women are going to have to stand up and speak for themselves.”


That same day (2/22/13) the Journal and Courier Editorial was titled, “But is that abortion paperwork in color?”  The editorial summarizes the general controversy about the afore-mentioned SB 317 as it pertains to Lafayette Planned Parenthood and then proceeds to poke fun at SB 489 which requires that the consent form be in color.  “All this from legislators who campaigned on less red tape.”  


The next day (2/23/13) there is a letter to the editor protesting against the “medical experts” in the Indiana legislature who want to “order the doctor to sexually assault … the woman.”  Obviously, the rhetoric is heating up.

Sunday (2/24/13) the J&C printed a letter from “The Rev. Charlie Davis of West Lafayette, who argued as follows.  “Fewer unwanted pregnancies mean fewer abortions.  I urge people to support Planned Parenthood and trust women to make decisions about their own bodies.”  The paper also printed 15 “Rapid Response” comments on the Senate Bill 317: 7 pro and  8 con.  One of the more interesting responses s

eems to represent a libertarian view that SB 317 (like Obama Care) is government intrusion on what should be a private decision.


Let us consider the organized interests: Republicans versus Democrats, the League of Women Voters, Tippecanoe County Right to Life, and, of course, Planned Parenthood.

Questions
1. Is it useful to consider class, status, and party interests in order to sort out the issues and positions assumed by various actors in this case?
- are the poor a constituency for a Planned Parenthood appeal?

- is this a women’s issue?

- is this a religious issue?

- a partisan issue?

- Clearly Right to Life is interested

- the League of Women Voters was interviewed

2. Do assumptions (or background knowledge) about existing status, party, and class interests help us to interpret the expressed interests of the partisans?
- Republicans might be embarrassed by this issue but might still want to allow some members to vote for it in order to show that they are Pro Life

- Alternatively, this might be like the Right to Work law in the last session, where it was not expected and created incredible partisan and class-based conflict and confrontation, but the Republicans ultimately won

- given that Planned Parenthood lost the last round in the legislature but won in the courts, maybe they will wait and see or attempt to lobby behind the scenes
3. What about missing voices or unexpressed interests?  Who are the potential interests that seem to be missing in this public debate?

- What about Catholics?

- Where is NOW?

- NARAL Pro-Choice America has coverage from the Indy Star and a copy of SB 317 on their website

As a tentative conclusion to our discussion of interests, I'd like to suggest four ways in which Marxist class categories might be useful in our analysis of collective action (if not social movements).


1. Movements are segmented by class: within environmental, women's, and black movements there are contradictory class interests that create mobilization and organization problems.  Peter might want to use this idea (insight?) in comparing the Civil Rights and Black Power movements.


2. We can expand "relations of production" to include "relations of production and reproduction."  The alienation of productive and reproductive relations and interests generates organization and mobilization problems and also affects the nature of social movements.  In fact, the birth of social movements, in the nineteenth century, occurred as production and reproduction became alienated, as capitalism and statebuilding appropriated the means of production and the surplus products that might have sustained local (community based) production and reprodution. 


3. We can accept expressed interests (as Tilly does) but recognize that there are organization and mobilization problems in inter-class alliances (as noted in point 1).  These tend to produce factionalism or consensus movements (or both), SMOs, and culturally embedded interest groups or lobbies (anti-smoking movement, for example).  At the extreme, these movements may, in fact, be organized from above (by political parties--Pro-life? or by the governments--anti-smoking or anti-drug?).  In any case, these movements are less effective in producing social change (McNall, Schwartz and ?)


4. Even these consensus movements (environmentalism) have class-based opponents (developers and building industry or logging industry trades).


With that tentative conclusion, we might ignore material interests (or accept expressed interests) and focus on organization, mobilization, opportunity-threat, power, and attempts to use these variables to predict collective action.


- Planned Parenthood is organized, but it is not clear that they have mobilized enough resources to effectively respond to this threat

- their relations with the various actors suggest that they are potentially powerful—they have lots of friends and supporters, particularly outside Indiana


- on this issue they might even get Republicans with libertarian leanings to join in opposition to government interference


- using Tilly’s model, I would represent the situation for Planned Parenthood as follows
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Planned Parenthood is potentially powerful but has little opportunity to increase its collective goods—to get legislative support for its mission.  At best, it could break even—the legislation would not be passed and the status quo would be maintained, but that would require the expenditure of some resources.


So, if we accept this representation of the situation, what should Planned Parenthood do?


- begin a lobbying campaign?


- call for a massive demonstration (like labor last year)?

- something else?
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Tilly (1978) would predict mobilization up to the point where opportunity limits any further success (as indicated above).  Is this helpful in thinking about Planned Parenthood and the threat of SB 317?  Is there potential for applying these variables in a conceptual or predictive model that might help you with your project?
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Source: adapted from Tilly (1978), p. 56
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