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and purposes, widely available secondary sources. I have managed over the
years to visit all of the Central American countries that I write about, and
I have spoken with various intellectuals as well as ordinary folk there; these
travels certainly shaped my understanding of that region in subtle and not-
so-subtle ways, but they did not result in the production of any new data,
other than that of a strictly subjective and impressionistic variety. I have
also researched primary materials in the Philippines that pertain to the
Huk rebellion, but the results of that inquiry, in which I deploy an alto-
gether different theoretical framework from the one found in this book,
are published elsewhere (see Goodwin 1997). In fact, like many first books
too long in the making, this one reflects a theoretical standpoint that I
have largely moved beyond, as the discussion in Chapter 2 may suggest.

There is, in short, no “new” historical data in the pages that follow.
What is new, I think, is my juxtaposition within a single analytic frame-
work of data that has generally remained compartmentalized by academic
divisions of labor, particularly those that separate “area experts” from one
another and from theorists. I can only hope that I have juxtaposed this
data in interesting ways and drawn the right conclusions therefrom. My
plea to historians and area specialists, who are certain to lament my chutz-
pah in this vast undertaking, is to note that comparative sociologists, as 
T. H. Marshall once put it,

must inevitably rely extensively on secondary authorities, without going back to
the original sources. [We] do this partly because life is too short to do anything
else when using the comparative method, and [we] need data assembled from a
wide historical field, and partly because original sources are very tricky things to
use. . . . It is the business of historians to sift this miscellaneous collection of
dubious authorities and to give others the results of their careful professional
assessment. And surely they will not rebuke the sociologists for putting faith in
what historians write. (1964: 38)
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Of course, I have tried not to read what anyone writes, even historians,
uncritically!

This book also prioritizes analysis over historical narrative, although I
have tried to write for the proverbial general reader who has little if any
knowledge of the various regions and countries that I discuss. Accordingly,
I have tried to include just enough narrative and background information
(including several chronologies) to make my analyses accessible and, I hope,
persuasive to such readers as well as to specialists. However, this book does
not offer anything like comprehensive historical narratives of the revolu-
tionary movements, revolutions, or time periods that it examines. For those
who seek such narratives, or who wish to explore issues that this book
touches upon only lightly, I offer an old and increasingly rare device, the
annotated bibliography, which I hope will help light the way.

I was once told that before I could write sensibly about revolutions, I
would need to decide for myself whether they were morally good or just.
Are they? As is so often the case with the big questions about revolutions,
this one has no simple or invariant answer. Certainly, after Stalin and 
Pol Pot, it is impossible to believe in the inherent goodness or progres-
sive character of revolutions. Yet I have come to believe that revolutions
are generally necessary or, more accurately, perceived as necessary by 
most of their ordinary protagonists – politically, morally, and even exis-
tentially necessary in the fact of extreme duress and hardship. “Prudence,
indeed, will dictate,” an American revolutionary once wrote, “that 
Governments long established should not be changed for light and 
transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind
are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right them-
selves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed.” These words
from the Declaration of Independence capture an important truth: Revo-
lutions do not usually happen – for good or ill – until the status quo
becomes truly insufferable for masses of ordinary folk. It hardly follows
from this that revolutions are necessarily good and just, although I find
equally wanting the idea that they are invariably evil in their consequences.
What seems invariably evil are not revolutions per se, but the circum-
stances that give rise to them. This said, those who are looking for a moral
interpretation of Revolution (with a capital R) will find this book deeply
disappointing; my goal is to provide a plausible causal account of a subset
of revolutions.

Although this book is analytic in nature (perhaps excessively so for some
readers), I have attempted to write it with a modicum of academic jargon
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and precious neologisms. Not to sound too self-righteous, but I share
Gerrge Orwell’s suspicion that opaque language usually masks (and
reflects) bad ideas as well as bad politics. Given my subject matter, cer-
tainly, it would be all too easy to lapse into talk of “transgression,” “post-
coloniality,” “subalternity,” “subject positions,” and the like. Suffice it to
say that “ordinary” words like “revolution” and “the state” pose enough
conceptual difficulties for the analyst, at least for this one; heaping on still
more verbiage rarely removes those difficulties, and it typically creates
additional ones. Accordingly, I offer up in the pages that follow precisely
one “new” concept, if I am not mistaken, namely, “state constructionism”
– although the term refers to an idea that has survived in various forms at
least since the work of Tocqueville. I am not sure, in the end, that all of
the arguments that I advance in this book are either correct or interest-
ing, but the reader should not have to struggle to figure out what those
arguments are.

Attentive readers will notice that I have toyed with the title of Walter
LaFeber’s (1993) excellent book on Central America in the title of my own
Chapter 6. I hope Professor LaFeber (whom I have never met) appreci-
ates that, under the circumstances, some such riposte was, well, inevitable.
Finally, I have played with the title of both a wonderful article by Eldon
Kenworthy (1973) and Werner Sombart’s classic Why Is There No Social-
ism in the United States? (1976 [1906]) in my section on Honduras in
Chapter 5. Sombart’s is a leading question, to be sure, as any lawyer would
point out. And yet I believe, like Sombart, not only that counterfactual
questions are worth raising, but also that comparative analysis can go a
long way towards answering them.

I would like, finally, to thank my parents, Dorothy and Roger Goodwin;
my brothers, Ron and Don; and my parents-in-law, Lucy and Gerhard
Steinhagen, for their affection and support. I dedicate this book to my wife,
Renée Steinhagen, who has herself challenged my thinking for the better
on so many issues, and to our wonderful daughter, Naomi. They’re the
best thing that’s ever happened to me.
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1

Comparing Revolutionary Movements

Scholars have offered some interesting theories on how revolution develops and 
why it develops, but they have generally failed to explain how similar elements 
have produced revolutions in some cases and not in others. Research in the 
field should begin to examine “failed revolutions” and “revolutions that never 
took place” as well as successful ones to determine the revolutionary element or 
elements.

– William E. Lipsky (1976: 508)

Revolutionary movements are not simply or exclusively a response to 
economic exploitation or inequality, but also and more directly a response
to political oppression and violence, typically brutal and indiscriminate.
This is the principal thesis of this book, one that I reach through an exam-
ination of revolutionary movements that emerged during the second 
half of what has been called the “short” twentieth century (1914–91), 
a period characterized by the Cold War between the United States and
the former Soviet Union.

The Cold War era (1945–91) was truly an “age of revolution,” even
more so, arguably, than the great revolutionary age of 1789–1848 (see
Hobsbawm 1962). Dozens of powerful revolutionary movements emerged
across the globe during this period, mainly in the Third World, and a
number of them successfully overthrew existing political authorities. In the
process, some movements also radically restructured, destroyed, or
replaced key institutions, social relationships, and shared beliefs. In fact,
many more radical, or “social,” revolutions occurred during the Cold War
era than had occurred in all previous history prior to the Second World
War (see Table 1.1).

This book is but the latest installment in a long line of studies that 
have compared revolutions and revolutionary movements in order to
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Comparing Revolutionary Movements

understand better both the similarities and differences in their causes,
processes, and achievements. Like other authors who have compared 
revolutionary movements, I begin from the assumption that under-
standing them better is eminently worthwhile not only because of the
enormous importance of these movements for the national societies in
which they occurred, but also for their effects on the configuration 
of power and beliefs in other societies (including, not least, the United
States) and thus on the international balance of power as well. One 
simply cannot understand the twentieth century histories of, for example,
Mexico, Russia, China, Vietnam, Indonesia, Cuba, Iran, Nicaragua, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, or many other countries without understanding 
the revolutionary conflicts that occurred there; and understanding these
conflicts is also crucial for comprehending a variety of important and 
contemporaneous transnational processes, including, for example, the

4

Table 1.1. Major social revolutions, 1789–1989.

Country (or region) Year

France 1789
Mexico 1910
Russia 1917
Yugoslavia 1945
Vietnam 1945
China 1949
Bolivia 1952
Cuba 1959
Algeria 1962
Ethiopia 1974
Angola 1975
Mozambique 1975
Cambodia 1975
South Vietnam 1975
Iran 1979
Nicaragua 1979
Grenada 1979
Eastern Europe 1989

Note: The listed dates are conventional markers, usually
referring to the year in which revolutionaries overthrew
extant political regimes. Revolutions, however, are best 
conceptualized not as events, but as processes that typically
span many years or even decades.



Comparing Revolutionary Movements

demise of colonial empires and the history of the Cold War itself. In fact,
with the possible exception of international wars, revolutions have been
the most consequential form of political conflict in the twentieth century
and, indeed, in human history.

Social scientists in the United States, myself included, have been par-
ticularly fascinated with revolutions and revolutionary movements and 
in particular with the comparative analysis of these phenomena – not 
least, one suspects, because of the sometimes strenuous efforts by our 
own government to prevent or reverse revolutions abroad. Crane Brinton,
Barrington Moore, Chalmers Johnson, Ted Robert Gurr, Samuel 
Huntington, Eric Wolf, James Scott, Jeffery Paige, and Ellen Kay 
Trimberger are just a few of the scholars who have made important con-
tributions to this tradition. Following the ground-breaking work of
Charles Tilly (1978) and Theda Skocpol (1979), moreover, a veritable
explosion of comparative studies of revolutions has occurred. Recent works
by John Walton, Terence Ranger, Jack Goldstone, John Mason Hart,
Charles Brockett, Tim McDaniel, Timothy Wickham-Crowley, John
Foran, Farideh Farhi, Fred Halliday, Carlos Vilas, and Eric Selbin, among
others, have further enriched our understanding of revolutions. And these
works are just the tip of an intellectual iceberg that includes innumerable
case studies of particular revolutions and revolutionary movements.

The idea for this particular study germinated at a time when the U.S.
government was attempting to destroy – brutally and largely ineffectually
– revolutionary movements in Central America. Why were (some) Central
Americans rebelling, and would they succeed? I began to read about 
and travel through the region. To get a better handle on these issues, I 
also plunged into the literature on previous rebellions in Southeast Asia,
another region of generalized conflict and U.S. intervention (in this case,
following World War II). And before I was through, popular protests in
Eastern Europe necessarily forced themselves upon my thinking.

But why, the reader may be asking, do we need yet another comparative
study of revolutions? For two reasons. First, the particular set of revolu-
tionary movements and revolutions that I analyze here is somewhat 
different from that which most other scholars have examined – and dif-
ferent, I believe, in an interesting and instructive way. In one sense, my
sample of revolutions is drawn from a quite delimited universe of cases. I
am interested in revolutions and revolutionary movements that occurred
exclusively during the Cold War era – the period between the dropping
of atomic bombs on Japan and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. All
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the cases that I examine, moreover, occurred in so-called peripheral or
dependent societies of one type or another. Presumably, if revolutions
share any common causes or dynamics (which can by no means be
assumed), these are likely to be found among a relatively homogeneous
pool of cases such as this one.

Unfortunately, there have simply been too many revolutionary move-
ments, even in peripheral societies during the Cold War era alone, for 
one scholar or even a whole team of scholars to examine them all in more
than a cursory fashion. Accordingly, a comparative study of such move-
ments that has any historical complexity or nuance must necessarily limit
itself to an examination of a sample of these movements. At the same time,
such a sample should itself be as heterogeneous as possible to ensure a more
or less adequate representation of the larger universe of cases, because,
again, the opportunity to generalize about what might be called “periph-
eral revolutions” is certainly one which the analyst should seize if possi-
ble. (However, I reject the a priori assumption that there must be “general
laws” that cover all cases of revolutions or even of peripheral revolutions
of the Cold War era.)

Accordingly, this book examines instances of revolutionary movements
and revolutions in three vastly different peripheral world regions during
specific periods within the larger Cold War era: Southeast Asia from
World War II to the mid-1950s (specifically, Vietnam, Indonesia, the
Philippines, and Malaya), Central America from 1970 through the 1980s
(focusing on Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras), and
Eastern Europe in 1989. In each of these regions, transnational “cycles 
of protest” (Tarrow 1994: ch. 9) or “revolutionary waves” (Katz 1997)
occurred during the periods that I examine, although national revolution-
ary movements followed quite distinctive trajectories, which I hope to
explain. So if this book, unlike some comparative studies of revolutions,
does not traverse centuries, it at least traverses continents and the domains
of various “area experts.”

A second way in which this book differs from most comparative studies
of revolutionary movements or of revolutions is its refusal to compare only
“successful” revolutions with one another (in statistical terms, this is
known as “selecting” or “sampling on the dependent variable”). Such a
strategy, in fact, can be dangerously misleading, confusing causal processes
that are in fact found in a very wide range of societies with the actual (and
much rarer) causes of revolutions. Accordingly, this book also examines
several types of nonrevolutions or “negative” cases, as comparativists 
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refer to them. I consider, for example, some important revolutionary
movements that, however successful in mobilizing substantial numbers 
of people (in some cases, for many years or even decades), ultimately 
failed to topple extant political regimes, let alone to transform radically
the societies from which they sprang. These “failed” revolutionary move-
ments are not only important and interesting in their own right, but 
their failure also sheds considerable light on why successful revolutionary
movements do in fact succeed. I also examine a case of a successful 
revolutionary movement (the Indonesian nationalist movement) that was
not especially “radical” in terms of the broader socioeconomic changes
that its dominant leaders sought to bring about. (I explain the distinction
between “revolutionary” and “radical” in the next section.) Finally, I 
look at one national society (Honduras) in which a strong revolutionary
movement, radical or otherwise, did not emerge at all, despite socio-
economic conditions that were every bit as unpleasant as (and in some ways
worse than) those of neighboring countries in which strong revolutionary
movements did emerge.

This comparative strategy is driven by a belief that “counterfactual”
cases in which powerful radical movements fail to take power, or fail to
emerge at all – despite what various theories might lead us to expect – have
not received sufficient attention in the social-scientific literature on 
revolutions and social movements. This neglect is somewhat surprising,
moreover, since counterfactual cases are actually a major preoccupation of
many social and labor historians who study the advanced capitalist “core”
societies. For these scholars, the weakness or failure of radical working-
class movements – despite the expectations of Karl Marx – has been an
important and longstanding concern. In addition, there certainly has been
no shortage of failed or “missing” revolutions in peripheral societies;
scholars do not lack for data then, on this matter.

My comparative strategy is also driven by a concern with discovering
those causal processes that differentiate cases from one another. This
concern springs from the explicitly comparative questions that I hope to
answer in this book: Why have radical groups mobilized large followings
in some peripheral societies, but not in others? Why have some revolutions
involved prolonged popular mobilization and extensive violence and
bloodshed, but not others? And why have some revolutionary movements
successfully toppled extant states, but not others? I have chosen to focus
in this book on world regions, in fact, because doing so makes it relatively
easier to discern (at least in principle) those causal factors that account 

7



Comparing Revolutionary Movements

for these distinctive types of outcomes. Logically, that is, any historical,
social-structural, political or cultural traits that are shared by the national
societies that comprise such regions cannot explain these societies’ diver-
gent historical trajectories. At any rate, the attempt to discover these 
differentiating causal factors (and to understand how they work) is a
primary goal of this book. I certainly do not presume to develop exhaus-
tive or “total” explanations for the many revolutions and revolutionary
movements that I examine in the following pages, and I have concluded,
moreover, that there can be no such thing as a general theory of periph-
eral revolutions, let alone a general theory of revolutions as such.1 My goal
in this book, however, is still ambitious: to discover the general causal
mechanisms that do the most to explain the origins and trajectory of
several important revolutionary movements.

This is a book, in sum, that is centrally concerned with why radical 
revolutionary movements became important forces in some peripheral
societies but not in others during the Cold War era, and why some 
but not all of these movements successfully toppled the states that they
confronted. My wager is that the diverse political fortunes of revolution-
ary movements in peripheral societies during this era were not fortuitous
nor randomly distributed, but were the result of general (if not universal)
causal mechanisms.

Defining Terms

These introductory remarks beg for clarification. Accordingly, before 
proceeding to a discussion of the major theoretical approaches to revolu-
tions and to the analytic framework that animates this particular book, I
want to define formally some of the basic concepts that I employ – most
of which I have already used in the preceding discussion. Defining these
concepts clearly is not simply a formal, “academic” exercise in hair split-
ting, but a necessary effort to spell out as clearly as possible just what this
book is, and is not, attempting to explain. Getting that right, in fact, is half
the battle.

An initial ambiguity that all studies of revolution must invariably con-
front is that the word revolution has at least two general meanings, neither
of which is inherently more correct or accurate than the other. (Concepts
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as such are not more or less true, but more or less useful for generating
falsifiable explanations of interesting phenomena.) According to one
(broader) definition, revolution (or political revolution) refers to any and all
instances in which a state or political regime is overthrown and thereby
transformed by a popular movement in an irregular, extraconstitutional,
and/or violent fashion; this definition assumes that revolutions, at least
those truly worthy of the name, necessarily require the mobilization of
large numbers of people against the existing state. (Some scholars,
however, have analyzed so-called “revolutions from above” that involve
little if any popular mobilization prior to the overthrow of the state [see,
e.g., Trimberger 1978].) As Leon Trotsky (1961 [1932]: xvii) once wrote,

The most indubitable feature of a revolution is the direct interference of the masses
in historic events. In ordinary times the state, be it monarchical or democratic, 
elevates itself above the nation, and history is made by specialists in that line of
business – kings, ministers, bureaucrats, parliamentarians, journalists. But at those
crucial moments when the old order becomes no longer endurable to the masses,
they break over the barriers excluding them from the political arena, sweep aside
their traditional representatives, and create by their own interference the initial
groundwork for a new regime.

According to the other (more restrictive) definition, revolutions entail
not only mass mobilization and regime change, but also more or less 
rapid and fundamental social, economic, and/or cultural change during 
or soon after the struggle for state power. (What counts as “rapid and 
fundamental” change, however, is a matter of degree, and the line between
it and slower and less basic change can be difficult to draw in practice.)
Revolutions in this latter sense – revolutions “involving . . . the refashion-
ing of the lives of tens of millions of people” (Lenin 1997 [1917]: 80–1) 
– are sometimes referred to as “great” or “social” revolutions, and I 
shall use the term social revolution after this fashion (Huntington 1968;
Skocpol 1979).2

In the chapters that follow, I generally employ the concept of rev-
olution in the first and more general sense described above. This is 
primarily a study, that is, of revolutions in the sense of irregular, extra-
constitutional, and sometimes violent changes of political regime and
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control of state power brought about by popular movements. More specif-
ically, this book mainly attempts to explain why and how such revolutions
occur – why they “succeed” in this specific sense – and why they occur in
some peripheral societies but not in others.

By this definition, the revolutions examined in this book were the result,
to a greater or lesser extent, of the actions of revolutionary movements,
which are a special type of social movement. A social movement has been
defined as a “collective challenge” to “elites, authorities, other groups or
cultural codes” by some significant number of “people with common pur-
poses and solidarity in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and
authorities” (Tarrow 1994: 3–4). A revolutionary social movement, or 
what I shall simply call a revolutionary movement, is a social movement
“advancing exclusive competing claims to control of the state, or some
segment of it” (Tilly 1993: 10). Few social movements attempt to gain
control of the state as such, but this is a necessary (and sometimes exclu-
sive) goal of that subset of social movements that are revolutionary. There
is no hard and fast line, furthermore, that separates revolutionary move-
ments from reform-oriented social movements. Under certain circum-
stances (which I hope this book will illuminate), social movements may
become revolutionary, and revolutionary movements may become social
movements (or political parties). I am primarily concerned in this book,
then, with understanding why revolutionary movements sometimes
become powerful forces and sometimes gain control of state power in
peripheral societies.

Not all social movements, revolutionary or otherwise, are necessarily,
or equally, “radical.” Most social movements, including some revolution-
ary movements, seek directly or indirectly to reform the state or to 
utilize state power in order to reform existing economic, social, or cul-
tural arrangements. Most social movements, that is, do not attempt to
restructure national societies in truly fundamental ways. (Although, 
again, the distinction between reform and “fundamental” change can 
be difficult to draw.) A radical social movement, on the other hand, seeks
the destruction or fundamental transformation of (at least) several 
important institutions. A radical revolutionary movement, as I use the 
term, not only seeks to control the state, but also aims (among other
things) to transform more or less fundamentally the national society 
or some segment thereof, ruled by that state. To speak of radical revolu-
tionaries, then, is not redundant. Of course, whether and under what 
conditions a radical revolutionary movement can actually bring about 
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such a social revolution is another question altogether, and one that lies
largely beyond the scope of this book (but see Foran and Goodwin 
1993). In any event, while the term “conservative social revolution” would
clearly be an oxymoron, based on my definition of terms, it is certainly
possible to speak of a conservative or reformist revolutionary movement,
that is, a movement that seeks state power but which also wishes (or whose
dominant leaders desire) to preserve or at most to modestly reform 
existing economic, social, and cultural arrangements, without changing
them fundamentally. (For example, many leaders of the American War 
of Independence, sometimes called the American Revolution, and of 
the Mexican Revolution may be accurately described as “conservative 
revolutionaries.”) This book focuses on the trajectory of radical revolu-
tionary movements.

A significant change in the control and organization of state power is a
sine qua non of both revolutions and social revolutions, as I am using those
terms. By state I mean those core administrative, policing, and military
organizations, more or less coordinated by an executive authority, that
extract resources from and administer and rule (through violence if nec-
essary) a territorially defined national society (the term national society is
defined later in this section). As Lenin put it, by “state” or “apparatus of
government is meant, first of all, the standing army, police and official-
dom” (1997 [1917]: 38). (I make no assumption, however, that states are
unitary actors that are not themselves potentially riven by conflicts of
interest, identity, and vision.) Generally, states claim the right to exercise
final and absolute authority (i.e., sovereignty) within national societies. By
state power or infrastructural power I mean the capacity of these core orga-
nizations to carry out their projects, and to enforce extant laws, through-
out the territories that they claim to govern, even in the face of opposi-
tion from the population that they rule or from other states (see also
Chapter 7, Appendix 2, for more on this concept).

Generally, modern states are organized in either a bureaucratic or 
patrimonial fashion, to use Max Weber’s terms, with many combinations 
of these ideal-types in between. A bureaucratic or “rationalized” state orga-
nization is characterized by the appointment of officials, based upon
achievement in a course of appropriately specialized training, to positions
(or “offices”) with clearly defined responsibilities. A patrimonial state, 
by contrast, is staffed by officials who have been appointed on the basis 
of political loyalty to a leader or party, kinship, ethnicity, and/or some
other characteristic, ascribed or achieved, that has no specific connection
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to the responsibilities of office; the latter responsibilities, in any event, are
generally not clearly defined in patrimonial organizations, being either
quite general or ad hoc in nature, and tend to overlap across offices. Need-
less to say, a bureaucratic state tends to expend resources, and to attain 
its declared goals, other things being equal much more efficiently than a
patrimonial state.

Following Weber, the state is often defined as that institution that
monopolizes the means of coercion in a society – or monopolizes the 
legitimate use of coercion in a society.3 Yet this definition is clearly prob-
lematic. A state does not cease being a state, certainly, when some other
organization – such as an invading army or, indeed, a revolutionary move-
ment – also possesses significant coercive powers within the territories that
state claims to rule. A revolutionary situation, in fact, is characterized pre-
cisely by “dual power” or “multiple sovereignty” – the existence, that is,
of two or more political blocs (including, typically, extant state officials and
their allies), both or all of which claim to be the legitimate state, and both
or all of which may possess significant means of coercion (see Tilly 1978,
1993). Nor does a state cease being a state when its use of violence is not
viewed as legitimate by large numbers of people; indeed, the existence of
a strong revolutionary movement (hence also a revolutionary situation)
presumably indicates that such legitimacy is not in fact widespread. (It is
an open question, furthermore, whether particular authoritarian states
have been considered legitimate by most or even many of the people whom
they have claimed to rule.)

Based on the foregoing, a state is perhaps best defined as an organiza-
tion, or set of organizations, that attempts, and claims the right, to monop-
olize the legitimate use of violence in an extended territory. It follows 
that armed revolutionary movements are a type of state-in-formation or,
put differently, a type of state-building, since armed revolutionaries are
attempting to construct an organization that can monopolize the princi-
pal means of coercion in a territory. The statelike character of revolu-
tionary movements is especially evident when they are able to control and
govern “liberated territories” within a national society.

States, as I use that term, are not quite the same thing as political
regimes. By political regime, or simply regime, I mean the formal and infor-
mal organizations, relationships, and rules that determine who can employ
state power for what ends, as well as
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how those who are in power deal with those who are not. The distinction between
democracy, totalitarianism, and authoritarianism thus deals with the question of
regime type. . . . Regimes are more permanent forms of political organization than
specific governments [or rulers], but they are typically less permanent than the
state. (Fishman 1990: 428; see also Young 1994: 40–2; Linz 1975.)

A crucial dimension of any political regime is its relative inclusiveness or
exclusivity – or, to put it another way, the extent of its “embeddedness” in
or connections to the national society that it governs. Very inclusive
regimes, including but not limited to democratic regimes, have multiple
mechanisms for incorporating into decision-making processes the prefer-
ences or claims of citizens and social groups, including elections, political
parties, interest groups, and even social movements. By contrast, authori-
tarian regimes have greater autonomy from society, though not necessar-
ily from economic elites, and they sometimes forcibly exclude certain
mobilized groups from any role in political decision making. An extreme
form of authoritarianism – and one that will make more than one ap-
pearance in this book – is what Weber termed sultanism or sultanistic 
dictatorship. Such dictatorships, which entail the concentration of 
more or less unchecked power in the person of the dictator, may be
extremely, and violently, exclusionary, denying political influence even 
to wealthy elites.

The distinction between state and regime can become quite blurred 
in the real world. This happens the more that states and regimes inter-
penetrate one another, as when the armed forces (a key component of 
the state) directly wield executive power, or when a one-party regime pen-
etrates key state organizations, or when important state officials are the
personal clients of a powerful monarch or dictator, sultanistic or other-
wise. In these instances, the fate of both the state and regime tend to
become fused; if for whatever reason the regime collapses, it may bring
the state down with it or, at least, result in a fundamental transformation
of the state (and vice versa). This point, needless to say, is of obvious
importance for the question of why revolutions occur where they do. As
we shall see, moreover, the distinction between state and economy may
also become blurred, with revolutionary consequences should the state
break down in such circumstances.

By national state I mean a state “governing multiple contiguous regions
and their cities by means of centralized, differentiated, and autonomous
structures” (Tilly 1992: 2). (My use of the term “state” in this book implies
“national state,” because all the states that I am examining are of this 
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type.) By national society, or simply society, I mean the people and social
relations within those contiguous regions.4 (Of course, national states not 
only govern their societies, but often attempt to impose themselves upon
– and sometimes fight – other states in the international state system.) 
A world region or region, as I use these terms, refers to geographically 
concentrated and/or contiguous national societies that share important
political, economic, or cultural characteristics.

By political context, I refer to the ways in which a national society, or
some component of it, is governed and regulated by, has access to, and
otherwise relates to the national state as well as to the larger state system.
(As I use the term, then, political context encompasses geopolitical context.)
This book emphasizes how the influence and effects upon populations of
many social and economic institutions and relationships (including class
relations) are mediated or refracted, as in a “force field,” by the political
context in which the latter are embedded.5

In other words, state structures and policies are not only important in
their own right, but they also powerfully shape how other factors alter-
nately encourage or discourage collective action of various types. More
specifically, for our purposes, political context is of crucial importance 
for understanding the variable capacity of radical revolutionaries both 
to mobilize masses of people and to seize state power. For example,
whether economic grievances or cultural beliefs (e.g., nationalism) find
expression in specifically revolutionary movements is largely determined
by political context.

I make no assumption, I should add, that national states are true 
nation-states, that is, states that rule a people with a common ethnicity, 
language, and/or religion – in other words, a nation. As Tilly (1992)
reminds us, there are and have been very few nation-states in this sense;
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Zylan 1992).
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most states, and most societies, are multinational. National societies, in
other words, are not necessarily equivalent to nations – a fact that 
lies behind much ethnic violence – and the borders and territories of such
societies are neither fixed nor impenetrable. National societies, in short,
are not “naturally” bounded, hermetic, or independent entities shut off
from external forces – and revolutions simply cannot be understood if we
assume that they are.

By peripheral state (a term that encompasses colonial states as well 
as many post- or “neocolonial” states) I mean a state whose power and
projects are more or less strictly determined or at least very tightly 
constrained by a much more powerful “core” or “metropolitan” state 
(or states) within the state system (see, e.g., Triska 1986). Colonial states
are de jure administrative and military extensions or branches of specific
metropolitan states, although the colonial regimes that attach to them are
almost invariably more exclusive and autonomous from the peripheral
societies that they govern compared to the metropolitan regimes that
oversee and more or less direct them. While colonial states thus lack 
true sovereignty, which is invariably a claim of the metropolitan states of
which they are extensions (Young 1994: 43–5), many colonial regimes are
characterized by a certain degree of autonomy from metropolitan regimes.
As a result, conflicts of interest, identity, and vision may occur between
colonial and metropolitan states and regimes, just as such conflicts may
occur within states and regimes.

A peripheral society, finally, is a national society governed by a peripheral
state. By Third World I mean those peripheral societies whose economic
institutions are predominantly capitalist, as distinguished from the 
former “socialist periphery” of Soviet-dominated societies in Eastern
Europe. Generally, peripheral states are much weaker than and thus 
subordinate to core states precisely because peripheral societies are 
much poorer (in per capita if not always in gross terms), smaller, and/or
more socially disorganized than are the national societies governed by
these more powerful states.6 (“Peripherality,” therefore, is a relational
concept; some states – variously designated as “semiperipheral” or “subim-
perialist” – are subordinate to core states even as they dominate still 
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less powerful states.) All the revolutionary movements whose formation
and political fortunes I attempt to explain in this book sought to overthrow
and to reorganize what were clearly peripheral states – colonial or 
neocolonial states in Southeast Asia, “client states” of the United States 
in Central America (see, e.g., Coatsworth 1994), and Soviet “satellite
states” in Eastern Europe.7

These definitions should help to identify more clearly the object of
study in this book: the formation (or absence) and subsequent fate of radical
revolutionary movements in peripheral societies during the Cold War era. My
goal, again, is not to provide a complete or invariant theory of such 
movements, or of their historical trajectories (which in any case is simply
not possible), but rather to provide a parsimonious explanation of the
emergence and fate of these movements that highlights the key causal
mechanisms that operate across the cases I examine.

Theoretical Approaches to Revolutionary Movements

Before adumbrating the state-centered perspective on revolutionary move-
ments that I employ in this book, I want to review briefly the two general
theoretical approaches that have shaped most profoundly both popular and
scholarly understandings of revolutions, at least in the English-speaking
world. These approaches are the modernization and Marxist perspectives.
The theoretical literature on revolutions and revolutionary movements has
grown quite complex, and it encompasses much more than these domi-
nant paradigms.8 Scholars of revolutions have been sensitized by a variety
of theoretical perspectives to a vast range of factors that may potentially
contribute to the mobilization of revolutionary movements. Instead of
reviewing this entire literature, however, which simply cannot be done
adequately in a chapter, I will limit myself to a brief examination of these
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two influential approaches, partly as a means of setting my own theoreti-
cal approach in bolder relief. (I do comment briefly on much of the the-
oretical literature on revolutions in my annotated bibliography.) I should
state at the outset that I do not think that these two approaches (or certain
others) are altogether wrong in emphasizing the various factors that they
do. These factors – in fact, a very wide range of factors – do in fact play
an important role in many (although not all) revolutions and revolution-
ary movements. I am mainly critical of these perspectives, rather, for 
their tendency to abstract these factors from, to neglect, or simply to
analyze inadequately the political context in which they are embedded. 
The absolutely crucial importance of political context, in fact, shall be a 
major refrain – indeed, the major refrain – of the comparative analyses in
this book.

How exactly do the modernization and Marxist perspectives explain
revolutions? Modernization theory links revolutions to the transition from
traditional to modern societies, that is, to the very process of moderniza-
tion itself.9 “Traditional” societies, in this view, are characterized by fixed,
inherited statuses and roles; simple divisions of labor; social relations reg-
ulated by custom; local and particularistic attachments to the family, clan,
tribe, village, ethnic, or religious community; and thus very limited and
localized forms of political participation. “Modern” societies, by contrast,
are distinguished by social mobility and achieved statuses and roles;
complex divisions of labor; social relations regulated by legally enacted
rules; broader collective identifications with the nation; and mass political
participation in national states.

Most modernization theorists argue that revolutions are especially likely
to occur in transitional societies undergoing very rapid (albeit uneven)
modernization; revolutions themselves, moreover, serve to push forward
the modernization process. “Revolution,” suggests Samuel Huntington, “is
thus an aspect of modernization. . . . It will not occur in highly traditional
societies with very low levels of social and economic complexity. Nor will
it occur in highly modern societies” (Huntington 1968: 265). In Walter
Rostow’s evocative phrase, revolutionaries are “the scavengers of the mod-
ernization process,” and Communism in particular “is best understood as
a disease of the transition to modernization” (Rostow 1967 [1961]: 110).
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Why is this so? Modernization theorists have developed a number of
explanations that link rapid modernization to the development of revolu-
tionary movements. These explanations usually hinge on some sort of
“lag” or lack of fit between different components of society, which are
“modernizing” at different rates. Thus, Huntington argues that revolu-
tion, like “other forms of violence and instability, . . . is most likely to occur
in societies which have experienced some social and economic develop-
ment [but] where the processes of political modernization and develop-
ment have lagged behind the processes of social and economic change”
(Huntington 1968: 265). More psychologically inclined theorists suggest
that rapid modernization unleashes a “revolution of rising expectations” –
expectations that a suddenly stagnant or depressed economy may prove
unable to meet, thereby creating the widespread anger and sense of 
“relative deprivation” of which revolutions are allegedly made (see, e.g.,
Gurr 1970; Newton 1983). Others have argued that rapid modernization
may “dis-synchronize” a society’s values and social structure. Accordingly,
revolutionaries who offer an alternative set of values that better “fits” the
social structure will become influential (see, e.g., Johnson 1982; Smelser
1962). And for still others, rapid modernization destroys the “integrative”
institutions that held traditional societies together, creating a sense of
meaninglessness (or “anomie”) or uncertainty about one’s place in society
(or “status anxiety”). Revolutionaries, in this view, may become influential
in transitional societies because they are able to replace the institutions
that modernization undermines. As Harry Benda (1966: 12–13), an analyst
of Asian Communism, has written,

it is not inconceivable that in Asia (as elsewhere) Communist movements as such
provide a substitute for decayed or vanishing institutions – the family, the clan, the
tribe, or the village community – that have suffered most heavily under the eroding
onslaught of the new economic and political systems carried to Asia by the West
in the course of the past century or so. . . . If iron discipline, rigid hierarchies, and
unquestioning obedience are among Communism’s most detestable features in 
the eyes of truly free men everywhere, they may yet spell security, order, and a
meaningful place in the world for the social splinters of contemporary Asia.

During the 1950s, a large literature explained the “appeals of Commu-
nism” and radical nationalism in much the same terms as Benda’s (see, 
e.g., Almond et al. 1954).

Modernization theorists, however, generally do recognize that even
very rapid modernization does not produce successful revolutions 
everywhere. It is at this point that many point to the role of politics: The
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success or failure of revolutionary movements, they rightly claim, depends
in large part upon how incumbent governments respond to revolu-
tionary movements and to the broader social problems created by rapid
modernization. More specifically, if a “modernizing elite” controls the
government and responds flexibly and creatively to such problems – by
“resynchronizing” values and the social structure, for example, through
“conservative change” – then revolution can be avoided. On the other
hand, “elite intransigence,” as Chalmers Johnson puts it, “always serves as
an underlying cause of revolution” ( Johnson 1982: 97). Huntington 
similarly argues that revolutions “are unlikely in political systems which
have the capacity to expand their power and to broaden participation
within the system. . . . Ascending or aspiring groups,” he concludes, “and
rigid or inflexible institutions are the stuff of which revolutions are made”
(Huntington 1968: 275).

Having come this far, one might expect modernization theorists to
discuss at some length the factors that explain the flexibility (or lack
thereof ) of different types or configurations of states or political regi-
mes. Curiously, however, one finds little such analysis. Even Huntington, 
the most “state-centered” of modernization theorists, offers only a vague
generalization in this regard:

The great revolutions of history have taken place either in highly centralized 
traditional monarchies (France, China, Russia), or in narrowly based military 
dictatorships (Mexico, Bolivia, Guatemala, Cuba), or in colonial regimes ( Vietnam,
Algeria). All these political systems demonstrated little if any capacity to expand
their power and to provide channels for the participation of new groups in 
politics. (Huntington 1968: 275)

Unfortunately, this formula is not altogether helpful. Not all colonial
regimes, after all – in fact, relatively few – have been overthrown by rev-
olutions (as we shall see in Part 2 of this book). Moreover, if those colo-
nial regimes that were so overthrown did indeed collapse because they
lacked the capacity to incorporate new groups, what might explain this?
Similarly, not all military dictatorships – even “narrowly based” military
dictatorships – have been toppled by revolutionaries (as we shall see in 
Part 3). Again, if those that were so toppled actually fell because they
lacked the capacity to incorporate new groups, how can we explain this? 
Answering these questions requires a more thorough analysis of state
structures and policies than the modernization perspective offers.

Like modernization theorists, Marxists also view revolutions as 
occurring in “transitional” societies – only in this case the transition, 

19



Comparing Revolutionary Movements

which is seen as the result of class struggle, is from one economic 
mode of production to another. Class struggles may become particularly
acute, in this view, when the existing mode of production has exhausted
its potential for further growth and development and has entered a period
of crisis. This said, it must be noted that the specific character of re-
cent revolutions in peripheral societies has come as something of a 
surprise to traditional Marxists. Specifically, the socialist orientation of
many revolutions in the capitalist periphery (including Southeast Asia and
Central America) has virtually “stood Marx on his head.” As Ernest
Mandel (1979: 11) notes,

In general, traditional Marxism looked upon relatively backward countries – those
of Eastern and Southern Europe, and even more those of Asia and Latin America
– in the light of Marx’s well-known formula: the more advanced countries show
the more backward ones the image of their future development as in a looking
glass. This led to the conclusion that socialist revolutions would first occur in the
most advanced countries, that the proletariat would take power there long before
it would be able to do so in more backward countries.

In fact, not only have a series of avowedly socialist revolutions occurred
in the capitalist periphery, but the industrialized capitalist societies of the
core have proven surprisingly immune to this form of social change. One
notable aspect of this historic “reversal” of Marxist expectations is that
recent Third World revolutions have relied heavily on classes deemed sec-
ondary (at best) to the classic socialist project, particularly the peasantry,
rather than on the industrial proletariat or working class. Instead of being
built on the technological foundations of advanced capitalism, moreover,
socialism has been one of the means by which certain “backward” coun-
tries have attempted to “catch up” with the advanced capitalist core. In
short, rather than being a successor to capitalism, socialism has been some-
thing of a historical substitute for it in many developing societies (see, e.g.,
White, Murray, and White 1983: 3).

Recent events in the erstwhile socialist periphery of Eastern Europe
have also taken Marxists – and most everyone else – by surprise. Marxists
have ably pondered, probed, and theorized a variety of sweeping histori-
cal changes, but the transition from socialism to capitalism is not one of
them. Indeed, such a transition was virtually unthinkable to Marxists only
a few years ago. Even anti-Communist Marxists and socialists who were
harsh critics of authoritarian state socialism in the Soviet bloc did not
anticipate such a transition to capitalism. On the contrary, many expected,
or at least hoped, that state socialism would be democratized by popular
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movements; the Communist elite that had expropriated capitalist property
following World War II would itself be expropriated, in this scenario, by
the people. Instead, Communism is now widely viewed, as the Eastern
European joke goes, as the longest and most painful route from capital-
ism to . . . capitalism.

How exactly have Marxists attempted to explain revolutions in periph-
eral societies? For the capitalist Third World, many (following the lead 
of Lenin, Trotsky, and Mao) begin by pointing to the weakness of the 
capitalist or bourgeois class. Peripheral bourgeoisies – or “lumpenbour-
geoisies,” as Andre Gunder Frank has termed them – are small, only 
partially differentiated from feudal landowning elites (if at all), and, partly
for these reasons, heavily dependent on the existing state apparatus for
economic opportunities and protection. Consequently, capitalist classes in
the Third World have proven unwilling or unable to play their “historic
role” of leading antifeudal, democratic revolutions in the manner of their
European counterparts (see, e.g., Paige 1997). Ironically, “bourgeois” 
revolutions in Third World societies must thus be made by the working
class – guided by vanguard parties – in a strategic alliance with the peasant
majority in such societies. But because such antifeudal revolutions are
made by worker-peasant alliances, they may, unlike Europe’s bourgeois
revolutions, more or less quickly initiate a transition to socialism. Third
World revolutions, to use Trotsky’s phrase, thus assume the form of 
“permanent” or “uninterrupted” revolutions that undertake socialist as
well as antifeudal policies or “tasks” (Trotsky 1969 [1930]; see also Löwy
1981). A similar line of argument about socialist revolutions has been
introduced into academic social science by Barrington Moore’s Social
Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (1966).

Marxists do recognize, however, that significant revolutionary move-
ments have not developed in all peripheral societies. This has been vari-
ously attributed to “unusually” strong peripheral bourgeoisies, to a lack 
of revolutionary leadership, or to the fact that not all types of peasants 
are inclined to support revolutionary movements – although just what sort
of peasants are revolutionary, and why, have been the subjects of much
debate.

For many Marxists, rural producers whose mode of life most closely
approximates that of urban workers are, not surprisingly, the most 
likely stratum to ally with workers. Consequently, landless rural workers
and, to a lesser degree, poor peasants (especially tenants) have usually 
been considered by Marxists as the most revolutionary strata in the 
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countryside. These groups are seen as having irreconcilable conflicts of
interest with landowners as well as an “objective” interest in socialism,
understood as the collective self-management of production. These groups
are revolutionary, in other words, or will eventually become so, by virtue
of their economic class position. Landowning “middle” peasants, by con-
trast, are thought to waiver in their political allegiances, while rich peas-
ants (not to mention landlords themselves), who hire wage labor, have
usually been regarded as counterrevolutionary. Peripheral societies with
large middle and rich peasantries, then, are not likely to generate radical
social movements, revolutionary or otherwise.

More recently, however, this general picture has been questioned in
various ways by neo-Marxist or Marxist-influenced students of peasant
politics. Eric Wolf (1969), for example, has argued that landowning middle
peasants, not rural workers or poor peasants, are in fact most likely to be
revolutionary. Wolf, who examines peasant involvement in the Mexican,
Russian, Chinese, Vietnamese, Algerian, and Cuban revolutions, views
peasant rebelliousness as a reaction to the disintegrative effects produced
by “North Atlantic capitalism” as it penetrates traditional societies (1969:
276–82). He argues that landowning middle peasants, as well as “free”
peasants (e.g., squatters) who are outside landlord and state control, are
most likely to rebel, both because their way of life is more threatened by
capitalism compared to other social groups and because they are better
able to act collectively to preserve their traditional ways.10 As Wolf puts 
it, “it is the very attempt of the middle and free peasant to remain tradi-
tional which makes him revolutionary” (1969: 292). Wolf does however
recognize that poor and landless peasants have also become involved 
in revolutions when they can be mobilized by “external” political parties 
and military organizations – organizations, moreover, that typically seek
to do much more than preserve “traditional” ways of life (Wolf 1969: 290).

Wolf’s arguments have been contested by Jeffery Paige (1975, 1997),
who argues that sharecropping tenants and migratory “semiproletarians,”
not middle peasants, are the most revolutionary rural strata. Like Wolf,
however, Paige also links “agrarian revolution” to the penetration of world
capitalism into preindustrial societies and, more specifically, to the cre-
ation of “export enclaves”; his first book, in fact, is subtitled Social Move-
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ments and Export Agriculture in the Underdeveloped World. And Paige also
agrees with Wolf – as against the traditional Marxist view – that landless
rural workers are unlikely revolutionaries, being more inclined to support
merely reformist political movements. Unlike Wolf, however, Paige argues
that revolutionary movements develop because sharecroppers and semi-
proletarians are wage-earning cultivators who face a noncultivating 
class that derives its income from more or less fixed landholdings (as
opposed to capital investments), the control of which is nonnegotiable.
And Paige, unlike Wolf, argues that revolutionary socialist movements 
in particular are “internally generated, not introduced by outside urban-
based parties” (1975: 62).

Thus, whereas modernization theorists view the development of 
Third World revolutionary movements as a consequence of very rapid
modernization, and their success as a consequence of intransigent elites,
Marxists tend to explain revolutions in peripheral societies as a reaction to
the incorporation of such societies – or at least those with the “right” kinds
of peasants – into the capitalist world economy.

Are the Marxists right? Or rather, which Marxists are right in their
search for the “really” revolutionary peasantry? All and none, I shall argue.
More exactly, I will show in the following chapters that a wide variety of
rural and urban strata – including but certainly not limited to middle peas-
ants and wage earners – can and have played important roles in particular
peripheral revolutionary movements. They have done so, however, not
simply or even mainly as economically exploited classes, but also and more
immediately as excluded and often violently repressed state subjects. There
is thus something askew in the Marxist search for the class or economic
“roots” of revolutions. Class and economic grievances do usually play an
important role in revolutions, but the roots of revolutionary movements
are found in the political context in which class relationships and economic
institutions (among other factors) are embedded.

Marxists (and others) have also said too little about the conditions 
that determine whether revolutionary movements, whatever their class
composition, will succeed or fail in actually overthrowing the state. (Some
Marxists once implied that the triumph of socialism in the Third World
was no less inevitable than its triumph in advanced capitalist societies was
once thought to be – although those days have largely passed.) The failure
of any particular revolution presumably indicates that class contradictions
have not yet fully “matured” or that the revolutionary class or class alliance
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has not yet attained a critical mass.11 In my own view, however, which 
I discuss next, the success or failure of revolutionary movements depends
more fundamentally upon the nature of the specific states that revolu-
tionaries have sought to overthrow.

The State-Centered Perspective

The following chapter discusses in considerable detail both the strengths
and limitations of the state-centered perspective (which actually encom-
passes several distinct analytic strategies) that I employ in this book. Here
I simply wish to summarize in very broad strokes why this approach is so
important for understanding both the formation and success or failure of
revolutionary movements.

Why, indeed, place the state at the center of an analysis of revolutions?
Why “privilege” the state in this way when revolutions are obviously
complex historical processes that involve multifarious economic, social,
cultural, organizational, social-psychological, and voluntarist factors
(Goodwin 1994b; Emirbayer and Goodwin 1996)? For two general
reasons. First, successful revolutions necessarily involve the breakdown 
or incapacitation of states. Of course, revolutions obviously involve 
much more than this, and no claim is made here that all states break down
in precisely the same way, or independently of pressure from revolution-
aries. Still, there would be no revolutions to study (or to emulate, or 
to denounce) if states did not at least occasionally break down or were 
otherwise incapacitated, whether from the efforts of revolutionaries 
themselves or for some other reason(s) (e.g., economic crisis or war). This
“state-centered” idea is now widely if not universally accepted not 
only among scholars of revolutions but also among large numbers of social
scientists more generally (see, e.g., Collins 1993).

The importance of state breakdown or incapacitation for revolutions,
which is implicit in the very definition of revolution, needs to be dif-
ferentiated from the claim that “expanding political opportunities” are 
necessary for the mobilization of social movements (see, e.g., McAdam
1982; Tarrow 1994; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 1997). While the latter
claim is often true, movements – and perhaps especially revolutionary

24

11 Many Marxists, in fact, have exhibited a “Third Worldist” orientation, according to which
the Third World as a whole is viewed as “ripe” for revolution because of its imperialist
exploitation by the more advanced capitalist countries.
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movements – also emerge when political opportunities are negligible 
or even contracting. State breakdowns, then, do not always precede the
emergence of powerful revolutionary movements, just as expanding polit-
ical opportunities do not always precede the mobilization of social move-
ments. In fact, state breakdowns are often brought about by revolutionary
movements; in this sense, revolutionaries sometimes create their own
opportunities. There is, in any event, a second and perhaps more 
interesting reason for centering the state in a study of revolutions: Strong
revolutionary movements, even if they ultimately fail to seize state power,
will emerge only in opposition to states that are configured and that 
act in certain ways. As I discuss in greater detail in the following chapter,
there is a sense in which certain state structures and practices actively 
form or “construct” revolutionary movements as effectively as the best
professional revolutionaries, by channeling and organizing political dissent
along radical lines. I refer to this idea as “state constructionism,” which 
I model after the notion of “cultural constructionism” – that is, the 
claim that certain ideas or ideologies (e.g., about gender or race) are not
“natural,” or representative of the objective world, but rather historically
contingent constructs or artifacts of specific cultures. My claim is that 
revolutionary movements are largely artifacts or products of historically
contingent political contexts. To be sure, the state itself does not literally
or intentionally construct revolutionary movements (any more than 
cultures self-construct ideas or ideologies); revolutionaries do that. But
they do so, and can only do so, in particular political contexts. To para-
phrase Marx, people make their own revolutions, but not just where or
when they please; people do not make revolutions under circumstances
chosen by themselves, but within specific political contexts directly
encountered, given, and transmitted from the past. State structures 
and practices invariably matter, in other words, for the very formation of
revolutionary movements, not just for their success or failure – and 
they generally do so in quite unintended ways. This, at any rate, is a major
contention of this book.

Why is the development of revolutionary movements dependent upon
particular state structures and practices? This book will provide several
answers to this question, but two in particular might be noted at the outset.
First, people do not tend to join or support revolutionary movements 
when they believe that the central state has little if anything to do with
their everyday problems, however severe those problems may be. Not 
surprisingly, few people – even when they are extremely poor and 
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palpably exploited – seek to overthrow states (perhaps risking their lives
in the process) that seem peripheral to their most pressing concerns.
Second, few people join or support revolutionaries – even when they are
more or less in agreement with their demands or ideology – if they feel
that doing so will make them more vulnerable to state violence or if they
believe that they can obtain much or even some modicum of what they
want, in political terms, through some routine, institutionalized, and
therefore low-risk channel for political claim making (e.g., voting, demon-
strating, or petitioning). Other things being equal, people, like electric
currents, take the path of least resistance. As Trotsky once put it, “People
do not make revolution eagerly any more than they do war. . . . A revolu-
tion takes place only when there is no other way out” (1961 [1932], III:
167). And people sometimes conclude that revolution is the only “way out”
of their predicament, this book suggests, when they confront certain types
of states that respond to political dissent with repression, typically of a
violent and indiscriminate nature.

Social scientists, in sum, need to examine what Nicos Mouzelis (1986)
has termed “modes of political domination” in order to understand how
and why revolutionary mobilization and the seizure of state power occur
or do not occur in different social contexts. Especially important in this
regard is the way in which the state relates to voluntary associations or
informal networks of people who seek some sort of redress of their griev-
ances – grievances that may themselves originate in any number of state
or social practices. Whether the state tolerates, represses, or sponsors such
organizations – and which sort of organizations – is crucial for under-
standing why specifically revolutionary movements are able (or unable) to
mobilize mass followings and even seize state power.

This book concludes, more specifically, that the formation of revolu-
tionary movements in the periphery has been unintentionally facilitated
and even encouraged by that subset of violent and exclusionary authori-
tarian states that are also organizationally incoherent and militarily weak,
especially in those outlying areas of the national society – the periphery
of the periphery, so to speak. Other things being equal, the political
context that is most conducive to the formation of strong revolutionary
movements is found in peripheral societies in which especially repres-
sive and disorganized states possess geographically and socially delimited
power. Such repressive states, I should emphasize, may at times be linked
to regimes that hold regular, competitive elections in which a wide spec-
trum of political parties participates (although this is fairly rare). It is quite
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possible, that is, for a regime that has been freely elected to repress bru-
tally and indiscriminately certain social sectors, usually those suspected 
of supporting regime opponents – or to lack the means for preventing 
military officers or private parties from doing so. Such states – which
should not be confused with democracies, which are characterized by the
rule of law and by civilian control of the armed forces – may also unin-
tentionally facilitate the formation of revolutionary movements.

I also conclude that revolutionary movements have become especially
powerful actors in peripheral societies when they have been able to build
broad multiclass (and, if necessary, multiethnic) coalitions with strong
international support. The formation of such coalitions, moreover, has
been encouraged and facilitated (again, quite unintentionally) by especially
autonomous – or socially “disembedded” (Evans 1995) – authoritarian
states that exclude and repress not only lower classes (i.e., peasants and
workers), but also middle and even upper or “dominant” classes. In fact,
such autonomous, exclusionary, disorganized, and weak states are partic-
ularly vulnerable to actual overthrow by revolutionary movements – and
not necessarily by the largest or best organized revolutionary movements.
As we shall see, moreover, this vulnerability derives in part from the fact
that such states tend to preclude the sort of political “openings” that have
elsewhere incorporated important social groups into institutional politics
and thereby limited the appeal of revolutionaries. Revolutions are unlikely,
in fact, where the state has institutional linkages with nonelite groups, 
is organized in a rational-bureaucratic fashion, and effectively governs
throughout the entire territory of the national society. In other words, 
revolutions are unlikely in societies with democratic regimes, especially
longstanding or “consolidated” ones.

The preceding ideas can be figuratively represented, drawing upon
some of the concepts that I have defined. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 describe 
conceptual spaces in which empirical states may be located. Figure 1.1 
provides a conceptual map of states as a function of their organization
(from bureaucratic to patrimonial), on the one hand, and of the relative
inclusiveness or exclusivity of the political regimes to which they are
attached, on the other – ranging from liberal and inclusive democratic
regimes at one extreme to exclusionary and repressive dictatorships at 
the other. Figure 1.2 adds an additional variable: the extent of the state’s
infrastructural power (from weak to strong).

My basic claims about the relationship between states and revolution-
ary movements are represented in Figures 1.3 and 1.4. Briefly, the shaded
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Figure 1.1 Types of states as a function of political regime and state 
organization.

Figure 1.2 Types of states as a function of political regime, state organization,
and infrastructural power.



Figure 1.4 States most likely to be overthrown by revolutionary movements
(shaded area).

Figure 1.3 States most likely to “incubate” revolutionary movements 
(shaded area).
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area in Figure 1.3 indicates the type of states that tend unintentionally to
“incubate,” or encourage the formation of, revolutionary movements –
namely, those states that are especially exclusionary and/or repressive and
yet infrastructurally weak. Exclusion, especially violent exclusion or
repression of certain social groups, tends to “push” these oppressed groups
into revolutionary movements, and the state’s weakness prevents the state
from destroying such movements. By contrast, more liberal and inclu-
sionary regimes may confront considerable opposition, but it tends to be
less radical in its ends and means; and especially powerful states are gen-
erally able to repress their opponents, even if political repression provides
them with an incentive to rebel.

Not all states that “incubate” or encourage revolutionary movements,
however, are necessarily vulnerable to actual overthrow by such 
movements. As Figure 1.4 indicates, only a subset of states that uninten-
tionally nurture revolutionary movements is especially vulnerable to 
being overthrown, namely, those especially repressive yet weak states that 
are also organized patrimonially rather than bureaucratically. The key 
idea here is that patrimonial states do not easily allow for the implemen-
tation of the type of initiatives that can successfully counter a popular 
revolutionary movement. Patrimonial states cannot easily jettison un-
popular leaders, incorporate new groups into decision-making processes 
(or state offices), or prosecute a counterrevolutionary war rationally or 
efficiently.

I do not claim that revolutionary movements only or automatically form
or seize power (or not) when there exists a specific type of state – although
I will argue that certain types of states tend to be much more vulnerable
to revolution than others. The preceding claims, in fact, are about general
tendencies or probabilities, not lawlike regularities; these claims have 
an “other things being equal” character. Clearly, states are not the only
thing that matters for the formation of revolutionary movements; a very
broad array of factors can contribute the development of such movements
and influence their political fortunes. Still, I do want to challenge the ten-
dency among some scholars to view revolutionary movements as the prod-
ucts of rapid social change, intense grievances or poverty, certain class
structures or land-tenure systems, economic dependence, imperialist dom-
ination, the actions of vanguard parties, etc., or some combination of these
factors, abstracted from the political context in which all of these factors
are embedded. Although it is not a major subject of this book, I also want
to challenge the tendency to treat political context as a simple reflex 
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of one or more of these factors. I want to suggest, instead, that a close
examination of states as a reality sui generis, to use Emile Durkheim’s
expression, is crucial for understanding the formation and fate of revolu-
tionary movements. Political context is not simply one more variable to
be examined by the conscientious scholar of revolutions (on the order, for
example, of educational attainment or median income), but a “force field”
that mediates and powerfully refracts the effects of a wide range of factors
that typically impinge upon the development and trajectory of revolu-
tionary movements. Political context, in short, is not the only factor 
that explains the formation and fate of revolutionary movements, but it is
generally the most important factor.

The Analysis to Come

As noted, Chapter 2 discusses in much greater detail the strengths and lim-
itations of the state-centered perspective that I employ in this book. I
examine a number of reasons that this perspective, despite several serious
limitations, remains, generally, the single most powerful lens for examin-
ing revolutions. The discussion in Chapter 2 is admittedly quite abstract,
although I attempt to illustrate some of my remarks with evidence from
the Cuban Revolution. Readers who wish to get straight to the empirical
meat of this book may wish to skip this appetizer.

Part 2 examines the revolutionary movements that challenged Western
colonial (or neocolonial) regimes in Southeast Asia after World War II. I
focus here on four societies: Vietnam, which was part of French Indochina;
Indonesia, the former Dutch East Indies; British Malaya, now penin-
sular or Western Malaysia; and the Philippines, which was a colony of 
the United States following a much longer period of Spanish rule. Chapter
3 discusses the formation of the revolutionary movements in these 
countries, which have their roots in the period of Japan’s occupation 
of Southeast Asia during World War II. This chapter makes two key
points. First, the conditions that encouraged the formation of strong 
Communist-led movements in several, but not all, of the societies in this
region were more political (and geopolitical) than socioeconomic in
nature. In fact, the variable nature of Japanese rule in Southeast Asia
emerges as a crucial explanatory factor in this respect. This point is made
particularly well by the case of Indonesia, where non-Communist nation-
alists dominated the postwar movement against Dutch colonial rule,
despite a social structure that was hardly inimical to Communism. (The
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Communist Party, in fact, was quite powerful in Indonesia during the
1920s and would later become the single most powerful party in that
country after the anticolonial struggle was won.)

Second, no simple or homogeneous “social base” was behind the revo-
lutionary movements in Southeast Asia, whether these were Communist-
led or not. A more general claim of this book, in fact, is that attempts to
identify a single “revolutionary class” in peripheral societies (or in the
Third World in particular) have foundered on the shoals of empirical
reality – and will no doubt continue to do so.12 This is not to say that all
social classes and groups are equally drawn to revolutionary movements
(or to socialism or Communism in particular). (For obvious reasons, a
movement hostile to private property is unlikely to consist mainly of land-
lords and factory owners.) As we shall see, however, revolutionaries –
socialists and Communists in particular – have sometimes proven adept at
attracting the support of a variety of laboring classes, middle strata, and
even, in some cases, economic elites.

Chapter 4 then tries to explain why the Communist-led movement 
in Vietnam was the only such movement in Southeast Asia to attain 
state power during the first postwar decade. (The Communist-led 
insurgencies in Malaya and the Philippines, by contrast, were decisively
defeated.) Here again, I suggest that political context – more specifically,
the variable nature of Western colonial rule in Southeast Asia, including
the character of the colonialists’ response to insurgency – is the key to
solving this puzzle.

In Part 3, I turn to an analysis of four Central American countries
during the 1970s and 1980s: Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras. Chapter 5 parallels Chapter 3, focusing on the formation 
of revolutionary movements. Here again, I suggest that socioeconomic
factors do not provide an adequate explanation of these movements. 
Such factors cannot explain why a strong revolutionary movement 
failed to emerge in Honduras, nor can they explain why the revolutionary
movement in Nicaragua, alone among those in the region, was able to seize
state power.
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Chapter 6 focuses more directly on the latter issue: the relative success
of the revolutionary movements that did emerge in Nicaragua, El 
Salvador, and Guatemala. I argue that the success of the Sandinistas in
Nicaragua was due to the peculiarities of the Somoza dictatorship, 
which was more autonomous or socially disembedded, organizationally
incoherent, and infrastructurally weaker than the institutional forms 
of military domination that revolutionaries confronted in El Salvador 
and Guatemala. Throughout Parts 2 and 3, in fact, I emphasize the 
importance of both crossnational differences in states and regimes and how
these differences shaped and constrained the dynamic responses of these
states and regimes to revolutionaries and political challengers generally.
My focus is on both state structures and practices – structure and process
– not one or the other.

In the last part of this book, I attempt to extend and refine the state-
centered perspective on revolutions employed in Parts 2 and 3. If Part 3
emphasizes the failure of revolutionary movements in El Salvador and
Guatemala to overthrow extant states, Chapter 7 examines the other side
of the coin: the failure of the Salvadoran and Guatemalan states to defeat
the revolutionaries. I also briefly consider a third case of persistent insur-
gency, that of the Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) revolutionary move-
ment in Peru. I compare all three of these persistent insurgencies with
major rebellions that were decisively defeated in the Philippines and
Malaya (for reasons explored in Chapter 4) as well as in Venezuela. I
suggest in this chapter that popularly supported insurgencies have per-
sisted when and where the armed forces of weak states have committed
massive and indiscriminate abuses against civilians suspected of collabo-
rating with the insurgents.

The penultimate chapter of this book compares and contrasts the
popular rebellions and “refolutions” of 1989 in Eastern Europe with 
the Third World revolutions and revolutionary movements discussed 
in previous chapters. Although my analysis of Eastern Europe is less 
extensive than that of Southeast Asia or Central America, comparing
Second and Third World revolutions illuminates several interesting 
facets of the colossal events of 1989, including their nonviolent character.
I suggest in this chapter that a state-centered approach is a particularly
powerful perspective on those events – notwithstanding the popularity 
of economic and “civil society” explanations for the fall of Communism 
– given the specific character of the Eastern European states as Soviet
satellites. I conclude that what collapsed in Eastern Europe in 1989 
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was not socialism as such, but a type of dependent and authoritarian 
state socialism – just as what Third World revolutionaries have overturned
was not capitalism, or even “backward” capitalism, but authoritarian
modes of colonial and oligarchic (or “crony”) capitalism. More generally,
revolutions should not be viewed as upheavals, grounded primarily in 
economic conflicts, that are necessary to propel most or even all national
societies along the tracks of history, but as political struggles that are
mainly the result of historically contingent, and relatively rare, types of
state structures and practices.
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The basic question of every revolution is that of state power. . . . [T]hat “power”
which is termed the state [is] . . . a power arising from society, but placing itself
above it and becoming more and more separated from it. What does this power
mainly consist of? It consists of special bodies of armed men who have at their dis-
posal prisons, etc. . . . A standing army and police are the chief instruments of state
power. But can this be otherwise?

– V. I. Lenin (1974 [1917]: 370; 1943 [1917]: 10)

This chapter analyzes the strengths and limitations of the state-centered
perspective on revolutions, which I briefly introduced in the previous
chapter and which I deploy in the chapters that follow. As I noted earlier,
the discussion here is primarily theoretical and somewhat abstract,
although I do try to ground this discussion in a short case study of the
Cuban Revolution, itself one of the major revolutionary conflicts of 
the Cold War era. Nonetheless, some readers may wish to forge straight
ahead into the more empirical chapters on revolutionary movements in
Southeast Asia and Central America in Parts 2 and 3, respectively.

I argue in this chapter that state-centered theoretical approaches 
comprise some of the most powerful analytic tools that are currently avail-
able to analysts of revolutions – more powerful (as I argued in the previ-
ous chapter) than the modernization and Marxist perspectives. Compared
to state-centered approaches, furthermore, “poststructuralist” conceptions
of power that are currently fashionable among some scholars simply beg
too many fundamental questions. Certain types of cultural analysis as well
as the recent turn to “civil society” are somewhat more helpful. But state-
centered approaches are even more powerful for resolving the key puzzles
that are distinctive to the study of revolutions. (Throughout, I refer to
state-centered approaches in the plural, because – as I detail in this chapter
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– there is no single statist perspective or argument, but several overlap-
ping ones.) State-centered analysis, like any theoretical tradition, has its
blindspots and limitations, which I will also address. Fortunately, these
limitations point the way toward a more powerful synthetic perspective on
revolutions and political conflict more generally – a perspective, however,
that I do not believe we have yet fully attained.

What is the statist theoretical tradition all about? All the state-centered
approaches that I shall review emphasize or “center” a particular set of causal
mechanisms – namely, those processes whereby states (foreign as well as
domestic) shape, enable, or constrain economic, associational, cultural, and
even social-psychological phenomena. State-centered theorists argue that
these mechanisms are, for certain purposes, more powerful or causally 
important than (or at least complementary to) a range of alternative causal
processes – for example, those emphasizing class conflict, civil society, 
culture, or social psychology. Statist perspectives, then, are intentionally 
one-sided.

And yet partly because of this very one-sidedness, state-centered
approaches are exceptionally valuable for understanding revolutions. This
follows, at least in part, from the fact that revolutions themselves are
unusually state-centered phenomena, at least as most social scientists have
conceptualized them. As Charles Tilly notes, “whatever else they involve,
revolutions include forcible transfers of power over states, and therefore
any useful account of revolutions must concern, among other things, how
states and uses of force vary in time, space and social setting” (1993: 5).

I should emphasize that I do not write as an unbiased observer. My own
previous empirical investigations into insurgencies and revolutions have
found this state-centered perspective to be extremely illuminating (see
Goodwin 1989, 1994a; Goodwin and Skocpol 1989; Foran and Goodwin
1993). At the same time, I will try to clarify the various limitations of this
perspective (see also Goodwin 1994b; Emirbayer and Goodwin 1996).
After discussing the considerable strengths of state-centered approaches
to revolutions, accordingly, I will review the main weaknesses of statist
analysis and suggest some of the theoretical resources that are available for
redressing them.1 I also examine how certain strengths and limitations of

1 This chapter discusses the relevance of state-centered analysis exclusively for under-
standing the origins or causes of revolutions, including the formation of strong revolu-
tionary movements. I should note, however, that statist perspectives have also been
employed to explain the long-term outcomes or achievements of revolutions. See, e.g.,
Skocpol 1979: part 2; Foran and Goodwin 1993.
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state-centered approaches are exemplified in a recent scholarly study of
the Cuban Revolution (Pérez-Stable 1993).

Before discussing the analytic strengths of state-centered approaches 
to revolutions, let me begin by distinguishing the distinctive forms of 
state-centered analysis. Understanding the variety of statist perspectives 
is important for appreciating both the strengths and limitations of this 
theoretical tradition.

Four Types of State-Centered Analysis

A good deal of confusion has resulted from the failure of proponents and
critics alike to distinguish among – or even to note the existence of – four
quite distinctive versions of statist analysis: the state-autonomy, state-
capacity, political-opportunity, and “state-constructionist” approaches.
Because individual states exist within an international state system, fur-
thermore, each of these approaches has geopolitical or transnational as
well as domestic dimensions.

The state-autonomy perspective, with which the other statist approaches
are most often conflated, emphasizes the variable autonomy of state 
officials or “state managers” from the dominant social class, civil society
more generally, or other states (see, e.g., Mann 1993, 1984; Skocpol 1979;
Chorley 1943). According to this perspective – which derives in part from
Max Weber’s political sociology – politicians, bureaucrats, and military
officers may develop identities, interests, ideologies, and (ultimately) lines
of action that are very different from those of organized groups in civil
society or the officials of other states; state officials may not be usefully
conceptualized, accordingly, as representatives of powerful capitalists,
interest groups, the “popular will,” or foreign potentates. In fact, the 
interests of state officials in accumulating resources (through taxes, for
example) and mobilizing the population (for wars against other states, for
example) may sometimes conflict with the interests of powerful social
groups (including the dominant class), not to mention powerful foreign
states. Overt conflicts between state officials, on the one hand, and eco-
nomic elites, mobilized groups, and foreign officials, on the other, are typ-
ically adduced as evidence for this perspective.

A second statist approach – which may also be traced to Weber –
emphasizes the actual material and organizational capacity (or lack
thereof ) of state officials to implement successfully their political agenda,
even in the face of opposition from powerful actors in civil society or from 
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other states. This perspective focuses on variations in states’ fiscal
resources, military power, and organizational reach (or “penetration”) 
into civil society – what I referred to in the previous chapter, following
Michael Mann, as the “infrastructural power” of states. Infrastructural
power refers, more specifically, to “the institutional capacity of a central
state, despotic or not, to penetrate its territories and logistically implement
decisions” (Mann 1993: 59; see also Evans 1995; Migdal 1988). Key deter-
minants of such variations include the organizational or bureaucratic 
rationality of state institutions as well as the extent to which states con-
front threats, real or perceived, from other states that require war prepa-
ration. Some states also receive large infusions of resources from other
states; a state’s position in the international state system, in other words,
may strongly shape its capacities (see, e.g., Collins 1995; Tilly 1992).
While this second, state-capacity approach is typically utilized alongside 
the state-autonomy perspective, the two are analytically distinct; state 
officials, after all, may have very different aims than economic elites or
other states and yet lack the capacity to actually implement their preferred
policies. State autonomy, in other words, does not necessarily imply state
capacity, or vice versa.

A third state-centered approach emphasizes how the apparent toler-
ance, permeability, or responsiveness of states or “polities” influences the
ability of mobilized social groups to act collectively and/or to influence
state policies.2 More specifically, “political opportunities” have been
deemed necessary – in addition to (for example) grievances and organi-
zation – for people to act collectively or to shape the agenda of state 
officials. Such opportunities, according to Sidney Tarrow (1994: 85), refer
to “consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – dimensions of
the political environment that provide incentives for people to undertake
collective action by affecting their expectations for success and failure.” 
At the very least, according to this political-opportunity perspective, the 
state must either lack the means (infrastructurally) or simply be unwilling
to suppress such groups violently; it also helps if these groups can find
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2 This approach rests upon two important distinctions made by Charles Tilly: the distinc-
tion between “states,” on the one hand (i.e., organizations that attempt to monopolize the
principal means of coercion within a bounded population) and “polities,” on the other 
(i.e., the state plus those “member” groups with routine access to it), and the distinction
between the capacity to act collectively, which Tilly terms “mobilization” (i.e., the 
quantity of resources, including labor and skills, collectively controlled by a group) and
actual collective action. See Tilly 1978: ch. 3.
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powerful allies within a divided state or polity (see, e.g., Tarrow 1994;
Kitschelt 1986). And geopolitics is again important here. Some social
groups, for example, may form alliances with, and receive significant
resources from, foreign states; and international wars and imperial overex-
tension have often produced political crises that have created unprece-
dented opportunities for political mobilization (see, e.g., Tilly 1992;
Kennedy 1987; Collins 1993). In this sense, one may speak of “transna-
tional political opportunities” (McCarthy 1997).

There exists, finally, what Theda Skocpol (1985: 21) calls a “Tocque-
villian” approach, which emphasizes how states shape the very identities,
goals, strategies, social ties, ideas, and even emotions of actors in civil
society. This approach is so named because of Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
masterful employment of it in The Old Régime and the French Revolution
(1955) and in Democracy in America (1981). This is perhaps the most inter-
esting and important statist approach of all, yet it is often elided in 
discussions of state-centered theory or else conflated with the political-
opportunity perspective. I propose that we label this approach the state-
constructionist perspective,3 because it examines the ways in which states help
to construct or constitute various social forces and institutions that are
(falsely) conceptualized as wholly exterior to states.4 In other words, the
focus here – as against a political-opportunity approach – is not so much
on whether a state or polity provides incentives or opportunities to act for
already existing networks of like-minded people; rather, state construc-
tionism emphasizes how the actions of foreign as well as domestic states
help to make cognitively plausible and morally justifiable certain types of
collective grievances, emotions, identities, ideologies, associational ties,
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3 As noted in Chapter 1, this label is modeled on the well-known idea of “cultural” or “social
constructionism,” that is, the notion that certain social phenomena – e.g., cultural assump-
tions, political grievances, and collective identities – are recognized, defined, or even pro-
duced (in whole or in part) through cultural and discursive practices. I do not limit the idea
of state constructionism, however, to the cultural or discursive work of states; as I have sug-
gested, the organization and practices of states – which are only partially discursive in
nature – are equally if not more consequential for social life. See also Lieberman 1995 on
“political construction.”

4 For example, a “private” corporation cannot logically or temporally exist outside of a state-
enforced legal order; the corporate form itself is legally defined and enforced, as are the
property rights that attach to it. More generally, it makes little sense to view states as the
dependent “superstructures” of economies, given that economic relations themselves are
constituted through de jure or de facto legal orders and, standing behind these, coercive
state power. In some contexts, it would be more nearly correct to describe economies as
the superstructures of states.
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and actions (but not others) in the first place (see, e.g., Birnbaum 1988;
Wuthnow 1985).

A major thesis of this book is that states largely “construct” (in this 
specific sense) the revolutionary movements that challenge and sometimes
overthrow them. Of course, this “construction” is never accomplished by
states alone, or ex nihilo. Nor is state constructionism intended to slight
the agency of revolutionaries themselves. The point is simply that revolu-
tionaries cannot will revolutionary movements, let alone revolutions, into
existence. Rather, as I suggested in the previous chapter, revolutionaries
have been most successful when they have confronted states, and the pop-
ulations ruled in certain ways by those states, that exhibit certain deter-
minate features and characteristic practices. But this claim stands or falls
according to the adequacy of the empirical studies in subsequent chapters.

Analytic Strengths of State-Centered Approaches to Revolutions

Before turning to the weaknesses of the statist theoretical tradition, and
of my state-constructionist thesis in particular, I want to emphasize how
statist approaches help to resolve a series of key problems that are distinc-
tive to the study of revolutions as a specific form of collective action and
political conflict.

The Centrality of State Power and State Breakdowns

To begin with, consider this puzzle: Why is revolution, unlike many other
forms of social and political conflict, a peculiarly modern phenomenon? Why, in
other words, did revolutions occur with increasing frequency during the
twentieth century, yet do not seem to have occurred at all before the 
seventeenth? This puzzle concerns the “conditions of existence” of revo-
lutions – that is, the background conditions (which have only widely
existed, evidently, for the past century or two) that are necessary for rev-
olutions to occur. A state-centered perspective offers a compelling solu-
tion to this puzzle: the existence of the international state system itself. In
other words, no states, no revolutions. This proposition follows tautologi-
cally, in fact, from the very definition of revolutions as involving, at the
very least, the overthrow of national states or political regimes. Thus, there
could be no revolutions, in the modern sense of the word, before there 
were states, and it follows that there cannot be revolutions if and when the
international state system is replaced by some other mode (or modes) of
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governance. This simple yet profound proposition, frequently reiterated
by Charles Tilly, is usually overlooked by analysts of revolutions; it is taken
for granted by virtually all scholars of revolutions, including Marxists, 
cultural analysts, and many state-centered analysts themselves.

From a state-centered approach, it is much more than a convention or
mere matter of convenience that scholars write books and articles about,
for example, the “French,” “Russian,” and “Cuban” revolutions. In fact 
(as a state-capacity approach would suggest), prior to the emergence of
modern national states,5 revolutions as we now understand them – whether
as radically transformative processes, a distinctive repertoire of contention,
or a moral ideal – were simply impossible and generally unthinkable. Until
the modern era, that is, no institution had sufficient infrastructural power
– with the possible exception of the Catholic Church – to reform exten-
sive social arrangements in more or less fundamental ways; the national
state, however, made it possible to do – and to think of doing – just that.
(Radical revolutionaries, in fact, have themselves often sought to consoli-
date national states precisely in order to remake societies.) Thus, while
wars and political conflict may be old as humanity itself, the reality and
ideal of reshaping a “political order,” “society,” “nation,” or “people” – the
political, economic, and/or cultural arrangements of a large population –
are coeval with the modern state system as it originated in Europe and was
then transported, imposed, and emulated around the globe.

This line of argument immediately suggests a solution to another
puzzle: Why are radical movements, unlike reformist movements and other
forms of political conflict, typically concerned with “seizing” or “smashing” state
power? If the preceding analysis is correct, those who would “radically”
transform modern societies must obviously concern themselves with the
state. (If they don’t, the state will certainly concern itself with them!) In
other words, because the state enforces (through violence if necessary) 
the most fundamental “rules” of a society (whether these are codified as
laws or exist as traditions or conventions) by virtue of its control of the
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5 Tilly differentiates modern “consolidated” national states (“large, differentiated, [and]
ruling heterogeneous territories directly, claiming to impose a unitary fiscal, monetary, judi-
cial, legislative, military and cultural system on its citizens”) from “segmented” states (for
example, “a city-based bishopric and its immediate hinterland, or . . . a composite 
of different sorts of unit, each enjoying considerable distinctness and autonomy”). 
See Tilly 1993: 31, 35. Note that “national” states in this sense are not necessarily “nation-
states,” which rule peoples who share a homogeneous ethnic or religious identity. See 
Tilly 1992: 2–3.
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principal means of coercion, any fundamental recasting of these rules
requires access to, and indeed a thorough reorganization of, state power
itself. Because of their actual and potential infrastructural power, in other
words, states are necessarily the target (although not always the only target)
of revolutionary movements.

This view of revolutions, I should note, is shared by state-centered and
Marxist analysts alike, even though the latter are otherwise keen to empha-
size how class struggles are supposedly the driving force behind revolu-
tions. “The basic question of every revolution,” wrote Lenin, “is that of
state power. . . . The question of power cannot be evaded or brushed aside,
because it is the key question determining everything in a revolution’s
development” (1974 [1917]: 370; emphasis in original). The task of revo-
lutionaries, in Lenin’s view, was not simply to change laws or to replace
government officials, but rather to change the structural characteristics of
the state – to bring about “a gigantic replacement of one type of institu-
tion with others of a fundamentally different order” (1943 [1917]: 37) by
means of which the social order as a whole could be radically reshaped.
Perry Anderson (1974: 11; emphasis in original) similarly notes that

one of the basic axioms of historical materialism [is] that secular struggle between
classes is ultimately resolved at the political – not at the economic or cultural – level
of society. In other words, it is the construction and destruction of States which
seal the basic shifts in the relations of production, so long as classes subsist.

It follows that successful revolutionary movements must, at the very least,
secure or seize state power. And this implies, by definition, that the 
old state (especially its army) must collapse or surrender; for if it persists
in the face of a revolutionary challenge, then the revolutionaries have 
obviously failed to attain the type of power that they need in order 
to change the political and/or social order as a whole in a more or less 
fundamental fashion.6

We now possess the solution to yet another conundrum: Why must the
state break down, collapse, or capitulate for a revolutionary movement, unlike
many other forms of social protest, to succeed? The fact that “state breakdowns,”
particularly the incapacitation of armies, create the possibility for full-
fledged revolutionary change is one of the best-known ideas to emerge
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6 This does not rule out the possibility, of course, that revolutionaries may institute radical
changes in those territories of a national society that they effectively control or rule, even
if the central government has not been toppled.



Analytic Strengths of State-Centered Approaches to Revolutions

from statist analyses of revolution; it is a point that is central, for example,
to Theda Skocpol’s influential state-centered study, States and Social Revo-
lutions (1979).7 In fact, Skocpol not only implicitly utilizes a political-
opportunity approach in order to explain why transformative, class-based
revolts from below could occur in France, Russia, and China; she also
employs a state-autonomy perspective in order to explain the political
crises that created such opportunities in the first place. Indeed, one of 
the more interesting claims of Skocpol’s study is that the political crises 
that made revolutions possible in France, Russia, and China were not
brought about by revolutionaries; rather, conflicts between dominant
classes and autonomous state officials – conflicts, Skocpol emphasizes, 
that were produced or exacerbated by geopolitical competition – directly
or indirectly brought about such crises, thereby opening up opportunities
that rebellious lower classes and self-conscious revolutionaries seized,
sometimes years later.

By illuminating the origins of, and the political opportunities created
by, these sorts of state crises and breakdowns, state-centered approaches
help to resolve yet another classic puzzle: Why do revolutions occur when and
where they do? It has become virtually obligatory for scholars to note that
people are not often rebellious in the poorest of societies or during the
hardest of times; and even where and when people are rebellious, and
strong revolutionary movements form, they may not always be able to seize
state power – unless, that is, they are able to exploit the political opportu-
nities opened up by state breakdowns. “It is the state of the army, of com-
peting armies,” Barrington Moore, Jr., has noted, “not of the working
class, that has determined the fate of twentieth-century revolutions” (1978:
375). Of course, revolutionaries need not wait for political opportunities
to appear. They often topple states, especially infrastructurally weak states,
through their own efforts.

The limited utility of poststructuralist conceptions of power (e.g., 
Foucault 1990), at least for the analysis of revolutions, follows from 
what has been said thus far. In fact, any view of power as “decentered,”
largely nonviolent, local, mobile, and ubiquitous fails to grasp the crucial
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7 See also Skocpol 1994. State breakdowns are also emphasized in Goldstone 1991. Although
Goldstone presents an explanation of these breakdowns that is very different from Skocpol’s
(one that emphasizes demographic pressures), he shares her view that revolts from below
cannot succeed so long as states remain fiscally and militarily strong. See Collins 1993 and
Chorley’s (1943) classic study.
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difference that centralized state power (and its breakdown) makes for a
variety of social processes, including but not limited to revolutions. 
Furthermore, the notion that the state itself is simply the “institutional
crystallization” or “institutional integration of power relationships” 
that are fundamentally “local” in nature (Foucault 1990: 93, 96) fails to
grasp the potential autonomy and distinctive capacities of states; it also
underestimates the role of state power in constructing, or reconstructing,
localized power relationships in the first place. It is precisely because 
not all forms of domination are “local” that revolutions are sometimes
desired and even possible.

The Formation of Revolutionary Movements

And yet, state power and its breakdown cannot alone explain (or predict)
revolutions; analysts also need to explain why and how specifically 
revolutionary movements are able to take advantage of these crises – or
create such crises – and actually seize power.8 After all, an organized revo-
lutionary movement simply may not exist or possess the sufficient lever-
age or “hegemony” within civil society that is necessary to take advantage 
of (or create its own) political opportunities. In such cases, state power 
will be reconsolidated – if it is reconsolidated at all – by surviving factions
of the old regime or by political forces that eschew any significant 
transformation of the state or society.

Here again, a state-centered perspective provides us with some indis-
pensable analytic tools. For although statist approaches (as we shall see)
do not completely or adequately theorize collective action as such, they
are particularly helpful in resolving the following puzzle: Why are groups
with a specifically revolutionary agenda or ideology, as well as a militant or “high-
risk” strategy, sometimes able to attract broad popular support?9 State-centered
approaches point to at least five distinctive state practices or characteris-
tics that help to engender or “construct” hegemonic revolutionary move-
ments; these practices and traits, moreover, are causally “cumulative,” in
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8 I thus disagree with Randall Collins to the extent that his writings sometimes seem to imply
that state breakdowns themselves automatically induce revolutionary movements or
popular mobilizations. See, e.g., Collins 1995: 1561; 1993: 119. To add to the confusion,
Collins (following Goldstone) sometimes suggests that popular mobilization is a defining
element of state breakdowns.

9 The concept of “high-risk” activism is borrowed from McAdam 1986.
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the sense that a hegemonic revolutionary movement is more likely to
develop the more they characterize a given state:

1. State sponsorship or protection of unpopular economic and social arrange-
ments or cultural institutions. In certain societies, economic and social
arrangements – particularly those involving people’s work or livelihood 
or important cultural institutions – may be widely viewed as unjust 
(that is, as not simply unfortunate or inevitable). Yet unless state officials
are seen to sponsor or protect those institutions – through legal codes, 
surveillance, taxation, conscription, and, ultimately, force – specifically 
revolutionary movements are unlikely to emerge. People may blame their
particular bosses or superiors for their plight, for example, or even whole
classes of bosses, yet the state itself may not be challenged (even when 
the aggrieved are well organized and the political context is opportune)
unless there exists a widely perceived symbiotic or dependent relationship
between the state and these elites. Indeed, the fact that a despised state
must actively protect certain institutions and groups will itself serve, in
many instances, to delegitimate and stigmatize those institutions and
groups.

For this reason, “ruling classes” that do not directly rule may be 
safer from revolutionaries than those which do; other things being equal,
that is, some measure of state autonomy from the dominant economic 
class may act as a bulwark against revolution. In such contexts, contentious,
anti-elite actions may be chronic, in such forms as pilfering, malingering,
sabotage, riots, strikes, and demonstrations. Yet such actions are unlikely
to escalate beyond a local or, at most, regional level in a way that 
would seriously and directly threaten a strong state.10 But rebels are 
not revolutionaries, we have seen, unless they seriously contend for 
state power. Thus, if and when domination is widely perceived to be purely
local and “decentered” (i.e., as poststructuralists conceptualize it), then
revolution is unlikely, no matter how oppressive that domination is felt 
to be.

It follows that states that regulate, reform, or even abolish perceived
economic and social injustices are less likely to become the target of 
political demands (revolutionary or otherwise) than those that are seen 
to cause or perpetuate such injustices. On the other hand, a state that 
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break out of their localistic and necessarily disguised forms, even when inequalities, class
identities, and oppositional subcultures are quite salient.
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suddenly attempts to reform unpopular institutions that it has long 
protected may not be able to preempt a revolutionary challenge; on the
contrary, such reforms, or even attempted reforms, may be perceived as
signs of the state’s weakness and, accordingly, will simply serve to acceler-
ate revolutionary mobilization. We might term this the “too-little-too-
late syndrome.” As Tocqueville argued, “the most perilous moment for 
a bad government is one when it seeks to mend its ways. . . . Patiently
endured so long as it seemed beyond redress, a grievance comes to appear
intolerable once the possibility of removing it crosses men’s minds” 
(1955: 177).

In sum, economic grievances and cultural resentments may only
become “politicized” (that is, framed as resolvable only at the level of 
the state), and thereby a basis for specifically revolutionary move-
ments, when the state sponsors or protects economic, social, or cultural
arrangements that are widely viewed as grievous. Note that this is a 
“state-constructionist” argument: State practices, in this case, help to 
constitute both a distinctive target and goal for aggrieved groups in civil
society – namely, the state itself and its overthrow (and reorganization),
respectively.

2. Repression and/or exclusion of mobilized groups from state power or
resources. Even if aggrieved groups direct their claims at the state, they 
are unlikely to seek its overthrow (or radical reorganization) if they 
manage to attain some significant share – or believe they can attain such 
a share – of state power or influence. Indeed, even if such groups 
view their political influence as unfairly limited, their access to state
resources or inclusion in policy-making deliberations – unless palpably
cosmetic – will likely prevent any radicalization of their guiding ideology
or strategic repertoire. In fact, the political “incorporation” of mobilized
groups – including the putatively revolutionary proletariat – has typically
served to deradicalize them (see, e.g., Mann 1993: ch. 18; Bendix 1977
[1964]). Such groups often view this sort of inclusion as the first step 
in the accumulation of greater influence and resources; in any event, they
are unlikely to jeopardize their relatively low-cost access to the state –
unless that state itself is in deep crisis – by engaging in “disloyal” or 
illegal activities.

Political inclusion also discourages the sense that the state is unre-
formable or an instrument of a narrow class or clique and, accordingly,
needs to be fundamentally overhauled. Tocqueville emphasized how the
exclusionary nature of French absolutism bred, by contrast, a political
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culture characterized by a utopian longing for total revolution – even
though French social conditions were comparatively benign by European
standards of the time (1955: pt. 3, ch. 1).11

Accordingly, neither liberal democratic polities nor authoritarian yet
inclusionary (for example, “populist”) regimes have generally been chal-
lenged by powerful revolutionary movements. By contrast, chronic repres-
sion and/or exclusion of mobilized groups from access to state power is
likely to push them toward a specifically revolutionary strategy – that is,
militant, extralegal, and even armed struggle aimed at overthrowing the
state. Such repression, after all, serves as an object lesson in the futility of
legalistic or constitutional politics (i.e., “playing by the rules”). A major
claim of this book is that repressive and exclusionary authoritarian regimes
– even those that stage competitive elections – tend to “incubate” or “con-
struct” radical collective action: Those who specialize in revolution tend
to prosper under such regimes, because they come to be viewed by polit-
ically repressed groups as more realistic and potentially effective than
political moderates, who themselves come to be viewed as hopelessly 
ineffectual. Partly for this reason, virtually every powerful revolutionary
movement of the present century – including those examined in this 
book – developed under a repressive and exclusionary regime, including
the Bolsheviks in Russia, the Communists in China and in Southeast Asia
(see Chapter 3), Castro’s July Twenty-Sixth Movement in Cuba, the broad
coalition that opposed the Shah in Iran, and the guerrilla movements of
Central America (see Chapter 5).

Note that this argument has both political-opportunity and state-
constructionist aspects. In the former sense, it emphasizes how the lack of
routine opportunities to influence state policy (or the contraction of such
opportunities) tends to push certain groups and individuals toward radical
politics; in the latter sense, emphasis falls on the ways in which repressive
state practices reinforce the plausibility and justifiability of a radical polit-
ical orientation or collective identity.

3. Indiscriminate, but not overwhelming, state violence against mobi-
lized groups and oppositional political figures. Indiscriminate state violence
against mobilized groups and oppositional figures is likely to reinforce 
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11 I argue in Chapter 8 that Tocqueville sheds considerable light on the gradual rejection 
by Eastern European dissidents of a reformed socialism or a “socialism with a human 
face”; by 1989 these dissidents generally rejected Communism in toto and were, with some
exceptions, proponents of a Western-style, democratic capitalism.
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the plausibility, justifiability, and (hence) diffusion of the idea that the 
state needs to be violently “smashed” and radically reorganized. For
reasons of simple self-defense, in fact, people who are literally targeted 
by the state may arm themselves or join or support groups that have 
access to arms. Unless state violence is simply overwhelming, then, indis-
criminate coercion tends to backfire, producing an ever-growing popular
mobilization by armed movements and an even larger body of sym-
pathizers (see, e.g., Mason and Krane 1989; Gurr 1986). Revolutionary
groups may thus prosper not so much because of their ideology per 
se, but simply because they can offer people some protection from violent
states. Many studies of revolutions (including this one) emphasize 
that groups have turned to militant strategies or armed struggle only 
after their previous efforts to secure change through legal means were 
violently repressed (see, e.g., Booth and Walker 1993; Walton 1984;
Kerkvliet 1977).

Like political exclusion, indiscriminate state violence also reinforces the
plausibility and diffusion of specifically revolutionary ideologies – that 
is, ideologies that envisage a radical reorganization not only of the state,
but of society as well. After all, a society in which aggrieved people are
routinely denied an opportunity to redress perceived injustices, and even
murdered on the mere suspicion of political disloyalty, is unlikely to be
viewed as requiring a few minor reforms; those people are more likely to
view such a society as in need of a fundamental reorganization. In other
words, violent, exclusionary regimes tend to foster unintentionally the
hegemony or dominance of their most radical social critics – religious
zealots, virtuous ascetics, socialist militants, and radical nationalists, for
example, who view society as more or less totally corrupted, incapable of
reform, and thus requiring a thorough and perhaps violent reconstruction
(see McDaniel 1991: ch. 7).

Revolutionaries themselves, it must be noted, sometimes use violence
against civilians and their political competitors, not just the state (see, e.g.,
Kriger 1992; Stoll 1993, 1999). Some revolutionaries coerce civilians or
attack political moderates to ensure that they are seen as the only viable
alternative to the state; some employ violence purposely to incite or
provoke the state repression that will presumably expand their ranks. But
this can easily become a self-defeating strategy since the targets of such
violence are likely to blame the revolutionaries as much as the state for
their travails. Indiscriminate counterstate violence can produce a popular
backlash as easily as state violence. Perhaps the best example of this is 
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the Shining Path insurgency in Peru, which I discuss in Chapter 7. Not
surprisingly, the violence and abuses of the most popular and successful
revolutionary movements pale in comparison to the crimes perpetrated by
the states that they confront.

4. Weak policing capacities and infrastructural power. As the political-
opportunity approach emphasizes, no matter how iniquitous or authori-
tarian a state may be – or the society that it rules – it can always retain
power so long as it is capable of ruthlessly repressing its enemies. Such a
state may in fact have many enemies (including revolutionaries), yet they
will prove quite ineffective so long as the state’s coercive might remains
overwhelming.

Long before a state breakdown, however, revolutionaries may become
numerous and well organized if the state’s policing capacities and infra-
structural power more generally are chronically weak or geographically
uneven. Guerrilla movements, for example, have typically prospered 
in peripheral and especially mountainous areas where state control is 
weak or nonexistent: The Communist movement in China grew strong 
in the northwest periphery, Castro’s movement in Cuba’s Sierra Maestra,
and El Salvador’s guerrilla armies in that country’s mountainous 
northern departments (see, e.g., Wolf 1969: ch. 6, on Cuba; Pearce 1986
on El Salvador). And revolutionaries are doubly fortunate if they con-
front states and armies that are ineffectual due to corruption or bureau-
cratic incoherence – traits that are often purposively fostered by ruling
cliques or autocrats who fear palace coups. In such situations, revolution-
aries themselves may bring about or accelerate state breakdowns not 
only through direct military pressure, but also by exacerbating conflicts
between states (especially personalistic dictatorships) and dominant
classes, and between states and their foreign sponsors. These types of 
conflicts, in addition to creating the general insecurity associated with 
revolutionary situations, may accelerate state breakdowns by creating 
economic downturns that bring on fiscal crises for states (see Foran 
1992, 1997).

5. Corrupt and arbitrary personalistic rule that alienates, weakens, or divides
counterrevolutionary elites. As these last remarks suggest, autocratic and 
so-called neopatrimonial (or “sultanistic”) dictatorships are especially 
vulnerable to revolution (see, e.g., Dix 1984; Goldstone 1986; Goodwin
and Skocpol 1989; Wickham-Crowley 1992; Foran 1992; Snyder 1992;
Chehabi and Linz 1998). In fact, such regimes not only tend to facilitate
the formation of hegemonic revolutionary movements, but they also
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cannot easily defeat such movements once they have formed; examples 
of such regimes include the dictatorships of Díaz in Mexico, Chiang in 
China, Batista in Cuba (discussed later in this chapter), the Shah of 
Iran, Somoza in Nicaragua (see Chapter 6), and Ceauşescu in Romania 
(see Chapter 8). As especially narrow and autonomous regimes, such 
dictatorships tend to have few fervid supporters; they also possess the 
discretionary power that may alienate certain state officials and military
officers as well as vast sectors of society – including middle strata and 
even elites in addition to lower classes. In fact, because dictators often 
view economic and military elites as their chief foes, they may attempt 
to weaken and divide them in various ways, even though such groups 
share with dictators a counterrevolutionary orientation. By weakening
counterrevolutionary elites, however, dictators may unwittingly play 
into the hands of revolutionaries, since such elites may thereby become
too weak either to oppose revolutionaries effectively or to oust the 
dictator and reform the regime, thereby preempting revolution. Some 
dictators have even driven elites, or segments thereof, into the camp of 
the revolutionaries.

Of course, not all dictators are equally adept at controlling their armed
forces and rival elites; their incompetence or incapacity in this regard does
not bode well for them personally, but it may prove decisive in preempt-
ing revolution. For if civilian and military elites can remove corrupt and
repressive dictators, and perhaps institute democratic reforms, they
thereby undermine much of the appeal of revolutionaries. In fact, this 
is precisely what happened in the Philippines in 1986 with the ouster of
Ferdinand Marcos (Snyder 1992).

In sum, certain types of states are not only liable to break down and
thereby to create the sort of political opportunities that strong revolu-
tionary movements can exploit; certain states also unintentionally foster
the very formation, and indeed “construct” the hegemony or dominance,
of radical movements by politicizing popular grievances, foreclosing pos-
sibilities for peaceful reform, compelling people to take up arms in order
to defend themselves, making radical ideologies and identities plausible,
providing the minimal political space that revolutionaries require to 
organize disgruntled people, and weakening counterrevolutionary elites,
including their own officer corps.

By thus illuminating both state breakdowns and processes of revolu-
tionary mobilization, state-centered approaches provide us with some very
powerful tools for explaining revolutions.

50



Some Common Criticisms of State-Centered Approaches

Some Common Criticisms of State-Centered Approaches

Like any theoretical tradition, the statist perspective has its share of critics.
However, the various complaints that have been directed against this 
tradition are very uneven in their persuasiveness. Before turning to some
of the more potent criticisms of statist analysis, I want to examine several
that either rest upon unfounded assumptions or are simply unconvincing.
Four such criticisms merit a brief response:

1. “Societies affect states as much as, or possibly more than, states affect 
societies” (Migdal, Kohli, and Shue 1994: 2). This broad generalization
challenges one combination of the state-autonomy and state-capacity
approaches: the view that all states are autonomous from civil society and
actually have the capacity to impose their preferred policies.12 This is 
certainly a view worth challenging, but it is not clear that many state-
centered theorists would defend it. In fact, state-centered theorists have
generally emphasized that state autonomy and capacities are potential and
variable rather than “given” a priori. As we have seen, moreover, statist
analysts have emphasized precisely how state breakdowns, as well as infra-
structurally weak states, have encouraged or made possible important social
processes, including the formation of revolutionary movements.

This criticism also seems to confuse state-centered analysis with a sort
of sweeping political determinism that robs “society” of any analytic auton-
omy whatsoever.13 But a perspective that “centers” the state hardly implies
that states are the only institutions that matter or that states themselves are
not potentially shaped and constrained by a variety of socioeconomic and
cultural forces. In fact, it is possible and sometimes desirable to combine
or complement a state-centered analysis with, for example, class analysis
(see, e.g., Skocpol 1979; Wickham-Crowley 1992).

2. State officials are usually not autonomous actors; instead, they typically
respond to the demands of the dominant class or (occasionally) of militant 
lower classes. This criticism – the principal one expressed by Marxists 
(see, e.g., Cammack 1989) – is a narrower version of the preceding one,
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when they assume that the state organization is powerful and cohesive enough to drive
society.” This assumption, he notes, is especially problematic for students of African soci-
eties, such as Senegal, which has a conspicuously “weak” state (Migdal 1992: 20).

13 To be sure, a few state-centered theorists (e.g., Birnbaum 1988; Kitschelt 1986) sometimes
lapse into a sort of political determinism, but this is hardly inherent to statist analysis 
as such.
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emphasizing how specifically class-based demands determine state policies.
Like the previous criticism, this one also challenges one extreme version
of the state-autonomy approach – namely, the idea that all states are
autonomous from the demands of social classes (and, accordingly, are
never influenced by such classes). Again, this is a claim that few if any 
statists would wish to make; it seems more reasonable, in fact, to assume
that the relationship between states and classes is in fact quite variable over
space and time.

Two other points about this criticism also need to be made. First, it has
usually been raised in the context of complex, detailed debates about the
relative importance of class and state actors in formulating specific state
policies (e.g., Goldfield 1989; Skocpol and Finegold 1990). These debates,
whichever side one finds most convincing, hinge upon the marshaling and
interpretation of particular facts and sequences of events. Neither side,
including that which emphasizes the importance of class actors, has sug-
gested that its opponents must be wrong a priori, irrespective of the actual
historical record. The theoretical grounds for believing that states may be
autonomous from class forces, in other words, have not been convincingly
challenged – or seriously challenged at all – in these debates; what is dis-
puted is the relative autonomy of particular state actors in specific times and
places (e.g., Democratic politicians in the U.S. Congress during the 1930s).

Second, even in those cases in which the class-biased character of state
policies has been convincingly established, it would be quite unfortunate
to dismiss or ignore state-centered perspectives on that account. In fact,
state autonomy may very well explain why such policies were adopted 
in the first place. (For example, certain state officials may be in a better
position than particular capitalists to assess the interests of the capitalist
class as a whole.14) The state-capacity approach, furthermore, may be 
helpful for understanding which, if any, class-based policies can actually
be implemented. The political-opportunity perspective, furthermore, may
be helpful for understanding whether other classes or groups can success-
fully mobilize against such policies. (In this regard, it may make a great
deal of difference whether individual capitalists are simply acting in similar
ways or the state is enforcing – with violence, if necessary – certain laws
or policies at their behest.) And a state-constructionist analysis may be 
helpful for understanding why specifically class-based actors are politically
organized and influential in the first place.
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3. As a type of “structuralism,” state-centered analysis necessarily neglects 
the purposive (including strategic) and cultural dimensions of social action. The 
conflation of state-centered analysis with the sort of “structuralism” 
that denies the importance of purposive human agency would seem to 
rest upon an elementary confusion.15 In fact, statist analysis may empha-
size the actions and policies of state actors just as much as the imper-
sonal “structural” characteristics of states (and both are undoubtedly
important). For example, rationally calculating and acting state officials 
are the analytic pivot in some types of state-centered studies (see, e.g., 
Levi 1988).

The criticism that state-centered analysis fails to treat culture seriously
is only partially correct (see, e.g., Friedland and Alford 1991). (I discuss
the sense in which it is accurate in the next section.) While most 
statist analyses have in fact been “structuralist” or “instrumentalist” in 
the sense of neglecting the shared beliefs of politicians and state officials,
this quality seems contingent rather than inherent to this perspective. 
So, for example, one important state-centered study, James M. Jasper’s
Nuclear Politics: Energy and the State in the United States, Sweden, and 
France (1990), emphasizes precisely the ways in which the ideologies 
and “policy styles” of state officials shape state policies. Jasper’s study 
is no less state-centered for treating such officials as cultural actors 
rather than as rational calculators or as puppets of external forces. As
Jasper’s study emphasizes, moreover, state practices are “always already”
cultural practices.

It is also possible, as Robert Wuthnow (1985) has convincingly shown,
to explain the diffusion and institutionalization of ideologies from a state-
centered perspective. As we have seen, in fact, a state-constructionist
approach is indispensable for understanding how radical ideologies and
strategic repertoires sometimes resonate with and diffuse among broad
masses of people.

4. Because they interpenetrate one another, the very distinction between
“states” and “societies” is untenable and should be scrapped. This criticism,
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against “voluntaristic” accounts of revolutionary political crises. See Skocpol 1979: ch. 1.
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and/or revolts from below; for Skocpol, that argument stood the actual historical record
on its head. Nowhere, in any event, did she question the potential importance of human
agency as such. This simply is not what the statist perspective is all about.
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which is perhaps the most radical that has been raised against statist
approaches, has been elaborated most fully in a much-discussed article by
Timothy Mitchell (1991). Mitchell notes that “the edges of the state are
uncertain; social elements seem to penetrate it on all sides, and the result-
ing boundary between state and society is difficult to determine” (1991:
88). Mitchell terms this the “boundary problem.” He points out, for
example, that upper classes have sometimes controlled certain state insti-
tutions, making it difficult if not impossible to distinguish state power from
the class or economic power of such groups. Mitchell concludes that, “The
state should not be taken as . . . an agent, instrument, organization or
structure, located apart from and opposed to another entity called society”
(1991: 95). But he goes even further, questioning the analytic utility of the
conceptual distinction between states and societies.

This is a problematic argument. To begin with, upper-class control of
certain state institutions does not remove the “statist” character of those
institutions – the fact, that is, that they are buttressed (unlike most other
organizations) by substantial means of violence. Indeed, this situation
would seem to be precisely one in which state institutions are a virtual
“instrument” of the upper classes.

The rejection of the state-society distinction exemplifies what Margaret
Archer (1988) has termed, in a different context, the fallacy of “central
conflation.” Archer uses the term to characterize studies that, striving
mightily to avoid either cultural or “structural” determinism, posit 
that ideas and social structures are so closely connected that “there is 
no way of ‘untying’ the constitutive elements. The intimacy of their 
interconnection denies even relative autonomy to the components
involved” (1988: 80). Mitchell, analogously, seems to assume that because
states and societies are so closely bound together, it is impossible to speak
of their interaction.

The “boundary problem” that Mitchell discusses is real enough, and
social analysts do often reify the concepts of state and society in prob-
lematic ways (Goodwin 1994b). Yet it seems more helpful to recognize that
concrete institutions and social forces (including, not least, revolutionary
movements) may sometimes share certain analytic characteristics of both
states and societies rather than to jettison these concepts completely.
Throughout his article, in fact, Mitchell himself refers quite un-self-
consciously to such things as “the French state,” “state practices,” and
“state-society relations.” His own language, in other words, would seem
to testify to the unavoidable importance of the conceptual distinction
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between states and societies.16 In sum, while states and societies can often
(although certainly not always) become quite intertwined in the real world,
the conceptual distinction between them is still worth preserving.

Limitations of State-Centered Approaches

Although these general criticisms of state-centered perspectives are ulti-
mately unhelpful, statist approaches do have their limitations. In this
section, I examine some of the more serious theoretical gaps in state-
centered analysis and point to some theoretical resources than can help to
bridge them. A proper recognition of these gaps not only reveals the limits
of what state-centered analyses can reasonably hope to explain, including
the present study, but also helps to highlight more clearly what statist
approaches to revolutions can explain.

For analysts of revolutionary movements (or collective action in any of
its forms), the fundamental weakness of statist analysis is that it does not
theorize the nonstate or nonpolitical sources – or the independent explana-
tory weight – of three general factors: (1) associational networks (including
class formations and “civil society” more generally), (2) material resources,
and (3) collective beliefs, assumptions, and emotions (including grievances,
strategies and tactics, moral convictions, and identities). Needless to say,
this is a significant problem indeed given the potentially crucial connec-
tion between social networks, resources, and culture, on the one hand, and
collective action (revolutionary or otherwise), on the other. Fortunately,
there are some powerful theoretical resources at hand that can help to
make that connection.

For example, the role of social networks and interpersonal ties in 
mobilization processes has been powerfully addressed in recent years 
by so-called social-network analysts (see, e.g., Gould 1995; Bearman 
1993; McAdam 1986). These scholars emphasize the crucial role of 
networks of social ties in recruiting people into, and then sustaining 
their collective identification with and commitment to, social movements
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disciplinary from other practices. (Is resistance to discipline itself disciplinary?) Here again,
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world, but should not be jettisoned for that reason.
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and perhaps even larger political communities (thereby obviating a 
need, in some cases, for substantial material resources). Network analysts 
also stress how such social ties, sometimes in the shape of formal 
organizations, provide the “relational infrastructure” of actual col-
lective actions. These insights have also been underscored by those 
who emphasize the importance of “civil society” – that is, voluntary 
associational activities – as a mechanism for democratic dialogue and as a
bulwark against state oppression; these insights may also be found in the
work of Marxists who emphasize the importance of class-based collective
action in particular.17

From all these perspectives, in fact, individuals with a strong inclina-
tion to pursue reformist or even revolutionary change, and who also find
themselves in a political context that allows or even encourages such pur-
suits, will still be unable to act effectively unless they are connected to a
sufficiently large social network of like-minded people. Seemingly “appro-
priate” political opportunity structures, in other words, will not give rise
to collective action if such networks do not exist.

State-centered analysts can justly counter, on the other hand, that these
associational networks are often politicized and radicalized, and even con-
structed in the first place, as a result of specific state structures and poli-
cies. Social networks, after all, do not simply fall from the sky. Network
analysts, proponents of “civil society,” and Marxists, unfortunately, often
neglect the ways in which state actions shape the very formation (or
prevent the formation) of voluntary organizations and revolutionary
movements in particular. Still, these associations are also typically rooted
in class or ethnic relations, extended kinship networks, religious commu-
nities, urban neighborhoods, or rural villages – still other social networks,
that is, that do not derive wholly or even in part from state practices. 
And associational networks and practices have their own dynamics and 
emergent properties that need to be taken seriously and analyzed in 
their own right. Revolutionaries themselves, for example, may act in 
ways that expand or corrode their ties to other people. For these reasons,
a state-centered perspective on the associational networks of civil society
is inherently limited.
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The potentially autonomous influence of material resources on 
collective action, for its part, has been most carefully theorized by
resource-mobilization and political-process theorists (e.g., McCarthy 
and Zald 1977; Tarrow 1994; McAdam 1982; Tilly 1978), as well as 
by certain rational-choice theorists (e.g., Popkin 1979; Olson 1965). 
All of these analysts point out (albeit in somewhat different ways) 
that even tightly knit groups may not be able to act collectively – at 
least not for long or with much effectiveness – if they do not have 
steady access to the resources, including infrastructure and tech-
nology (means of communication and transportation, weapons, safe-
houses, etc.) that are necessary to sustain their activities and (perhaps)
motivate people to contribute to their cause. In other words, even tightly
knit groups that would seem to have the opportunity as well as an 
interest in acting collectively may not be able to do so effectively without
substantial material resources. So again, collective action (whether revo-
lutionary or not) may depend on much more than the extant political
context.

A group’s access to material resources generally depends on how 
it is inserted into specific social networks and institutions; the class 
composition of such groups is of particular importance in this regard.
Nonetheless, access to specifically state resources may also be quite 
important for political mobilization – even for would-be revolu-
tionaries who are violently excluded from the state. Defectors from 
the state’s armed forces, for example, often bring along their guns. 
Guerrilla armies, furthermore, usually build up their arsenals through 
raids on peripheral army garrisons or ambushes of government troops.
And some revolutionary groups have access to the resources of foreign
states – which is one of the ways in which the international state system
(and geopolitical competition in particular) matters for revolutionary 
conflicts. While the extent of external aid to revolutionaries has often 
been exaggerated by their opponents (Wickham-Crowley 1992: ch. 5),
such aid figured prominently (but not necessarily decisively) in the revo-
lutionary conflicts in Mexico, Vietnam (see Chapter 4), Algeria, and
Afghanistan.

Finally, the potentially independent role of beliefs, identities, and 
repertoires of contention in collective action has been powerfully under-
scored recently by theorists of “framing processes” and culture more 
generally (see, e.g., Jasper 1997; Selbin 1993, 1997a, 1997b; Snow and
Benford 1992; Sewell 1985). Framing theorists, for example, drawing 
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on Goffman’s (1974) important study, argue that “objective” reality is 
recognized (or indeed recognizable) as unjust and alterable only when 
it is interpreted or “framed” as such by means of specific cultural systems
or discourses. When extant collective frames do not allow such an inter-
pretation – even of a reality that an external observer might find both
unconscionable and easily rectified – then collective action aimed at alter-
ing that reality is obviously impossible. In fact, even resourceful groups
that would seem to have the opportunity as well as a rational interest in
changing their predicament will not (indeed, cannot) do so in the absence
of an appropriate cognitive frame.18

As we have seen, a state-centered perspective would emphasize that 
specific state practices can strongly shape the plausibility, justifiability, 
and diffusion of a militant collective-action repertoire or a specifically 
revolutionary ideology or identity. In other words, revolutionary “frames,”
ideologies, strategies, and cultures no more drop from the sky than 
do social networks or material resources. Unfortunately, framing theory
and other forms of cultural analysis often overlook the ways in which 
states shape the processes by which collective beliefs and norms are 
formulated and broadly diffused – typically as quite unintended outcomes
of states’ practices.

Still, like associational networks, revolutionary ideologies and strategic
repertoires are also rooted in a variety of social relations and cultural
systems that are not shaped wholly or much at all by state practices. 
Such ideologies have their own substantive properties that demand 
to be taken seriously and analyzed in their own right, and this has rightly
become the focus of much recent scholarship on social movements 
and revolutions. (Revolutionary Marxism and Islamic “fundamentalism,” 
for example, envisage the radical reconstruction of societies in very 
different and distinctive ways.) For these reasons, a state-centered 
perspective on culture and ideology – like that on social ties and resources
– is inherently limited. Again, however, my goal in this book is not 
to present an exhaustive explanation of the revolutionary movements that 
I examine, if that were even possible, but a powerfully parsimonious 
one. And for that task a state-centered perspective is appropriate, or so I
shall argue, despite its theoretical limitations.

58

18 The “cultural turn” in studies of political conflict remains overwhelmingly ideational or
cognitive; emotions and affect, in other words, remain largely neglected. But see Jasper
1997; Goodwin 1997.



The Case of the Cuban Revolution

The Case of the Cuban Revolution

The strengths and limitations of the statist approaches discussed in the
preceding section are evident in several recent comparative studies of 
Latin American revolutions, including important works by Robert Dix 
(1984), Timothy Wickham-Crowley (1992), and John Booth and Thomas
Walker (1993). All of these studies engage, if only implicitly, and 
often endorse different strands of state-centered theory (and some-
times other theoretical lenses) in their attempt to explain why radical 
revolutionary movements in the region have seized power only in 
Cuba and Nicaragua in recent decades. The strengths and limitations 
of statism are also evident in a recent case study of the Cuban Revolution
– an exceptional historical study that does not explicitly draw upon 
or attempt to criticize a state-centered (or any other) theoretical perspec-
tive. I shall use Marifeli Pérez-Stable’s The Cuban Revolution: Origins,
Course, and Legacy (1993) to ground my main theoretical points about 
the strengths and weaknesses of state-centered analysis. (Pérez-Stable
notes that while she has been influenced by both Theda Skocpol 
and Charles Tilly, she has “refrained from engaging the literature on 
revolutions” [1993: 184–5, fn16].) The Cuban Revolution is also interest-
ing to examine in this context because of its intrinsic importance as well 
as its enormous influence on the revolutionary movements in Central
America, which I analyze in Part 3.

Pérez-Stable develops a persuasive multicausal account of the Cuban
Revolution, albeit one that especially “highlights the importance of social
classes in the breakdown of the old Cuba and the making of the revolu-
tion” (1993: 8). In fact, two of the factors that, according to Pérez-Stable,
“interacted to render Cuba susceptible to radical revolution” were the
weakness of Cuba’s clases económicas (i.e., the bourgeoisie) and the relative
strength of the clases populares, or popular sectors, influenced in part by 
the ideology of radical nationalism (1993: 7).19 Thus far, Pérez-Stable’s
account might seem like a purely Marxist or class-analytic interpretation
of the Cuban Revolution. However, Pérez-Stable also draws attention to
two other causal factors that implicate characteristics of the Cuban 
state: what she terms “mediated sovereignty” (i.e., the Cuban state’s lack
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of autonomy from the U.S. government and U.S. corporations) and a near-
chronic “crisis of political authority” that deepened with the dictatorship
of General Fulgencio Batista during the 1950s (1993: 7).20

Pérez-Stable’s account thus demonstrates both the necessity and the
insufficiency of treating the prerevolutionary Cuban state as an indepen-
dent causal factor in the revolution. She implies that the geopolitical 
subservience and weakness of that state, as well as the serious legitimation
crisis that developed following Batista’s coup of 1952, created a structural
potential for some type of popular movement against the dictatorship; at
the same time, she suggests that analysts also need to take into account
the strength (and ideology) of Cuba’s social classes in order to understand
why a radical revolution actually occurred. Indeed, Pérez-Stable strongly
suggests that the political crisis of the 1950s would not have resulted in
revolution were it not for the weakness of the Cuban bourgeoisie and the
strength of the radicalized popular sectors.

And yet the story that Pérez-Stable tells is even more interesting 
than this. For her account also suggests that the very weakness of conser-
vative and moderate political forces in Cuba on the eve of the revolution,
as well as the gradual attachment of the popular sectors to Fidel Castro,
the July Twenty-Sixth Movement, and its Rebel Army, were themselves 
primarily a result of actions taken by the Batista dictatorship. In other
words, Pérez-Stable makes a number of state-constructionist arguments,
in my terminology, in her account of the fidelistas’ rise to power: The 
dictatorship itself simultaneously created and pushed its opposition in a
revolutionary direction.

Pérez-Stable repeatedly suggests, for example, that “Batista’s resistance
to calling elections undermined the moderate opposition and bolstered the
July 26th Movement,” and, more generally, “bolstered those who argued
that armed struggle was the only way to challenge his rule” (1993: 9, 56;
see also 57). Indeed, both the moderate opposition to Batista and Cuba’s
Communist Party – which at first viewed Castro as a “putschist” and
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“adventurist” – positively “endorsed armed rebellion when other avenues
of struggle against Batista had all but disappeared” (1993: 69). Pérez-Stable
further notes how broad sectors of the popular classes and even members
of the clases económicas were disgusted by the harsh repression and undis-
guised corruption of the batistato. She notes that many wealthy Cubans
supported the insurrection, contributing 5 to 10 million pesos to the
rebels; indeed, Pérez-Stable suggests that “virtually all Cubans” backed
Castro and the Rebel Army by January 1, 1959, when Batista fled the
country: “the clases económicas . . . joined in celebrating the revolution”
(1993: 62–3).

At the same time, Pérez-Stable emphasizes that Batista might have 
preempted the revolution had he simply been less intransigent: “The
general might have consented to free and honest elections and ushered in
a provisional government in late 1955 when Cosme de la Torriente led 
the civic dialogue movement or early in 1958 when the Catholic church
revived it” (1993: 58). Unfortunately, “Batista became more intransigent
as momentum gathered against his rule” (1993: 57).

Revolution might also have been averted had the Cuban military
replaced Batista with some sort of provisional government – as the 
United States government came to hope and scheme (see, e.g., Benjamin
1990: ch. 6) – or had the armed forces simply contained the guerrillas in
the Sierra Maestra. But the corruption and politicization of the Cuban 
military under Batista divided and fatally weakened that institution. 
Pérez-Stable notes the unsuccessful coup attempt led by Colonel Ramón
Barquín and the much more serious naval uprising against Batista at 
Cienfuegos (1993: 56).21 She also refers to the failed government offensive
against the rebels during the summer of 1958 – an offensive that clearly
demonstrated that the Cuban armed forces as a whole had neither 
the political will nor the capacity to fight an effective counterinsurgency
war, thereby sealing Batista’s fate. The commanding officer in northern
Oriente province – a political appointee whose promotion rankled many
professional officers – simply refused to engage the rebels (Bonachea 
and San Martín 1974: 231, 262). “By the end of the summer,” Luis Pérez
(1988: 309) has noted,
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The army simply ceased to fight. Desertions and defections reached epidemic pro-
portions. Retreating units became easy prey for advancing guerrilla columns. . . .
Local military commands surrendered, often without firing a shot. Some defected
and joined the opposition.

“Military prowess,” Pérez-Stable concludes, “did not ultimately defeat
Batista” (1993: 57).

In sum, the facts that the army could not geographically contain the
rebels and the state could not preempt popular support for them were pri-
marily a consequence of the character and decisions of the Cuban armed
forces and of the Batista dictatorship.

Pérez-Stable’s analysis thus clearly demonstrates the utility of a 
state-centered perspective for understanding the Cuban Revolution. The
Batista regime, she shows, was not only an ideal target for some type of
mass movement in Cuba, but it also positively weakened the civilian 
and military enemies of a radical revolution and unwittingly enhanced 
the popular appeal of the fidelistas. In other words, the alignment (and
ideology) of class forces in Cuba that Pérez-Stable highlights was itself
very strongly shaped by the nature of the batistato. Thus, a state-centered
perspective greatly illuminates the Cuban Revolution, although this is a
case in which the regime and armed forces did not break down until they
were beset by a powerful mass movement. For the most part, that is, Cuban
revolutionaries made their own political opportunities.

On the other hand, Pérez-Stable’s account of the causes of the Cuban
Revolution also points to some of the limitations of a purely statist per-
spective. The weakness of the Cuban bourgeoisie, for example, was not
simply a result of state policies, but was also rooted in (among other
factors) the historic division of interests between nascent industrialists and
the sugar industry (1993: ch. 1). The oppositional hegemony of the fidelis-
tas, moreover, while certainly bolstered by the character of the batistato,
was also a result of the astute political maneuvering of the rebels them-
selves and of their unswerving commitment to armed struggle and Cuban
self-determination (1993: 58–9). Castro himself first “captured the popular
imagination,” as Pérez-Stable puts it, with his “integrity, compassion, and
dignity, and . . . a political program of nationalist reform” (1993: 53).
Radical nationalism itself, in fact, appealed to many Cubans not simply
because their state was historically subservient to the United States, 
but also because the Cuban economy and class relations – which were
strongly but not wholly shaped by that state – were widely viewed as
exploitative and unjust (1993: 3–5). Pérez-Stable’s study suggests, in sum,
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that an adequate explanation of the Cuban Revolution requires an exam-
ination not only of the prerevolutionary Cuban state and its effects on 
civil society; it also demands an analysis of the independent role of 
class relations, popular culture, and the nature and actions of the revolu-
tionaries themselves as they built a vast network of active supporters and
sympathizers.

Conclusion

Due to its various theoretical shortcomings, a state-centered perspective
alone will not completely explain (nor accurately predict) the emergence
or character of collective action, including the revolutionary movements
discussed in this book. No theory can do this. These very shortcomings,
however, point the way toward a more powerful synthetic perspective on
revolutions and collective action. Clearly, such a perspective will neces-
sarily highlight the role of social ties, resource mobilization, and culture
in addition to state structures and practices. Of course, these factors cannot
simply be “tacked on” to a state-centered analysis in the guise of “inde-
pendent variables.” For, as the state-constructionist approach in par-
ticular emphasizes, all these factors are themselves more or less strongly
shaped, influenced, or even induced by state-centered processes.

We still await the formulation of the sort of synthetic perspective on
revolutions and collective action that we clearly need.22 Until that theory
materializes, however, state-centered approaches will remain perhaps our
single most powerful theoretical perspective on revolutions, and any supe-
rior perspective will need to incorporate the insights of this theoretical 
tradition. Indeed, this tradition’s insights into both state breakdowns and
revolutionary mobilization tell us much that we need to know about 
revolutions, and they help to resolve some of the key puzzles that revolu-
tions have raised for social analysts.

In adopting a state-centered perspective, however, including what I
have called a “state-constructionist” standpoint, this book certainly does

22 Tarrow’s much-discussed Power in Movement (1994) certainly approaches such a synthesis
(see also McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 1997), although I believe that it exaggerates the
importance of political opportunities, on the one hand, and says too little about the cul-
tural and social-psychological dynamics of collective action, on the other (see Goodwin
and Jasper 1999). For rather different sketches of what such a theory might look like –
ones that try to incorporate culture, social psychology, and biography – see Jasper 1997
and Emirbayer and Goodwin 1996.
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not pretend to offer a complete or fully adequate account of the complex
and multifaceted revolutionary movements that it examines. There are
many interesting and important questions about these movements that I
shall not even attempt to address (including questions about, for example,
their “gendered” character). Still, I want to push the statist perspective on
revolutions as far as it can go, which I believe is quite far. And I shall make
some bold claims in subsequent chapters about the power of the state-
centered perspective to illuminate the revolutionary movements of the
Cold War era. In particular, I shall argue that the statist approach goes a
long way toward explaining both the emergence and differing ideological
character of revolutionary movements in postwar Southeast Asia (Chapter
3); why those movements either succeeded or failed to seize state power
(Chapter 4); the emergence (or reemergence) of popular revolutionary
movements in some but not all of the countries of Central America during
the 1970s and 1980s (Chapter 5); why those movements either succeeded
or failed to seize state power (Chapter 6); why certain states failed to defeat
revolutionary movements over the course of many years or even decades
(Chapter 7); and, finally, the patterns of popular protest and revolutionary
change in Eastern Europe in 1989 (Chapter 8). These are complex and
multifaceted (as well as important) issues, but I believe that a state-
centered perspective shines the brightest light on them. In the end,
however, the latter claim must be proven, not merely asserted, and that is
the goal of the following chapters.
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Chronology for Southeast Asia

Vietnam

1858–83 consolidation of French colonial rule; Vietnam divided into three 
political units: Tonkin, Annam, Cochinchina (north, center, south)

1917 Constitutionalist Party founded
1927 Socialist Governor-General Varenne recalled; Vietnamese Nationalist

Party (VNQDD) founded
1930 Communist Party founded by Ho Chi Minh in Hong Kong; Nationalist-

led Yen Bai uprising suppressed, VNQDD leadership flees to China;
Communist-led Nghe-Tinh soviets brutally suppressed

1936–9 Popular Front government in France allows Communists and Trotskyists
to function openly

1940 fall of France and establishment of Vichy regime; Japanese troops occupy
Vietnam with French approval; French administration remains; abortive
Communist uprising

1941 Viet Minh (League for the Independence of Vietnam) founded by 
Communists

1944 France liberated; widespread famine in Vietnam results in two million
deaths

1945 Japanese coup disarms the French; Japan surrenders to the Allies; Viet
Minh seizes power in August Revolution; Emperor Bao Dai abdicates; Ho
Chi Minh declares independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
(DRV); Vietnam occupied by Chinese Nationalist forces in the north 
and British forces in the south; French troops begin to return, driving 
Viet Minh and allied forces out of Saigon; the Viet Minh eliminates the
Trotskyist movement

1946 French-DRV negotiations break down; the French bomb Haiphong; the
First Indochina War, or Nine-Year National Resistance War, begins

1949 Chinese Communist forces enter Peking; the French-backed State of
Vietnam proclaimed by Emperor Bao Dai
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1950 the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union recognize the DRV;
the United States recognizes the Bao Dai regime; the French suffer major
losses along the Sino-Vietnamese border; Korean War begins

1953 the DRV launches agrarian reform
1954 the fall of Dienbienphu to Viet Minh forces; the Geneva Accords parti-

tion Vietnam at the seventeenth parallel into north and south regroup-
ment zones pending reunification elections (scheduled for 1956, but never
held); the United States does not accept the agreement

1955 French troops leave northern Vietnam; Premier Ngo Dinh Diem defeats
Bao Dai in a rigged election and proclaims the Republic of [South]
Vietnam

1956 the last French troops leave Vietnam; the U.S. Military Assistance Advisor
Group (MAAG) begins training South Vietnamese troops

Malaya
1874–1919 consolidation of British colonial rule over the Malay peninsula
1930 Malayan Communist Party (MCP) founded in Singapore
1939 MCP calls for united front against fascism; Loi Teck named party leader
1941 MCP decides to support the British war effort; British officers and MCP

establish guerrilla training schools
1942 Japan occupies the Malayan peninsula; Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese

Army (MPAJA) founded by MCP
1945 Japan surrenders to the Allies; clashes between MPAJA guerrillas and

ethnic Malays; MPAJA dissolved by MCP
1946 MCP sets moderate course; Loi Teck reelected party leader; the British

Malayan Union proposals stir Malay nationalism; United Malays National
Organization (UMNO) founded

1947 Loi Teck disappears shortly prior to his denunciation by the MCP; Chin
Peng assumes party leadership

1948 Federation of Malaya inaugurated; the British declare “Emergency” fol-
lowing the murder of three British planters by MCP

1949 Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA) founded by MCP; formation of
the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) by businessmen

1950 the Korean War leads to an economic upswing
1951 the Briggs Plan results in forcible resettlement of Chinese squatters into

“New Villages”; Sir Henry Gurney, British high commissioner, killed in
a guerrilla ambush; MCP, increasingly isolated, reorients efforts toward
greater political, as opposed to military, activity

1952 the Alliance of UMNO and MCA dominates the Kuala Lumpur munici-
pal council election

1955 the Alliance dominates legislative elections; talks between government and
Communists aborted

1957 independence of Malaya declared
1960 “Emergency” formally ended
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The Philippines

1898–1902 the United States intervenes in Philippine war of independence 
against Spain; the U.S. Senate votes to annex Philippines; Philippine-
American war

1907 Nationalist Party founded; elections for first Philippine assembly and
provincial governors

1916 the Jones Law promises eventual independence for the Philippines
1930 Communist Party of the Philippines (PKP) founded
1932 Socialist Party founded; PKP declared illegal (to 1938)
1935 Sakdalista peasant revolt; Philippine Commonwealth established with

Manuel Quezon as president
1938 the Communist and Socialist parties merge
1940 eight members of the merged Communist and Socialist parties are elected

mayors in Pampanga province, Central Luzon
1941 Japan attacks the Philippines and Pearl Harbor
1942 Japanese troops enter Manila; People’s Anti-Japanese Army (Hukbalahap

ng Bayan Laban sa Hapon), better known as Huks, founded by PKP; Cor-
regidor falls to the Japanese

1943 the Japanese grant nominal independence to the Philippine Republic with
Jose Laurel as president

1944–5 U.S. troops land on Leyte; Commonwealth officially restored; Manila lib-
erated after fierce fighting; Japan surrenders to Allies

1946 Manuel Roxas elected president; Democratic Alliance candidates denied
seats in the legislature; the Philippine Trade Act (Bell Trade Act) enacted;
the Philippines becomes formally independent; PKP peasant leader Juan
Feleo murdered

1947 “Parity” amendment to the constitution ratified in a plebiscite; military
bases agreement signed with the United States for a 99-year term

1948 collaborators with the Japanese pardoned; President Roxas dies in 
office, succeeded by Elpidio Quirino; Huk veterans form the People’s 
Liberation Army (Hukbong Mapagpalaya ng Bayan or HMB), also 
known as Huks; PKP decides that armed struggle should be its main 
form of struggle

1949 Quirino elected president in an election marred by widespread violence
and fraud

1950 PKP declares that a “revolutionary situation” is at hand and calls for the
armed overthrow of the government; Ramon Magsaysay named minister
of defense; successful PKP raids on towns in Central and Southern Luzon;
PKP Politburo members in Manila arrested

1951 the U.S.-Philippine Mutual Defense Treaty signed; Huk rebels on 
defensive

1953 Luis Taruc suspended from PKP for violating democratic centralism;
Magsaysay defeats Quirino for the presidency

1954 Taruc surrenders to the Philippine government; a “surrender epidemic”
ensues
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1957 PKP decides to implement gradually a new strategy based on legal and
parliamentary struggle

Indonesia
1602–1798 the Dutch East India Company consolidates control over much of Java

and the “outer islands”
1798 the area dominated by the East India Company placed under the 

control of the Netherlands government; colonial authority continues 
to expand

1912 Sarekat Islam, the first major nationalist organization, founded
1920 Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI), the first Communist party in East

Asia, founded
1926–7 Communist-led revolts in Java and Sumatra brutally suppressed; PKI 

decimated
1927 Indonesian Nationalist Party (PNI) founded by Sukarno
1929 Sukarno and other PNI leaders arrested
1931 Sukarno, released from prison, joins leadership of Partindo (Indonesian

Party), a successor party to the PNI
1933 Sukarno and other nationalist leaders rearrested and sent into “internal

exile”
1935 “Illegal PKI” founded
1942 Japan occupies Indonesia; Sukarno and other nationalist leaders freed by

the Japanese
1943 the Japanese organize an Indonesian army, the “Defenders of the 

Fatherland,” better known as the Peta
1945 the Japanese establish the Indonesian Independence Preparatory 

Committee (PKKI), with Sukarno as chairman; Sukarno proclaims 
the independent Republic of Indonesia (August 17) shortly after Japan 
surrenders to the Allies; British Indian troops arrive; the battle of 
Surabaya results in fifteen thousand Indonesian deaths

1946 the Linggajati Agreement between Dutch and Republican officials calls
for establishment of an independent Indonesian federation, with the
Republic as one of the member states

1947 Dutch troops occupy the wealthiest parts of Java and Sumatra in the first
“police action”

1948 the Renville accord reaffirms the principle of an independent Indonesian
federation; a PKI-supported military revolt at Madiun crushed by 
Republican forces; PKI leaders executed; the Dutch occupy the Republi-
can capital of Yogyakarta, arresting major Republican leaders, and occupy
all other major cities of Java in the second “police action”; anti-Dutch
guerrilla activity expands

1949 under pressure from the United States and the United Nations, the Dutch
reinstate Republican leaders in Yogyakarta; the Round Table Conference
between Dutch and Republican officials results in the formal transfer of
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Indonesia

sovereignty from the Netherlands to the federal Republic of the 
United States of Indonesia (December 27), not including Irian Jaya 
(West New Guinea)

1950 unitary Republic of Indonesia proclaimed (August 17)
1955 conference of nonaligned nations held in Bandung
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3

The Formation of Revolutionary
Movements in Southeast Asia

The Pacific War created an entirely new pattern in Southeast Asian politics – so
much so that the observer who was fairly closely in touch with the situation in 
1940 would, if he did not return to Southeast Asia until 1948 and had not 
kept himself up to date with a close study of reports, find himself unable to 
recognise what he saw.

– Victor Purcell (1965: 551)

This chapter presents a state-centered explanation of the uneven develop-
ment of armed, Communist-led revolutionary movements in Southeast Asia
in the aftermath of the Second World War. More specifically, it attempts to
explain why Communist movements became formidable threats to incum-
bent regimes in Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines during the decade or
so following World War II, but not in Indonesia.1 The following chapter
attempts to explain why only the Vietnamese Communist insurgency was
subsequently able to seize state power (at least, during the period under
examination, in northern Vietnam), while the other two Communist insur-
gencies that developed in the region were defeated.

After noting some of the common characteristics of Southeast Asian
societies at midcentury, I examine two hypotheses about “Indonesian
exceptionalism” (i.e., the absence of a Communist-led national liberation
movement in that country), and present my own solution to this puzzle. I
then attempt to explain the emergence of radical revolutionary movements
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1 I do not examine here the important Communist movement that also developed in Burma
during this period, nor the strong Communist insurgencies that subsequently emerged (or
reemerged) in Laos, Cambodia, and (again, during the 1970s) the Philippines (the last
under the leadership of a new and “rectified” Communist Party).



Map 3.1 Colonial Southeast Asia. From The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, Volume 3, edited by
Nicholas Tarling. Copyright © 1999 Cambridge University Press. Reprinted with permission.
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Formation of Movements in Southeast Asia

in Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines. These insurgencies, I suggest,
are not well explained simply as reactions to the incorporation of South-
east Asia into the global capitalist economy or to the rapid and disruptive
“modernization” associated with this process; nor do the interests, griev-
ances, and actions of any particular social class (or class alliance) adequately
explain the formation and trajectory of these movements. At best, these
theories illuminate certain limited, albeit important, aspects of these insur-
gencies; at worst, they provide quite misleading general explanations of
their development and ultimate fate.

I argue in this and the following chapter that it was the political insti-
tutions and actions of Western and Japanese imperialists in Southeast Asia
that were decisive not only for creating a political context in which revo-
lutionaries could build armed movements without simply being crushed
by those powers, but also for inducing or constructing a disposition among
large numbers of ordinary people to join or support these movements. The
possibilities for both revolutionary mobilization and the actual seizure of
power – given socioeconomic and cultural conditions that were, I shall
suggest, potentially conducive to revolution throughout the region – were
fundamentally determined by the Japanese occupation of the region and
by the general type of colonial rule (either politically and racially inclu-
sionary or exclusionary) practiced by Western and Japanese imperialists in
each colony.

This state-centered approach, it should be emphasized, differs sharply
from the “new” conventional wisdom on insurgencies in Southeast Asia,
which is heavily influenced by neo-Marxist writings on capitalist imperi-
alism and the capitalist world-system (see Wallerstein 1979). Much recent
work, following Eric Wolf (1969) and Jeffery Paige (1975), attempts to
explain Southeast Asian protest movements – if not Southeast Asian
history as a whole – in terms of the larger transnational dynamics of the
global capitalist economy. This emphasis is hardly surprising, given the
undeniably “peripheral” and economically dependent character of South-
east Asia vis-à-vis Western Europe, the United States, and Japan. These
theorists argue that the rapid and often violent “incorporation” of Third
World societies into the global capitalist division of labor has generated
resistance from those classes and strata adversely affected (and in some
cases created) by this process.2
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But not all peripheral societies that have been incorporated into the
capitalist world economy, however rapid and violent this process has 
been, have undergone revolutions or even witnessed the development 
of significant revolutionary movements. Most theorists in the world-
systems tradition have turned to more traditional Marxist ideas about 
class formation and class struggle in order to resolve this puzzle. They
suggest that it is the specific nature of the class structure of peripheral 
societies that determines whether or not protest movements will take 
on a social-revolutionary character (or even arise at all) – although 
just what sort of classes or class structures will produce revolutionary
movements, as I noted in Chapter 1, is the subject of much debate among
Marxist and neo-Marxist writers. As noted, Wolf argues that the landown-
ing “middle” peasantry is “the most instrumental in dynamiting the
peasant social order” (Wolf 1969: 292), whereas Paige (1975: 59–66) sug-
gests that landless sharecroppers are most likely to support socialist 
“agrarian revolutions.” As we shall see, neither is altogether correct; more
importantly, their shared class-analytic approach is simply inadequate for
the explanatory tasks at hand.

Southeast Asia Circa 1950

Southeast Asia circa 1950 appears in many ways quite strange and extra-
ordinary from the perspective of the present. Stalinist Communists and
Western colonialists – actors who have now almost completely vanished
from the world stage3 – were enormously important forces, sometimes
engaged in life-and-death struggles, in many of the countries in the region.
Indeed, a regionwide cycle of protest or revolutionary wave was at its
height at about this time. In Vietnam, France’s most important Asian
colony, the Communist-dominated Democratic Republic of Vietnam
(DRV), was officially recognized in early 1950 by the new People’s Repub-
lic of China and the Soviet Union. The DRV had been proclaimed by Ho
Chi Minh and his comrades in the wake of the August Revolution of 1945,
following the surrender of Japan in World War II, in which Communist-
led forces had managed to secure local authority in Hanoi and much of
the countryside, particularly in northern and central Vietnam. Vietnamese
Communists had organized an anti-Japanese and anti-French movement,
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the Viet Minh, after Japan occupied Indochina – with the grudging
approval of the Vichy regime in France – in 1940. (Viet Minh is short for
Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh, or League for the Independence of
Vietnam.) It was this movement that was the principal force behind the
August Revolution and that later led the fight against French and pro-
French forces in the First Indochina War (1946–54), or what Vietnamese
Communists call the Nine-Year National Resistance.4

To say that the Vietnamese revolutionary movement was a threat to
French rule in 1950 would be a gross understatement. The Viet Minh
included about two hundred and fifty thousand armed soldiers at this time,
and the Communist Party had nearly half a million members (Duiker
1981: 135, 141). A Vietnamese offensive in the fall of 1950 overran a chain
of French garrisons in northern Vietnam, killing six thousand French
troops in the process. According to Bernard Fall, “When the smoke had
cleared, the French had suffered their greatest colonial defeat since Mont-
calm had died at Quebec” (Fall 1967a: 111).

Although not as powerful as the Vietnamese movement – for reasons I
explore in Chapter 4 – strong Communist insurgencies also developed in
Malaya and the Philippines after World War II. In Malaya, Communists
confronted a restored British colonial regime. This regime declared a state
of emergency in June 1948 after three British planters were killed in guer-
rilla attacks by what would become known as the Malayan Races Libera-
tion Army (MRLA), organized and led by the Malayan Communist Party
(MCP). The MRLA, like the Viet Minh, grew out of an anti-Japanese
resistance movement, the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA),
which was formed by the MCP in 1942, following Japan’s invasion of
Malaya. The MCP returned to a strategy of armed struggle following the
war, after the colonial regime attempted to break up the strong organized
labor movement led by the Communists. By early 1950, the colonial 
government feared that it was rapidly losing ground to the Communists,
who had armed about eight thousand guerrillas and claimed about half a
million active supporters. The following year, the high commissioner of
the colony, Sir Henry Gurney, was killed in a guerrilla ambush.
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A serious Communist-led insurgency also emerged in the Philippines
after the war. The Hukbong Mapagpalaya ng Bayan (HMB), or People’s
Liberation Army, took on the U.S.-backed regime to which formal inde-
pendence (with many strings attached) had been ceded in 1946. The HMB
was also an outgrowth of an anti-Japanese resistance movement, in this
case the PKP-led People’s Anti-Japanese Army, or Hukbalahap. The 
Communist Party of the Philippines (PKP) returned to armed struggle
after the war in the face of physical attacks on Huk veterans and the Com-
munist-led peasant movement. A number of victorious Huk-supported
candidates in the first postwar elections, in April 1946, were also denied
their seats in the Philippine Congress on spurious charges that they had
employed terror and intimidation in order to be elected. In March and
August of 1950, the Huks – who had as many as fifteen thousand armed
guerrillas and one hundred thousand active supporters (Scaff 1955: 28;
Kerkvliet 1977: 210) – launched coordinated and generally successful raids
on fifteen and eleven towns, respectively. Huk leaders were confident 
that a relatively quick seizure of power was possible, perhaps within as little
as two years.

I should note, in this context, that there was also a formidable Com-
munist movement in Burma following the war. And the seriousness of all
these Southeast Asian insurgencies was undoubtedly compounded, in the
eyes of their foes, by the stunning Communist victory in China in 1949
and by the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950. Among Western
political leaders and their local collaborators, the notion that the whole of
Southeast Asia might possibly fall like dominoes to Communism seems to
have been widespread and can hardly be regarded, under the circum-
stances, as delusional. U.S. leaders in particular, who had generally ignored
Southeast Asia after the war, acquiescing to the reimposition of colonial
rule by their European allies, became increasingly obsessed with the very
real strength of Communist movements in the region after 1949 (see, e.g.,
Kahin 1977; Rotter 1987).

But then there is the case of Indonesia. Although armed nationalists
fought for, and won, independence from the Netherlands during the late
1940s, Communists were not central to this struggle. Indeed, while the
Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) was extremely influential during the
early 1920s and then again after independence, it was quite weak during
the 1930s and 1940s. (The PKI eventually became the largest nonruling
Communist party in the world; but it did so, significantly, as an above-
ground and unarmed movement, and the party was all but destroyed by
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the Indonesian army in a veritable bloodbath in 1965, in which a half
million to one million people were killed.) Forces of the Indonesian
Republic rather easily suppressed a Communist-backed rebellion in 1948,
while the nationalist struggle against the Dutch was still in progress. This
helped to consolidate the anti-Communist credentials of the Republic in
the eyes of Western leaders, and convinced the U.S. government (and
many Dutch businesspeople with interests in Indonesia) that decoloniza-
tion was imperative. The “populist” nationalist leaders who ruled 
Indonesia after independence were not, to be sure, the same sort of unam-
biguously pro-Western, neocolonial elites to whom power was transferred
in the Philippines and (eventually) in Malaya, but neither did they envi-
sion, like the Vietnamese Communists, a fundamental reordering of
society and redistribution of property.

Postwar Communist movements, then, were not powerful everywhere
in Southeast Asia, nor in colonial or newly independent countries more
generally, during this period.5 What explains this pattern? Why did for-
midable Communist challenges to colonial (and neocolonial) rulers
develop in Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines following World War II,
but not in Indonesia? Why was the Communist bid for power in Indone-
sia so weak, comparatively speaking, during the postwar struggle against
the Dutch?

Regional Similarities

Fortunately, postwar Southeast Asia provides something like a “natural
laboratory” for exploring various hypotheses about Third World 
revolutions or, at least, their anticolonial variant. Indeed, the value of 
the sort of regional approach adopted in this book is precisely that it 
allows one to “control” for a variety, although certainly not all, 
of the factors and processes that may potentially account for the 
insurgencies in each of the regions that I examine. Logically, the various
socioeconomic, political, and geopolitical processes that are common to 
the national societies in each region cannot in themselves explain the 
quite different political fortunes of national revolutionary movements.
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With this in mind, seven regional similarities are especially worthy 
of note in the case of Southeast Asia:

1. Western conquest and colonial rule of the region (with the 
exception of Siam or Thailand), along with the more or less broad
range of authoritarian and racist practices inherently associated 
with them.

2. The integration of local economies into the capitalist world system
and concomitant socioeconomic changes (including the develop-
ment of export agriculture, increasing tenancy and indebtedness,
proletarianization, urbanization, the development of small pro-
fessional and middle classes, etc.).

3. The development, due principally to the two preceding factors, of
widespread social grievances and incipient forms of proactive social
protest (especially among the producing classes and in rural as well
as urban areas).

4. The formation of reformist as well as revolutionary parties and
movements (including Soviet-aligned Communist parties), both of
which eventually adopted political programs emphasizing the goal
of independence or national liberation.

5. The Japanese occupation and privations of World War II.
6. The formation of anti-Japanese resistance movements – all of which

employed the strategy or “repertoire” of guerrilla warfare – by what
were, at the time, relatively weak Communist parties.

7. The attempt by the Western colonial powers and their collaborators
to reassert their hegemony over Southeast Asia after the war.6

Each of these shared regional characteristics may have been potentially
conducive to revolution in Southeast Asia, but, again, they cannot logi-
cally explain the very diverse outcomes of the postwar revolutionary strug-
gles in the region. Nonetheless, many analysts of the various Communist
movements in Southeast Asia – and of the successful Vietnamese Revolu-
tion in particular – have cited one or more of these processes when
“explaining” events in a particular country, failing to note that these same
factors were also operative in Indonesia, where no mass-based Commu-
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nist insurgency, let alone a successful one, developed after the war. The
Vietnamese Revolution, for example, is often simply explained as a the
work of a dedicated Leninist organization (the infamous “organizational
weapon”) or, more typically, as a nationalist reaction to Western colonial-
ism. But these interpretations obviously beg the most important questions
that arise from a comparative perspective: Why did Leninist parties fail 
to attain substantial popular support, let alone state power, throughout 
the entire region? And why did Communists, of all groups, assume such
commanding leadership of the nationalist movement in Vietnam?

National variations among some of these regional similarities, by 
contrast, are more dispositive. I shall argue that it was the precise nature
of Japanese political rule during World War II (i.e., variations of the fifth
factor) as well as the particular type of Western colonial domination in
each country (i.e., variations of the first factor) that were the crucial deter-
minants of both the incidence and outcome of revolutionary situations in
the region. Especially important in this regard is whether the Western
powers and Japan employed generally inclusionary or exclusionary forms
of rule – that is, whether or not they allowed indigenous leaders or parties
to play a relatively autonomous role in colonial government and decision
making as part of a process leading to local self-government, even if this
occurred within a framework of continuing imperial hegemony.7 To be
sure, all the Western powers, as well as Japan, utilized indigenous elements
to staff the lower ranks of their administrations; in this particular sense,
virtually all forms of colonial rule are “inclusionary.” As I use the term,
however, inclusionary colonial rule characterizes those situations in which
indigenous political leaders play an independent, claim-making role within
the polity and policy-making process.

To anticipate my conclusions, I will argue that the one successful radical
revolutionary movement in the region, the Vietnamese, triumphed largely
because of the racially exclusionary and broadly repressive nature of
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7 This distinction between (racially) inclusionary and exclusionary forms of colonialism is
closely related to, but not equivalent to, the traditional distinction between “indirect” and
“direct” forms of colonial rule (see, e.g., Emerson 1937; Benda 1967; Robinson 1972).
Some forms of “indirect” colonialism, as in Indonesia, do not allow indigenous elites (or
aspiring elites), let alone popular groups, to make political claims against the state or, in
fact, to play anything more than a purely administrative role; this sort of indirect rule,
accordingly, represents a form of exclusionary colonialism in my terms. In an earlier article,
alas, I tended to conflate “indirect” rule with inclusionary colonialism (Goodwin 1989).
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French colonial politics and because of Japan’s decision not to sponsor a
popular non-Communist nationalist leadership in Vietnam during its
occupation of Indochina, but rather to allow the French to remain in
power until the war was virtually over. Geopolitics also favored Vietnamese
Communists, who had unique access to assistance from foreign states (see
Chapter 4). Elsewhere in the region, by contrast, where Western colonial
regimes or the Japanese allowed or even encouraged various types of non-
Communist political leaders to participate in imperial rule and decision
making as part of a transition toward local self-government, revolutionary
movements were unable to seize power, even where they had become quite
strong. This analysis rests on the view that revolutionary movements 
in Southeast Asia were by no means “spontaneous” class or nationalist
struggles; rather, they are more accurately seen as attempts by armed 
revolutionary organizations – drawing on both class-based grievances 
and nationalist sentiments, among other motives – to establish not only 
popularly supported movements but also what have been called “guerrilla
governments” in opposition to colonial or neocolonial regimes.8

Before turning to an examination of the Communist insurgencies that
emerged in Southeast Asia, however, let us turn to the exceptional or “neg-
ative” case of Indonesia, where Communists were comparatively weak.
Given its broad similarities to the other colonies in the region, why were
Communists in Indonesia unable to make a serious bid for state power
after the war?

Why Was There No Communist Insurgency in Indonesia?

By 1950, when mass-based Communist movements were challenging 
colonial and neocolonial regimes in Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines,
the Indonesian struggle for national liberation against the Dutch had
already been won by non-Communist “populist” nationalists, following
five years of protest, armed conflict, and diplomatic negotiations. The
Indonesian “National Revolution” of 1945–9, in other words, was a polit-
ical, not a social, revolution (see, e.g., Reid 1981, 1974: 170–2). The
Indonesian Communist Party (PKI), I have noted, was largely peripheral
to this struggle, although it did muster a small rebellion against the nation-
alist forces – not against the Dutch – in and around the Javanese city of

81

8 The term “guerrilla government” is taken from Wickham-Crowley 1987.



Formation of Movements in Southeast Asia

Madiun in 1948. This rebellion was quickly and decisively put down,
however, and the Communists – who appeared to many to be traitors 
to the nationalist cause – would not reemerge as a significant political 
force in Indonesia for a number of years. How, then, did non-Communist
nationalists come to dominate the armed national liberation struggle 
in Indonesia? And why were the Communists, by contrast, so weak at 
this time?

In many ways, it is quite surprising that Indonesian Communists did
not lead the struggle for independence. The PKI was the first Commu-
nist party to be established in East Asia, preceding even the founding of
the Chinese party; moreover, it very quickly developed into a formidable
mass-based movement during the early 1920s, although it was decimated
by the Dutch following an abortive uprising in 1926–7 (see McVey 1965;
Williams 1990). Furthermore, the PKI later became the single most 
influential political party in Indonesia during the postindependence
period, although it was violently destroyed by the Indonesian army in 
1965 (see, e.g., Brackman 1969; Tornquist 1984).

Were Communists relatively weak in Indonesia during the indepen-
dence struggle because the Dutch were less intrusive or because their 
economic exploitation of the archipelago was somehow less extreme than
that of the other colonies in the region? The fact that the PKI was 
comparatively strong during the 1920s immediately suggests that this
hypothesis is misleading. In fact, a number of statistical indicators suggest
that Indonesia was among the most exploited Western colonies in Asia in
the decades prior to World War II. In demographic terms, the European
population of Indonesia (as a percentage of total population) was surpassed
only by that of Malaya and Singapore during this period (although no
Asian colony was a true “settler colony”) (see Table 3.1). In terms of
foreign capital investment, only Malaya ($164 per capita) ranked higher
than Indonesia ($35) in the late 1930s, followed by the Philippines ($18)
and Indochina ($17) (Maddison 1990: 331). While balance-of-payments
data are not available for all the colonies in the region, one crude measure
of the payments burden – the ratio of exports to imports – indicates that
the Indonesian capital “drain” was the largest in Asia: During the period
1913–38, exports exceeded imports in Indonesia by an average of 75
percent per annum; this is significantly higher than Indochina (22.9
percent), the Philippines (18.6 percent), and Malaya (15.7 percent) (Mad-
dison 1990: 327). “This . . . reflects the drain to the Netherlands on Dutch
account (residents’ home remittances, remittances to non-residential 
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commercial interests, and government transfers) and much smaller remit-
tances on Chinese account” (Maddison 1990: 326). There obviously is no
clear connection between these various indicators and the strength of
postwar Communist insurgencies.

Another possible answer to the puzzle of Indonesian exceptionalism is
suggested in the work of Jeffery Paige, who argues that socialist and
nationalist movements in the Third World have distinctive class bases
(1975: 58–71). Paige suggests that socialist movements in developing
countries have largely been movements of landless sharecroppers, whereas
nationalist movements find their principal base among semiproletarian
migratory laborers who work seasonally on settler estates. Such laborers
are supposedly more conservative than sharecroppers since they own at
least some property; moreover, a nationalist ideology is more conducive
than socialism to forming an alliance between such laborers and traditional
rural elites – an alliance that Paige implicitly suggests is necessary to chal-
lenge or overthrow colonial regimes based on settler estates (1975: 66–70).

The logic of Paige’s arguments about peasant behavior has been 
subjected to telling criticisms elsewhere (see Somers and Goldfrank 1979;
Skocpol 1982). For present purposes, it is enough to note that his analy-
sis simply does not fit the Southeast Asian cases very well. To be sure,
sharecroppers did constitute the principal social basis of the Huk rebellion
in the Philippines, although peasant smallholders as well as elements of
Manila’s working class also supported the Huks (see, e.g., Kerkvliet 1977:
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Table 3.1. European presence in Asian colonies.

Colony European Percentage of
population* total population

Indonesia, 1930 (Dutch) 240,162 0.40
India, 1931 (British) 168,134 0.05
Burma, 1931 (British) 34,000 0.23
Malaya and Singapore,

1931 (British) 33,811 0.77
Indochina, 1937 (French) 42,345 0.18
Philippines, 1939 (U.S.) 36,000 0.15

* Includes metropolitan nationals, those of assimilated status, and Eurasians in Indonesia,
Malaya, and Indochina. The Philippines figure includes 10,500 Japanese, but excludes U.S.
military personnel and Hispano-Filipino mestizos.
Source: Maddison 1990: 324 (Table 14.1).
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33; Pomeroy 1978: 510–1). However, the Communist insurgency in
Malaya was not based on that country’s sharecroppers (most of whom were
ethnic Malay), but rather on the Chinese (and to a lesser extent Indian)
urban working class, laborers on British rubber plantations, and especially
squatters – again, mainly ethnic Chinese – on the fringes of Malaya’s
jungles (see, e.g., Stenson 1974; Short 1975).

In Vietnam and Indonesia, moreover, the Communist and Republican
leaderships, respectively, formed very broad multiclass (and multiethnic)
alliances. The Viet Minh mobilized sharecroppers, to be sure, but also
middle and rich peasants (and even some “patriotic landlords”), agricul-
tural estate workers, a number of ethnic minority communities in the high-
lands, and elements from the urban working and middle classes, including
many sons and daughters of the traditional Confucian scholar-gentry, who
came to hold many important leadership positions within the Communist
party (see, e.g., Wolf 1969: ch. 4; White 1974: 94–5, 1983a, 1983b; 
Elliott 1974). For a number of reasons, in fact, the Viet Minh was com-
paratively weak in the southern part of Vietnam, where sharecropping 
was most prevalent (see Wolf 1969: 176–7, 192–5). Indonesian national-
ists, for their part, did mobilize migratory workers, as Paige’s theory 
would predict, but they were also supported by permanent estate laborers
and by the urban working and middle classes, particularly students 
and youth (the pemuda) (see, e.g., Anderson 1972; Stoler 1988; and the
essays in A. Kahin 1985). It is quite misleading, in short, to suggest that
Southeast Asian Communism was primarily a movement of sharecroppers
– or any other single class – and Indonesian nationalism a movement 
of migratory laborers.

In fact, as Tony Smith has suggested, “communism in Indonesia was
not so much defeated by the predispositions of the country’s social struc-
ture, which rather encouraged its development, as by a series of fortuitous
political developments” (Smith 1981: 127; see also Dunn 1972: 128–30).
The proximate cause of the hegemony of non-Communist nationalists in
Indonesia’s national liberation struggle lies, in fact, in the particular nature
of Japanese rule in that country during World War II. When the 
Japanese first arrived in Indonesia, notes George Kahin, “they were gen-
erally enthusiastically received. The popular feeling [was] that they came
as liberators” (G. Kahin 1952: 102). Dutch colonial rule was so oppressive
that the “Indonesian masses, hardly surprisingly, gave little support to the
beleaguered colonial forces and sometimes gladly turned against Dutch
civilians and soldiers” (Ricklefs 1993: 195). The Dutch had long practiced
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a racially and politically exclusionary form of colonial rule, rejecting
demands for even modest reforms, let alone independence. Governor-
General B. C. de Jonge (1931–6) famously announced at the start of 
his term that Holland had been in the East Indies for 300 years and would
remain there for another 300 years.

Unlike Vietnam, moreover, where the Japanese permitted Western
colonialists to remain in office, the Japanese interned virtually all Euro-
peans in Indonesia – some 170,000 in all, including women and children.
The Japanese subsequently relied on Indonesians to fill the middle- and
upper-level administrative positions vacated by the Dutch. Even more sig-
nificantly, the Japanese released a number of popular non-Communist
nationalist leaders who had been incarcerated by the Dutch – Sukarno and
Mohammad Hatta in particular – and sponsored a number of nationalist
political organizations in an attempt (ultimately unsuccessful) to rally
public sentiment for the Japanese war effort. (The Japanese also sponsored
amenable Muslim leaders and organizations [Benda 1958].) As the course
of the war turned against Japan, moreover, the Japanese began to make
intimations that Indonesian independence might be forthcoming. Many
prominent Indonesian nationalists decided to play along with the 
Japanese, calculating that the nationalist cause could be best served by
working above- as well as underground. Sukarno, who founded the
Indonesian Nationalist Party (PNI) in 1927, decided to collaborate openly
with the Japanese, while Sutan Sjahrir, another prominent nationalist,
would maintain contact with Sukarno and the above-ground movement
while organizing an underground resistance (see G. Kahin 1952: ch. 4).

The so-called “Illegal PKI,” established in 1935 after the Communist
Party had been virtually destroyed in the wake of the abortive insurrec-
tion of 1926–7, also participated in the underground, although it was 
not as large as Sjahrir’s organization. “As a separate force in the resis-
tance movement,” in fact, “the PKI – in contrast to Ho Chi Minh’s 
organization in Indochina – appears to have been singularly ineffective”
(McLane 1966: 279). Given Japan’s sponsorship of popular nationalist
leaders and nationalist organizations, moreover, the underground as a
whole did not recruit a particularly large popular following. As Rex 
Mortimer has argued,

[T]he main thing that worked against the development of a popular resistance
movement was the Japanese policy of catering to nationalist sentiment in Indone-
sia. By sponsoring a myriad of organizations that were designed to rally the 
population to their side but at the same time held out the ultimate promise of 
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independence, the Japanese managed to co-opt most of the actual or potential
nationalist leadership. (Mortimer 1974: 107)

In September 1943, the Japanese even established a military organiza-
tion, officered by Indonesians, to help the Japanese defend Indonesia
against an expected Allied invasion. The Pembela Tanah Air (Defenders
of the Fatherland), better known as the Peta, numbered some 120,000
armed men by the middle of 1945. “It was the Peta,” Kahin notes, “which
was to become the backbone of the Indonesian Republic’s army” that
fought against the returning Dutch (G. Kahin 1952: 109). The Japanese
also organized a number of paramilitary groups comprised of Indonesian
students and youth, or pemuda; these pemuda groups came to play an
important role during the postwar liberation struggle (see Anderson 1972;
Frederick 1989).

The Japanese surrendered to the Allies, as it turned out, before 
the latter were able to launch an invasion of Indonesia. The resulting
“power vacuum” – which, as we shall see, was also crucial for the Viet
Minh’s initial seizure of power in Vietnam – was eventually filled by
Sukarno and non-Communist nationalist or Republican forces. Sukarno,
pressed by pemuda leaders – who briefly kidnapped him to force the issue
– declared the independence of the Republic of Indonesia on August 17,
1945, three days after Japan’s surrender. “The absence of a significant
Communist underground in Indonesia during the war,” notes one 
commentator, “meant that the PKI played no part in the dramatic 
events leading to the establishment of the Indonesian Republic after the
war” (McLane 1966: 281). In fact, Communist activists did not officially
“reestablish” the PKI until October 1945.

Leftists did play a role in many of the local “social revolutions” that
broke out across the archipelago following the surrender of Japan (see
Anderson 1972; Reid 1979; A. Kahin 1985; Frederick 1989; Cribb 1991).
These “revolutions,” however, sought mainly to remove village headmen
and other officials who had collaborated with the Japanese; although they
involved popular mobilizations, they did not attempt to seize land, facto-
ries, or other property. Moreover, as Anthony Reid (1981: 145) notes,

in none of these revolutionary outbursts did the Left stay in power for more than
a few weeks. The reasons were that their enemies – the Republican army appara-
tus, sometimes assisted by modernist Muslim forces – were too strong, that their
presumed friends in the central Government failed to support them and that they
lacked any organised popular base.
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The most influential leftists within the Republican movement, including
Sjahrir and Amir Sjarifuddin, opposed these revolts, fearing that they
would disturb the Western powers, whose support Indonesia presumably
required to achieve independence: “The needs of the national revolution,”
they concluded, “must take precedence over those of the social revolution”
(Reid 1974: 61).

While the Communist Party remained quite small during the conflict
with the Dutch – recruiting no more than three thousand members by
1948 (G. Kahin 1952: 277) – it did win some influence among certain 
officers in the Republic’s armed forces. When an effort was made to 
curb the influence of these officers, in fact, local Communist leaders
(without the knowledge of the top leadership of the PKI) decided to 
seize the city of Madiun and to launch a revolt in self-defense against 
the Republican government. The PKI’s national leadership, presented
with this fait accompli, apparently attempted to transform this defensive
revolt into a full-scale rebellion against Republican authority as such. 
The Madiun revolt, however, failed to spark a popular uprising as the 
party leadership had hoped. In the next few days, Communists seized
several other towns in the vicinity of Madiun, but these initial successes
“were the products of pronunciamento’s [sic] by local military comman-
ders rather of any popular uprising” (Pluvier 1974: 479; see also Swift
1989). Indeed, in the eyes of many Indonesians, according to Kahin, 
“the Communists were attacking leaders who had become the very 
symbol of the Republic and of Indonesian independence.” Sukarno, “in 
particular, had for an undoubted majority of the Indonesian rank and 
file come to symbolize the Republic” (G. Kahin 1952: 301). Within 
two weeks, Republican armies had put an end to the “Madiun affair.” Most
PKI leaders were arrested or killed, including Musso, the top official 
of the party. “Inadequately prepared, militarily as well as psychologically,
and inefficiently carried out, the ‘Commune of Madiun’ could not 
result in anything but a dismal failure” (Pluvier 1974: 481). The “PKI 
was removed as a threat to the established Republican leaders until the
1950s, and was tainted forever with treachery against the Revolution”
(Ricklefs 1993: 229).

The failure of the Communist revolt at Madiun had even broader polit-
ical ramifications. “More than any other single event in post–Second
World War Indonesia,” Jan Pluvier has noted, “the suppression of the
Madiun rebellion by the republican government jeopardized the Dutch
chances of restoring their colonial rule” (Pluvier 1974: 482):
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[T]he Republic’s defeat of a Communist rebellion turned vague American sympa-
thy based upon anti-colonial sentiments into diplomatic support based upon global
strategy. . . . American strategic thinking was now dominated by the idea that a
“cold war” was under way between an American-led “free world” and a Soviet-led
bloc. Within this framework, the Indonesian Republic had shown itself to be 
anti-Communist and hence worthy of American support. When the Dutch . . .
made their last bid for conquest [in December 1948], they found the weight 
of the United States thrown onto the diplomatic scales against them. (Ricklefs
1981: 218)

The Dutch government, under intense pressure from both the United
States – which threatened to suspend Marshall Plan economic aid (van der
Eng 1988) – and businesspeople who feared for their investments in
Indonesia (see G. Kahin 1963: 563), formally recognized Indonesian inde-
pendence on December 27, 1949; a unitary republic was proclaimed the
following August. (Indonesia, it should be noted, was “saddled with nearly
$1,130,000,000 of the colonial regime’s obligations, much of which had
been incurred since 1945 in financing the effort to suppress the Republic”
[G. Kahin 1963: 563].) Sukarno and Hatta were elected president 
and prime minister, respectively, prior to the transfer of sovereignty.
“[T]he vigor of Republican guerrilla resistance and pressure from the
international community ultimately forced the Netherlands toward
accommodation” (A. Kahin 1985: 10).

In sum, nationalist domination of the postwar independence struggle is
best explained by Indonesia’s changing political context, from racially
exclusionary colony to Japanese occupation and defeat to the Netherlands’
doomed attempt at recolonization. Non-Communist nationalists in
Indonesia were best positioned to seize the political opportunity for
popular mobilization afforded by the breakdown of political authority that
resulted from the defeat of Japan. However, the subsequent closing down
of political space during the Netherlands’ attempt to reimpose colonial
rule proved no less beneficial to the nationalist cause, effectively driving a
broad array of Indonesians behind the Republican banner. The populist,
yet eclectic nature of the nationalist movement is well expressed by the
“Pancasila,” or five principles, a vague, quasi-official doctrine first devel-
oped by Sukarno to undergird the Republic by attracting the largest 
possible popular following. These principles, which are encoded in 
the Republic’s constitution, are (1) belief in God, (2) national unity, (3)
humanitarianism, (4) people’s sovereignty, and (5) social justice and 
prosperity. Nationalists generally avoided talk of class struggle, land
reform, or the redistribution of wealth.
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The failure of the Communist Party or other left groups to lead and/or
radicalize the independence struggle in Indonesia was not due to any 
fundamental economic, class, or cultural factors, but to circumstances, in
John Dunn’s words, “of a highly contingent character”:

By the time that the Japanese control of Indonesia could be broken, a very broad
nationalist movement, large sections of which had been organized under Japanese
tutelage had come into existence. Dutch colonial social control had been disrupted
for years. Hence when a war of colonial reconquest could at last be undertaken,
the broadly-based and highly syncretistic nationalist government enjoyed too wide
support for it to be crushed by military means at any level acceptable to the Dutch.
(Dunn 1972: 129)

Due to the harshness and racially exclusionary character of Dutch rule,
there was no influential pro-Western elite to whom sovereignty could be
“safely” entrusted, as in the Philippines and Malaya (which I discuss in the
next section). For this reason, Indonesia’s non-Communist nationalists
were also suspicious of the West and would become leading proponents
of the movement of “nonaligned” countries during the Cold War; in 1955,
in fact, Indonesia hosted the first prominent meeting of nonaligned nations
in the city of Bandung (see Wright 1994 [1956]). Japanese sponsorship 
of non-Communist nationalists, furthermore, effectively preempted 
the formation of a strong anti-Japanese resistance movement – the 
initial vehicle of the Communist insurgencies that emerged elsewhere in
the region.

The Formation of Communist Movements in Vietnam, Malaya,
and the Philippines

The postwar Communist insurgencies in Southeast Asia – like the nation-
alist struggle in Indonesia – are also intimately connected to the period of
Japanese rule; in fact, these insurgencies grew directly out of the anti-
Japanese resistance movements formed by Communist parties during
World War II. The Japanese occupation was primarily responsible – quite
unintentionally, of course – for transforming small or relatively ineffectual
Communist parties into much more powerful, legitimate, and well-armed
forces in Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines. After Japan’s defeat, the
armed revolutionary movements led by these parties came to oppose –
sooner or later, as the case may be – the reimposition of Western colonial
rule (or, in the case of the Philippines, the attempt by the Philippine 
oligarchic elite – with substantial backing from the United States – to
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restore the old social order). National sovereignty, in other words, as well
as the elimination of class oppression, was a fundamental objective of these
radical movements.

Indeed, despite Japan’s defeat in the war, its effort to destroy Western
colonialism in Asia was not totally ineffectual; Japanese rule “had unloosed
a political avalanche that could not be forced back into the artificiality 
of the old colonial order” (Bastin and Benda 1968: 152). The Japanese 
had themselves wished to substitute their own hegemony for Western
influence in Asia – under the slogan “Asia for Asians” – and to incorpo-
rate the whole of the Nampō (the “southern regions”) into a “Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” The aim of this scheme was both 
to eliminate Western imperialism and to establish in its place a form of
neocolonialism based on nominally independent regimes headed by 
the same sort of compliant, collaborating elites that the British and 
Americans had sponsored in Malaya and the Philippines; the Japanese also
seem to have planned to relocate a huge number of permanent settlers 
in “Japan-towns” throughout the region (see Pluvier 1974: pt. 3; 
Dower 1986: ch. 10).

The Communist parties of Southeast Asia, despite the enormous 
hardships wrought by Western colonialism, remained small and/or 
generally ineffective organizations prior to the war. The reasons for this
had less to do with social structure or culture than with the severe 
repression of Communism by colonial authorities. Communist-led 
uprisings in Indonesia in 1926–7, as noted previously, as well as in 
Vietnam in 1930–1, were ruthlessly put down, with thousands killed and
many party activists incarcerated; political conditions were only some-
what less harsh for Communists in Malaya and the Philippines. The 
Communists’ turn to a “popular front” orientation after 1935, moreover,
which called for support of the Western “democracies” in their fight
against fascism and for a consequent deemphasis of the goal of national
liberation, also contributed to their unpopularity in many Western
colonies. In this context, the Japanese occupation was something of a
godsend for Communists in Southeast Asia; they could now fight fascism
without conspicuously collaborating with Western imperialists. As Harry
Benda has suggested, “The height of the Communist alliance with the
West during the war led to a complete, if temporary, break between
nationalism and Communism . . . in India; a similar effect on the 
Southeast Asian scene was only prevented by the Japanese invasion of 
the area” (Benda 1956: 425).
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The Japanese occupied Vietnam and the rest of French Indochina 
in the fall of 1940, well before the other Southeast Asian colonies. This
occupation was based on a most consequential agreement with the col-
laborationist Vichy regime in France (which was invaded by Japan’s
German allies earlier in the year) – an agreement that permitted the
French, alone among the western imperialists in Southeast Asia, to retain
the trappings of power. According to Huynh Kim Khanh,

By common agreement, there was little visible change in the manner of govern-
ing Indochina. The Japanese forces, well disciplined and tough, rarely ventured
outside of their bases, nor did their leaders attempt to influence directly the admin-
istration of internal Indochinese politics. French administration, armed forces, and
police continued to function exactly as before. (1971: 763)

The Japanese did not sponsor non-Communist nationalists (such as 
they were), as they had in Indonesia, until very late in the war, an 
effort that proved too little, too late. In any event, by far the most popular
nationalists proved to be Communists (Vu Ngu Cheiu 1986).

In May 1941, in response to the Japanese occupation, the Vietnamese-
dominated Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) – founded in 1930 by 
Ho Chi Minh – established the Viet Minh, or League for the Indepen-
dence of Vietnam.9 The Viet Minh adopted a strategy of armed resistance
to both the Japanese and French and began to plan for a popular 
insurrection that would seize power at some “opportune moment.” Shortly
before the Japanese occupation, significantly, “the Central Committee 
[of the Communist Party] withdrew the slogan ‘To confiscate landlords’
land and distribute it to the tillers,’ and by May 1941 the theme of ‘national
liberation’ held the center of the stage” (Modelski 1964: 189). The 
Viet Minh strove, in Ho Chi Minh’s words, to “unite all patriots, without
distinction of wealth, age, sex, religion, or political outlook” (quoted in
Hodgkin 1981: 302).

The Viet Minh established bases in the isolated and mountainous
province of Cao Bang, situated along the border with Nationalist China,
where guerrillas could find sanctuary when pursued by the French or
Japanese. The border region was inhabited primarily by ethnic minority
groups, especially the Tay (or Tho) and Nung, and these were in fact 
the first groups organized by the Viet Minh. (By 1954, Tay constituted
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approximately 20 percent of Viet Minh troops [Elliott 1974: 26].) In addi-
tion to a small guerrilla force, the Viet Minh also came to establish a
number of mass organizations – known as “national salvation associations”
– for youth, women, old people, and other social sectors. By early 1945,
the Viet Minh was in fact the only significant anti-Japanese movement in
Vietnam, although it only had about five thousand members at that time;
the Vietnamese Liberation Army, moreover, formally organized by Vo
Nguyen Giap in December 1944, had only about one thousand armed
troops. However, between the early months of 1945 and the landing of
Allied forces in Vietnam in late September ( Japan surrendered on August
14), the Viet Minh grew very rapidly and expanded its influence widely in
the countryside.

How did this come about? The Japanese, fearing that elements within
the French colonial regime might support an Allied invasion, executed a
coup d’etat against the French administration on March 9, 1945, impris-
oning nearly all the French civil and military leaders that they could round
up. If the Japanese occupation prompted the Viet Minh to adopt a strat-
egy of armed struggle, the Japanese coup against the French opened up
unprecedented, albeit short-lived, political opportunities for political and
military organization – opportunities that the Viet Minh was willing and
able to exploit far better than any other political grouping in the country.
The Viet Minh obtained weapons and ammunition from French troops
fleeing to China and, given the general breakdown of political authority
in the countryside after March, was able to establish “People’s Revolu-
tionary Committees” in many towns and villages, particularly in northern
and central Vietnam. The Vietnamese countryside, in fact, was gradually
abandoned by the Japanese, who were directing all their resources at the
Allied advance in the Pacific. Ironically, the Viet Minh, which rescued a
number of American fighter pilots who were shot down over Vietnam, also
received small amounts of arms and ammunition from the Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the Central Intelligence
Agency (see Patti 1980).

The Japanese coup against the French, coincidentally, occurred during
the peak of a terrible famine in north and north-central Vietnam that was
brought on by Japan’s decision to divert all rice paddy to Japan. This
famine is estimated to have killed some two million people, about one
quarter of the population of northern Vietnam (Long 1991b: 19). “Com-
munist activists therefore declared ‘the central task for mobilizing the
masses’ to be to ‘seize paddy stocks to save the people from starvation,’
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with a view to ‘launching a powerful movement of struggle against the
Japanese fascists for national salvation’” (Harrison 1982: 93). Thomas
Hodgkin notes that “ ‘National salvation’ and ‘seize paddy stocks to save
the people from starvation’ became, like ‘Peace, bread and land’ in the
Russian October Revolution, the slogans around which the people were
mobilised” (Hodgkin 1981: 329).

Shortly after Japan’s surrender to the Allies, the Viet Minh launched
the August Revolution, seizing control of Hanoi, capturing the impe-
rial capital of Hue (and obtaining the abdication of Emperor Bao Dai), 
and leading a coalition of nationalist forces in capturing Saigon. Ho 
Chi Minh proclaimed the independence of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam (DRV) at a huge rally in Ba Dinh Square in Hanoi on Sep-
tember 2, 1945. “The transfer of power was accomplished smoothly and
with practically no bloodshed” (Huynh Kim Khanh 1971: 761–2; see also
McAlister 1969 and especially Marr 1995 for detailed analyses of this
period).

None of this, however, swayed the determination of the French to
reconquer Vietnam. Following their arrival in September 1945, General
Douglas Gracey’s British troops – which, according to the terms of the
Potsdam Conference held earlier in the year, were to occupy Vietnam
south of the sixteenth parallel – attempted to disarm the Viet Minh and
other nationalist groups in the south. French troops began to arrive the
following month, and they gradually drove the Viet Minh out of the major
southern cities. Chinese Nationalist forces, on the other hand, which occu-
pied Vietnam north of the sixteenth parallel, tolerated the DRV govern-
ment as a counterweight to French influence in the south. Reasonably free
and fair elections to a national assembly were held in January 1946, and
the Viet Minh formed a coalition government with two small, Chinese-
backed political parties.

The developing civil war in China, however, eventually led to the with-
drawal of Chinese forces from northern Vietnam and their replacement
by the French. But negotiations between the French and the DRV over
the issue of independence eventually broke down, and in November the
French, following a disagreement over the control of customs author-
ity, indiscriminately shelled the city of Haiphong, killing six thousand 
Vietnamese by their own estimates, three times that many according to
the DRV. Convinced that war was unavoidable, the Viet Minh launched a
surprise attack on French forces in Hanoi on December 19, 1946, allow-
ing their main forces to withdraw to the mountain bases whence they could
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wage guerrilla warfare. The “First Indochina War” – or the Nine-Year
National Resistance – had begun.10

The postwar revolutionary movement in Malaya, as in Vietnam, was an
attempt to resist imperialist efforts, in this case British, to restore the status
quo ante following the Japanese “interregnum.” The Malayan insurgency
also grew directly out of the Communist-led anti-Japanese resistance
movement of World War II; the Japanese occupation of Malaya, as in
Vietnam, not only led local Communists to adopt a strategy of armed
struggle, but also created a political context in which Communists were
able to expand their influence and legitimacy on an unprecedented scale.

In March 1942, following Japan’s surprisingly swift occupation of
Malaya and Singapore, the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) – whose
membership, significantly, consisted almost entirely of ethnic Chinese –
established the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Union (MPAJU) and its
armed wing, the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA).11 The
MPAJA, which grew to about seven thousand armed guerrillas by early
1945, was the largest anti-Japanese force, as a percentage of total popula-
tion, in Southeast Asia. Indeed, noting how the Viet Minh was relatively
inactive militarily prior to the Japanese coup against the French, one
author has called the MPAJA “the one significant resistance movement
which operated against the Japanese” (Osborne 1970: 84) – although this
seems dubious if one includes the resistance movement in the Philippines
discussed later in this section. The MPAJA, however, remained an 
overwhelmingly ethnic Chinese organization. Large numbers of impover-
ished Tamil workers on British rubber plantations were more attracted to
the Japanese-sponsored Indian Independence League and the Indian
National Army, led by Subhas Chandra Bose, a former president of 
the Indian Congress Party (see Ghosh 1997; Fay 1993).12 (With Japanese
assistance, the Indian National Army intended to liberate India from
British rule by force of arms.)

The MCP, moreover, unlike the nationalists in Indonesia and the Viet
Minh, made a serious political blunder: It failed to declare the indepen-
dence of Malaya or to establish an independent government during the
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is recounted in McAlister 1969, Giap 1975, Patti 1980, and Marr 1995.

11 Good histories of the MPAJA may be found in O’Ballance 1966, Short 1975, and 
Lee 1977.

12 Leaders of the Indian National Army later helped to found the anti-Communist Malayan
Indian Congress (see Chapter 4).
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crucial interval between Japan’s surrender and the return of the British in
September 1945. Indeed, the Communists decided to cooperate fully with
the British military command, calculating that postwar conditions would
not necessitate armed struggle, especially with a new Labor Party 
government in power in London (see, e.g., Cheah Boon Kheng 1977). The
British formally dissolved the MPAJA in December 1945, “without . . . any
formal protest by the Communist leadership” (McLane 1966: 307), paying
350 Malayan dollars to guerrillas who turned in their arms (although con-
siderable caches of weapons remained hidden in the jungle) and awarding
the guerrillas assorted ribbons and medals for services rendered. Admiral
Mountbatten himself, Supreme Allied Commander in Southeast Asia,
awarded a campaign medal to Chin Peng, future leader of the Commu-
nist insurgency. The MCP turned its efforts, as it had before the war, to
labor organizing, especially among urban workers and laborers on British
rubber estates; the party established the powerful Pan-Malayan Federa-
tion of Trade Unions (PMFTU) and engaged in considerable strike 
activity in the immediate postwar period, which was characterized by
severe economic dislocations and hardships.

By 1948, however, the Malayan Communists had returned to Malaya’s
jungles and adopted a strategy of armed struggle for national liberation
from British rule. Two factors seem to have led the MCP in this direction.
On the one hand, the British administration in Malaya, responding to
intense pressure from rubber planters and other businesspeople, cracked
down hard on the Communist-led labor movement (see Stenson 1970). In
May 1946 the government banned federations of labor unions except by
trade, thereby making the PMFTU illegal. The government also decreed
that trade union officials must have three years’ experience in labor orga-
nizations; since most Communist activists had served in the MPAJA until
the end of 1945, they were consequently ineligible. “About the same time
the government began systematically to use its powers of banishment and
deported many undesirable Chinese, most of them suspected Communists,
who did not hold citizenship” (McLane 1966: 387).

About this same time, furthermore, the developing Cold War between
the Soviet Union and the United States led the Soviets to press Commu-
nist parties to adopt a more militant stand against the “imperialist, 
antidemocratic camp.” To this end, the Communist Information Bureau,
or Cominform, was established in September 1947. A Southeast Asian
Youth Conference held by Communist and leftist groups in Calcutta,
India, in February 1948 also pressed this more militant line, although 
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it stopped short of endorsing armed struggle. Lawrence Sharkey, an 
Australian Communist leader, addressed the Fourth Plenum of the MCP
in Singapore in March 1948 en route home from Calcutta. According to
Charles McLane, Sharkey “is said to have delivered a scathing criticism of
the MCP’s past policies, especially the decision to dissolve the MPAJA after
the war” (McLane 1966: 385). The Plenum resolved that independence
would ultimately require a “people’s revolutionary war.”

In this context of domestic repression and the leftward turn of Soviet-
aligned Communist parties, the MCP initiated a campaign of assassina-
tions of British colonial officials and businesspeople. The British declared
a state of emergency in Malaya following the murder of three British
planters on June 16, 1948. The following February, the MCP announced
the formation of the Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA), calling for
national independence through armed struggle waged by an alliance of all
the ethnic communities in Malaya. The Malayan “Emergency,” which
would result in some eleven thousand deaths (Milne and Mauzy 1986: 24),
would not be officially terminated until July 31, 1960.

The MRLA eventually grew to include about eight to ten thousand
armed guerrillas, and the affiliated Min Yuen, or People’s Movement, had
at least another twenty thousand members. This latter organization was a
clandestine group set up by the MCP in cities and towns in order to recruit
volunteers for the MRLA, supply the guerrillas, and spread propaganda.
Popular support for the insurgency, as noted earlier, seems to have come
primarily from rubber estate workers (including some Indians), the
Chinese urban working class, and especially rural Chinese squatters (see
Short 1970a, 1975; Stenson 1974, 1980). This last group “had a long-
standing distrust of the [Colonial] Government and . . . generally saw the
MCP as a legitimate alternative” (Stubbs 1989: 6). Squatter communities
had supported the MPAJA during the Japanese occupation, which was 
particularly onerous for Malaya’s Chinese population since it was regarded
with suspicion by the Japanese for its longstanding sympathies for both
the Chinese Nationalists and the Chinese Communist Party. (Many
Chinese squatters, in fact, had fled Singapore and other urban areas in
order to escape Japanese persecution and surveillance.) The MCP 
also earned considerable legitimacy among this group due to the party’s
militant opposition to British attempts to evict squatters after the war.

The MPAJA, however, was unable to exploit the cause of nationalism
as effectively as the Viet Minh. During the Japanese occupation, this 
was a result, at least in part, of the refusal of local British authorities to
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collaborate with the Japanese in the manner of the French in Vietnam.
Prior to the Japanese invasion, in fact, the British released leftist political
prisoners and cooperated with the MCP in establishing a guerrilla train-
ing school from which the MPAJA’s original cadre emerged. The MPAJA
later developed contacts with a Ceylon-based British military organization
known as Force 136 – which attempted to coordinate anti-Japanese activ-
ities in occupied British colonies – and in January 1944 the MPAJA agreed
to accept “instructions” from the Allied command in exchange for arms
and assistance. It is quite revealing, in fact, that the Malayan Communists
formed an “anti-Japanese” army and not an “independence” movement like
the Viet Minh.

Neither the MPAJA nor the MRLA, moreover, had much success in
mobilizing the ethnic Malay population against the Japanese or British.13

This is mainly attributable to the character of British rule in Malaya. The
British had long pursued policies aimed at the separation of the various
ethnic communities in Malaya – Malay, Chinese, and Indian – including
the reservation of civil service positions for Malays as against the two other
“foreign” communities (see Stenson 1980; Hua Wu Yin 1983). Much of
the traditional Malay elite, moreover, decided to collaborate with 
the Japanese, as with the British before them; indeed, while vigorously 
persecuting the Chinese, the Japanese went out of their way to accom-
modate this elite. “As a result,” notes Jan Pluvier, “the overwhelming
majority of Malay politicians and civil servants was not inclined to be
drawn into any illegal activity, and even less to participate in the anti-
Japanese resistance movement” (Pluvier 1974: 299). For reasons I explain
in Chapter 4, this attitude was also widespread among Malay peasants both
during and after the war.

The so-called Huk rebellion in the Philippines, like the rebellions in
Vietnam and Malaya, also grew out of the Communist-led anti-Japanese
resistance movement in that country. In this case, the postwar insurgency
was primarily a response to efforts by the Philippine oligarchic elite, in
close collaboration with the United States, to restore the prewar social
order in the archipelago.14 The Huk rebellion, then, differs from the other
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comprised 43.5 percent. Most of the rest (about 10 percent) were Indian, primarily Tamil
(see Stenson 1974: 331; Fairbairn 1974: 160).

14 The war-time history of the Huks is recounted in Abaya 1946, Taruc 1953, Kerkvliet 1977,
and Pomeroy 1978.



Formation of Movements in Southeast Asia

social-revolutionary movements in the region in that it was directed not
against a returning colonial power, as in Vietnam and Malaya, but against
a Philippine government that had become at least formally independent
in July 1946.

Following the Japanese attack on the Philippines in December 1941,
the Communist Party of the Philippines (PKP) established the Hukbong
Bayan Laban sa Hapon (Tagalog for People’s Anti-Japanese Army), better
known as the Hukbalahap, in March 1942. The Huks, as they were called,
were led by long-time activists in the prewar peasant movement in Central
and Southern Luzon, especially activists from the Communist and Social-
ist parties, which had merged in 1938 (Kerkvliet 1977).

Although much of the Philippine elite, like their counterparts in
Malaya, chose to collaborate with the Japanese (see Abaya 1946; Steinberg
1967), the anti-Japanese resistance movement grew to be quite large and
influential, although it was extremely fragmented. According to one esti-
mate, about three hundred thousand resistance fighters were active in one
way or another, including about one hundred thousand who were led by
American officers who were unable or unwilling to be evacuated in the
wake of the Japanese invasion; in fact, the Philippines was the only country
occupied by Japan in which the colonial army played a significant role 
in the resistance (see Pluvier 1974: 305–7). However, by all accounts 
the Huks were the most bold and effective guerrilla force, growing to
include some ten to twelve thousand armed troops and seventy-six
squadrons by late 1944.15

In addition to waging guerrilla warfare against the Japanese, “the Huk-
balahap unchained an agrarian revolution in Central Luzon which aimed
at breaking the economic power of the great landlords” (Pluvier 1974:
308). Unlike the USAFFE units, which eschewed political organizing, 
“the Huks claimed that military warfare was inseparable from political
warfare and was, in fact, subordinate to it” (U.S. Department of State 1987
[1950]: 75). The Huks established a rudimentary system of local self-
government in Central Luzon, and because most landlords in the region
abandoned their estates and fled to the cities during the war years, much
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15 A confidential U.S. Department of State report noted that the non-Huk forces – which
“were led by men of the cacique [landowning] class who had taken ROTC training in the
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. . . favored a ‘lie-low’ policy and concentrated on getting intelligence information for the
Americans until such time as they would be aided by the return of American forces” (U.S.
Department of State 1987 [1950]: 74–5).
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land was freed up, releasing many tenants – the principal social base of the
movement – from the burden of high rents. This contrasts sharply with
the wartime situation in Vietnam, where, prior to the Japanese coup,
French and Japanese repression severely limited Communist activities. In
the Philippines, by contrast, not only were the Huks busy “making pro-
paganda for their cause, influencing the population, building up an 
effective organization, committing acts of sabotage, killing Japanese and
liquidating collaborators, [but] the Huks were successful, from the begin-
ning, in carrying out their social and political programme” (Pluvier 1974:
307–8).

Unlike Indonesia, Vietnam, and Malaya, however, the Philippines 
experienced no interval between Japan’s surrender and the return of 
Allied forces. On the contrary, American forces invaded the Philippines 
in October 1944, well before Japan’s surrender, encountering heavy resis-
tance. Manila was not taken from the Japanese until February 1945. In any
event, the Huks, like the Malayan Communists, developed no plans to
declare the independence of the Philippines or to establish their own 
alternative government. On the contrary, the PKP, like their Malayan
counterparts, looked forward to a period in which it could organize legally
and above-ground in a soon-to-be independent Philippines.16

Within a year and a half after liberation from the Japanese, however,
the Huks would take up arms once again, this time against the newly inde-
pendent government of the Philippines. This decision was the result of
the policy of the United States and its elite Philippine allies, including
many who collaborated with the Japanese, to dismember the Huks and the
peasant movement in Luzon. Even before the Japanese surrendered, in
fact, American forces harassed and arrested Huk fighters, who were
ordered to turn over their weapons:

[General] MacArthur, in a manner the State Department found irritating and ego-
centric, implemented Washington’s policy by speedily restoring the Old Order. He
pressed the Filipino collaborationist police into the service of the United States,
and the United States military authorities arrested and held the two major Huk
leaders [Luis Taruc and Casto Alejandrino] for seven months as security risks.
During 1945 MacArthur increasingly used United States troops to break up Huk
meetings, and the landlords then successfully agitated for the legal recognition of
their former holdings. (Kolko 1990 [1968]: 606)
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This was followed by blatant fraud against Huk-supported candidates in
the first postwar elections. The PKP and a number of labor and peasant
organizations formed the Democratic Alliance (DA) after the war, and six
DA candidates were elected in the April 1946 congressional elections.
However, the DA victors were denied their seats in the Congress by newly
elected President Manuel Roxas for supposedly using terror and intimi-
dation in order to win their elections. The DA candidates, not coinciden-
tally, opposed the Bell Trade Act, signed by President Truman and
delivered to the Philippine Congress, which extended “free trade” (thereby
making protection of infant industries impossible) and which provided for
“parity” for U.S. investors (nullifying an amendment in the Philippine
constitution that limited foreign participation to 40 percent ownership of
corporations). Also included in the Act’s terms was the retention of ninety-
nine-year leases on twenty-three U.S. military bases in the Philippines,
including the huge Subic Bay naval station and Clark Air Base. With the
DA representatives conveniently excluded, the Bell Act was passed in the
Philippine Congress by a single vote (Kerkvliet 1977: 143–55; see also
Shalom 1986 [1981]; Walton 1984).

In addition to political exclusion, moreover, growing intimidation of
labor and peasant organizations also characterized the Philippine scene
after independence, capped by the murder of Juan Feleo, a long-time
peasant activist and PKP member, in August 1946. It was in this context
of shrinking political opportunities – so similar to that in postwar Malaya
– that the Hukbong Mapagpalaya ng Bayan (HMB), or People’s Libera-
tion Army, was formed in the summer of 1946 by former activists of the
Hukbalahap. At first the PKP as a whole did not support the HMB’s strat-
egy of armed resistance, although many individual Communists were
actively involved in the struggle, including Luis Taruc, the most famous
Huk commander during the war and one of the DA representatives
excluded from Congress.

At the PKP’s central committee meeting of May 1948, however, the
Communists reversed direction, following the general leftward direction
of pro-Soviet Communist parties. The PKP called for an “anti-imperialist
war” against the United States and its “tools” in the Philippines. The 
party believed that a “revolutionary situation” was at hand because the
Philippine government and economy were thought to be on the verge of
collapse, with the United States, its own economy supposedly crumbling,
unable to offer any assistance. At its height, between 1949 and early 1951,
armed Huks numbered somewhere between eleven and fifteen thousand,
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roughly equal to the armed strength of the wartime Hukbalahap movement
(Kerkvliet 1977: 210).

Thus, in Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines alike, the determination
of Western colonial powers (or a neocolonial elite, in the case of the
Philippines) to restore their rule after the war (through violence if neces-
sary), coupled with a leftward shift in the Soviet camp after 1947,
prompted Communist-led movements in these countries to take up arms
in an effort to seize state power. In all three countries – in sharp contrast
to Indonesia – Communist-led movements accumulated supporters,
weaponry, and substantial legitimacy as a result of the train of events set
in motion by the invasion of, and struggle against, Japanese forces. Against
the backdrop of the regional similarities discussed previously, it was this
shifting political and geopolitical context that best explains the emergence
(and timing) of the Communist insurgencies in Southeast Asia.

Conclusion

We have seen that the colonial and neocolonial elites who attempted to
reassert their political domination of Southeast Asia following World War
II were confronted by armed national liberation movements throughout
the region; however, not all of these movements were led by Communist
parties nor were they all equally successful (as I shall attempt to explain in
the following chapter) in resisting the reimposition of colonial or 
neocolonial rule. What, then, explains the emergence of mass-based 
Communist insurgencies in many, but not all, of the countries in the region
in reaction to the attempted restoration of Western domination?

The principal hypotheses of modernization and Marxist perspectives 
on Third World revolutions seem clearly inadequate to account for 
the incidence of mass-based Communist insurgencies in Southeast 
Asia during the period that I have examined. The disruptive social 
change and imperialist economic exploitation associated with Western
colonialism were clearly insufficient, as the Indonesian case perhaps best
demonstrates, for generating powerful radical movements. Nor were the
strong Communist insurgencies that did emerge after the war the vehicles
of any particular social class or class alliance. The wrenching social changes
and new class relations brought about by colonialism certainly rendered
particular social classes and groups especially “available” for political
mobilization by leaders who claimed to represent best the interests of 
the nation, but these factors did not evidently determine just what type of
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political leaders would be most effective in this regard. Nor, it must 
be added, did the mere presence of Leninist revolutionaries, with 
their “organizational weapon” of the disciplined vanguard party (Selznick
1979 [1952]), invariably channel these “available” social groups into 
Communist-led revolutionary movements.

The formation – and the specific timing of the formation – of mass-
based Communist insurgencies in Southeast Asia is best explained as a
result of factors, some of them fortuitous, of a specifically political nature.
It was above all the character of Japanese rule in each colony during the
war that determined whether or not Communists would be in a position
to organize a significant armed insurgency during and after the war. Com-
munists obtained substantial popular support and legitimacy where the
Japanese allowed colonial or indigenous collaborating elites to retain the
formal trappings of state power and administration and continued to
exclude and repress popular nationalist organizations – as occurred in
Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines. However, where the Japanese spon-
sored genuinely popular nationalists as well as nationalist organizations, 
as in Indonesia, Communists found it extremely difficult to mobilize
popular support for armed struggle against these nationalists (or against
the Japanese themselves) during or after the war.

The Japanese invasion of Southeast Asia, furthermore, not only led
Communist parties to adopt a strategy of armed struggle, but also created
unprecedented political opportunities for mobilizing and arming those
“available” sectors of the population (which were not difficult to locate nor
confined to any single social class) that had longstanding grievances against
colonialists and their collaborators – grievances that were often reinforced
and multiplied by Japanese policies. Most importantly, the Japanese occu-
pation and internment of Western officials invariably led to some degree
of breakdown in the administration and policing of the colonies, especially
near the end of the war, which provided the requisite “political space” for
the building of revolutionary movements. This political breakdown was
perhaps most evident in Malaya and the Philippines, where the Japanese
encountered the heaviest opposition from Communist-led resistance
movements; it was less evident in Vietnam, ironically, at least until the
Japanese coup against the French late in the war created the “opportune
moment” that the Communists were expecting (see Marr 1995: ch. 6).
This combination of administrative weakness and repression of organized
dissent proved explosive, inadvertently producing an expanding counter-



Conclusion

mobilization by the targets of repression, as it has in other contexts 
(see, e.g., Muller 1985). In Indonesia, by contrast, Communists and other
overtly anti-Japanese forces found it extremely difficult to take advantage
of the political space opened up by the Japanese occupation and its imme-
diate aftermath, given Japan’s support for popular anticolonial nationalists
in that country.

This said, the emergence of the revolutionary movements discussed in
this chapter – Communist and non-Communist alike – was not simply a
result of the political opportunities or state breakdowns associated with
the Japanese occupation and defeat. (These opportunities, in any event,
more or less quickly evaporated after the fall of 1945.) Even more, these
movements were a product of and response to the repressive and exclu-
sionary character of Western and/or Japanese imperialism. By leaving
masses of people “no other way out” of their various economic and polit-
ical predicaments, to use Trotsky’s phrase, political authorities focused and
channeled popular grievances in a revolutionary direction. These author-
ities unwittingly helped to organize or construct popular revolutionary
movements, movements that were able to prosper despite and even
because of brutal repression and the contraction of political space. “Polit-
ical opportunities,” in short, do not exhaust the more general importance
of political context for understanding the revolutionary movements that
formed in the region.

The analysis of this chapter raises an important question: If the 
Japanese “interregnum” was so crucial in determining whether or 
not Communists would later be capable of organizing significant opposi-
tion to the reimposition of Western domination, what then accounts 
for the variable character of Japanese rule in Southeast Asia? Two factors
seem especially important.17 First, Japan’s larger geopolitical needs 
and international alliances played a major role in shaping its policies in
specific countries. Nowhere in Southeast Asia, significantly, did the 
Japanese feel that they had the capacity, given the demands of the war, to
govern the region completely and directly by themselves; hence their
sponsorship of nationalist organizations or reliance on indigenous 
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collaborators of one sort or another. In Vietnam, the character of the
Japanese occupation was determined principally by exogenous events in
the European, and then Pacific, theaters of war. Japan’s decision both to
allow the French to remain in power and then to oust them rapidly very
late in the war reflected its perception of its broader, and shifting,
geostrategic interests.

An equally crucial factor that shaped the character and impact of the
Japanese occupation was the exact type of indigenous leaders who were
available as collaborators, owing to the nature of Western rule in South-
east Asia before the war. Where powerful neocolonial elites already existed
due to inclusionary forms of Western colonialism, as in Malaya and the
Philippines, the Japanese immediately sought out such elites (and vice
versa) as junior partners in their imperialist project; where, by contrast,
racially exclusionary forms of Western colonialism had largely preempted
the formation of such elites, as in Indonesia, the Japanese necessarily
turned to what they regarded as their next best option: non-Communist
“populist” nationalists.18

It is important to note that Japanese policies in Southeast Asia 
were shaped by specific cultural beliefs and assumptions. As John 
Dower has argued, the concept of an “Asia for Asians” was not incompat-
ible with the widespread and fundamentally racist view among Japanese
that they were inherently superior to other Asian people as well as to
whites (Dower 1986: 264). However, Japan did enact a number of “liberal”
policies in Southeast Asia – including the sponsorship of nationalist 
organizations, the promotion of indigenous languages, the advancement
of native civil servants, the waging of vast propaganda campaigns against
Western racism and colonialism (including attacks on Britain’s continuing
rule of India), and, ultimately, steps toward the formal independence 
of the colonies – that cannot be dismissed as simple ruses aimed at 
attaining the compliance of conquered peoples. These policies also
reflected the widespread Japanese belief that they were engaged, above 
all, in a sacred struggle to free and protect the morally superior 
civilization of Asia from the bankrupt materialism of the West (see, e.g.,
Thorne 1986: 113–19, 144–61).
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If the specific character of prewar Western rule and of the Japanese
occupation of each Southeast Asian colony determined where Communist
parties would be able to mobilize mass followings in the postwar 
period, these factors are certainly not sufficient to explain whether these
mass-based insurgencies would succeed in actually seizing state power.
The following chapter, accordingly, attempts to explain the distinctive 
outcomes of the three postwar Communist insurgencies in the region.
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4

The Only Domino: The Vietnamese
Revolution in Comparative Perspective

A measured response to the convulsion in Viet Nam could have been devised by the
French; they could have created institutions granting power to indigenous citizens and
permitting them opportunities for political mobilization on French terms, but this
appeared to be unnecessary and the institutions seemed difficult beyond comprehension to
construct. For this miscalculation France was to pay a dear price.

– John T. McAlister, Jr. (1969: 274)

Indochina under the French was a prison, and there was nothing to do but unite against
the jailer.

– Ngo Van, Trotskyist militant (quoted in Goldner 1997: 140)

This chapter, building on the previous one, attempts to explain the dif-
ferent outcomes of the transnational cycle of protest that erupted across
colonial Southeast Asia during the decade following World War II. I claim,
once again, that a state-centered approach best explains these outcomes. I
argue, more specifically, that the success or failure of Communist move-
ments in actually seizing state power in this region was determined by the
specific characteristics of colonial (or neocolonial) rule in each national
society, particularly policies toward moderate nationalists. This chapter,
then, takes the existence of the Communist-led national liberation move-
ments that emerged during and immediately after the Japanese occupation
of World War II as “given” for present purposes.

The analysis of this chapter reflects two growing concerns in recent
analyses of social movements. First, it shares with a number of recent
studies the goal of theorizing the outcomes or consequences of social
movements in addition to their origins or causes (see, e.g., Gamson 1975;
Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly 1999); since I am concerned in this book with
specifically revolutionary movements, I am particularly interested in why
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only some of them – in fact, relatively few – actually seize state power.
Second, it is assumed here that social movements are components of larger,
perhaps transnational, “cycles of protest” (Tarrow 1994: ch. 9); in fact, all
of the movements that I examine in this chapter emerged out the gener-
alized crisis in Southeast Asia that was brought on by World War II. I have
adopted a comparative perspective in order to contextualize the manner
in which political contexts shape, and are shaped by, social movements.
Such a perspective is also useful for detecting, and debunking, overgener-
alized explanations of movement outcomes.

What are the outcomes that this chapter attempts to explain? During
the 1940s, as we have seen, Communist parties organized strong, mass-
based national liberation movements in opposition to Western colonial 
or neocolonial regimes in Vietnam, Malaya, and the Philippines. In 
fact, Western leaders feared that these countries (and others beyond)
would fall like dominoes to Communists if decisive actions of one sort or
another were not taken. Because Communists were quite powerful in all
three countries, these fears cannot be dismissed as symptoms of Cold 
War paranoia. As we now know, however, Communists would success-
fully seize state power only in Vietnam, and only in the northern part 
of that country, during the decade following World War II.1 The 
Communist insurgencies in Malaya and the Philippines, by contrast, 
were largely defeated by government-organized counterrevolutions by the
mid-1950s. Why?

One simple “explanation” for the unique success of the Communist
movement in Vietnam and the contrasting failure of those in Malaya and
the Philippines is that the former movement grew to become a much larger
and popular force than the latter two. Success or failure, in this view, was
a simple function of the size or popularity of each movement. But there
are two problems with this view. First, it simply reframes the question that
we need to answer: why the Communist movement in Vietnam became so
much larger and more popular than those in Malaya and the Philippines.
In fact, from the perspective of 1944, for example, the subsequent success
of the Vietnamese Communists would have been rather surprising. At that
time, the movement in Vietnam was not substantially larger or more influ-
ential than that in Malaya or the Philippines. Second, this thesis overlooks

1 Communist-led movements would eventually seize power in 1975 in South Vietnam, 
Cambodia, and Laos, but this is another story altogether. There would be no Communist
“dominoes” in Southeast (or South) Asia outside of what was once French Indochina.
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the fact that the success of social movements is determined by the 
nature of their foes as much as by their own popularity. A relatively 
powerful revolutionary movement, for example, may not be able to 
topple a strong state (witness El Salvador, which I discuss in later chap-
ters), and even a tiny movement may be able to overthrow a weak one
(witness the revolution in Grenada in 1979). More than this, the very 
popularity of revolutionaries – as this chapter, like the last, will argue – 
is strongly shaped by the structure and practices of the states that they
confront.

The Communist movement in Vietnam, most analysts agree, was able
to oust the French both because it expanded very rapidly following the
war, forging a broad multiclass (and multiethnic) alliance, and because
French political leaders eventually decided that the resulting costs of
remaining in this distant colony – costs that were as much political as mil-
itary or economic – far outweighed the benefits. Of course, French with-
drawal from Vietnam may not have resulted in Communist rule, even in
the northern half of that country, if a strong, non-Communist force had
been able to step into the breach; but no such force existed. Analysts dis-
agree, however, in their explanations of these facts. I shall argue here that
both the popularity of Communists and the weakness of their non-
Communist rivals resulted primarily from the French failure to initiate a
reformist process of decolonization “from above” – such as occurred in
Malaya and the Philippines – either before or after the war.

By contrast, the Communist movements in Malaya and the Philippines
failed to expand their influence significantly beyond certain lower classes
and/or ethnic groups; the costs of counterrevolution in these countries
were therefore much lower than in Vietnam, and they were borne to a
much larger extent by collaborating sectors of the indigenous population,
which were much stronger than in Vietnam. In my view, the containment
of the Communist movements in Malaya and the Philippines resulted 
primarily from the fact that British and American colonial (or successor
neocolonial) regimes initiated a process of decolonization that devolved
political power to moderate nationalists, beginning either before (as in the
Philippines) or after the war (as in Malaya); in this process, these regimes
introduced key reforms that weakened the appeal of revolutionaries, espe-
cially democratic elections and a more discriminate use of military force
against the insurgents.

One can only speculate as to whether a similar process of decoloniza-
tion “from above” – particularly after the war, when Communists emerged
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as an especially powerful force – would have prevented a Communist rev-
olution in Vietnam. Still, a more concerted French effort to strengthen
non-Communist nationalists might have created a more pluralistic civil
society (and significantly reduced the costs of counterrevolution in the
process). The Communist Party would undoubtedly have remained a 
powerful force in Vietnam, but it might not have remained virtually the
only one that could realistically claim to represent the interests of the 
Vietnamese people.

I will develop this state-centered explanation of the success and failure
of Southeast Asian insurgencies in more detail after reviewing the history
of these insurgencies through the mid-1950s. I also offer some specula-
tion as to the causes of those variations in colonial rule in Southeast Asia
that my account of movement outcomes emphasizes. Again, my intent here
is not to propose a single-factor “statist” theory of revolutions, but to
rethink the process by which a variety of factors (and combinations of
factors) – including economic grievances, nationalist aspirations, and 
vanguard parties – may potentially cause revolutions when embedded in
conducive political contexts (see Tilly 1993: 7–9). I spell out this view 
of revolutionary causation more fully in the conclusion to this chapter.

Vietnam

After a series of complex maneuvers and abortive negotiations in the year
following the Second World War, what would become a bloody, nine-year
struggle began in earnest in Vietnam between the French and the Viet
Minh, the Communist-led national liberation front. After pulling out of
Hanoi in late 1946, the Viet Minh concentrated its efforts over the fol-
lowing two years on building up popular support in “liberated areas” in
the countryside, avoiding, whenever possible, major military engagements
with the French.2 In the immediate postwar period, the Viet Minh also
attempted to eliminate rival nationalist and leftist groups, such as they
were, that refused to cooperate with them, including Trotskyists, who had
been influential in Saigon during the late 1930s (Goldner 1997). A rebel-
lion in the French colony of Madagascar, significantly, prevented the
French from reinforcing their own troops in early 1947, when the Viet
Minh was most vulnerable.

2 Good accounts of the First Indochina War may be found in Hammer 1955, Lancaster 1974
(1961), Buttinger 1967 (vol. 2), Duiker 1981, Dunn 1985, and Lockhart 1989.
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Until 1953, the Viet Minh adhered to a “national liberation” program
that explicitly deemphasized class struggle: “there was to be no redistrib-
ution of land to any great extent,” notes one observer, “and agricultural
collectivization was entirely out of the question” (Pluvier 1974: 463–4). In
areas that it controlled, the Viet Minh seized land owned by French
colonists or Vietnamese collaborators, but the Viet Minh focused its agrar-
ian program on modest rent and interest reductions so as not to alienate
rich peasants and even “patriotic landlords,” who played a surprisingly
large role in the movement.

France, meanwhile, struggled to reestablish a stable form of political rule
in Vietnam with at least some indigenous support. The United States, while
strongly backing the French war effort, encouraged the French to transfer
power to a formally independent, anti-Communist regime so as to under-
mine the nationalist appeal of the Viet Minh. The result of this pressure
was the notorious “Bao Dai solution.” After several years of negotiations,
the French announced, in December 1949, the creation of an “Associated
State of Vietnam,” headed by Emperor Bao Dai. (Bao Dai had actually
abdicated during the August Revolution of 1945, and he briefly served 
as an “adviser” to the Communist-dominated Democratic Republic of
Vietnam [DRV].) The United States recognized the State of Vietnam on
February 7, 1950, just weeks after the new Communist regime in China –
soon followed by the Soviet Union – recognized the DRV.

The French, however, never intended the Bao Dai regime to be a gen-
uinely independent government (much to the disgruntlement of certain
U.S. officials), and it had strictly limited powers, primarily within the areas
of education, social services, and local police matters. Military and economic
policy remained the exclusive preserve of the French. In 1953, a French par-
liamentary commission went so far as to describe the colonial regime in
Vietnam as a “veritable dictatorship . . . without limit and without control”
(quoted in O’Neill 1968: 31). The municipal elections that were held in
early 1953 were a fiasco – residents of less than 10 percent of the villages in
the northern Red River delta were allowed or able to vote – and the provin-
cial and national elections scheduled for late 1953 were simply aborted.
“The ‘Bao Dai solution’ did provide an alternative to Ho Chi Minh’s gov-
ernment,” notes William Duiker, “but most nationalists viewed it as simply
a creation of French colonialism” (Duiker 1983: 43). Even the French
referred to Bao Dai’s ministers as “puppets” (Lockhart 1989: 212).

French military operations against the Viet Minh during this time were
indiscriminately brutal and heavy-handed in the extreme:
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Thanks to the fantastic amounts of U.S. aid that came pouring in [after 1950], air
raids of the liberated areas became more frequent and destructive. Irrigation works
and dikes were intentionally destroyed in order to create famine in the liberated
areas. “Sweep-and-clean” operations by re-equipped mobile units were launched
more often, causing widespread devastation and deaths to the civilian population.
(Long 1991b: 24–5.)

As a result of such actions, not only were anti-French sentiments rein-
forced among the Vietnamese, but opposition to the “dirty war” in
Vietnam also began to build in France, particularly after 1948, when the
strong Communist Party there adopted a more radical political line (it had
originally supported the reimposition of French rule in Indochina). In fact,
while French forces in Vietnam were extraordinarily (and counterproduc-
tively) violent, a succession of governments in Paris proved “unwilling to
provide adequate support to [the] military commanders in Indochina and,
in consequence, French military policy continued to be caught between
an offensive and defensive posture” (Duiker 1981: 150). Popular opposi-
tion to an expanded conscription in France prompted French authorities
to create, in 1950, an indigenous Vietnamese “national army,” the Army
of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN).

The Viet Minh scored its first major military victories in the summer
of 1950, driving the French out of many of their bases on a route 
along the Chinese border – the “street without joy,” as the French called
it. (Martial law was promptly imposed in Hanoi as a result.) These 
victories, however, were followed by a number of defeats in 1951 and 1952,
as the French expeditionary force in Vietnam was expanded to some 
one hundred ninety thousand troops (only sixty thousand of whom were
native Frenchmen), in addition to the ARVN’s muster of one hundred
thousand.

Although the conflict was apparently stalemated in the early 1950s, two
events tipped the balance of power in Vietnam toward the Communist
side. First, the Communist leadership decided to organize a mass-
mobilization campaign with the goal of implementing existing decrees on
rent and interest reductions much more vigorously. (Substantial land redis-
tribution, however, did not occur until after 1954.) This campaign, orga-
nized according to the Chinese Communist model, generated much
popular enthusiasm for the Viet Minh, especially among poor and land-
less peasants (see White 1983a; Kolko 1985: ch. 4). For its part, “the Bao
Dai government had no interest in reducing the power of the landlords”;
on the contrary, military operations by French or ARVN forces “to ‘clear
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and hold’ Viet Minh villages would secure the villages for the return of
the landlords or their agents” (White 1983a: 208–9).

The second event that worked to the advantage of the Viet Minh was
the armistice in Korea in 1953. This made it possible for China, which
had intervened in the Korean conflict, to double the amount of arms it
was sending to Vietnam and to send heavier weaponry (and more instruc-
tors) as well. By 1953, in fact, the Viet Minh had developed a well-
equipped regular army of some one hundred and twenty-five thousand
troops, “territorial units” with another seventy-five thousand members,
and village militias with between two hundred thousand and three hundred
and fifty thousand members. As a result of the Viet Minh’s popularity and
armed might, the French/Bao Dai forces were never able to control more
than a third of Vietnam’s territory (mainly urban areas), and they were
completely unable to dislodge the Viet Minh from the countryside. “[T]he
French command just did not have sufficient men to keep most of the
country pacified and defeat Giap’s army” (Fairbairn 1974: 195; emphasis
in original). The map prepared in May 1953 for General Henri Navarre,
commander in chief of French forces in Vietnam, reveals the difficult sit-
uation of the French in the northern, central, and southern regions of the
country alike (see Map 4.1). “Under Secretary of State Walter Bedell
Smith informed Congress [in 1954] that the Viet Minh already controlled
three-quarters of the country and, had elections been held, Ho Chi Minh
would have won 80 percent of the vote” (Kahin 1987: 53). When Ho Chi
Minh – who had no illusions about the possibility of defeating militarily
the much wealthier and better-armed French – proposed peace talks in
late 1953, the French soon accepted.

On May 7, 1954, the day before the peace talks on Indochina were to
begin in Geneva, the Viet Minh inflicted a monumental defeat on the
French at the battle of Dien Bien Phu. After a bloody six-week siege, the
Vietnamese captured French positions with a mass assault; in all, some
fifteen hundred French troops were killed at Dien Bien Phu, four thou-
sand wounded, and another eleven thousand taken prisoner. An estimated
twenty thousand to twenty-five thousand Vietnamese were killed or
wounded.3 This stunning victory was a result both of the Viet Minh’s
domestic popularity and external support. On the one hand, over two

3 During the entire war, more than seventy thousand French troops were killed (including
approximately twenty-one thousand Frenchmen). Vietnamese casualties are estimated at a
half million killed and one million wounded (Harrison 1982: 124).



Map 4.1 General Navarre’s map, May 1953. From Intervention by George McT.
Kahin. Copyright © 1986 Knopf. Reprinted with permission.
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hundred thousand peasants were mobilized by the Viet Minh to build
roads, carry supplies, or actually fight at Dien Bien Phu:

All through the North, women and men mobilized to transport dismantled how-
itzers and mortars (American in the main, captured by the Chinese in Korea), tons
of ammunition, and rice by bicycle and shoulder pole. . . . Roped to the heaviest
artillery pieces, men dragged the guns through the last 50-mile stretch of jungle
where no roads could be built. (Young 1991: 32–3)

On the other hand (as the preceding quote makes clear), “The Vietminh
attack had been made possible by massive shipments of arms from China”
(Duiker 1983: 46).

At Geneva, French and DRV representatives agreed to a cease-fire and
to the division of the country into two “regroupment” zones pending
national elections in 1956 (which were never held due to U.S. opposition).
The Viet Minh and their supporters regrouped in the northern part of the
country, above the seventeenth parallel, while the French and supporters of
the Bao Dai government regrouped in the south, including most Catholics
living in the north. (The accord also called for all foreign forces to quit 
the country, and restricted both zones from joining a military alliance or
allowing the establishing foreign military bases within their territory.)

While the agreement to partition Vietnam temporarily at the seven-
teenth parallel was an enormous compromise for the Viet Minh – 
given its strength in the central and southern regions of the country as
well as in the north4 – it obviously represented a substantial victory as 
well: After eight decades of brutal colonial rule, the French finally 
pulled out of Vietnam, and the Viet Minh became the de facto sovereign
power in the northern part of the country.5 Try as it might, moreover, the
United States was never able to establish a southern state with significant
popular support. Indeed, the subsequent defeat of the United States and
its local allies (in what Americans came to call the “Vietnam War” and
Vietnamese the “American War”) was prepared to a significant extent by
the Viet Minh in the period prior to 1954 (see, e.g., Race 1972; Kiernan
1992).

4 After Dien Bien Phu, “it was generally accepted that the DRV controlled 80% of the 
population and 75% of the country” (Lockhart 1989: 264).

5 The Viet Minh was under a great deal of Soviet and especially Chinese pressure to accept
the compromise at Geneva. The Chinese, fearful of an American invasion, were anxious
to see an internationally recognized state in at least northern Vietnam that would serve –
like the North Korean regime – as a “buffer” against the United States.
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Malaya

The Malayan rebellion – or “Emergency,” as it was officially known – con-
trasts sharply with the Vietnamese in that the Communist-led Malayan
Races Liberation Army (MRLA), from its founding in 1949, encountered
much greater difficulties than the Viet Minh in mobilizing popular support
and external assistance for its armed struggle against the British colonial
regime.6 The MRLA was certainly a mass-based movement, and its sizable
constituency “seemed to offer a fair chance of a successful insurrection”
(Short 1975: 254). The MRLA grew to include perhaps ten thousand
armed guerrillas at is peak, and the affiliated Min Yuen, or “People’s Move-
ment” – a clandestine organization established by the Malayan Commu-
nist Party in cities and towns to recruit volunteers, supply the guerrillas,
and spread propaganda – had a membership of at least twenty thousand
and perhaps as many as sixty thousand. In addition, it has been estimated
that more than half a million people (out of a total population of five
million) may have supported the guerrillas in one way or another 
(Caldwell 1977b: 231).

The insurgents, however, found it extremely difficult to obtain support
outside the ethnic Chinese population in Malaya. As a result, and because
of the Communist Party’s decision in 1948 to relocate to the countryside
in order to fight a rural guerrilla insurgency, the MRLA became increas-
ingly dependent upon communities of Chinese squatters settled near the
jungles. These communities had supported the Communist-led Malayan
People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA) during the war, and the Commu-
nist Party vigorously opposed subsequent British efforts to evict them.

The British, consequently, implemented the Briggs Plan in 1950
(named after the British high commissioner, General Sir Harold Briggs),
which eventually resulted in the forced resettlement of more than half a
million Chinese squatters into approximately four hundred “new villages”
(see Short 1975: chs. 7–9). The British also resettled many plantation and
mine workers, ordering that “all workers and their families who were living
on land owned by the mines and estates . . . be moved and assembled
within barbed wire compounds” (Renick 1965: 12). Official internment
camps eventually housed another eleven thousand known or suspected col-
laborators of the MRLA. In July 1951, moreover, the British initiated

6 Useful accounts of the Malayan “Emergency” may be found in O’Ballance 1966, Short
1975, Caldwell 1977b, and Stubbs 1989.
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Operation Starvation, intensifying their inspection of rice transports in
order to prevent food from being smuggled to the guerrillas from the
cities. In implementing these various policies, the British could count on
a forty-thousand-man colonial army (which included Australians, Fijians,
Africans, and Gurkhas), a police force of some seventy thousand (mainly
ethnic Malay), and a paramilitary “home guard” of another two hundred
and twenty-five thousand. The British also received arms and helicopters
from the United States (Caldwell 1977b: 233, 246).

The MRLA was thus gradually cut off from its main source of recruits,
supplies, and information. The MRLA also failed to receive significant
foreign assistance; unlike the Viet Minh, it did not enjoy access to a border
with China or any other sympathetic state. Morale and discipline gradu-
ally became serious problems, and insurgents began to surrender. More-
over, “the occasional execution of Party members and supporters suspected
of being ‘politically unreliable’ eroded people’s confidence in the MCP and
its cause” (Stubbs 1989: 189). The British even paid one member of the
MCP Politburo nearly half a million dollars to surrender; he provided
authorities with information that led to the arrest of 183 rebels, which “all
but broke the back of all MRLA activity in southern Malaya” (O’Ballance
1966: 161). All told, 6,710 rebels were killed during the Emergency, 2,810
were wounded, and another 3,989 were captured or surrendered; on 
the government side, 1,865 were killed and 2,560 wounded (O’Ballance
1966: 177).

Despite its primarily ethnic Chinese composition, moreover, the insur-
gency failed to win the support of the larger Chinese population in Malaya.
In February 1949, the same month as the MRLA was formed, Chinese busi-
nesspeople, strongly encouraged by the British, formed the Malayan
Chinese Association (MCA). The creation of the MCA “was the outcome
of the realization that the communist victory in China forced the Malayan
Chinese to focus their loyalty upon Malaya and that a political structure was
needed to take care of them” (Pluvier 1974: 533). In March 1953, the MCA,
again encouraged by the British administration, agreed to form the Alliance
with the United Malays National Organization (UMNO), the dominant
political force in the ethnic Malay community, to pursue independence
through peaceful means. “The Alliance was certainly not revolutionary or
anti-British; it was very moderate, politically, and conservative, socially, and
in its heart not disloyal to the colonial authorities” (Pluvier 1974: 541).

British sponsorship of the Alliance, in fact, was part of a larger 
counterrevolutionary strategy of transferring formal political power to
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“responsible” Malayan elites in order to deprive the Communists of the
nationalist issue. As early as 1948, self-rule was held to be the eventual
goal of the newly created Federation of Malaya.7 In 1951, a system of local
government through elected bodies was established, and municipal elec-
tions were held in Kuala Lumpur in February 1952. And in July 1953 elec-
tions were held for a Legislative Council, with the Alliance of the UMNO,
MCA, and MIC (the predominantly petit-bourgeois Malayan Indian Con-
gress) winning fifty-one of the fifty-two contested seats (another forty-six
seats were appointed by the British). The small but powerful British settler
community did not vigorously oppose the gradual transfer of power to this
conservative alliance.

The colonial state, furthermore, became much less abusive of civilians
after Sir Gerald Templer – who introduced the notion of “winning the
hearts and minds” of ordinary folk – was appointed high commissioner in
early 1952. Following Templer’s arrival, “the essentially military approach
to counter-insurgency was replaced by more of a political approach which
sought to address many of the grievances of the population, thereby
depriving the communist guerrillas of their base of support” (Stubbs 1997:
59). Indeed, it was at this time that the Briggs Plan “really began to bear
fruit” (Stubbs 1997: 61):

Templer ordered that the new villages should be provided with services and ameni-
ties such as agricultural land, schools, roads, drains, public health facilities, places
of public worship and community centres. . . . Templer’s strategy, which stressed
addressing the grievances of the rural Malay-Chinese so that their interest in sup-
porting the communist guerrillas waned, proved successful. (Stubbs 1997: 61)

Templer also implemented Operation Service, an attempt to reform the
colonial police that “exceeded initial expectations. Because of better train-
ing, and the new equipment sent from Britain . . . the police gained con-
fidence in their own abilities, were less ill-disposed towards the general
public, and less inclined to treat all Chinese as suspects” (Stubbs 1989: 157,
166; see also Short 1975: 160–6). Despite opposition from sectors of the
armed forces, a series of well-publicized amnesties for guerrillas were also
proclaimed (O’Ballance 1966: 150–9, 174).

The precariousness of the Communist insurgency was strikingly
revealed at the December 1955 meetings between the MCP leader Chin

7 This federation was itself created largely in response to ethnic Malay agitation against
Britain’s attempt to impose a more centralized and exclusionary “union” on Malaya after
the war (see, e.g., Stockwell 1977; Lau 1991; Stubbs 1997).
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Peng and Malayan and British officials. The Communists, whose ranks
had been depleted by death and desertion, offered to put down their arms
if the MCP were legalized. (The offer was turned down.) During the late
1950s, the rebels were forced to look for support among Malaya’s sparse
aboriginal population, which lived in exceedingly isolated jungle areas, a
move that only further marginalized the movement (Leary 1995). The
Emergency was not officially terminated until 1960, but the Communist
insurgency was all but defeated when Malaya attained formal indepen-
dence on August 31, 1957. From the British perspective, notes Malcolm
Caldwell, “The expense and ferocity of the ‘Emergency’ had paid off”: “at
independence, 75 per cent of all rubber plantation acreage was in 
European (mostly British) hands, along with 61 per cent of all tin pro-
duction, and 75 per cent of all services and trade” (Caldwell 1977b: 251).

The Philippines

Like their Malayan comrades, Philippine Communists also found it diffi-
cult to exploit the nationalist issue during the postwar Huk rebellion, in
part because the United States granted formal independence to the arch-
ipelago very shortly after the war. The Communist Party did not have a
great deal of success in politicizing the existence of vast U.S. economic
assets or extensive U.S. military bases in the islands. In fact, although
American advisers from the Joint U.S. Military Advisory Group
( JUSMAG) played an important role in conceiving and implementing the
government’s counterinsurgency, American troops were never introduced
into the conflict.

The Huk rebellion fared particularly poorly after Ramon Magsaysay –
a protégé of the American CIA – was named minister of defense in Sep-
tember 1950. The following month, the Philippine government arrested
most of the Communist Party leadership in Manila, including party leader
Jose Lava. (One observer has called this “probably the greatest Intelligence
success in the history of counter-insurgency” [Fairbairn 1974: 171].) With
massive U.S. aid, Magsaysay reorganized and retrained the Philippine
armed forces during the early 1950s, resulting in a more discriminate use
of force against the Huk insurgents. (The Huks, for their part, received
no significant external assistance.) Magsaysay merged the twenty-two-
thousand-man Philippine Constabulary with the army, which included
another thirty-three thousand troops, thereby creating a single chain of
command. In addition, special “Battalion Combat Teams” were formed
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that were more mobile than traditional military companies and that 
American advisers trained in counterguerrilla warfare (see Kerkvliet 1977:
192–3, 240–1).

The regular pay and feeding of troops were also instituted under
Magsaysay, and the “civilian guards” – essentially the private armies of
large landowners who were notorious for their mistreatment of villagers
– were disbanded. Magsaysay described his policy toward the guerrillas as
one of “all-out force and all-out fellowship” in order to underline the
leniency that would be shown to those Huks who surrendered. These
reforms seem to have been particularly effective: “The great majority of
Huks,” as Jesus Lava later noted, took up arms in the first place “because
of repression by the Philippine government, American soldiers, and civil-
ian guards. Many felt it was either join or be killed without at least putting
up a fight” (quoted in Kerkvliet 1977: 227).

Philippine elections of the early 1950s were also marked by less fraud
and violence than those of the immediate postwar period. Both the local
elections of 1951 and the presidential election of 1953 were relatively
peaceful. Magsaysay himself, whom Geoffrey Fairbairn has called “the
only counter-insurgent to acquire the status of hero in the eyes of large
numbers of people” (Fairbairn 1974: 170), was elected president in 1953,
obtaining more than 70 percent of the vote in Central Luzon, the Huk
heartland. Huk leaders themselves later acknowledged that peasants had
come to see “elections as alternatives to rebellion” (Kerkvliet 1977: 238).

The Philippine government also began to implement at this time a
number of modest yet symbolically important economic reforms, many
aimed specifically at the sharecropping peasants of Luzon, the principal
social base of the Huk rebellion:

They included agricultural extension services, cash credit for peasants, barrio
health clinics, agrarian courts to hear grievances between tenants and landlords,
new bridges and roads, several hundred “liberty wells,” and irrigation canals.
Between 1952 and 1955 the government devoted far more attention and money
to rural public works and agrarian reform than it had during the previous six years.
(Kerkvliet 1977: 238–9)

While minister of defense, moreover, Magsaysay promised homestead
lands to Huks who surrendered to the government. The Economic Devel-
opment Corps (EDCOR) program that he established actually resettled
less than two hundred and fifty guerrillas and their families onto lands on
the southern island of Mindanao. Still, the program stole from the Huks
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“the idea of ‘land for the landless’ with a well-publicized experiment that
was more than the Huk movement itself had been able to do” (Kerkvliet
1977: 239; see also Scaff 1955). Magsaysay’s reforms, in sum, while stop-
ping well short of a major land reform in Luzon – in fact, no land at all
was redistributed there – and while not disturbing the neocolonial rela-
tionship with the United States, nevertheless “played on the peasantry’s
hope that revolt was no longer necessary” (Kerkvliet 1977: 240).

With the implementation of these economic, military, and political
reforms, the Huk insurgency was not only unable to break out of its tra-
ditional stronghold in Central Luzon, but also began to disintegrate there
after 1951. The Philippine military claimed that between 1950 and 1955
it killed over six thousand Huks and captured forty-seven hundred; another
ninety-five hundred took advantage of its amnesty offers (Kerkvliet 
1977: 245):

By 1953, the movement’s remaining leaders were powerless to prevent even larger
numbers of armed peasants from leaving. And few peasants now joined the Huks,
unlike in the past, to replace those who lay dead in the rice fields and on the moun-
tain slopes. By 1955–1956, only widely scattered handfuls of desperate rebels
remained. (Kerkvliet 1977: 234)

As the insurgency dwindled, a split developed within the Communist
Party over the issue of negotiations to end the rebellion. Luis Taruc, the
best-known guerrilla commander, openly favored negotiations, and he was
suspended from the party in November 1953 for allegedly violating
“democratic centralism” (Saulo 1990: ch. 11). The following May – iron-
ically, the same month as the battle of Dien Bien Phu – Taruc voluntarily
surrendered to Philippine government officials. (A young journalist by 
the name of Benigno Aquino, Jr., acted as mediator between Taruc and 
the government.) A “surrender epidemic” then ensued, with even 
“top-ranking party cadres and Huk commanders [giving] up without a
struggle” (Saulo 1990: 181).

Accounting for Movement Outcomes: Variations in Colonial Rule

What accounts for the radically different outcomes of the postwar Com-
munist insurgencies in Southeast Asia? Why did a Communist-led national
liberation movement successfully seize power in Vietnam, but fail in
Malaya and the Philippines? After all, as Brian Crozier has noted, the
Communist insurgencies in Malaya and the Philippines, “at the outset at
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least, had a very real chance of success” (Crozier 1968: 73). In this section,
I develop the argument that the uneven success of revolutionary move-
ments in Southeast Asia was primarily determined by the specific charac-
ter of Western colonial rule (and of succeeding neocolonial regimes) in
the region.

It cannot be argued that Vietnamese Communists faced opponents who
were any less formidable or ruthless than those that their counterparts
elsewhere confronted. On the contrary, the French had many more troops
at their disposal in Vietnam than the British in Malaya or the Philippine
government. Conversely, the defeat of the insurgencies in Malaya and the
Philippines would not appear easily attributable – as some have suggested8

– to British or American intervention. After all, the French also inter-
vened, and intervened massively, in Vietnam, but with considerably less
success. Why?

Most analysts, not surprisingly, attribute the success of the Viet Minh
to its greater popularity compared to the other Communist-led move-
ments in Southeast Asia (see, e.g., Caldwell 1970: 83). Vietnamese Com-
munists certainly succeeded in organizing a much larger and more broadly
based insurgent coalition than Malayan or Filipino Communists, who were
unable to expand beyond their traditional ethnic and/or class constituen-
cies (i.e., the Chinese working class and squatters in Malaya and the share-
cropping peasants of Luzon in the Philippines). Moreover, many observers
correctly attribute this greater popularity of Vietnamese Communists (at
least in part) to their more thorough domination of the nationalist cause
compared to the other Communist movements in the region. Milton
Osborne, for example, suggests that “if one is seeking to gain some under-
standing of why Communist-led revolts failed in the Philippines and
Malaya but in part succeeded . . . in Viet-Nam, close attention must be
given to the way in which neither the Huks nor Malaya’s Chinese insur-
gents could convincingly claim the nationalist mantle” (Osborne 1970:
110). The crucial issue, however, which has received much less analysis, is
exactly why this was the case. Why were Communists in Vietnam so much
more successful than their counterparts in Malaya and the Philippines 
in mobilizing – and arming – masses of people for the cause of national
liberation?

8 For example, both Jesus Lava (1979: 77) and William Pomeroy (1978: 515), an American
Communist who fought with the Huks, attribute the Huk defeat primarily to U.S. inter-
vention in the Philippines.



The Vietnamese Revolution

In attempting to answer this question, one might begin with the
common observation that the Vietnamese people (especially compared to
the more ethnically heterogeneous populations of most other Southeast
Asian countries) have a particularly well-developed national identity,
shaped in large part through their historic conflicts not only with the
French, but also with China – conflicts that stretch back over many cen-
turies. But while the strong national identity of the Vietnamese may partly
explain the strength of anti-French feeling in that country, it does not
explain why Communists in particular (indeed, armed Communists), and 
not some other type of political leadership, came to lead the anticolonial
struggle there.

As we have seen, moreover, ethnic minorities, and not just ethnic 
Vietnamese, were actually a very important component of the Viet Minh
coalition (see McAlister 1967); this suggests that “resentment of French
intrusion and abuses was so great that it could outweigh any feelings of
mistrust that these minorities might have had against the Vietnamese”
(Elliott 1974: 30). What needs to be explained, then, is not so much the
strong sense of Vietnamese national identity as the specifically (and
intensely) anti-French grievances among a variety of ethnic groups and the
ability of Communists, in particular, to harness these grievances (among
others) to an armed and radical, as opposed to conservative or reformist,
movement.

Might the availability of external material assistance account for the
variable success of the insurgencies in Southeast Asia? In part, yes. After
all, the unsuccessful insurgencies in Malaya and the Philippines received
little if any such aid. And foreign aid was very important, as we have seen,
in contributing to the victory of the Communists in Vietnam – at Dien
Bien Phu in particular. Thanks to the Communist triumph in China (and
to Vietnam’s long border with that country), large amounts of foreign arms
and matériel began to flow into Vietnam after 1950 and especially after
the Korean armistice in 1953. (It bears emphasizing, however, that this aid
did not nearly approach the levels of external assistance to the Viet Minh’s
adversaries.)

External aid to the Viet Minh, however, would have been ineffectual or
even useless (and probably not proffered in the first place) had it been
unable to mobilize so many people so effectively against the French – and
so many more people than their non-Communist rivals. (In fact, the much
less popular postwar Communist movement in Burma, which also received
significant aid from neighboring China, was effectively contained by 

122



Accounting for Movement Outcomes: Variations in Colonial Rule

non-Communist nationalists [see Bagley 1974; Smith 1991: pt. 2].) It is
also far from certain (although here we must speculate) that the Viet Minh,
given its broad popular backing, would have proven unable to wage an
effective protracted guerrilla struggle against the French without external
aid. Kahin and Lewis (1967: 30) point out that the Viet Minh “had gained
the military initiative well before the communists came to power in China.
Their military strength against the French was already clearly established
before they were able to secure even modest military assistance from Com-
munist China.”

My own thesis is that Vietnamese Communists were able to expand the
ranks of their followers quite dramatically during the postwar decade,
more or less dominating the nationalist cause in Vietnam, primarily
because of the counterproductive policies of the French imperialists whom
they confronted. Neither before nor after the war did France introduce
the sort of political reforms, including steps toward decolonization or
“home rule,” that might have undermined the appeal of armed revolu-
tionaries or bolstered the power and influence of more conservative polit-
ical forces. On the contrary, France’s authoritarian and often brutally
repressive policies unintentionally encouraged the further growth of the
Viet Minh and rendered more moderate leaders – at least those who were
not themselves radicalized by French policies – largely irrelevant or 
illegitimate.

Eventually, confronted by the expansion of the Viet Minh, growing 
military losses, domestic opposition to the war, and international pressures
to decolonize, France abandoned its colonial project in Southeast Asia at
Geneva. The only popular indigenous political force capable of filling the
vacuum – in either northern or southern Vietnam – was the Viet Minh.
As we have seen, in fact, the Geneva accords effectively ratified the Viet
Minh’s hegemony north of the seventeenth parallel. The United States –
which was not a party to the Geneva accords – proceeded to underwrite a
separate southern state with massive financial and military assistance, but
that state’s rule was never popular and always dependent on U.S. largesse
(see, e.g., Kolko 1985; Young 1991).

In retrospect, it would appear that the historic “mistake” of French
imperialists (and of the Dutch in Indonesia), and the source of their vul-
nerability in Vietnam following World War II, was their failure (unlike the
Americans in the Philippines and the British in Malaya) to preserve or to
create a moderate, anti-Communist political leadership to whom they
could transfer state power without jeopardizing imperial economic or
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strategic interests. This failure, however, was implicit in the authoritarian
and repressive form of colonial rule that France exercised in Vietnam.
Perhaps Ho Chi Minh put it best: “If the French colonialists are unskill-
ful in developing colonial resources, they are masters in the art of savage
repression. . . . The Gandhis and the De Valeras would have long since
entered heaven had they been born in one of the French colonies” (quoted
in Fall 1967c: 27).9 In fact, by failing to tolerate (or to sponsor proactively)
moderate nationalist political parties, French colonialism quite inadver-
tently produced its own gravediggers in Southeast Asia. “[T]he pitiless
suppression of [moderate] Vietnamese political parties by the French,”
notes one author, favored “clandestine organizations totally dedicated to
the forceful overthrow of colonial authority” (Duiker 1976: 184).

In fact, in the political context of colonial Vietnam, even an ideologi-
cally moderate political party could feel compelled to take up arms against
the French. The Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang (VNQDD) or Vietnamese
Nationalist Party, loosely modeled on the Chinese Kuomintang, attempted
to incite an armed rebellion by Vietnamese soldiers at Yen Bay in north-
ern Vietnam in February 1930. They were quickly defeated, however, and
survivors were forced to flee to China. The Nationalists were never again
a significant political force in Vietnam – or a viable alternative to the 
Communists.

Soon after the Yen Bay fiasco, the French parliament debated colonial
policy in Vietnam:

The Socialist Party argued for gradual decolonisation, with practical emphasis on
identifying and nurturing those native elements most committed to “modern civ-
ilization” and most likely to participate voluntarily in some post-colonial relation-
ship with France. The right-wing coalition then in government called instead for
a revitalisation of colonial institutions, so that the rural Indochinese economy
would prosper, peasants would turn a deaf ear to Communist propaganda and all
anticolonial malcontents would be either silenced or eliminated. (Marr 1981:
164–5)

The right-wing position was supported by leading colonial officials, who
argued that “the government should be looking to recent Dutch success
in crushing the Indonesian Communist Party [in 1926–7] rather than

9 Ho may be exaggerating the comparatively benign nature of British imperialism. The Irish
nationalist leader Eamon de Valera would almost certainly have been executed by the
British – along with most of the other leaders of the Easter Rising of 1916 – were it not
for his American citizenship.
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being led astray by reference to the British dominions” (Marr 1981: 165).
The Socialist proposal was defeated, and there would not be a similar
debate in the French parliament until after World War II. By then,
however, thanks in large part to the Japanese occupation, France con-
fronted a formidable revolutionary movement in Vietnam.

Coopted or suppressed, then, “nationalist reformists had almost disap-
peared as a political force in Vietnam” as early as the 1930s (Duiker 1976:
178). The Viet Minh’s domination of the nationalist movement was greatly
facilitated by this absence of any alternative non-Communist political
leadership with a nationwide organization.10 (George Modelski has sug-
gested that “the major element in [the Viet Minh’s] success was the 
weakness of their opponents” [Modelski 1964: 201].) In the Vietnamese
political context, in sum, only an armed and clandestine revolutionary
movement such as the Viet Minh could possibly have liberated the Viet-
namese from French rule after the war. That Communists successfully 
met this challenge speaks to their impressive strategic skills and political
commitment. However, that challenge itself was an inadvertent gift 
from the French.

In Malaya and the Philippines, by contrast, colonial policies eventually
undermined rather than enhanced the appeal of revolutionaries. The
Communist-led movements in these countries were effectively contained
by reforms “from above” and gradual transitions to formal independence.
Elections in these countries provided a more effective and less dangerous
means for influencing state policies – including the winning of indepen-
dence itself – than armed insurrection. Moreover, the increasingly dis-
criminate use of force against the insurgents limited the number of people
who, fearing military abuses, joined the guerrillas for purposes of self-
defense. Neocolonial elites – that is, pro-Western, moderate political
leaders, primarily from propertied classes – were the main beneficiaries of
these processes.

In Malaya, as we have seen, the British counterinsurgency succeeded
primarily because the Communist-led MRLA was unable to expand its
base beyond the Chinese working-class and squatter communities. What

10 The Viet Minh’s main rivals in southern Vietnam (with the exception of the Trotskyists)
were not political parties, but syncretic religious movements whose populist economic 
programs attracted large peasant followings. These groups, however, did not exercise
much influence beyond a few regional enclaves and were uninterested in seizing state
power (see Popkin 1979; Tai 1983).
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accounts for this fatal weakness of the Malayan Communist movement?
Why was the Communist Party – which certainly attempted, from all
accounts, to lead a multiethnic struggle against the British – unable to
mobilize the ethnic Malay population?

The British ruled Malaya in a comparatively liberal and inclusionary
fashion, preserving much of the traditional status and prerogatives of the
Malay aristocracy and sultans (see, e.g., Emerson 1937; Hua Wu Yin 1983).
The British also actively promoted Malay employment in the civil service
– and legally restricted access to such positions, in fact, to the ethnic Malay 
population (in effect, the educated Malay elite) (Yeo Kim Wah 1980). 
Even in the ferment of the immediate postwar period, consequently, “Anti-
colonial sentiments hardly existed among non-communist Malayan 
political leaders” (Pluvier 1974: 467).

The British also relied mainly on Chinese and Indian laborers to 
work their mines and plantations (see, e.g., Caldwell 1977a); they were
particularly concerned with preserving the Malay peasantry and isolating
it from other “racial” groups. The Malay Reservations Act of 1913 set aside
special “Malay” lands for rice production (in part to feed the colony’s
growing population) and legally prohibited the sale of such lands to 
non-Malays.

During the war years, moreover, the Japanese maintained this policy of
indirect rule and preferential treatment of ethnic Malays. “[D]ue to the
Japanese policy of ingratiating themselves primarily with the Malays,” in
fact, the Malay community “had few reasons to be anti-Japanese” (Pluvier
1974: 299). Consequently, the anti-Japanese resistance in Malaya consisted
almost exclusively of ethnic Chinese. Violent postwar clashes between
Communists and ethnic Malays suspected of collaborating with the 
Japanese drove a further wedge between the Communists and the Malay
community; according to one scholar, these clashes “proved to be a disas-
ter, dashing any hope [the Communists] may have had of gaining support
among all of Malaya’s racial groups” (Stubbs 1989: 45).11 Moreover, the
gradual movement toward Malayan independence in the postwar period
also undermined the popularity of the guerrillas among both the Malay
and Chinese populations, since the elections that were central to this
process appeared to be an effective alternative to armed struggle.

11 Another scholar notes that “so chauvinistically Chinese was the orientation and style of
the MCP/MPAJA that they came to be called by many Malays simply ‘the Chinese 
Party’ ” (Stenson 1980: 107–8).
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Had British rule been more or less equally repressive for all ethnic
groups (and classes) in Malaya; had the British not sponsored or tolerated
moderate political groups such as the UMNO and MCA; and had the
British not initiated a transition to Malayan self-government – in short,
had the British acted more like the French in Vietnam – then the Com-
munists just might have been more successful in expanding their follow-
ing beyond lower-class Chinese. But given the actual political context in
Malaya, the Communists’ decision to take up armed struggle and to
abandon the cities for a rural insurgency – while understandable – would
inevitably proved disastrous. This decision

forced [the party] away from its areas of proven and preferred influence within
urban Chinese society into rural areas where Chinese comprised small minorities
in the midst of hostile Malay peasants. When the Chinese squatters were success-
fully relocated and isolated in a new village, as they were during the course of
1950–52, the Party’s position became even more tenuous. When the government
succeeded, almost despite itself, in stimulating the formation of a stable, conserv-
ative, multiracial political alliance, committed to electoral politics and the attain-
ment of independence, the Party’s fate was virtually sealed. (Stenson 1974: 146)

As we have seen, the Huk insurgents in the Philippines also came to
confront a government – a formally independent government in this case
– that was not only militarily strong, but also apparently amenable to at
least some popular demands. Like the British in Malaya, the United States
came to rule the Philippines in a comparatively liberal and inclusionary
fashion, sponsoring elections for local offices and opening up opportuni-
ties in the civil service and armed forces that were seized by members of
the Philippine landed elite and middle classes (Friend 1965, 1988). In fact,
as two harsh critics of U.S. rule in the Philippines point out, in a “virtu-
ally unprecedented manner the U.S. government established colonial rule
in the Philippines with the declared purpose of self-liquidation of that rule,
and enlisted the collaboration of the Philippine elite to this end” (Schirmer
and Shalom 1987: 35).12

As early as 1916, the Jones Act, which established the Philippine senate,
promised eventual independence to the archipelago, and the Philippines
attained commonwealth status in 1935. The Philippine landed elite, more-
over, prospered economically thanks to the free-trade relationship between

12 It must be noted, however, that the American war of conquest in the Philippines
(1899–1903) was extremely brutal, with hundreds of thousands of Filipino casualties
(Miller 1994).
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the two countries, and it became notoriously “Americanized” in its polit-
ical outlook and cultural tastes (McCoy 1981). The U.S. government, con-
sequently, was more than willing to hand over formal political power to
this conservative elite after the war and then to provide it with substantial
material aid with which to fight the Huk insurgents.

Had the Philippine government proven incapable of implementing
even modest reforms and had the United States been unable to assist it (as
the Communist Party so erroneously predicted), then the Huks just might
have grown into a much more formidable movement. As it was, however,
the insurgency was unable to expand much beyond its peasant base in
Central Luzon, and it began to lose popular support even there after 1951.
Benedict Kerkvliet, author of the most exhaustive study of the rebellion,
concludes that “the major reasons why the Huk rebellion died down” were
“[w]eariness among peasants in Central Luzon, the government’s effective
use of promises and reforms, and the [Huks’] inferiority compared to the
government military’s renewed strength and tactics” (Kerkvliet 1977: 245).

In sum, the relatively inclusionary structure and liberal policies of the
colonial and neocolonial regimes in Malaya and the Philippines, combined
with counterinsurgencies that were as much political as military in nature,
prevented the Communist insurgencies in those countries, unlike that in
Vietnam, from developing into broad, multiclass (or multiethnic) coali-
tions; these rebellions remained largely confined to a specific ethnic group
or social class, became geographically isolated, and were eventually deci-
mated by counterinsurgencies characterized by limited reforms and
increasingly discriminate repression. Counterrevolution in these coun-
tries, accordingly, was much cheaper and more effective than in Vietnam,
and elicited little opposition in the metropolitan societies. When the colo-
nial rulers of these countries departed, they did not create a power vacuum
that only armed revolutionaries could fill; they left behind conservative
political leaders with significant popular support.

Excursus: Explaining Variations in Colonial Rule

If liberal, inclusionary, and reformist state policies undermine the appeal
of revolutionaries, then why would imperialists who are strongly chal-
lenged by revolutionaries maintain an exclusionary and authoritarian form
of colonial rule? Why, in other words, did the French rule Vietnam so
repressively and refuse to devolve political power to moderate nationalists
in order to preempt Communist revolution? And why did the British 
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and Americans, by contrast, not only tolerate but actually sponsor such
nationalists?

At least part of the solution to this puzzle seems to lie in the economic
value of specific colonies to larger imperial projects. As the first industrial
power, Britain traditionally preferred free-trade arrangements with indige-
nous “import-export elites” to protectionist colonial schemes that required
the costly deployment of administrators and military forces. As Tony
Smith argues,

Only the inability of native regimes to maintain themselves in the face of mount-
ing domestic and foreign pressures prompted Britain’s direct (and generally
begrudging) intervention. With the exception of India, the British far preferred
the sort of arrangement they had worked out in Latin America to that they felt
obliged to undertake in Egypt and East and West Africa. Although they had finally
undertaken to experiment with a protectionist empire during the interwar period,
this style never suited the free trade imperialists nearly as well as it had the French.
(Smith 1981: 100)

As an emerging industrial giant, the United States also had serious 
misgivings about colonial forms of imperialism. During World War II,
especially, “American policy makers became convinced that the postwar
prosperity of the United States and of the world would depend to a large
extent on open access to foreign markets and sources of raw materials”
(McMahon 1981: 58–9). By this time, the United States had the world’s
most powerful economy and could be expected, accordingly, to dominate
open foreign markets.

France, by contrast, as a relatively weaker economic actor on the inter-
national stage, was more inclined to seek the preferential access to raw
materials that formal colonies afforded (the same was true of the Nether-
lands). “This very reliance of the French on an economically protected
empire,” Smith adds, “meant that those interests involved overseas were
usually more intensely committed than their British counterparts, who
. . . were correspondingly less insistent that colonial nationalism be
opposed” (Smith 1981: 100). Economically protectionist empires, in other
words, bred political intransigence in the face of anticolonial movements
– an intransigence evident in Amsterdam as well as in Paris.

Cultural and ideological factors, however, also played a significant role
in shaping the disposition of Western powers to countenance (or not)
decolonization “from above.” Political elites in the United States, which
was itself borne of an anticolonial struggle, were always culturally ambiva-
lent about, if not outright indisposed toward, colonialism. The annexation
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of the Philippines, in fact, unleashed rancorous political debates in the
United States, and, as noted previously, the Americans began taking 
steps toward eventual Philippine independence well before the Second
World War.

French national identity, by contrast, had rather different implica-
tions for colonial policy. The French, who generally “did not believe
indigenous cultures or institutions offered anything of value,” believed that
their “civilizing mission” (mission civilisatrice) in their colonies required
“the repression of colonial nationalism” (Shafer 1988: 142, 149). Humili-
ated by their experience in World War II, moreover, a broad spectrum of
the French political class – from the far right to the non-Communist 
left – viewed the reconquest of Vietnam and France’s other prewar colonies
as indispensable for the restoration of the country’s “national dignity,” col-
lective optimism, and international greatness (see, e.g., Smith 1974; 
Dalloz 1987). General de Gaulle, for example, asked President Roosevelt
how France could possibly recover her national “vigour” if “she loses 
her African and Asian territories – in short, if the settlement of the war
definitively imposes upon her the psychology of the vanquished?” (quoted
in Smith 1974: 243). Finally, once the French confronted a strong 
revolutionary movement in Vietnam, many officials felt that anything less
than its swift and total suppression would simply encourage anticolonial
movements in other French colonies, especially Algeria.13 And that, of
course, might have meant the end of the French empire – and, for many,
of French greatness.

Conclusion to Part 2

The state-centered analysis of Southeast Asian national liberation move-
ments that I have presented in this and the previous chapter is schemati-
cally summarized in Figure 4.1.

The figure indicates that two political variables, against a general 
backdrop of colonial rule, widespread socioeconomic problems, and 
Japanese occupation, determined whether strong Communist-led national

13 Such concerns were not misplaced. In May 1945, French air and ground forces killed
perhaps fifteen thousand Algerians – estimates vary between eight thousand and forty-five
thousand – after riots erupted in Sétif; the riots began after demonstrations celebrating
Allied war victories and calling for equality among Christians and Muslims were fired upon
(Wolf 1969: 235–6).
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liberation movements would form and take power in Southeast Asia: the
nature of Japanese rule during World War II and the political character of
Western colonialism and neocolonialism in each national society. More
specifically, the formation and fate of Communist movements depended
upon (1) whether the Japanese relied upon Europeans (as in Vietnam) or
existing indigenous elites (as in Malaya and the Philippines), on the one
hand, or sponsored populist nationalists (as in Indonesia), on the other,
and (2) whether the rule of Western powers and/or their local allies,
including their reaction to Communist movements, was inclusionary and
reformist (Malaya and the Philippines) or exclusionary and repressive
(Vietnam). This is not to say that all colonies ruled in a racially exclu-
sionary and repressive fashion have been toppled by revolutionaries;
among other factors, the repression may simply be too strong for revolu-
tionaries to overcome (hence the importance in Southeast Asia of the dis-

Figure 4.1 Analytic trajectory of revolutionary movements in Southeast Asia,
1930–60.
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ruptions of the Japanese occupation and World War II), or the geopoliti-
cal balance of power may weigh against the revolutionaries (who may lack
the type of needed international support that was available to the Viet
Minh). Still, racially exclusionary and repressive colonialism clearly tends
at once to radicalize and to broaden the potential social base of national
liberation movements – as occurred, for example, in Burma, Algeria, 
Portugal’s African colonies (Guinea-Bissau, Angola, and Mozambique),
Zimbabwe, and the West Bank and Gaza (see, e.g., Holland 1985; Betts
1991; Low 1991; Goldstone, Gurr, and Moshiri 1991).

What are the implications of this analysis for theories of revolutions?
As noted in Chapter 2, an extraordinarily wide variety of theoretical 
perspectives has been applied to revolutionary movements, including 
modernization, Marxist, world-systems, geopolitical, Leninist, social-
psychological, demographic, resource-mobilization, network-analytic, and
culturalist theories (see, e.g., Foran 1993; Kimmel 1990; Goldstone 1980).
(In fact, there are now virtually as many theories as there are cases of social
revolutions.) These approaches attribute revolutions to such factors as the
disruptive effects of rapid social change, the incorporation of populations
into the global capitalist economy, the inspiration and material aid of
foreign powers, the formation of new (or threats to old) social classes, the
“organizational weapon” of the vanguard party, widespread relative depri-
vation, population pressures on valued resources and social positions,
popular access to substantial flows of material resources, threats to popu-
lations with dense social ties, and the (re)affirmation of ethnic or national
identities. In fact, all of these factors would undoubtedly appear in any
comprehensive history of modern Southeast Asia, and many of them are
evident, or implicit, in my own brief summaries of the postwar revolu-
tionary movements in the region. Moreover, all of these factors (and still
others) have no doubt figured prominently in several and perhaps many
revolutions, as either proximate or remote causes. One is tempted simply
to add state structures and practices – the analytic pivot of this book – to
this list as just another potential cause of revolutions.

In my view, however, whether any of the factors (or some combination
of them) that are emphasized in extant theories will actually give rise to a
revolutionary movement or to a revolution depends very much upon the
political context in which they are embedded. When these factors, accord-
ingly, are abstracted from such contexts – as “independent variables” – they
cease to explain (or predict) revolutions. My analysis of Southeast Asia 
suggests, in fact, that existing theories of revolutions are not only 
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incomplete, but positively misleading when they ignore the direct and
mediating effects of state structures and practices.

There can be no doubt, for example, that the new class and ethnic rela-
tions that Western and Japanese imperialism introduced into Southeast
Asia were at least potentially conducive to the formation of strong radical
movements. But a focus on the transformations of social relations and 
collective identities in the region that ignores the political context 
in which these occurred obscures a number of important causal mecha-
nisms. For example, this focus cannot easily explain why such changes
engendered radical national liberation movements in some countries but
more moderate nationalist movements in others (see Chapter 3). Such a
focus also fails to explain one of our principal concerns in this chapter: the
quite variable capacity of revolutionary movements to forge broad multi-
class and multiethnic alliances, marginalizing movements led by more
moderate political leaders in the process. I have argued that this capacity
was primarily, albeit unintentionally, determined by variations in colonial
rule in Southeast Asia.

More generally, I have argued that the connection between the wide
assortment of causal factors that various theories of revolution have spec-
ified and actual revolutions is mediated by political contexts characterized
by distinctive state structures and practices. In this sense, these structures
and practices are more than just another potentially important variable.
Rather, scholars of revolutions need to pay particular attention to states
not only because control of state power is, by definition, central to revo-
lutions (see Tilly 1993: 5), but also because states powerfully determine
the precise ways in which a range of other factors may (or may not) con-
tribute to both the mobilization and impact of revolutionary movements.
A state-centered approach, in sum, is important not just or even mainly
because of the importance of state breakdowns or political opportunities
for seizures of power by preexisting movements, but also because the very
formation and strength of revolutionary movements vis-à-vis other polit-
ical challengers are strongly shaped by the ways in which political author-
ities rule and respond to challengers. The objective possibilities for
revolutionary mobilization and transfers of power are constructed, to a
very large extent, by the deployment of state power.
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Chronology for Central America

Nicaragua

1893–1909 rule of the Liberal Party dictator José Santos Zelaya
1912–33 era of U.S. military occupation
1927–33 Augusto César Sandino leads guerrilla war against U.S. Marine occupation
1934 Sandino murdered by U.S.-created National Guard
1936–56 dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza García, head of the National Guard
1956 Somoza García assassinated; his elder son, Luis Somoza Debayle, assumes

the presidency, and his younger son, Anastasio Somoza Debayle, becomes
chief of the National Guard

1961 Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) founded in Honduras
1963 first armed action by FSLN (March); FSLN guerrillas retreat after sus-

taining heavy losses (June–October)
1967 over two hundred killed by National Guard at opposition rally; Anastasio

Somoza Debayle fraudulently “elected” president, beginning twelve years
of dictatorial rule (1967–79); his brother Luis dies of heart attack; 
FSLN guerrilla foco at Pancasán retreats after sustaining heavy losses
(May–August)

1970 FSLN begins period of “accumulating forces in silence”
1972 earthquake kills eighteen thousand people and destroys central Managua
1974–7 Somoza declares state of siege; two to three thousand killed; FSLN splits

into three “tendencies”
1977 Jimmy Carter sworn in as U.S. president; Somoza lifts state of siege 

(September); FSLN attacks National Guard barracks in San Carlos and
several other cities (October)

1978 assassination of La Prensa editor and long-time Somoza foe Pedro Joaquín
Chamorro sparks protests and business strike ( January); insurrection in
Monimbó (February); Sandinistas seize the National Palace and obtain
release of political prisoners (August); FSLN launches “general offensive”
(September 9); U.S.-sponsored mediation between Somoza and moderate
opposition begins (October); Costa Rica breaks diplomatic relations with
Somoza (November)
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1979 formation of the National Patriotic Front (FPN) (January); three 
FSLN tendencies announce unity accord (March); Mexico breaks 
relations with Somoza (May); FSLN announces “final offensive” 
against Somoza (May 30); Organization of American States calls 
for Somoza’s removal (June 23); Somoza resigns (July 17) and 
Sandinistas enter Managua (July 19), beginning decade of Sandinista 
rule

1981 Reagan Administration suspends economic aid; U.S.-backed counter-
revolutionaries (contras) begin war against Sandinistas

1984 Sandinistas easily win elections (boycotted by some opposition parties at
U.S. urging)

1987 new constitution signed after extensive public deliberations; peace plan of
Costa Rican president Oscar Arias signed in Guatemala by five Central
American presidents, despite U.S. opposition

1988 United States ends military aid to contras; Sandinistas and contras sign
cease-fire agreement

1990 coalition led by Violetta Chamorro defeats Sandinistas at polls; contras
agree to disarm under U.N. supervision

El Salvador

1871 “Liberal Revolution” ends era of Conservative dominance
1931–44 military coup installs dictatorship of General Maximiliano Hernández

Martínez
1932 abortive rebellion by Communist Party led by Farabundo Martí; twenty

to thirty thousand peasants massacred (la matanza)
1948–79 succession of military governments
1969 “soccer war” with Honduras
1970–8 formation and growth of guerrilla groups and allied “popular 

organizations”
1972 military steals election from reformist coalition led by Christian 

Democrat José Napoleón Duarte
1977 Oscar Romero becomes archbishop of El Salvador; Father Rutilio Grande

assassinated by death squad, the first of seven priests killed over the 
following two years; General Carlos Romero assumes presidency through
fraudulent elections; violence escalates sharply

1979 martial law imposed (May); military-civilian junta replaces Romero in a
bloodless coup (October)

1980 civilians resign from junta; Christian Democrats and the military form
new junta; security forces attack a huge demonstration in San Salvador
(January); junta announces land reform program and imposes state of
siege; violence escalates further; Archbishop Romero assassinated
(March); formation of Democratic Revolutionary Front (FDR) (April) and
the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) (November);
all-out civil war begins

138



Guatemala

1981 FMLN launches abortive “final offensive” (January); Reagan Administra-
tion vastly increases military and economic aid; army massacre of up to
one thousand people at El Mozote (December)

1982 right-wing coalition wins majority in Constituent Assembly elections
(March) and suspends important land reform provisions (May)

1983 total number of political killings reaches forty-five thousand
1984 Duarte elected president; abortive peace talks (October–November)
1985 Christian Democrats win legislative and municipal elections; four U.S.

marines killed by guerrillas in a San Salvador restaurant; guerrillas kidnap
Duarte’s daughter, who is later released in exchange for rebel prisoners

1986 labor protests in response to austerity measures; formation of the National
Unity of Salvadoran Workers (UNTS); severe earthquake in San Salvador

1987 talks between government and FMLN in San Salvador; human rights
leader Herbert Anaya is murdered in death-squad fashion; Guillermo
Ungo and Rubén Zamora return from exile and form the Democratic
Convergence (CD)

1988 death-squad killings on the rise; ARENA handily wins municipal and 
legislative elections

1989 ARENA candidate Alfredo Cristiani elected president; talks between the
government and FMLN in Mexico and Costa Rica; FMLN calls off talks
following the bombing of the offices of FENASTRAS, the country’s
largest trade union federation; major FMLN offensive in San Salvador and
other cities; Jesuit priests murdered at the Central American University
(November)

1991 following resumption of peace talks, Salvadoran government and FMLN
conclude a peace agreement at the United Nations, New York City
(December 31), ending the twelve-year civil war

1992 final peace accords signed in Mexico City ( January 16)

Guatemala
1931–44 dictatorship of General Jorge Ubico
1945–50 reformist government of Juan José Arévalo
1950–4 presidency of Jacobo Arbenz; agrarian reform enacted (1952)
1954 General Carlos Castíllo Armas, backed by the United States, overthrows

Arbenz, ending a decade of democratic rule
1962 student and labor demonstrations; beginning of guerrilla insurgency (to

1996)
1966–8 guerrilla groups in eastern part of country decimated by U.S.-backed

counterinsurgency; some eight thousand unarmed civilians killed by 
security forces by 1970; right-wing death squads kill thirty thousand more
through 1973

1968 U.S. Ambassador John Gordon Mein kidnapped and killed by insurgents
1971 General Carlos Araña Osorio becomes president; repression intensifies
1972–9 resurgence of guerrilla groups in western highlands
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1974 right-wing General Kjell Laugerud García fraudulently “elected” president
1976 severe earthquake; formation of the National Committee of Trade Union

Unity (CNUS); popular mobilization increases
1977 United States ends military assistance to Guatemala after the Guatemalan

government already rejected aid conditioned upon improvements in
human rights

1978 General Romeo Lucas García assumes presidency following fraudulent
elections; formation of the Committee of Peasant Unity (CUC); repres-
sion of labor and peasant movements increases; massacre at Panzós; Carter
administration bans arms sales to Guatemala

1980 massacre at Spanish embassy; Spain breaks diplomatic relations with
Guatemala; guerrilla groups form a loose alliance

1981 army counteroffensive against guerrillas begins; CUC goes underground
1982 guerrilla groups form the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity

(URNG) (February); junior officers led by General Efraín Ríos Montt
oust Lucas García following the fraudulent election of General Aníbal
Guevara (March); state of siege is declared and the “scorched earth” cam-
paign against guerrillas intensifies

1983 Reagan administration resumes arms sales to Guatemala; a coup ousts Ríos
Montt and installs General Oscar Mejías Víctores, who initiates “model
village” program and a return to formal civilian rule

1984 Constituent Assembly writes a new constitution
1985 official U.S. economic and military aid to Guatemala (suspended since

1977) resumes; Guatemalan military reports that it has destroyed 440 
villages during the past five years; Democratic Socialist Party (PSD)
reestablished; Christian Democrat Vinicio Cerezo elected president

1987 talks between government and URNG in Madrid
1988 exiled leadership of CUC return for a week-long visit; the military cancels

its offensive against guerrillas after sustaining heavy casualties; attempted
military-rightist coup against Cerezo fails; massacre at El Aguacate

1989 Amoco ends three years of oil exploration in western highlands due to
guerrilla harassment; three-month teachers’ strike; accords reached in
Oslo between URNG and the National Reconciliation Commission
(CNR) call for a political settlement to the civil war

1990 Ríos Montt banned from running for presidency; massacre at Santiago
Atitlán

1991 Jorge Serrano elected president; peace talks continue in Mexico
1996 URNG and government sign “Accord for a Firm and Lasting Peace”

(December 29), some thirty-five years after the guerrilla insurgency began

Honduras
1932–48 dictatorship of General Tiburcio Carías Andino
1954 major strike against U.S. banana companies results in legalization of trade

unions
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1957 Ramon Villeda Morales of the Liberal Party elected president; new labor
code and social-security law adopted

1962 first agrarian reform law passed
1963 Villeda overthrown by General Oswaldo López Arellano, who rules until

1971
1969 “soccer war” with El Salvador
1971–2 brief “national unity government” ousted by military
1972–5 period of military reformism; two more agrarian laws enacted
1980 Constituent Assembly elections narrowly won by the Liberal Party
1981 Roberto Suazo Córdova of the Liberal Party elected president
1981–90 increased U.S. military presence in and aid to Honduras; U.S.-backed

Nicaraguan contras operate from Honduran bases; human rights abuses
escalate

1982 Gustavo Álvárez Martínez appointed military commander in chief
1983 small guerrilla force destroyed in Olancho; most of the guerrillas are 

executed after capture, including a North American priest, James Carney
1984 Gen. Álvárez overthrown by officer corps and forced to leave country;

large demonstrations against U.S. presence
1985 José Azcona Hoyo of the Liberal Party elected president
1986 camps of several dozen guerrillas of the Cinchonero Popular Liberation

Movement (MPL) discovered and destroyed
1988 President Azcona demands departure of contras from Honduras and U.N.

peacekeeping force to patrol borders
1989 Rafael Leonardo Callejas of the National Party elected president
1991 small guerrilla groups formally renounce armed struggle
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The Formation of Revolutionary
Movements in Central America

That revolutionary processes broke out only in some countries, even though economic
change was a factor across the region, suggests that the disorders of capitalist 
modernization are not a sufficient explanation for the emergence of radical political 
challenges. The political conditions and institutions that framed those structural 
changes and their negative impacts on particular groups and classes must also be 
considered.

– Carlos Vilas (1995: 79)

I believe that the people have different motivations for fighting than those acquired by
a more sophisticated leadership. Politically, people have more rudimentary motivations:
often they simply have no choice, like in the case of the peasantry, such an important
component of the struggle in El Salvador, which joined the guerrillas because it couldn’t
be on the other side, because their families were simply murdered. They know since they
were born that the Army is evil and that the guerrillas are against the Army. That’s
about it.

– Salvador Samayoa, Salvador guerrilla leader 
(quoted in Castañeda 1993: 241–2)

In the preceding chapters, I have tried to demonstrate how a state-
centered approach illuminates the uneven development of revolutionary
movements in postwar Southeast Asia. But perhaps the power of this
approach for that region, at that time, has something to do with the fact
that these societies were formal colonies ruled by powerful external states
that were then suddenly occupied by yet another foreign power, Japan.
Does a state-centered approach also illuminate the formation and fate of
revolutionary movements in formally independent peripheral societies? In
this and the following chapter, I argue that it does, focusing on Central
America in the period following the 1960s.

Scholars have generally argued that the revolutionary upheavals and
political violence in Central America during the 1970s and 1980s were the
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result of the changing, and increasingly polarized, class structures in the
isthmus (Brockett 1998; Paige 1987, 1997) and/or of the region’s extreme
economic dependence upon the United States (LaFeber 1993; Coatsworth
1994). However, these factors, singly or combined, fail to explain why the
only revolutionary movement in the region that actually seized state power
was the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) in Nicaragua, a
country that, according to a variety of measures, was and remains no more
(and in some aspects less) internally inequitable and externally dependent
than the others in the region. These factors also fail to explain why 
no strong revolutionary movement developed during these decades in 
Honduras, a country that was and remains, according to a variety of 
measures, as internally inequitable and externally dependent as any in the
region (Schulz and Schulz 1994).1

In contrast to analyses that focus primarily, or even exclusively, on 
class relations and transnational economic dependency, I shall argue 
that the institutional configurations and practices of Central American
states best explain both the uneven development and the relative 
success or failure of Central America’s revolutionary movements. 
More specifically, I suggest in this chapter that revolutionary move-
ments became strong only where militarized yet infrastructurally weak 
states were consistently exclusionary, antireformist, and more or less 
indiscriminately repressive of their political opponents (moderates and
reformists as well as revolutionaries) throughout the 1960s and 1970s. 
This formula applies to Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala, but not
to Honduras, where the military was more tolerant of politically 
moderate labor and peasant unions and even introduced a significant, 
if limited, agrarian reform “from above” during the early 1970s (Ruhl
1984; Sieder 1995).

I will also suggest in the following chapter that Nicaragua’s FSLN was
the only revolutionary movement in the region actually able to seize state
power primarily because it confronted a personalistic, “neopatrimonial”
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1 No significant revolutionary movement formed in Costa Rica during these years 
either. However, this is much less of a puzzle than the Honduran case, since Costa 
Rica has the longest-existing democratic regime in Latin America as well as a substan-
tially more developed economy than the other countries of Central America (e.g., Booth
and Walker 1993: 29–32). For these reasons, I have not included Costa Rica in my 
analysis of revolutionary movements, nor am I tempted to enter the interesting fray con-
cerning the origins of Costa Rican democracy (but see Gudmundson 1986; Yashar 1997;
Paige 1997).
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dictatorship that increasingly alienated large sections of the Nicaraguan
bourgeoisie and political moderates, as well as virtually all other sectors 
of the Nicaraguan population, especially after 1972 (see, e.g., Booth 
1985; Wickham-Crowley 1992; Everingham 1996). In the process, this
dictatorship also became internationally or geopolitically isolated. By con-
trast, the revolutionary movements in El Salvador (the Farabundo Martí
National Liberation Front, or FMLN) and Guatemala (the Guatemalan
National Revolutionary Unity, or URNG) confronted much more 
cohesive authoritarian states that were dominated by the armed forces as
an institution, were generally supported by the dominant landowning 
class, and were recipients (especially in the Salvadoran case) of substantial
external assistance.

This analysis obviously “decenters” but is not intended to displace class
relations and economic dependence (or, in the Guatemalan case, ethnic
conflict) as important causal factors behind the revolutionary conflicts in
Central America. Class struggles have undoubtedly been a major cause
(and consequence) of the formation of popular revolutionary movements
in the region. On the other hand, class struggles did not give birth to 
a significant revolutionary movement in Honduras, and class conflict in
Nicaragua was relatively muted – and even purposively muted by the
FSLN – during the multiclass struggle against the Somoza dictatorship in
1978–9 (see, e.g., Arias 1980: 108). Transnational dependency, for its part,
has certainly aggravated inequalities of wealth and power in the region and
generated demands for “national liberation” from U.S. imperialism. On
the other hand, such demands did not give rise to a significant national-
liberation movement in Honduras. Even where and when they were un-
deniably important, moreover, the effects of class relations and economic
dependence on the formation and success of revolutionary movements
were mediated by the institutions and practices of each Central American
state. Class relations and external ties, that is, were less important in terms
of their direct effects on would-be revolutionaries than in terms of how
they shaped, constrained, and enabled the deployment of state power, which
was more immediately significant for the formation and relative success of
revolutionary movements.

In responding to political challengers during the 1960s and 1970s, it
should be emphasized, Central American states and armies generally relied
upon “tried-and-trusted” repertoires of routinized and taken-for-granted
practices (see Williams, e.g., 1994) – although, across the region as a
whole, these practices would have variable and often unintended conse-
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quences.2 In Nicaragua and, to a lesser extent, El Salvador, militarized
states persisted in these activities despite accumulating evidence that they
were ineffectual and even counterproductive (see, e.g., Stanley 1996). The
habitual, unreflective, and deeply ingrained character of these practices
accords with a major tenet of the “new institutionalism” in sociological
theory – namely, the idea that “taken-for-granted scripts, rules, and clas-
sifications are the stuff of which institutions are made” (DiMaggio and
Powell 1991: 15).

More generally, my state-centered analysis accords with the new insti-
tutionalism in emphasizing the causal importance of institutionalized prac-
tices as opposed to broad “social forces” or abstractly defined “variables”
such as class or dependency. According to this perspective, political insti-
tutions shape the fault lines of collective contention as well as the charac-
ter and outcome of that contention; political institutions privilege certain
actors and disadvantage others by both shaping and constraining the 
identities, interests, organization, and power of social actors (Thelen and
Steinmo 1992). My examination of Central America in this and the 
following chapter suggests that the structures and practices of state 
institutions were decisive in determining the uneven distribution and 
variable outcomes of the revolutionary conflicts in that region.

An Overview of Central America

In July 1979, the Sandinista National Liberation Front successfully over-
threw the “dynastic dictatorship” of the Somoza family, which had ruled
Nicaragua since 1936, after a relatively brief but bloody popular insurrec-
tion that left between forty and fifty thousand people dead (Booth 1985:
183). Strong revolutionary movements also formed (or re-formed) in El
Salvador and Guatemala by the late 1970s, but these proved unable to seize
state power. Approximately seventy-five thousand people were killed in the
decade-long Salvadoran civil war, which was settled through negotiations
at the end of 1991; as many as two hundred thousand people were killed
in Guatemala during the 1980s and 1990s; peace accords ended that con-
flict in 1996. In Honduras, however, none of several revolutionary groups
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2 The idea that social actors have a limited repertoire of “strategies of action” (Swidler 1986)
has generally been employed to explain the activities of social movements and other forms
of contentious politics (see especially Tilly 1978, 1986). The idea is also clearly applicable,
however, to state actors.
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managed to mobilize a significant revolutionary movement during or after
the 1970s.

Fortunately, Central America, even more than Southeast Asia, provides
especially fertile ground for addressing questions about the causes of 
revolutionary mobilization and actual transfers of power (see Map 5.1).
Indeed, as one observer has suggested, Central America is a veritable 
“laboratory for theories of revolution” (Krumwiede 1984: 10) because the
countries that comprise it (except Costa Rica) share broadly similar social
structures, cultures, and histories as well as a common geopolitical loca-
tion vis-à-vis North America and Western Europe.3 One cannot in fact
find anywhere in the world four contiguous national societies that are more
homogeneous. As in Southeast Asia, moreover, we can logically rule out
the shared characteristics of these societies as the sufficient causes of the
very different political fortunes of the revolutionaries in the region. We
can similarly rule out as sufficient causes those factors that, while varying
significantly across the region, do not clearly differentiate either Nicaragua
and El Salvador (where the most effective and largest revolutionary move-
ments formed, respectively) or Honduras (where no significant revolu-
tionary movement formed at all) from the other countries in the region.
Once again, the value of this type of regional approach is precisely that it
allows one to “control” for a variety of factors that might otherwise be
mistaken as causally decisive for either the emergence or political trajec-
tory of revolutionary movements.

Ten regional similarities in Central America are especially important 
to note:

1. The rapid development, especially in the postwar period, of 
agroexporting economies dominated by small landowning (and
processing) classes or “oligarchies.”

2. The transition from traditional haciendas with resident labor forces
to more purely capitalist “agribusiness” based on migratory labor
forces (landless laborers and “semiproletarians” with very little land).
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3 Central America, in fact, was a single political unit – the so-called Kingdom of Guatemala
– for more than three centuries of Spanish rule. (This “kingdom,” significantly, also
included the state of Chiapas in what would become Mexico.) Central America was also
briefly a federal union, the United Provinces of Central America, following independence
from Spain. Some Central Americans (mainly intellectuals) maintain the dream of a united
Central America, arguing that the present “balkanization” of the region is artificial and
economically irrational.



Map 5.1 Central America. From The Political Economy of Central America since 1920 by Victor Bulmer-Thomas. Copyright © 1987
Cambridge University Press. Reprinted with permission.
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3. Rapid population growth.
4. A highly concentrated pattern of land ownership, which has led 

not only to widespread landlessness and land poverty, but also to
massive urban migration, extensive under- and unemployment, and
endemic poverty.

5. A tradition of political authoritarianism, typically based on 
strategic alliances between local oligarchs and the state’s armed
forces4 and generally supported by the United States during the
Cold War as a bulwark against Communism.

6. Fiscally and infrastructurally weak states that do not effectively 
penetrate or control all of the national territory that they claim to
rule (especially “peripheral” border and/or mountainous regions) 
– a consequence in part of the exceedingly small tax bases of these
societies, which is itself largely a result of the impressive capacity
of local oligarchies to veto attempts to tax their wealth (see also
Chapter 7, Appendix 2).

7. The predominance of the Roman Catholic religion and the chang-
ing institutions and practices associated with it, including, since 
the late 1960s, the ideas and practices associated with liberation
theology.

8. The formation, especially since the 1950s and 1960s, of reform-
oriented grass-roots organizations and political parties, including
Christian Democratic and social-democratic parties.

9. The formation, also since the 1960s, of predominantly Marxist-
Leninist revolutionary organizations that, following the example 
of the Cuban Revolution, adopted the strategy or “repertoire” of
guerrilla struggle for “national liberation” from U.S. imperialism
and its local allies (many of these organizations, in fact, split off
from older, pro-Soviet Communist parties).5
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4 Oligarchies have often very severely constrained the options of Central American states
and armed forces. As will become clear, however, I reject the view that Central American
armies lack any institutional autonomy and are invariably the instrument or “junior
partner” of local oligarchies. State autonomy is especially clear, most analysts agree, for the
cases of Nicaragua and Honduras, but the institutional autonomy of the armed forces also
helps us to explain certain aspects of the Salvadoran civil war (see Stanley 1996) and the
Guatemalan conflict (see Anderson and Simon 1987).

5 The leading cadres of both reformist and revolutionary organizations tend to be of middle-
class background; many teachers, students, and professionals tend to be found in top leader-
ship positions, even in those revolutionary groups oriented toward the mobilization of
workers and peasants (see Wickham-Crowley 1992: Appendix A.)
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10. The concerted attempt by these ideologically radical revolutionary
organizations to mobilize mass movements and guerrilla armies
within a common “world-historical context.” This historical
context is characterized by (a) the existence of the Communist
regime in Cuba, which not only inspired but also sometimes 
materially supported revolutionaries in the region; (b) growing
Church activism in efforts to alleviate poverty as well as growing
Church acceptance of the legitimacy of armed struggle as a
“method of last resort”; and (c) intense debates within the 
United States, in the aftermath of the debacle in Vietnam, over 
the efficacy and, to a lesser extent, the morality of supporting
repressive anti-Communist regimes (i.e., the so-called “Vietnam
syndrome”).6

Before turning to some of the regional variations that are hidden
beneath these rather broad similarities, I should note that these similar-
ities have led most observers to conclude, not surprisingly, that the recent
revolutionary conflicts in Central America were part of an integrated
regional crisis that simply worked itself out at different speeds, and with
particular nuances, in each society. These observers speak variously of the
crisis of Central American “client states,” “neodependency,” “liberalism,”
or “feudalism,” by which they all more or less mean landlord-dominated
and U.S.-dependent economies and states (see, e.g., Coatsworth 1994;
LaFeber 1993; Woodward 1984, 1985: chs. 8–9; Pérez Brignoli 1985;
Weeks 1986a; Dore and Weeks 1992). Implicitly or explicitly, many
observers also suggested (at least during the early 1980s) that social revo-
lution was a likely or even inescapable outcome of this putatively regional
crisis. Indeed, one very learned popular history of the region was entitled
Inevitable Revolutions (LaFeber 1993).7 In 1985, James Dunkerley, an astute
analyst of the region (whose subsequent writings are more sensitive to
national variations [see Dunkerley 1988]), wrote that revolution in Central
America
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6 These and other regional similarities are discussed in a number of helpful synthetic treat-
ments of Central America: Weeks 1985, Woodward 1985, Pérez Brignoli 1985, Williams
1986, Barry 1987, Bulmer-Thomas 1987, Anderson 1988, Dunkerley 1988, Booth and
Walker 1993, Torres Rivas 1993, Weaver 1994, Coatsworth 1994, Vilas 1995, Paige 1997,
and Brockett 1998.

7 The first edition of LaFeber’s book was published in 1984, a more optimistic time for 
revolutionaries than subsequent years.
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has been nurtured in the social conditions of states that comprise a region that is
politically balkanised but of a relatively homogenous social fabric. If the peculiar-
ities of Nicaragua under the Somoza dynasty proved to be the weakest link in the
chain, and the small size, high population density and remarkable omnipotence of
the local oligarchy in El Salvador provided an obvious sequitur, there is nothing
in the physiognomy of the other countries [in the region] that would confer upon
them some kind of immunity. (Dunkerley 1985: 3)

This implies, among other things, that the specific political context within
each of the region’s balkanized societies may be less causally significant
than the region’s general characteristics. In this and the following chapter,
I suggest that we need to reverse this formulation to understand why El
Salvador – let alone Guatemala or Honduras – did not become “an obvious
sequitur” to Nicaragua.

The Formation of Revolutionary Movements

Most commentators have attributed the emergence of revolutionary move-
ments in Central America to the region’s extreme poverty, the vast gulf
between rich and poor, extensive landlessness and land poverty in the
countryside (and the class struggles that these engendered), the existence
of powerful landowning oligarchies, and/or the region’s extreme economic
dependence on the United States. Surprisingly, however, none of these
factors is strongly correlated with the diverse political fortunes of revolu-
tionaries in the region.

Neither absolute impoverishment nor income inequality, for example,
is unambiguously associated with the uneven development of revolution-
ary movements in the region. As Table 5.1 indicates, Honduras was the
poorest country in Central America, in per capita terms, through the 1970s,
yet, as noted, no revolutionary movement emerged there. And Nicaragua,
the lone case where revolutionaries seized power, was actually the least
impoverished country in the region until the insurrection of 1978–9. In
1980, moreover, there were very high levels of poverty throughout the
entire region, and extreme poverty was more prevalent in Honduras than
in any other country in the region (see Table 5.2). Income distribution was
also very inequitable across the entire region (see Table 5.3). In 1980, the
greatest income inequality was found in El Salvador (not Nicaragua), and
the least in Guatemala (not Honduras); in fact, income inequality was the
same in Nicaragua (where revolutionaries took power) and Honduras
(where revolutionaries were of marginal significance) (see Table 5.4).
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Table 5.1. Gross national product per capita in Central America, 1972–82 (constant
1981 dollars).

Year Nicaragua El Salvador Guatemala Honduras

1972 1129 808 980 605
1973 1106 825 1032 606
1974 1269 857 1064 599
1975 1260 882 1044 565
1976 1255 881 1098 584
1977 1264 909 1169 614
1978 1110 942 1196 635
1979 818 895 1217 651
1980 910 794 1218 650
1981 946 759 1159 624
1982 878 717 1100 595

Source: U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 1984: 25, 28–9, 39 (from World 
Bank data).

Table 5.2. Percentage of population living in poverty in
Central America, 1980.

Nation Total Extreme poverty

Nicaragua 61.5 34.7
El Salvador 68.1 50.6
Guatemala 71.1 39.6
Honduras 68.2 56.7

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (CEPAL) 1982: 20–1.

Table 5.3. Distribution of income in Central America, 1970 and 1980 ( percentage of
total by stratum).

Nation Year Poorest 20% Next 30% Next 30% Richest 20%

Nicaragua 1970 no data 15.0 25.0 60.0
1980 3.0 13.0 26.0 58.0

El Salvador 1970 3.7 14.9 30.6 50.8
1980 2.0 10.0 22.0 66.0

Guatemala 1970 4.9 12.5 23.8 58.8
1980 5.3 14.5 26.1 54.1

Honduras 1970 3.0 7.7 21.6 67.7
1980 4.3 12.7 23.7 59.3

Source: CEPAL 1982: 15.
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Table 5.4. Gini coefficient for income distribution in
Central America, 1980.

Nation Coefficient

Nicaragua .51
El Salvador .60
Guatemala .46
Honduras .51

Source: CEPAL 1982: 18. .00 = complete equality; 1.00 =
greatest possible inequality.

Rapid population growth, which may aggravate poverty, social inequal-
ities, and political conflict under certain circumstances (see Goldstone
1991), was also characteristic of the region as a whole during the 1970s
and 1980s. Again, population growth was most rapid in comparatively qui-
escent Honduras and in revolutionary Nicaragua (see Table 5.5).

Widespread landlessness and land poverty among Central Americans
have typically been portrayed as the “roots” of the revolutionary conflicts
in the region (see, e.g., Barry 1987; Barraclough and Scott 1987). As Table
5.6 shows, however, there is no direct connection between the extent of
these problems and the fortune of revolutionaries. Landlessness and land
poverty were most severe in El Salvador and Guatemala, where revolu-
tionaries did become powerful actors, but they were least severe in
Nicaragua, where revolutionaries actually took power.

The figures in Table 5.6 reflect a well-known division within the
isthmus: El Salvador and Guatemala have very wealthy, tightly knit, and
hence politically powerful landowning oligarchies, while Nicaragua 
and Honduras have rather less wealthy, divided, and hence less politically

Table 5.5. Average annual population growth in
Central America ( percentage).

Nation 1965–80 1980–89

Nicaragua 3.1 3.4
El Salvador 2.8 1.4
Guatemala 2.8 2.9
Honduras 3.2 3.5

Source: World Bank 1991: 254–5 (Table 26).
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powerful oligarchies (Paige 1987, 1997; Williams 1994). (The reasons for
this dichotomy are complex, but are explained mainly by the nature and
extent of coffee production, population density, and, in the case of
Nicaragua, the effects of the U.S. Marine occupation early in the century
[see Paige 1997: 79–80].) Like landlessness and land poverty, however, this
dichotomy does not neatly correlate with the fortunes of revolutionaries
in the region. Again, revolutionary movements did become strong in those
countries with powerful oligarchies (El Salvador and Guatemala), but 
revolutionaries actually took power in a country with a relatively weak 
and divided oligarchy (Nicaragua).

Yet another interpretation of the revolutionary conflicts in Central
America posits that revolutionaries were responding to, and attempting to
end, the region’s extreme dependence on the United States. For example,
Roger Burbach has suggested that, “Even more so than in Vietnam,
Central Americans are rebelling against decades of U.S. domination over
all aspects of their society (military, economic, political, and cultural)”
(1984: 17). However, the various data on external dependency that are pre-
sented in Tables 5.7 through 5.10, like the other data presented thus far,
do not strongly correlate with the diverse political fortunes of revolution-
aries in the region. As Table 5.7 shows, the importance of exports for the
national economies in the region was greatest in Nicaragua on the eve of
the revolution in that country; on the other hand, Honduras was some-
what more externally dependent, according to this measure, than both El
Salvador and Guatemala.
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Table 5.6. Distribution of rural families in Central America by size of landholding,
1970 ( percentage).

Size (hectares) Nicaragua El Salvador Guatemala Honduras

Landless 33.8 26.1 26.6 31.4
Under .7 1.5 24.4 15.0 10.3
0.7–4 24.2 36.2 42.3 24.1
4–7 7.9 6.2 6.9 11.9
7–35 18.1 4.9 7.4 18.1
35–350 13.5 2.0 1.4 3.9
Over 350 1.0 0.2 0.4 0.3

Landless or
insufficient land 59.5 86.7 83.9 65.8

Source: Weeks 1985: 112.
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Between 1960 and 1978, moreover, direct foreign investment was much
greater in Guatemala – and slightly greater in El Salvador – than in
Nicaragua (see Table 5.8). Moreover, as Table 5.9 shows, “imperialist
exploitation,” as measured by profit transfers minus foreign investments,
was greatest during this period in Honduras, which experienced the great-
est decapitalization or net transfer of wealth. Finally, the data in Table 5.10
indicate that more aid from the United States and U.S.-dominated “mul-
tilateral” banking institutions flowed to Guatemala and Honduras than to
El Salvador and Nicaragua in the decades leading up to the revolutionary
conflicts in the region. Again, there is no clear connection here between
economic dependence and the fortunes of revolutionary movements.

If poverty, inequality, the “land question,” powerful oligarchs, and
external dependence do not adequately explain the uneven development
of popular revolutionary movements in Central America, what does? In
my view, revolutionary movements became powerful political forces in
Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala because attempts during the 1960s
and 1970s to redress a variety of social and political grievances through
elections and peaceful organizing were greeted by the authoritarian
regimes in those countries with blatant fraud and violent repression. As a
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Table 5.7. Export earnings in Central America as a percentage of gross domestic
product (constant prices).

Year Nicaragua El Salvador Guatemala Honduras

1960 24.0 20.4 14.6 20.3
1970 30.1 21.3 19.3 29.6
1975 33.7 24.4 21.2 26.4

Source: Weeks 1985: 52.

Table 5.8. Net direct foreign investment in Central America, 1960–78 
(millions of dollars).

Years Nicaragua El Salvador Guatemala Honduras

1960–4 27.1 31.4 54.7 –6.1
1965–9 63.3 42.5 110.4 46.6
1970–4 65.3 42.6 132.8 24.1
1975–8 40.9 112.2 340.6 35.3

Total 196.6 228.7 638.5 99.9

Source: Weeks 1985: 93–4.
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result, growing numbers of people joined or collaborated with armed and
ideologically radical guerrilla organizations; indeed, even moderate and
predominantly middle-class political parties and voluntary associations
joined broad alliances that effectively supported armed struggle. The
development of popular revolutionary movements in Nicaragua, El 
Salvador, and Guatemala did not occur, in short, until the authoritarian
regimes in those countries had made it absolutely clear that they would
neither cede power to their political opponents through electoral means
nor accede to the demands of nonviolent reformist movements.8
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Table 5.9. Net direct foreign investment in Central America minus net profit
transfers, 1960–78 (millions of dollars).

Years Nicaragua El Salvador Guatemala Honduras

1960–4 10.8 6.3 -11.1 -16.0
1965–9 -36.3 2.3 -40.6 -42.6
1970–4 -135.0 -21.5 -99.4 -75.1
1975–8 -240.9 -24.7 172.5 -203.8

Total -401.4 -37.6 21.4 -413.3

Source: Weeks 1985: 93–4.

Table 5.10. U.S. and multilateral assistance to Central America, 1953–79 
(millions of dollars).

Sources Nicaragua El Salvador Guatemala Honduras

U.S. economic
assistance 345.8 218.4 526.0 305.1

U.S. military
assistance 32.6 16.8 41.9 28.4

“Multilateral”
banking aid 469.5 479.2 593.0 688.0

Total 847.9 714.4 1060.9 1021.5

Source: Petras and Morley 1983: 225.

8 Certain Guatemalan guerrillas purposely attempted to provoke abuses by the armed forces
during the 1970s and early 1980s in order to recruit supporters, as Stoll (1993, 1999)
emphasizes; but it hardly follows from this that the guerrillas in any sense started the vio-
lence in Guatemala; that the armed forces were tolerant of unarmed challenges “from
below”; or that a strategy of armed struggle was therefore irrational or unjustified.
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In case of Nicaragua, the Somoza family dominated the political life 
of that country for nearly a half century mainly by controlling the National
Guard.9 The Guard itself was the principal legacy of the long U.S. 
military occupation of Nicaragua (virtually continuous from 1912 to 
1933), which was originally occasioned by the specter of economic nation-
alism in Nicaragua, including a fear that an interoceanic canal through 
the country might end up in the hands of a European power or even
Japan.10

The dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza García (1936–56), which occa-
sionally enacted populist and prolabor measures in order to secure popular
support (see Walter 1993; Gould 1990), came to an abrupt end with the
dictator’s assassination in 1956. Somoza’s sons, however, were able to dom-
inate the state (including, especially, the National Guard) for another
twenty years. Anastasio Somoza Debayle, who immediately took control
of the Guard following his father’s assassination, had himself elected pres-
ident of Nicaragua in 1967 as the candidate of the so-called Liberal
National Party, a quintessentially personalistic patronage party. At least
two hundred people were killed by the Guard at an opposition rally prior
to Somoza’s election, which he won “by the traditional huge majority: this
time 70% of the popular vote” (Black 1981: 44). In 1971, with the help of
the U.S. ambassador, Somoza struck a deal that guaranteed the Conserva-
tive Party some 40 percent of the seats in the legislature and that convened
a Constituent Assembly that would rewrite the Constitution to allow
Somoza’s reelection in 1974. (The Conservative Party was the long-time
“loyal opposition” to the dictatorship.) Executive power was formally
ceded shortly thereafter to a three-man junta, which included the Con-
servative leader Fernando Agüero. “The dictator, needless to say, kept
control of the National Guard and continued to exercise real power, rep-
resenting Nicaragua as before as head of state in international forums”
(Black 1981: 58). “After the Agüero-Somoza pact of 1971,” adds John
Booth, “revolutionary student groups began to attract more youths from
upper-class backgrounds, both Liberal and Conservative” (Booth 1985:
111). Somoza was easily reelected president in 1974, although the election
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9 Helpful accounts of the Nicaraguan Revolution may be found in Black 1981; Booth 1985;
Dunkerley 1988: ch. 6; Pezzullo and Pezzullo 1993; and Everingham 1996. Weber 1981
and Vilas 1986 present more interpretive analyses.

10 Millett 1977, the standard history of the Guard, includes a helpful discussion of the pol-
itics surrounding the U.S. occupation. See also Selser 1984, Walker 1985a, and Bermann
1986.
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was boycotted by various elite opponents of Somoza, including the 
publisher Pedro Joaquín Chamorro and the coalition that he led, the
Democratic Union of Liberation (UDEL). “For their pains, 27 leaders of
the boycott were arrested and deprived of their political rights until March
the following year” (Black 1981: 61).

Electoral fraud was also common in El Salvador, where military rule,
like the Somoza dictatorship, dates back to the 1930s.11 The Salvadoran
armed forces ruled that country in an “institutional” manner from 1948
to 1979, running their own candidates for office and even creating their
own political-patronage party, the so-called National Conciliation Party
(PCN) (see Stanley 1996: ch. 3; Williams and Walter 1997: ch. 4). After
1948, no single general, family, or clique controlled the Salvadoran armed
forces in the manner in which the Somozas controlled the Nicaraguan
National Guard. Instead, tandas – tightly knit graduating classes from the
military academy – would generally dominate the government (and the
spoils that went with it) until they were displaced by another tanda. 
The armed forces also ruled in a close strategic alliance with the power-
ful Salvadoran oligarchy, providing (and occasionally exploiting) what
Stanley (1996) has called a “protection racket” for elite interests.

By the early 1970s, however, institutionalized military rule in El 
Salvador was coming under increasing electoral threat. In 1972 the mili-
tary was challenged by the National Opposition Union (UNO), an alliance
of Christian Democrats, Social Democrats, and Communists. As it became
apparent that UNO’s presidential candidate, José Napoleón Duarte, was
about to be elected, the army prohibited the announcement of further
election returns and declared that the military candidate was the victor. A
group of young army officers, with Duarte’s support, then tried to stage a
coup d’etat, but they were quickly routed. Duarte himself was kidnapped
by the armed forces, tortured, and forced into exile.

The mayoral and legislative elections of 1974 “were marked by even
more blatant manipulation than had been evident two years earlier”
(Montgomery 1995: 67). And the 1977 presidential election was also 
characterized by massive fraud and violence against the opposition; a post-
election rally of some fifty thousand people, which was called to denounce
the fraud, was fired upon by the police, resulting in at least forty-eight
deaths (Montgomery 1995: 72).
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11 Helpful overviews of recent Salvadoran history may be found in Baloyra 1982, 
Dunkerley 1985, North 1985, McClintock 1985a, Montgomery 1995, and Stanley 1996.
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In Guatemala, finally, electoral fraud and violence had been the order
of the day since the 1954 CIA-sponsored coup d’etat that placed the armed
forces in power in that country, ending a decade of democratic rule.12 As
in El Salvador, the military ruled Guatemala in an “institutional” fashion,
although nothing quite so formal as El Salvador’s tanda system seems to
have taken root.13 As in El Salvador, moreover, military rule came under
challenge in the early 1970s. In 1974, Christian Democrats and Social
Democrats joined forces to form the National Opposition Front (FNO),
nominating for president General Efraín Ríos Montt, who was believed to
be one of the very few honest officers in the armed forces. Again, as in El
Salvador, this coalition seemed headed for victory when the military began
to delay voting results and ultimately declared its own candidate the victor.
After speculation that Ríos Montt might lead a coup to overturn these
results, he quietly accepted a diplomatic post in Spain instead.14

In 1978, the military’s candidate, General Romeo Lucas García, easily
won the presidency in an election in which only fifteen percent of eligible
voters went to the polls. Nonetheless, violence against opposition politi-
cal parties increased dramatically following General Lucas’s election. The
leader of the Social Democratic Party (PSD), Alberto Fuentes Mohr, and
the head of the social-democratic United Revolutionary Front (FUR),
Manuel Colom Argueta, were murdered in 1979. Vinicio Cerezo, 
secretary-general of the Christian Democratic Party (DCG), himself the
target of several assassination attempts, announced that seventy-six 
party members were killed between September 1980 and May 1981 
alone (Handy 1984: 179). (These killings occurred in the context of an
escalating “dirty war” against the armed opposition and its supporters, real
and imagined [see Chapter 6].) When the military candidate won yet 
again in the 1982 presidential election, “in another patent example of 
electoral fraud, all opposition parties once again joined in condemnation
of the Lucas government” (Handy 1984: 182).

Electoral fraud and violence, however, were but one facet of the repres-
sive and exclusionary regimes in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala.
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12 Good accounts of recent Guatemalan history can be found in Black 1984, Handy 1984,
Frank and Wheaton 1984, McClintock 1985b, Painter 1987, Jonas 1991, Trudeau 1993,
and Perera 1993.

13 On the Guatemalan armed forces, see Richards 1985, Black 1985, Nairn and Simon 1986,
Anderson and Simon 1987, Schirmer 1989, 1996, and Martínez and Loeb 1994.

14 During the early 1980s, Ríos Montt would lead a military government that waged a brutal
counterinsurgency in the Western highlands.
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In fact, virtually any type of peaceful political organizing and protest – par-
ticularly labor and peasant organizing, strikes, and land occupations – was
liable to be attacked violently by the armed forces of these countries (or
by allied “death squads”) regardless of whether it was undertaken by rev-
olutionaries or by reformists, including groups supported by the Catholic
Church. Indeed, incumbent regimes made little distinction between
reformists and revolutionaries, or between guerrillas and people merely
suspected of collaborating with them. In addition to putative guerrillas and
guerrilla sympathizers, rural and urban unions, student groups, Christian
“base communities,” priests and catechists, and moderate political parties
and opposition figures were all singled out for attack by the National
Guard in Nicaragua and by the armed forces, paramilitary organizations,
and death squads in El Salvador and Guatemala. (One Salvadoran death
squad circulated a handbill that advised, “Be a Patriot – Kill a Priest!”) At
times, in fact, virtually anyone of student age seems to have been regarded
by state authorities as a political enemy.

In Nicaragua, notes John Booth, “Repression rose and fell according to
the level of opposition activity – with major peaks during the late 1950s,
the late 1960s, and from 1974 to the fall of the regime” (Booth 1985: 93).
“In 1973 and 1974,” notes another observer, “when cotton workers, hos-
pital workers, and banana workers struck, and when slum dweller organi-
zations, market traders, and other groups staged protest actions, the
Somoza government tried to crush these organizations by disrupting
protest actions and arresting the leaders” (Williams 1986: 167). An attempt
to form a union of rural workers in the department of Chinandega resulted
in the deaths of three hundred people at the hands of the National Guard
(Paige 1985: 107). Somoza declared a state of siege in December 1974,
after a group of Sandinistas held a number of the regime’s luminaries
hostage at a private Christmas party, winning the release of a number of
political prisoners as well as the broadcast and publication of two lengthy
communiques to the Nicaraguan people. During the state of siege, which
was in effect until 1977,

The Guard sought to disrupt the FSLN, to capture and kill as many guerrillas 
as possible, and to take reprisals against any campesinos [peasants or rural 
people] who, willingly or not, supported the insurgents. The army often appro-
priated the resources of peasants without compensation. Whole regions under-
went “agrarian reform” – population relocation to break up foci of guerrilla
support. Suspected guerrilla collaborators suffered horrifying tortures. The 
Guard often murdered not only FSLN collaborators, but their families as well.
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Estimates of the total number of peasants killed by the Guard begin at three 
thousand. (Booth 1985: 94–5)

Booth adds that when “in the late 1970s the government began to suspect
the FSLN of recruiting mainly teenage males, the Guard seized many –
often barely more than children – from Managua’s streets and executed
them on the shore of [Lake Managua]” (Booth 1985: 95).

In El Salvador, a paramilitary force called the Nationalist Democratic
Organization (ORDEN, or order in Spanish) was used to attack union and
political activists working among peasants and rural workers during the
1970s. (ORDEN was established in the mid-1960s with U.S. assistance
[see, e.g., McClintock 1985a].) Father Rutilio Grande, a well-known priest
who had worked to establish “base communities” around the town 
of Aguilares, was murdered by soldiers in March 1977. The Christian 
Federation of Salvadoran Peasants (FECCAS) and the Union of Rural
Workers (UTC) organized a series of peaceful land invasions the follow-
ing month, demanding that landowners rent unused land at affordable
prices:

Two thousand troops came with helicopters and armoured troop carriers and took
over the entire region, surrounding Aguilares in the early hours of 19 May. A
peasant sleeping in the church tried to ring the church bell to alert the town but
was shot and killed. . . . Soldiers moved through the town, ransacking houses, and
later announced that one soldier and six civilians had been killed in an armed
encounter. Eyewitnesses corrected the numbers: at least 50 townspeople had been
shot dead and hundreds taken away by the army. (Pearce 1986: 168.)

Another activist priest, Alfonso Navarro, was killed shortly after the events
in Aguilares. In all, ten priests and one seminarian were assassinated
between March 1977 and June 1981, and at least sixty priests were expelled
from the country or forced into exile.

In May 1979, a recently formed political front or “popular organiza-
tion,” as it was known, occupied the metropolitan cathedral in San 
Salvador, demanding the release of imprisoned members of the group.
“[President Carlos Humberto] Romero’s reply was unambiguous: troops
fired on the demonstrators outside the cathedral, and some 25 people 
died in the mad scramble to reach the precarious safety of the church”
(Dunkerley 1985: 127). Nearly eight hundred people would be killed in
1979. And on January 22, 1980, when the “popular organizations” orga-
nized the largest demonstration in Salvadoran history, with more than two
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hundred thousand people gathered in San Salvador from all over the
country, security forces fired on the crowd, leaving forty-nine dead and
hundreds wounded (Montgomery 1995: 108–9).

State violence in Guatemala, although less frequently reported in the
United States than that in Nicaragua or El Salvador, was the most deadly
in the region. In the predominantly indigenous department of El Quiché
alone, 168 cooperative or village leaders – mainly ethnic Ixils – were killed
between 1976 and 1978 (Handy 1984: 244). Over one hundred men,
women, and children were massacred in the town of Panzós in May 1978,
after gathering to protest evictions from nearby lands (Aguilera Peralta
1979). Amnesty International documented some 615 “disappearances”
between mid-1978 and November 1980, and the same organization 
documented the cases of nine Catholic priests who had either “disap-
peared” or been killed by security forces between April 1980 and July 1981
alone (AI 1987: 3, 24). In one remarkable incident in 1979, seven alleged
guerrillas were executed by soldiers in the central plaza of Chajul, El
Quiché, following a show trial; one of the bodies was dragged before 
the church and set afire, and all were dumped in a common grave (Perera
1993: 106).

In January 1980, a group of peasants from El Quiché – including
members of the Committee of Peasant Unity (CUC) – participated in an
occupation of the Spanish embassy in Guatemala City, demanding that
military abuses be investigated:

Despite the demands by the Spanish ambassador that the peasants inside the build-
ing not be attacked, the police stormed the building and 39 people were killed
including a former vice-president and a foreign minister who were both in the
building to talk with the peasants. [Most of those killed died in a fire of uncertain
origin.] Only the ambassador and one peasant survived. The peasant was later kid-
napped from the hospital where he was recuperating from his injuries. After the
attack the Spanish government broke off all diplomatic relations with Guatemala
and withdrew its ambassador. (Handy 1984: 245)15

Several months later, twenty-five leaders of the National Confederation of
Labor (CNT) were abducted from a meeting at their headquarters in

161

15 Stoll (1999: 76) calculates the number killed as 36. One of those killed was the father of
Rigoberta Menchú, the future Nobel Peace Prize winner (see Menchú 1984: ch. 25). Her
as-told-to “autobiography” is an excellent case study of the radicalizing effects of state 
violence; although Menchú herself never actually joined the guerrillas, she helped bring
them international legitimacy.
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Guatemala City and were never seen again (AI 1987: 118–9; Black 1984:
90–1).16

Clearly, Jeane Kirkpatrick’s famous suggestion that “traditional,” non-
Communist autocrats such as those in Central America “do not disturb
the habitual rhythms of work and leisure, habitual places of residence,
habitual patterns of family and personal relations” (1986: 33) is not a par-
ticularly apt characterization. Indeed, given the sort of violence that even
moderates and reformists encountered in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and
Guatemala during the 1970s, it is hardly surprising that many people came
to view armed struggle and the overthrow of extant states as the only viable
political strategy in those countries. The radical “political-military orga-
nizations,” as they were called, that led the popular revolutionary move-
ments in Central America were themselves formed for the most part by
dissidents from electorally oriented parties (including Christian Dem-
ocratic as well as Communist parties), who were repeatedly frustrated, and
their lives endangered in many cases, by continual electoral fraud and
political repression. Communist parties and political fronts, it should be
noted, were not the main “mobilizing structures” of revolutionary move-
ments in the region (as they were in postwar Southeast Asia), although the
Salvadoran Communist Party (PCS) and a faction from the divided
Guatemalan Communist Party (PGT) did belatedly adopt a strategy of
armed struggle after the worst repression had begun in those countries.

Political-military organizations, which at first included no more than a
handful of members, ultimately profited from this indiscriminate repres-
sion. They did so not only because they seemed more realistic than elec-
toral parties or reformist groups, but also because they could provide
protective cover for at least some of those who feared state violence.
Indeed, active collaboration with revolutionaries, which might once have
invited persecution, came to be seen by many as the only alternative 
(other than flight) to violent death. “The arbitrariness of the exercise of
political-military power by the dictatorship,” as Carlos Vilas has written
of Nicaragua, “the indiscriminate – and finally, genocidal – character of
the repression . . . converted active rebellion and participation in the rev-
olutionary struggle into a defensive question – life or death” (1986: 112–3).
This dynamic is also evident in Guatemala and El Salvador. For example,
the aforementioned executions in Chajul, Guatemala, notes Victor Perera,
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had the opposite effect of what they [state authorities] intended. Hundreds of Ixils
continued to join the Guerrilla Army of the Poor; and thousands provided the
EGP with food, shelter, and information about the army’s movements. By the fol-
lowing year [1980], the army itself estimated that roughly half the population of
the [Ixil] triangle [in northern El Quiché] had become active or potential collab-
orators with the insurgents. (Perera 1993: 106–7; see also Davis 1988: 23)

And in El Salvador, notes Elisabeth Wood,

repression led many people hitherto active only in peasant or student organiza-
tions to support the previously inconsequential Salvadoran guerrilla forces. In
interviews several FMLN members stated that they joined the guerrillas out of
outrage at the actions of the security forces against family members or neighbors.
. . . Others joined because they felt they had no choice, some because they had
been identified as activists in opposition organizations and were therefore likely
targets of the government forces and others because they were reputed to be even
if they were not. (Wood 2000a: 47)

Thus, the exclusionary and violently repressive character of the Nicara-
guan, Salvadoran, and Guatemalan states unintentionally recruited new
members and supporters for the revolutionary movements, particularly 
in those relatively isolated regions – north-central Nicaragua, northern 
El Salvador, and the western highlands of Guatemala – that these infra-
structurally weak states did not effectively control. As in Southeast Asia,
then, states themselves unwittingly helped construct revolutionary move-
ments in Central America.

Radical political-military organizations were themselves born, and
eventually coalesced, in this context of political exclusion and violence.
Nicaragua’s Sandinista National Liberation Front was founded by three
political activists in 1961, although it never grew larger than a few hundred
people until the eve of the insurrection of 1978–9. The Front was also
divided during the 1970s among three political “tendencies” that split over
strategic questions. The Front’s prime mover, Carlos Fonseca Amador, was
a former member of Nicaragua’s Communist Party (PSN), which did not
itself join the armed struggle against Somoza until the eleventh hour. After
a series of setbacks during the 1960s, the Sandinistas managed to establish
a sizable network (or “chain,” as they called it) of collaborators among the
peasants of north-central Nicaragua (see, e.g., Horton 1998: ch. 3). Many
of these peasants had been adversely affected by a movement of land enclo-
sures by wealthy cattle ranchers in the area (Williams 1986: 129f ). The
Sandinistas later recruited rural workers on the Pacific coast, and in March
1978 they formed the Association of Rural Workers (ATC), which “was
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able to convert itself into a powerful force of the FSLN, not only in build-
ing the armed struggle but in organizing political action by workers and
peasants in rural areas” (cited in Paige 1985: 108–9).

During the insurrection of 1978–9,

Training camps in Costa Rica, Honduras, and Nicaragua swelled into substantial
operations. The overall number of FSLN troops thus ballooned from between five
hundred and one thousand in early 1978 to nearly three thousand by late 1978 to
around five thousand by July 1979. To incorporate the many irregular volunteers,
the FSLN also ran short combat-training sessions for citizens when Sandinista
columns occupied a neighborhood. These trained volunteers were the core of the
popular militia. (Booth 1985: 149–50)

The Sandinistas were able to recruit these volunteers from a variety of
urban groups, especially students and petty tradespeople. According to
Carlos Vilas’s study of those killed in the insurrection, it was these groups,
and not full-time wage earners or peasants, that formed the principal social
base of the insurrection (Vilas 1986: 119).

El Salvador’s Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN), an
umbrella group of five political-military organizations that was formed in
October 1980, had “two main sources: radicalized religious activists, and
the Salvadoran Communist Party” (Leiken 1984: 115). The largest guer-
rilla group in the FMLN, the Popular Forces of Liberation (FPL), was
formed in 1970 by dissidents from the Communist Party, led by Salvador
Cayetano Carpio. (The event that precipitated this split was the Commu-
nist Party’s support for the brief “soccer war” with Honduras in 1969.)
The second most important guerrilla group, the Popular Revolutionary
Army (ERP), was founded in 1972 by activists from both the Communist
and Christian Democratic youth movements. A third group, the Armed
Forces of National Resistance (FARN), broke from the ERP in 1975 
following the latter group’s execution of a well-known intellectual-
turned-guerrilla named Roque Dalton, who was charged with being a
“Soviet-Cuban and CIA double agent” by the ERP’s military staff. (Many
of those within the ERP faction that formed the FARN were Protestants,
and at least two were Baptist ministers [Montgomery 1995: 104].) The
Communist Party and the small Revolutionary Party of Central American
Workers (PRTC) also subsequently formed guerrilla groups that joined
the FMLN.

Although the social base of the FMLN was quite diverse (Wood 2000b:
ch. 6), its backbone seems to have consisted of “semiproletarians” who
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worked tiny plots of land in the less densely populated northern part of
the country (which also happened to be a region, as noted previously, that
was not well controlled by the central state).17 Although they owned or
rented land, these poor peasants migrated to cotton, coffee, or sugar
estates for part of the year to supplement their meager incomes. Landless
laborers and landowning middle peasants, however, also joined or collab-
orated with the guerrillas in impressive numbers (Cabarrús 1983: 365–7;
Pearce 1986: 150–1). And the guerrillas also included, especially at the
leadership level, a significant number of urban political and trade union
activists, intellectuals, students, and professionals. At its peak numerical
strength, in the early 1980s, the FMLN is estimated to have had about
eight to twelve thousand guerrillas (Barry 1990: 60; see also Dunkerley
1985: 221; Halloran 1987).

The Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG), which was
formed in January 1982, began, like the FMLN, as an umbrella organiza-
tion, in this case of four political-military groups. All of these groups
descended (directly or indirectly) from the guerrilla organizations of 
an earlier and less successful “wave” of revolutionary mobilization in
Guatemala during the 1960s (see Wickham-Crowley 1992: pt. 2). The
largest component of the URNG, at least until the early 1980s, the Guer-
rilla Army of the Poor (EGP), was formed in 1972 by radical Christians
and survivors of the Edgar Ibarra Guerrilla Front, “one of the strongest
guerrilla forces in the continent,” which was decimated in the late 1960s
(Black 1984: 68, 106). Another important group, the Revolutionary Orga-
nization of People in Arms (ORPA), which was not launched publicly until
1979, split from the Rebel Armed Forces (FAR), another group founded
in the 1960s, which was close to the Communist Party (PGT). The FAR
itself also joined the URNG, having been rejuvenated in the mid-1970s
by disaffected Christian Democrats. Finally, a faction from the Commu-
nist Party, the so-called Guatemalan Labor Party Núcleo de Dirección,
also belatedly organized a guerrilla force after breaking with the Party’s
central committee in 1978 over the question of armed struggle ( Jonas
1991: 138; Black 1984: chs. 4–5; Handy 1984: ch. 11).

Unlike their predecessors of the 1960s, which mainly operated in the
eastern part of the country, the Guatemalan guerrilla groups of the 1970s
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(especially the EGP and ORPA) tended to focus their political work on
Guatemala’s indigenous population in the western highlands.18 As in El
Salvador, the guerrillas seem to have drawn much of their support from
the migratory semiproletariat as well as from landless laborers and some
middle peasants (Paige 1983: 728; Davis 1988: 14–20; Jonas 1991: 133–4).
Unlike the Sandinistas and the FMLN, however, the URNG does not
seem to have developed much urban support (see, e.g., Payeras 1987). The
causal mechanisms that drove ordinary people into an alliance with armed
revolutionaries, however, were very similar to those in Nicaragua and El
Salvador:

Military repression of reformist efforts and community organization led . . . to
widespread defensive mobilization: to protect themselves from the landowners and
the military, the Indian communities began to organize for the purposes of self-
defense. Victimized by the military and lacking alternatives for economic self-
improvement, the Indians became increasingly willing to turn to armed opposition,
swelling the ranks of the guerrilla movement. By and large, their resistance was a
result of state repression, not its cause. (Trudeau and Schoultz 1986: 37–8)

By 1980 the guerrillas numbered between six thousand and eight thou-
sand, with up to half a million active supporters ( Jonas 1991: 138).

The combination of electoral fraud and indiscriminate repression by
infrastructurally weak states not only swelled the ranks of guerrilla orga-
nizations and encouraged those organizations to coalesce, but also
prompted many moderate and reformist political groups, including several
predominantly middle-class organizations, to enter into more or less open
strategic alliances with the guerrillas. Of course, the revolutionaries’ own
openness to such alliances – which generally involved ideological and pro-
grammatic compromises – was also necessary for their formation.19 These
groups were generally helpful in providing material aid, political legiti-
macy, and foreign support (official and unofficial) for the armed opposi-
tion in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and (to a lesser extent) Guatemala. Perhaps
just as importantly, their very refusal to participate in “politics as usual”
reinforced the perception that armed struggle was the only realistic mech-
anism for political and social change.
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The Formation of Revolutionary Movements

In 1977 the Sandinista Front encouraged the formation of the “Group
of Twelve,” which consisted of prominent anti-Somoza businesspeople,
academics, and intellectuals; these individuals were allegedly designated
for cabinet posts in a revolutionary government. Exposed and forced to
flee Nicaragua, “the Twelve began to lobby against international aid and
to organize the anti-Somoza coalitions within Nicaragua” (Booth 1985:
102). The Sandinistas also catalyzed the formation of the so-called United
People’s Movement (MPU) in the early summer of 1978; this group even-
tually brought together some twenty-two labor and political organizations,
including the main teachers’ union, Nicaragua’s leading labor and student
federations, the country’s principal women’s organization, and two small
left-wing parties. In February 1979, moreover, following the breakdown
of negotiations aimed at securing Somoza’s resignation (see Chapter 6),
two primarily middle-class parties – the Independent Liberal Party (PLI)
and the People’s Social Christian Party (PPSC), the country’s main Chris-
tian Democratic organization at the time – joined with the MPU, together
with several other groups, to form the so-called National Patriotic Front
(FPN). “Given its broader political base,” Booth has noted,

the FPN’s formal program contained somewhat less far-reaching proposals than
that of the MPU. . . . [H]owever, the FSLN justified the watered-down FPN
program as necessary to unite disparate forces seeking a common anti-Somoza
objective. (Booth 1985: 155)

The Sandinistas eventually headed a broad “multi-class populist coalition”
that included workers and peasants, students and youth, middle-class folk,
and part of Nicaragua’s elite (Foran, Klouzal, and Rivera 1997: 46–7).

In El Salvador, each of the guerrilla groups was affiliated with a “popular
organization” that brought together a large number of labor and political
groupings. “Government repression solidified the links between the
popular organizations and the guerrilla groups,” notes Leiken. “The
former came to constitute recruiting ground for the latter” (Leiken 1984:
117). The Popular Forces of Liberation, for example, was closely tied to
the Popular Revolutionary Bloc (BPR), the largest of the popular organi-
zations with some sixty thousand members; the BPR included two large
unions of peasants and rural workers (FECCAS and UTC), the country’s
main teachers’ union, a shantytown-dwellers’ association, and student
groups. The Popular Revolutionary Army and the Armed Forces of
National Resistance were closely connected to the Popular Leagues of
February 28 (LP-28) and the United Popular Action Front (FAPU),
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respectively; and the Communist Party and the PRTC were aligned with
the National Democratic Union (UDN) and the Movement of Popular
Liberation (MLP), respectively. In April 1980, these five popular organi-
zations (the BLP, LP-28, FAPU, UDN, and MLP) would join with the
social-democratic National Revolutionary Movement (MNR), led by
Guillermo Ungo, the Popular Social Christian Movement (MPSC), led by
Rubén Zamora, and the Independent Movement of Professionals and
Technicians of El Salvador (MIPTES) to form the Democratic Revolu-
tionary Front (FDR). Later that year, the FDR and the FMLN announced
their formal alliance. “Throughout the spring and summer,” Tommie Sue
Montgomery points out,

delegations from the FDR toured Europe and Latin America in a fairly successful
effort to gain international support. Four European countries declared their
support for the FDR, and the Socialist International, at its June 1980 meeting in
Oslo, voted to support it. In Latin America, the strongest early support came from
Mexican President José López Portillo, who permitted the FDR to establish polit-
ical offices in that country. (Montgomery 1995: 111)

In Guatemala, finally, the guerrilla groups were closely tied for some
time to two political fronts, the so-called Democratic Front Against
Repression (FDRC) and the Popular Front of January 31 (FP-31). The
FDRC nominally united over 170 organizations, including the National
Committee of Labor Unity (CNUS), the Social Democratic Party (PSD),
and the United Democratic Front (FUR). The FP-31 brought together,
among other groups, the important Committee of Peasant Unity (CUC),
which had ties to the Guerrilla Army of the Poor, and a radical Christian
organization (Black 1984: 107–9). The FDRC and the FP-31 merged in
February 1982, forming the Guatemalan Committee of Patriotic Unity
(CGUP).

In sum, radical organizations were able to mobilize powerful revolu-
tionary movements in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala not simply
because of rapid social change, widespread social grievances, class strug-
gles, economic crisis, or imperialist domination per se; rather, these groups
were effective mobilizers because the brutal and indiscriminate violence
with which exclusionary and infrastructurally weak states greeted attempts
to bring about change through electoral and other nonviolent means back-
fired, unintentionally convincing substantial numbers of groups and indi-
viduals that armed struggle aimed at overthrowing the state was legitimate
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and even necessary. To be sure, not all of the grievances that lay behind
the resultant revolutionary movements pertained directly to the actions of
those states – although abuses by government officials, soldiers, and allied
death squads certainly affected thousands of people, many of whom joined
or supported the guerrillas as a direct result of such abuses (see, e.g.,
Danner 1993 on El Salvador; Stoll 1993 on Guatemala; Brockett 1995).
Many who joined or supported the revolutionaries had other “local” or
particularistic demands – a piece of land, for example, or better wages and
working conditions. But these concerns became the “causes” of revolu-
tionary movements only because specific state structures and practices 
prevented them from being redressed, or even honestly addressed, in a
nonviolent, meliorative fashion. As a result of state repression, in fact, 
by the late 1970s effective reformist organizations were essentially unavail-
able in these societies to many ordinary folk with an interest in even
modest socioeconomic reforms. The plausibility of this analysis is rein-
forced by the unique success of the Sandinista Front in actually over-
throwing the Nicaraguan state – the most autonomous or socially 
“disembedded” state in the region – despite the fact that land and other
socioeconomic issues were generally less pressing there, in comparative
terms, than elsewhere in Central America. The plausibility of this analy-
sis is also reinforced by the neglected case of Honduras, where no signif-
icant revolutionary movement emerged at all, despite tremendous poverty,
inequality, and insecurity.

The Function of the Little-Known Case in Theory Formation, or
Why Was There No Revolutionary Movement in Honduras?

Just as Honduran elites were flexible enough to provide escape valves for popular dis-
content, they were never so violent as to inspire large-scale leftist resistance. In recent
years, political scientists have become increasingly aware of the critical role played by
repression in the creation of revolutionary movements. Of all the factors that account for
Honduras’s comparative tranquility, this was surely the most important. Whatever else
might be said about that country’s military, it did not display the massive, often indis-
criminate savagery witnessed in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua.

– Donald E. Schulz and Deborah Sundloff Schulz (1994: 319)

At a time when powerful revolutionary movements were forming in
Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala, neighboring Honduras was
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remarkably quiet.20 “In a region where the fires of revolution burn white
hot,” notes Steven Volk, “Honduras has been a model of stability, a bizarre
anomaly” (Volk 1983: 225). The absence of a significant revolutionary
movement in Honduras does indeed pose a puzzle. As noted earlier, Hon-
duras has historically been the poorest Central American country; like its
neighbors, moreover, it experienced a grave economic crisis during the
1970s and 1980s; landlessness and land poverty, while not as severe as in
El Salvador or Guatemala, rivaled that of prerevolutionary Nicaragua; and
the country is as externally dependent as any other in the region. Hon-
duras, in fact, is the classic “banana republic,” a country with a long and
unhappy history of dependence on banana exports and of domination by
U.S. corporations. (Before bananas, in fact, U.S. corporations bled Hon-
duras of its silver.) Here would seem to lie fertile ground for a radical
“national liberation” movement.

The Honduran left, however, and the revolutionary left in particular,
were marginal political actors during the 1970s and 1980s. One small guer-
rilla column, for example, was destroyed after entering the country from
Nicaragua in July 1983. Surrounded by the Honduran military, the sur-
vivors of this incursion quickly surrendered and were promptly executed;
among those murdered was a North American priest, James Carney
(Schulz and Schulz 1994: 81). In the mid-1980s, it was estimated that the
four main guerrilla organizations in Honduras had a combined membership
of about six hundred individuals (Halloran 1987), although the number of
armed guerrillas would have been smaller. “None of these groups had ever
shown any signs of having mass support, much less the ability to coordi-
nate their activities” (Schulz and Schulz 1994: 216).

How then did Honduras manage to avoid the violent civil conflict that
befell its neighbors? To paraphrase Werner Sombart (1976 [1906]), why
was there no revolutionary movement in Honduras?

Political context is the crucial differentiating factor. The key difference
between Honduras and its neighbors, is what might be called the “semi-
openness” of the political regimes in Honduras after the 1960s. During
this period, Honduras has alternated between civilian and comparatively
moderate military rule; most importantly, perhaps, there was a brief period
of “military reformism” in the early 1970s, during which time an impor-
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tant if flawed land reform was enacted (see, e.g., Sieder 1995; Ruhl 1984).
(By contrast, military officers who supported land reform in El Salvador
at this time were ousted by military hardliners.) As a result of this politi-
cal semiopenness, reformist political currents as well as ideologically mod-
erate labor and peasant unions have been unusually free, at least by Central
American standards, to operate and organize within Honduras, even
during periods of direct military rule. In fact, “in the 1960s, Honduras
gave birth to the most militant and, before long, the best-organized
peasant movement in Central America” (Volk 1983: 215).

James Morris has noted how the alternation between reformist and con-
servative rule in Honduras has produced a “cycle of frustration” (Morris
1984a: ch. 9). Paradoxically, however, this cycle has not produced, but may
actually account for the absence of, a strong revolutionary movement in
Honduras. Intermittent reform and the impermanence and relative mild-
ness of military rule led most leftist and progressive movements in Hon-
duras to eschew a strategy of armed struggle. Even more importantly, this
political context has discouraged ordinary people from joining or collab-
orating with those small guerrilla groups that have attempted to operate
in the country.

The semiopenness of Honduran politics essentially dates from 
the important general strike of 1954 against the powerful U.S. banana
companies – “the most extensive industrial and political action in Hon-
duran history” (Lapper and Painter 1984: 35). Although the strike resulted
in very small wage increases and prompted the banana companies to lay
off thousands of workers, the strikers did win their principal demand: the
legal recognition of trade unions (MacCameron 1983). Shortly thereafter, 
the reformist Ramón Villeda Morales of the Liberal Party was elected
president:

Villeda set up a public-works program to provide the nation with some basic infra-
structure (as of 1950 the capital city had no paved roads) and to employ some of
the thousands of dismissed banana workers. He also ordered a number of land-
colonization plans, distributing lands in regions of low population density to
peasant families. . . . More important, in September 1962 Villeda pushed through
the country’s first agrarian-reform law. (Volk 1983: 210)

In 1963, Villeda was overthrown by the armed forces, led by Colonel
Oswaldo López Arellano, much to the delight of big landowners and right-
wing forces. López, however, “turned out to be a political chameleon”; 
in 1967, with land occupations by peasant groups on the rise, “López 
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revitalised the agrarian reform, as part of his search for a new political
base” (Lapper and Painter 1985: 54, 59). The Honduran government
began to harass and evict Salvadoran emigrants who had squatted on public
lands, thereby facilitating land transfers without the need of seizing the
property of large landowners.

The Honduran government’s actions, coupled with the flow of Sal-
vadorans back into their native land, precipitated the “soccer war” of 1969.
The results of this short war were quite paradoxical. The return of thou-
sands of land-hungry peasants to El Salvador contributed to the growing
crisis in that country, which would soon escalate into a full-blown revolu-
tionary situation. In Honduras, however, the war ultimately served to
dampen political conflict. For El Salvador’s invasion of Honduras proved
to be an embarrassing disaster for the Honduran military. Only the inter-
vention of the Organization of American States (OAS) saved the army
from complete defeat. (Salvadoran troops had advanced deeply into Hon-
duran territory before the OAS threatened both countries with an eco-
nomic boycott [Lapper and Painter 1985: 61].) This disaster for the
Honduran armed forces, however, would prove a blessing in disguise for
subsequent political stability in Honduras, for what it was worth. The
major result of the “soccer war,” notes Volk, “was noting short of monu-
mental” for the country, as military defeat

paved the way for reform in Honduras. The Honduran officer corps became
increasingly influenced by younger officers who drew their inspiration from mili-
tary reformers in Peru and Panama. Many of the older, corruption-tainted officers
were purged. (Volk 1983: 216–7)

Following a short-lived civilian government, military reformists seized
power in 1972, led once again by (now) General López, and enacted yet
another agrarian reform law – a reform more thoroughgoing than that
enacted a decade earlier by Villeda, the very man whom López had ousted.
Peasants were now granted the right to occupy certain public lands, and
landowners were obliged either to rent or cultivate their own untilled land.
Provision was also made for the return of lands to peasant communities
that had been illegally, or quasilegally, expropriated by landlords. In addi-
tion, the size of farms liable to expropriation was raised to five hundred
hectares (Lapper and Painter 1985: 63–4).

Mark Ruhl estimates that only about 22 percent of landless and land-
poor families in Honduras in the mid-1970s directly benefited from the
new agrarian reform. But this reform was “very important symbolically,”
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Ruhl suggests, because “the program demonstrated the continued flexi-
bility and reform potential of the Honduran government and fostered an
‘incrementalist’ policy orientation among the peasant organizations”:

The fact that campesinos could win disputes over land titles . . . and force “stolen”
land to be returned by landlords was very significant. Such outcomes would have
been almost unimaginable in Guatemala, El Salvador, or Nicaragua. The associa-
tion of the military with land reform during the late 1960s and 1970s also created
a much more progressive image for Honduran soldiers than for their counterparts
in neighboring countries and demonstrated clearly that the armed forces were not
under the control of the Honduran rural oligarchy. (Ruhl 1984: 55)

Thus, the reformist political orientation of at least some Honduran offi-
cers during this period had important ideological effects, in turn, on
important forces in Honduran society.

Military reformists were, however, pushed out of power by more 
conservative officers in the late 1970s, but Honduras returned to formal
civilian rule, once again, after 1980. As elsewhere in the region, the return
to civilian rule coincided with a steep rise in human rights abuses against
labor and peasant activists by the armed forces, although these abuses 
fell far short of the magnitude of those in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and
Guatemala. These abuses have been attributed to conservative sectors 
of the army associated with General Gustavo Álvarez Martínez, who
became chief of the armed forces in 1982. During the early 1980s, a 
U.S.-trained counterintelligence unit known as Battalion 3–16, which
Álvarez founded and led, “disappeared” at least 184 “subversives” (CEJIL
1994; Schulz and Schulz 1994: 84–7). In March 1984, however, younger
officers deposed Álvarez and forced him into exile, and rights abuses fell
sharply. “The fall of Álvarez Martínez,” notes Hector Pérez Brignoli, “is
an event of great significance: It implies a setback, although perhaps 
only temporary, of the most repressive military sectors” (Pérez Brignoli
1985: 143).

If the semiopenness of the Honduran polity accounts for the weakness
of the revolutionary left in that country, what then accounts for this semi-
open political context? Why have the Honduran armed forces, in partic-
ular, been less consistently brutal and less politically conservative than
their counterparts in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala? Two factors
deserve special emphasis. Most importantly, Honduras has never had a
powerful landowning oligarchy of the Salvadoran or Guatemalan variety.
During the nineteenth century, as Ruhl notes,
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Coffee did not assume a major role in the Honduran economy and the ejidos
[common lands] remained intact. Coffee failed to reorient Honduran agriculture
for several reasons including the lack of a high proportion of the rich, volcanic
soils conducive to coffee production and the preoccupation of Honduran govern-
ments both with intra-elite political conflicts and with encouraging foreign silver
mining and other ventures. . . . Because of these various factors, no strong cohe-
sive oligarchy developed in Honduras to dominate the government and to absorb
the ejidal lands. (1984: 36; see also Williams 1994: ch. 3)

(Thus does volcanic activity – or the lack thereof – shape the fate of 
millions!)

Foremost among the foreign “ventures” encouraged by the Honduran
government were the huge U.S.-owned banana plantations along the
country’s north coast, which were operated virtually as states within a state.
As Morris notes, however, the “concessions made by the government to
foreign investors, though perhaps compromising latitude of action and
control, did result in ever-increasing revenues for Honduran administra-
tions” (Morris 1984b: 197). As a result, and because no other lucrative eco-
nomic opportunities presented themselves, elite political factions vied for
control over the state and for the wealth and patronage that went with it.
These struggles, moreover, resulted in a very different type of relationship
between that elite and Honduras’s lower classes – a relationship generally
more paternalistic and less coercive than was to be found in Guatemala or
El Salvador.

“With little local oligarchy to protect,” moreover, “Honduras did not
develop a professional military tied to concentrated economic interests,
and the military did not view its function as making more or less perma-
nent war on its own people” (Shepherd 1986b: 127). The military’s rela-
tive autonomy from conservative landowners is most evident from its
sponsorship of land reform during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Ironi-
cally, it was the more conservative of the two dominant parties in Hon-
duras, the National Party (itself ousted from power by the military in
1972), that became the more insistent voice during the 1970s for a return
to civilian rule.

The absence of a powerful oligarchy is, in fact, the single factor that
best accounts for the lack of revolutionary mobilization in Honduras. Two
related points, however, must immediately be noted. First, this factor has
dampened revolutionary mobilization in Honduras in an indirect fashion –
that is, through the relative autonomy that it has allowed the Honduran
state and armed forces. The weak Honduran oligarchy has certainly not
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inhibited peasant collective action, nor is it sufficient to explain why such
collective action has not been channeled in a more radical direction. This
is underscored by a second important point: that the absence of a power-
ful oligarchy obviously did very little to dampen revolutionary mobiliza-
tion in neighboring Nicaragua. The weakness of the oligarchy in that
country also helped to make possible the autonomy of the Somoza regime,
but in this case state autonomy assumed the form of a highly repressive
“above-class” dictatorship whose actions served to facilitate revolutionary
mobilization.

A second factor that helps to account for the semiopenness of the Hon-
duran polity – and one closely related to the weakness of the local 
oligarchy – has been the relatively plentiful supply of public land. This is
the result of Honduras’s comparatively sparse population and the absence
of an oligarchic drive to buy or seize such land for coffee cultivation. (The
departure of thousands of Salvadorans before and during the “soccer war”
is also important in this respect.) As noted, state control of public lands
has made it possible to enact a significant land reform without expropri-
ating, and thereby alienating, large landowners.

Of course, these two factors alone do not by themselves guarantee a
relatively open polity. Nicaragua, after all, has also been characterized by
a comparatively weak (and divided) oligarchy and by plentiful public lands,
yet these factors did not prevent the consolidation of the Somoza dicta-
torship. Perhaps the key factor that accounts for the very different politi-
cal trajectory of these two countries, despite similar socioeconomic
profiles, has been the nature of their relationship to the United States. For
while Honduras has been a historic playground for U.S. corporations, it
was not militarily occupied for two decades, like Nicaragua, by the United
States. (The compliance of the Honduran political elite and the absence
of any possible route through Honduras for an interoceanic canal are
undoubtedly crucial factors here.) So while the United States has played
a significant role in the evolution of the Honduran armed forces (Ropp
1974), it never bequeathed to Honduras an institution quite so reactionary
and repressive as the Nicaraguan National Guard.

At a time when revolutionary conflicts had engulfed its neighbors, Jorge
Arturo Reina usefully summarized “the principal reasons why there is no
violence for now” in Honduras:

1. The social reforms enacted by the government of Villeda Morales. 2. The exodus
of Salvadorans due to the 1969 war. 3. The reforms enacted in the first stage [i.e.,
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1972–75] of the military government led by General López Arellano. 4. The hope
that the electoral road can bring about changes peacefully. 5. The relative toler-
ance of military rule compared to the reactionary military regimes elsewhere in
the region. (Reina 1981: 46)

In sum, the cycle of civilian and comparatively mild military rule in Hon-
duras, however frustrating it has been for those Hondurans who would
prefer more stable democratic rule as well as more thoroughgoing socio-
economic reforms, seems to have prevented the emergence of a popular
revolutionary movement in that country. The extensive poverty and vast
inequalities in Honduras are, to be sure, grievous, tragic, and morally rep-
rehensible; alas, grievances, tragedy, and moral outrage alone do not rev-
olutions make. In this sense, Honduras is a “little-known case” (Kenworthy
1973) of great significance for theories of revolution.

Conclusion

The evidence reviewed in this chapter clearly suggests that the character
and practices of Central American states – and not rapid modernization,
class structure, poverty, or external dependence per se – determined
whether or not armed and ideologically radical revolutionaries could
mobilize a substantial revolutionary movement and guerrilla army. Exten-
sive revolutionary mobilization occurred where political exclusion and 
state repression were the norm during the 1960s and 1970s – that is, in
Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala. By contrast, revolutionaries in
Honduras found it impossible to win mass support due to the compara-
tively more open political regimes in that country during the same period.
Accordingly, the revolutionary conflicts that occurred in Central America
during the 1970s and 1980s should not be seen as evidence of a general-
ized regional crisis of “liberal” or “oligarchic capitalism” (see Weeks 1986a;
Woodward 1984), but rather of a crisis of autocratic capitalism – or capi-
talist authoritarianism – at the level of specific national societies. As in
Southeast Asia, moreover, state violence typically channeled an array of
social groups behind the banner of revolutionary organizations, making it
extremely difficult to view the resulting movements as representative of
any single class.

This analysis, while obviously a state-centered one, turns on its head
the familiar claim that collective action requires expanding political oppor-
tunities. Far from being a response to political openings, the revolution-
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ary mobilization that occurred in Central America during the 1970s 
and 1980s was generally a response to political exclusion and violent
repression – the contraction of political opportunities and the closing down
of “political space.” State structures and practices unintentionally helped
to construct revolutionary movements not by lessening repression or pro-
viding access to political authorities (to the contrary), but by closing off
or destroying for a great many people alternative means of interest repre-
sentation or even the possibility of living with a modicum of personal 
security.

This conclusion, it might be noted, accords with that reached by many
scholars of working-class politics – including Bendix (1977: ch. 3) and
Lipset (1983) – who have argued that political repression, not inequality
or exploitation per se, encourages ordinary workers to support revolu-
tionary parties and organizations. In fact, the evidence from both South-
east Asia and Central America strongly suggests that exclusionary states
that indiscriminately repress their opponents have unintentionally encour-
aged revolutionary mobilization, especially in those regions of the national
society where state power does not fully penetrate. At least five distinct
causal mechanisms or processes are evident in this respect.

First, mundane economic and workplace grievances tend to be politi-
cized and “nationalized” under despotic regimes; not just particular land-
lords or capitalists, but the state itself comes to be viewed as complicit in,
and an obstacle to redressing, such injustices. In this type of political
context, other things being equal, movements that promise an altogether
new political order – that is, specifically revolutionary movements – come
to be viewed favorably by large numbers of people.

Second, despotic regimes provide a common enemy and a highly visible
focus of opposition for groups and classes that may have very different
grievances. The existence of such a common enemy makes it easier for
revolutionaries – at least revolutionaries who are astute enough to speak
for the nation or national society as a whole – to forge a broad, multiclass
coalition. This has been the strategy, in fact, of the most successful revo-
lutionary movements that we have examined – the Vietnamese, Indone-
sian, Nicaraguan, and, to a lesser extent, Salvadoran.

Third, exclusionary and repressive states render political moderates,
reformists, and legalistic opposition groups and leaders relatively impotent
and inconsequential. It may become more dangerous, in fact, to associate
with such above-ground groups than with armed revolutionaries, whose
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activities are less open to state surveillance and who can, after all, defend
themselves when attacked. In repressive political contexts, political mod-
erates thus tend to lose popular support (if they had any to begin with) or
to become radicalized themselves (in their means of struggle if not their
ultimate ends) or at least to form strategic alliances with revolutionaries,
especially if and when the latter become sufficiently powerful to challenge
seriously the extant state. As we have seen, this process of radicalization as
well as coalition building between radicals and moderates was especially
evident in Nicaragua and, to a lesser extent, El Salvador.

Fourth, popular legitimacy is extremely problematic for those contem-
porary authoritarian regimes that can no longer appeal to tradition or to
religious authorities for their right to rule. Furthermore, rhetorical claims
that such regimes stand in defense of freedom, democracy, and the popular
will against assorted state enemies (especially Communism) – claims that
are intended for foreign as much as for domestic consumption – typically
become self-defeating; they often serve, in fact, simply to legitimize Com-
munists, or those whom the state has branded Communists, in the eyes 
of the general population. Fraudulent elections are especially effective in
delegitimizing state authority, and they often stigmatize as well those
“loyal” regime opponents who participate in them. Revolutionaries, once
again, are the principal if unintended beneficiaries of these dynamics.

Finally, political repression places a premium on precisely the sorts of
goods and services that revolutionaries are most willing and able to supply
to potential followers, including (first and foremost) means of self-defense
(clandestine organizations and networks, guns, safehouses, and perhaps
even “liberated” territory) as well as those collective or public goods that
state authorities often promise but seldom deliver (including law and
order, health services, education, common lands, etc.).

In all of these ways, autocratic capitalism or what has been termed
“reactionary despotism” (Baloyra-Herp 1983) inadvertently facilitated and
even encouraged, by the end of the 1970s, the formation of mass-based
revolutionary movements in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala.
However, it would be premature to end our analysis of these movements
at this point. We still need to explain why only the Nicaraguan revolu-
tionary movement, of the three that became significant political forces in
the region, was able to seize state power. Logically, the fact that the San-
dinista Front confronted a repressive authoritarian state cannot explain
this outcome, since the Sandinistas’ counterparts in El Salvador and
Guatemala (unlike revolutionaries in Honduras) also confronted violently
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reactionary regimes. In the following chapter, I argue that structural dif-
ferences between the types of authoritarian states in Nicaragua, El Salvador,
and Guatemala – and the variable response of these states to their 
opponents – largely explain the relative success or failure of revolutionar-
ies in actually seizing state power.
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6

Not-So-Inevitable Revolutions: The
Political Trajectory of Revolutionary
Movements in Central America

The Somocista circle consisted of a vast conglomerate of various enterprises. The
mechanisms of the enrichment process resemble – though only formally – those 
procedures that the grand vizier placed at the disposition of his close circle of favorites
in order to assure their prosperity. Because those procedures were accompanied by a
high level of physical violence and arbitrariness – while always being perceived as
personal concessions from the caliph – they produced a structure of loyalties with
striking similarities to the patrimonial game of feudal domination.

– Edelberto Torres Rivas (1989: 128)

El Salvador was different. . . . [T]he regime did not provide the population with 
a single figure like Somoza, whom everyone loves to hate. The problem in El 
Salvador was an economic and political system, a far more amorphous enemy.

– Tommie Sue Montgomery (1995: 115)

The impressive growth, especially in the late 1970s, of popular revolu-
tionary movements in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala was 
predicated upon the violent closure of the infrastructurally weak 
authoritarian regimes in those countries. Yet these regimes did not 
prove equally vulnerable to the movements that they unwittingly helped
to construct. Only the movement in Nicaragua, which harnessed a vast
popular insurrection that it only loosely controlled, actually seized 
state power, toppling the Somoza dictatorship and the National Guard 
in July 1979. The Sandinista revolution, moreover, occurred quite rapidly
– less than two years after the Sandinistas reemerged publicly following 
a period of “accumulating forces in silence.” Thus, Mario Lungo 
Uclés refers to the Nicaraguan insurrection as a “revolutionary war of
‘rapid definition’ ” (Lungo 1996 [1990]: 79–80). The Sandinistas were sub-
sequently ousted from power in 1990, but this occurred not through a
counterrevolution that reestablished the status quo ante, but through an
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electoral framework that the Sandinistas themselves had established
(Foran and Goodwin 1993).

In El Salvador and Guatemala, by contrast, revolutionary movements
failed to conquer state power – although state power also failed to conquer
them – after many years of struggle. The conflict in El Salvador stretched
into a decade-long, stalemated civil war, punctuated by FMLN offensives
in January 1981 and again in November 1989. Neither offensive sparked
the sort of broad popular insurrection that occurred in Nicaragua, and
neither toppled the government or armed forces. However, the 1989
offensive – which has been called “El Salvador’s Tet” (Karl 1992) – did 
catalyze an emergent “peace process” in that country, and a negotiated 
settlement to the conflict was reached by 1992 (only a few months, not
entirely coincidentally, following the unraveling of the Soviet Union). In
Guatemala, a brutal counterinsurgency campaign during the early 1980s
proved much more effective than its Salvadoran counterpart in decimat-
ing the guerrillas of the URNG and cutting them off from their mass base,
which the guerrillas proved largely incapable of defending; here too,
however, government forces failed to eliminate the guerrillas, and a “low-
intensity conflict” persisted until 1996, when the government and the
URNG signed peace accords.

These patterns underscore the fact – as do the postwar insurgencies in
Malaya, the Philippines, Greece, Kenya, Peru, and elsewhere – that the
factors that “construct” strong revolutionary movements are evidently 
not exactly the same as those that determine whether such movements 
will actually seize state power. Clearly, a revolutionary organization may
mobilize and sustain an impressive base of popular support, yet lack the
capacity to overthrow the state; there is perhaps no better example of this,
in fact, than the FMLN. To put it differently, even if a state is unable to
prevent the growth of a powerful revolutionary movement, it may be 
able to hold that movement at arm’s length and thereby to survive. This
chapter explains why the Salvadoran and Guatemalan states survived, while
the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua did not; the following chapter 
says more about why the Salvadoran and Guatemalan states nonetheless
failed to defeat the revolutionary movements that they had unwittingly
brought into being. The causal processes that led to peace accords 
(and democratization) in El Salvador and Guatemala lie beyond the 
scope of this chapter (but see Wood 2000a), although I do briefly 
discuss the Salvadoran accords in Chapter 7. Suffice it to say that the 
major factor inducing the governments of these countries to accept 
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negotiated settlements was their inability to defeat the revolutionary
movements, which was itself a result in large measure of their own inept
and perverse policies.

Why did the state collapse in Nicaragua (and collapse quite rapidly)
when confronted by a significant revolutionary challenge, but not in 
El Salvador or Guatemala? I will argue that the key to this puzzle lies 
in the manner in which the very differently structured author-
itarian regimes in the region responded to the revolutionary situations 
that they had unwittingly induced. In Nicaragua, the “neopatrimonial” 
(or “sultanistic”) character of the Somoza dictatorship, coupled with Anas-
tasio Somoza Debayle’s own unpredictable and self-destructive behav-
ior – which, under the circumstances, was necessarily state-destructive
behavior – was the key factor behind the rapid Sandinista triumph. 
The Somoza dictatorship not only alienated most Nicaraguans, including
the middle classes and certain elites, but proved incapable of pre-
empting revolution through reforms or, ultimately, of defending itself 
by force of arms. The Somoza regime not only created its own grave
diggers, to paraphrase Marx, but also provided them with shovels and a
coffin.

By contrast, the revolutionary movements in El Salvador and Guate-
mala were unable to seize power because they confronted authoritar-
ian regimes characterized by more corporate or institutional (although 
hardly fully rationalized) forms of military domination that economic 
elites largely tolerated and even embraced (at least until the late 1980s)
(Paige 1997). In both these cases, moreover, the armed forces agreed to
allow (primarily to obtain international aid and legit-imacy) limited 
political openings that unevenly incorporated into the polity moderate or
centrist political forces of the sort that had actively opposed the dictator-
ship in Nicaragua. Geopolitics also worked to the comparative disadvan-
tage of the revolutionaries in El Salvador and Guatemala, who were 
unable to secure the broad international support of the type that the 
Sandinistas obtained in 1979; the military-backed regimes in El Salvador
and even Guatemala, by the same token, never faced the same geopo-
litical isolation as did the Somoza dictatorship during that fateful year.
Eventually, the revolutionaries, unable to seize power from these 
well-armed regimes, were themselves incorporated into the Salvadoran
and Guatemalan polities as unarmed political parties. Thus, while the 
Salvadoran and Guatemalan regimes may have produced their own 
grave diggers, they did manage to avoid their own funerals. The 
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supposedly “inevitable revolutions” (LaFeber 1993) in these countries
never occurred.

Personalistic Versus Institutional Dictatorships

Before developing these arguments in greater detail, let me clarify 
the central distinction upon which my analysis will pivot: that between
personalistic, neopatrimonial dictatorships, on the one hand, and more
institutional or corporate forms of authoritarianism, on the other (i.e.,
forms of authoritarianism in which the regime is dominated not by a single
ruler or clique, but by the armed forces as an institution, a dominant polit-
ical party, or some other collective entity such as an extended kinship
network). Like other analysts (e.g., Dix 1984; Midlarsky and Roberts 1985;
Goldstone 1986; Wickham-Crowley 1992), I believe that neopatrimonial
dictatorships are comparatively more vulnerable to overthrow by revolu-
tionaries than are institutional forms of authoritarianism. Neopatrimonial
or sultanistic dictatorships may be differentiated from more institutional
or corporate forms of authoritarianism along a number of structural
dimensions, the importance of which will become evident in my analysis
of the uneven political fortunes of popular revolutionary movements in
Central America.

The concept of a neopatrimonial or sultanistic dictatorship, which
derives from the political sociology of Max Weber, has been elaborated by
several scholars (see Linz 1975; Eisenstadt 1978; Goldstone 1986; Snyder
1992; Bratton and van de Walle 1994; Chehabi and Linz 1998). Neopat-
rimonial dictatorship refers here to a type of personalistic domination
based upon the coercion and threats of the dictator’s army or praetorian
guard, on the one hand, and upon the distribution of patronage and offices
to “clients” in exchange for their political loyalty, on the other. Weber
himself referred to “sultanism” as the “extreme case” of patrimonialism,
one characterized by “an administration and a military force which are
purely personal instruments of the master” (Weber 1978, vol. 1: 231). 
Sultanistic rule, accordingly, entails “no constitutional, charismatic-
revolutionary or traditional legitimacy. . . . Fear and personal loyalties are the
mainstays of a personalistic government untrammelled by traditional or
modern constitutional limitations” (Sandbrook 1985: 89; emphasis added).

Neopatrimonial dictatorship is predicated upon (and reproduces)
depoliticized and demobilized masses as well as weak economic elites that
are dependent upon the central state; in fact, elites are generally coopted
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and disorganized by the dictatorship through its distributive practices. As
a result, elites tend also to lack broad political influence or hegemony 
under neopatrimonial regimes (see, e.g., McDaniel 1991: ch. 4). As S. N.
Eisenstadt notes, “The weakness of the leading elites in neopatrimonial
societies [is] often manifest in their inability either to guide, mobilize, and
control in a sustained way the groups that [are] mobilized in situations of
upheaval and change or to be able to forge alliances with other elites”
(Eisenstadt 1978: 289). Dominant classes tend to be much better orga-
nized and more influential, by contrast, under institutional dictatorships,
which they often strongly and explicitly influence; organized elites, in fact,
tend to prefer the impersonal routines of institutional dictatorships over
the more arbitrary and unpredictable practices that are characteristic of
neopatrimonial regimes.

Several other structural differences between personalistic and institu-
tional dictatorships deserve special emphasis. First, neopatrimonial dicta-
tors, in order to exercise personal control over “their” army and
administration, typically create competing offices with ill-defined respon-
sibilities as well as overlapping chains of command. By contrast, corporate
forms of authoritarianism tend to be more classically bureaucratic, with
state institutions characterized by a single hierarchy of offices with more
strictly delimited official responsibilities. The “bureaucratic authoritari-
anism” (O’Donnell 1973) that arose in Latin America’s southern cone
during the 1960s and 1970s was an especially rationalized form of what I
am calling institutional or corporate dictatorship.

In neopatrimonial dictatorships, furthermore, official appointments and
promotions as well as the awarding of state contracts (and other business
and professional opportunities channeled through the state) are typically
based upon personal loyalty to or affiliation with the dictator (including,
typically, kinship). This is a potential basis, it should be emphasized, for
intense conflict between the dictatorship and those economic elites who
lack political or social connections to the regime. Under corporate forms
of authoritarianism, by contrast, appointments, promotions, and contracts
are generally awarded according to expertise, training, or merit, or at least
upon perceived loyalty to the institution of the army, the ruling party, or
the state as a whole. Again, economic elites tend to prefer these more
impersonal, hence predictable, criteria to the often arbitary decisions of
dictators. (Weber repeatedly emphasized how the unpredictability and
formal irrationality of sultanistic rule rendered capitalist economic action
difficult if not impossible.)
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In addition, because neopatrimonial dictators groom officials and 
officers for their personal loyalty, it is relatively difficult for an effective
political opposition, in the form of autonomous cliques or factions, to
emerge within the state apparatus itself. Dictators often rotate or shuttle
officials quite rapidly through a series of official positions precisely in 
order to prevent the crystallization of such cliques. There tends to be 
more “political space” for the development of such oppositional factions
within the comparatively more rational and “settled” forms of corporate
authoritarianism.

The administrative and military officials of neopatrimonial dictator-
ships also tend to be more isolated from the broader political and intel-
lectual currents of “civil society” (as well as from agents of foreign states)
than are more bureaucratically organized officials and officers. Indeed,
neopatrimonial dictators often purposively segregate officials and officers,
socially and even spatially, and purge those who move within social 
and political circles that are deemed insufficiently loyal or trustworthy. 
By contrast, more bureaucratically organized officials and officers have 
somewhat more autonomy and capacity to associate (and, sometimes, to
form pacts) with actors in civil society and/or agents of foreign powers.

Finally, official positions in neopatrimonial dictatorships – above all, 
the office of the “executive” itself – are typically employed for private 
economic gain. As suggested previously, patronage and corruption are
important mechanisms used by dictators to recruit and control elites, 
officials, and officers. By contrast, official posts are more typically remu-
nerated by fixed salary under corporate forms of authoritarianism; 
corruption can certainly exist in such regimes, but it tends to be more
decentralized and uncoordinated compared to that in personalistic
regimes, with no single official in so commanding (or “patronizing”) a
position as a personalistic dictator.

By all accounts, the regime of Anastasio Somoza Debayle (1967–79) 
in Nicaragua – which was but the last act of an even longer “family
dynasty” – was much closer to the ideal type of neopatrimonial dictator-
ship than were the elite-backed military regimes in El Salvador (1948–79)
and Guatemala (1954–85), which more closely approximated institutional
forms of authoritarianism, despite certain patrimonial characteristics.
(Other dictators who approximate the neopatrimonial or sultanistic 
type include Porfirio Díaz of Mexico, Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican
Republic, François Duvalier of Haiti, Shah Reza Pahlavi of Iran, 
Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines, Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire, Saddam
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Hussein of Iraq, and, to a lesser extent, Chiang Kai-shek of China and Ful-
gencio Batista of Cuba [Chehabi and Linz 1998].) The following sections
of this chapter suggest that this difference in the organization of state
power – and in the political practices it facilitated or prevented, including
responses to political challengers – was the central factor that accounts for
the overthrow of the Somoza regime, on the one hand, and for the inabil-
ity of the revolutionary movements in El Salvador and Guatemala to seize
state power, on the other.

The Nicaraguan Revolution: Channeling the Deluge

We couldn’t say “no” to the insurrection. The mass movement was ahead of the van-
guard’s capacity to lead it. We couldn’t oppose that mass movement, that current.
We had to put ourselves at the front of that current [al frente de ese río] in order
to more or less direct and channel it.

– Humberto Ortega (1984 [1979]: 33)

The triumph of the popular insurrection of 1978–9 against the Somoza
dictatorship was the result of several mutually reinforcing factors: the
growing strength and popularity of the FSLN (discussed in Chapter 5);
growing elite and moderate opposition to Somoza; increasing interna-
tional support for the Sandinistas and the concomitant geopolitical isola-
tion of Somoza; the absence of a political opening “from above”; and the
inability of Somoza’s National Guard to contain, let alone halt, the rising
tide of armed insurrection.1 All of these factors are anchored, to one degree
or another, in the neopatrimonial character of the Somoza dictatorship.

Despite the turbulence of 1978, the outcome of the struggle against
Somoza remained very much in doubt at the start of the new year. The
National Guard contained scattered uprisings in September 1978, retak-
ing Sandinista-controlled cities and towns one by one. The events of that
month resulted in some five thousand deaths, ten thousand injured, and
about eighty-five thousand displaced. Somoza even felt confident enough
to release 350 political prisoners. The dictator also bent before U.S. pres-
sure and agreed to negotiate with the moderate opposition – represented
by a group called the Broad Opposition Front (FAO) – in talks mediated
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by the Organization of American States (OAS).2 The Broad Opposition
Front, which had been formed in March 1978, included the Democratic
Union of Liberation (UDEL), formed by Pedro Joaquín Chamorro; the
Nicaraguan Democratic Movement (MDN), a group of businessmen and
professionals led by the industrialist Alfonso Robelo Callejas; and the busi-
nesspeople and intellectuals known as the “Group of Twelve” (see Chapter
5). Chamorro’s assassination in January 1978 led directly to the formation 
of the FAO.

Nicaraguan businessmen had long complained of Somoza’s “disloyal
competition” (competencia desleal ), that is, the use of state power and con-
nections to control business and professional opportunities in the country.
Under Somoza, notes Edelberto Torres Rivas, “a structure of loyalties 
was created which brings to mind the patrimonial character of feudal 
domination. The administration of public matters . . . became a govern-
ment of private affairs” (Torres Rivas 1983a: 137). One commentator 
has even suggested that Nicaragua did not have a capitalist so much as 
a “Somoza mode of production” (Selser 1984: 273).

Bourgeois opposition to the dictatorship became especially pronounced
after the devastating earthquake of December 1972, which destroyed most
of downtown Managua and killed nearly twenty thousand people.3 Somoza
not only embezzled huge sums of relief assistance, but he also “cornered
the reconstruction of Managua”:

His company ESPESA took charge of demolition work; Inmuebles SA of real estate
speculation; a host of other companies, generally with a monopoly, took on con-
tracts for concrete, building materials, metal structures, roofing, asbestos, and
plastic. (Black 1981: 59–60)

The assassination of Chamorro further deepened the chasm between
Somoza and those elites who were not directly tied into the dictator’s
network of corruption.

Somoza proved intransigent in the OAS-mediated talks with the FAO,
and he resolutely refused to step down or to transfer power to an interim

187

2 The OAS team consisted of representatives from Guatemala, the Dominican Republic, and
the United States.

3 Jaime Wheelock, who became the Sandinista Minister of Agricultural Development and
Agrarian Reform, has written an excellent study of the divisions between Somoza and the
“non-Somocista bourgeoisie.” See Wheelock Roman 1980 (1975): ch. 6. See also Paige
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government until his presidential term officially expired in 1981. The
Carter administration was the principal force behind these OAS-mediated
discussions. By the end of 1978, U.S. policy had as its goal the quixotic
task of removing Somoza while preserving the National Guard, and it 
was hoped that some type of agreement between Somoza and the 
conservative opposition would make this possible. Thus, the Carter
administration’s policy toward Somoza has been aptly described as “sacri-
ficing the dictator to save the state” (Petras and Morley 1990: ch. 4).
Unfortunately, the nature of neopatrimonial rule makes it extraordinarily
difficult to sacrifice certain dictators without destroying “their” armies 
and states in the process.

Somoza’s intransigence, for its part, can be understood as a calculated
attempt to undercut the moderates as an effective political force and to
present the Carter administration with an unambiguous choice between
supporting his rule or seeing “the Communists” take power. Somoza’s
actions certainly had the intended polarizing effect, but the United States
failed to react as he anticipated:

Somoza’s obstinacy frustrated the U.S. effort. Moreover, U.S. support of the 
conservative sector exacerbated the situation and more liberal factions withdrew
one by one from the mediation process, charging that the [OAS] Commission only
wanted to establish Somocismo sin Somoza (Somozaism without Somoza). At this
stage, Somoza’s suggestion to hold a plebiscite was immediately encouraged by 
the U.S. This option, however, fell through because of conflicting conditions
demanded by both sides. (Chavarría 1994 [1982]: 163)

On January 9, 1979, Luis Medrano Flores, the leader of a conservative
trade union federation and a member of the FAO, was gunned down in
Managua. The FAO broke off negotiations with Somoza once and for all
on January 19. “The dictator misread the situation,” suggests Ricardo
Chavarría, “and tried to resolve a societal crisis by adopting exclusively
military means” (Chavarría 1994 [1982]: 165).

The breakdown of negotiations between Somoza and the moderate
opposition contributed to the growing perception, both in Nicaragua 
and abroad, that the armed struggle led by Sandinistas was the only 
viable way out of the Somoza dictatorship. In fact, as Somoza became
increasingly intransigent and repressive, elites entered into a strategic
alliance with the Sandinistas (and vice versa). After the FSLN announced
a “final offensive” against Somoza in late May, the FAO supported 
a general strike that virtually shut down the country. The FAO and 
the Superior Council of Private Enterprise (COSEP) later endorsed the
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five-member Governing Junta of National Reconstruction formed by 
the Sandinistas, which included the businessman Alfonso Robelo of 
the MDN as well as Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, the widow of 
Pedro Joaquín Chamorro. The Sandinistas later accepted a moderate
“Program of the Government of National Reconstruction” that was 
drawn up by Robelo and Alfredo César, who had managed a sugar
company before joining the insurrection. In toppling the Somoza 
dictatorship, then, the Sandinistas did not overthrow an “executive 
committee” of the bourgeoisie; on the contrary, that “committee” largely
supported the revolution – at least until the smoke cleared (see Foran 
and Goodwin 1993).

The growing elite as well as popular opposition to Somoza certainly
encouraged regional and international support for the FSLN and the 
isolation of Somoza. Especially important in this regard was the ability 
of the FSLN to operate from base camps in Costa Rica and, to a lesser
extent, Honduras; the sanctuaries and transshipment points in these 
countries made it much easier for the Sandinistas to prosecute the war
against Somoza (see Seligson and Carroll 1982). As the Front grew, its
agents in these countries acquired additional arms with few difficulties.
“This was especially true of Costa Rica after 1978, when the government
of President Rodrigo Carazo not only permitted but encouraged arms
shipment to the FSLN” (Booth 1985: 152).

Weapons sent from a number of Latin American governments went first
to Panama and were then shipped to the Sandinistas by air or ground
through Costa Rica. Although the Costa Rican government assured the
United States that it was not trafficking in arms, it was subsequently
revealed that

in May–July 1979 twenty-one flights by Costa Rican civilian transport planes
brought a total of 320 tons of arms from a Havana military base to the FSLN via
the airfield at Costa Rica’s northern town of Liberia. The cost to the FSLN of this
assistance was Costa Rica’s retention of half the arms. Virtually every known model
of light combat arm manufactured in the United States and Western Europe found
its way into the FSLN armory. Light civilian planes flown from Costa Rica even
dropped a few bombs on National Guard positions late in the war. (Booth 1985:
153; see also Castañeda 1993: 59–60)

All the while, the Somoza regime became increasingly isolated interna-
tionally. U.S. military aid, which had been cut off by President Carter, was
never restored. Costa Rica broke diplomatic relations with Somoza as early
as November 1978, following a border incident that left four Costa Rican
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Civil Guardsmen dead. Mexico broke relations in May 1979, and Panama
and Brazil followed suit in June.

Somoza himself flew to Guatemala City on June 13 in an unsuc-
cessful bid to obtain support from the leaders of the Central American
Defense Council (CONDECA). Most significantly, on June 21 the 
OAS rejected a proposal by U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance to 
send an inter-American “peace-keeping” force to Nicaragua; in a 
seventeen-to-two vote, the OAS then demanded Somoza’s immediate 
and unconditional resignation. (Somoza would later blame his downfall 
on this OAS resolution [see Booth 1985: 181].) Over the objections 
of Vance, President Carter’s National Security Adviser Zbigniew 
Brzezinski proceeded to propose a unilateral U.S. intervention in
Nicaragua, but Carter ruled this out. Ultimately, the Carter admin-
istration, despite the mixed signals it had sent to Nicaragua, was 
unwilling either to preserve Somoza’s rule or to prevent a Sandinista
victory through some type of military intervention.4 Thus, the actions 
of the U.S. state (and the Costa Rican and Cuban states, among 
others) also figured prominently in the fall of the Somoza dictatorship,
although these actions were largely conditioned if not directly provoked
by those of the Somoza regime.

Short of an external military intervention, perhaps the only fashion in
which Somoza might have been deposed and the growing insurrection
reversed would have been a coup d’etat by the National Guard, perhaps
in conjunction with elite sectors. But no faction within the Guard, which
had been closely controlled by the Somoza family for more than forty
years, was able to topple the dictator and initiate some sort of political
opening “from above.” As James Dunkerley notes,

In marked contrast to the pattern in [El Salvador and Guatemala], the Nicaraguan
National Guard (GN) did not operate with institutional autonomy, being 
commanded throughout its history by members of the Somoza family . . . and 
dedicated as much to furthering their economic and political interests as to 
fulfilling less narrowly partisan tasks of state control. . . . Subjected by Somoza 
to tight internal control through dispensation of favours, frequent rotation of 
postings, and the occasional expulsion of ambitious officers, it was large 
enough to seem ubiquitous in a small country and yet too small to develop an 
institutional ethic beyond loyalty to its commander. (Dunkerley 1988: 232)
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As opposition to Somoza swelled, however, there were certainly rumors
that the Guard might attempt to remove him; the Sandinista takeover of
the National Palace in August 1978, noted in Chapter 5, was undertaken,
according to Humberto Ortega, precisely in order “to foil the imperialist
plot which consisted of staging a coup . . . to put a civilianmilitary regime
in power and thus put a damper on the revolutionary struggle” (Ortega
1982 [1980]: 69). Eighty-five members of the Guard were subsequently
arrested for plotting against Somoza (Booth 1985: 165). On September 9,
1978, furthermore,

General José Ivan Alegrett and several others, who had conveyed to reporters their
anger over Somoza’s surrender of the National Palace, died in a plane crash. There
was widespread speculation that Somoza had them killed to discourage further
plots. (Pastor 1987: 72)

Following these events – that is, during the dictatorship’s final months 
– the officer corp (or what remained of it) did prove remarkably loyal 
to Somoza.

The National Guard, however, which Somoza kept relatively small to
maintain tighter control, was unable to contain the spreading insurrection,
even though Somoza expanded its troop levels from seven thousand to as
many as fourteen thousand by the end of 1978. The insurrection, which,
as Ortega has noted, always seemed to move “faster than the vanguard”
(Ortega 1982 [1980]: 67), became much better organized and armed by
the Sandinistas during 1979. The organizational capacities of the Front
were enhanced by external assistance; and the three political “tendencies”
that had developed within the Front during the 1970s (see Chapter 5) had
merged by March 1979. The Front’s ability to wage a coordinated national
struggle was also facilitated by its acquisition of wireless communication
and by the broadcasts of Radio Sandino in Costa Rica.

Thus, while the FSLN never had more than five thousand armed 
guerrillas, its “numerical disadvantage was greatly offset by its massive
popular support in organization, logistics, and combat. In almost every
battle in a populated center, the Front found its members multiplied 
severalfold by volunteers” (Booth 1985: 176). “We always took the masses
into account,” according to Ortega,

but more in terms of their supporting the guerrillas, so that the guerrillas as such
could defeat the National Guard. This isn’t what actually happened. What hap-
pened was that it was the guerrillas who provided support for the masses so that
they could defeat the enemy by means of insurrection. (Ortega 1982 [1980]: 58)
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The FSLN’s strategy was to spread the National Guard thin by 
organizing or supporting insurrections in a number of cities and 
towns throughout the country; to this end, it organized several “fronts” in
various parts of the country (see Map 6.1). The primarily urban character
of the revolution, at least during this final phase, is reflected in the social
background of the rebel combatants killed during the insurrection, most
of whom were students and tradespeople (artisans, food vendors, and the
like) (see Table 6.1). By early July, the Guard’s “profligate use of ammu-
nition, loss of garrison arsenals, and a cutoff of imports had severely 
cut into their supplies” (Pezzullo and Pezzullo 1993: 168). The Guard
became unable to relieve or resupply besieged posts around the country
(Chavarría 1994 [1982]: 164). On July 6, the towns of Jinotepe, San
Marcos, and Masatepe fell, giving the Front control of the strategic Carazo
region and thereby cutting off Guard troops stationed in the southern part
of the country from Managua. The important city of León was liberated
by the Sandinistas on July 9.

By mid-July, the Sandinistas controlled all the major roads to Managua.
Somoza was getting out. On July 16, the dictator announced the retire-
ment of more than one hundred generals and colonels with more than
thirty years’ service in the National Guard. During the early morning
hours of July 17, 1979, Somoza submitted his resignation and fled the
country with his family, the general staff of the National Guard (includ-
ing his son and presumptive political heir, Colonel Anastasio Somoza Por-
tocarrero), and the loyal leadership of his Liberal National Party (which,
as the joke goes, was neither liberal, nor nationalist, nor a party). Decap-
itated, the National Guard began to disintegrate rapidly. On July 18, the
Guard’s small air force defected to Honduras. Guardsmen stranded in the
south fled to El Salvador via the port at San Juan del Sur; many officers
headed for Honduras, with or without their troops.5 There would not be
– and, given the nature of the dictatorship, perhaps could not be – “Somoza-
ism without Somoza” in Nicaragua. On the night of July 19–20, the 
FSLN moved virtually uncontested into Managua. Some fifty thousand
Nicaraguans lay dead, but “the last marine” had finally departed.

Clearly, no single causal factor or process can account for the triumph
of the Nicaraguan Revolution, the complexity of which is immensely 

192

5 Dickey (1987: 19–68) provides a useful and vivid account of the disintegration of the Guard,
many of whose officers would later reemerge in Honduras as leaders of the counterrevo-
lutionary forces or contras who did battle with the Sandinistas through the 1980s.



The Nicaraguan Revolution: Channeling the Deluge

simplified in the preceding account. Nor was the revolution in any 
sense inevitable; at various points in time through early 1979, any 
number of events – including Somoza’s resignation and/or a U.S. invasion
– might have reversed the growing popular insurrection or, at least, 
prevented the wholesale collapse of the state and National Guard. At 
the vortex of virtually all the processes that culminated in the revolution,
however, stood the neopatrimonial Somoza dictatorship. Like the 
authoritarian regimes in El Salvador and Guatemala, this dictatorship 
radicalized and focused popular resistance on the central government 
and on the grossest forms of state-sanctioned poverty and inequality. 
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Map 6.1 The guerrilla fronts of the FSLN, 1977–9. From The End and the 
Beginning: The Nicaraguan Revolution, second edition, by John A. Booth. 
Copyright © 1985 Westview Press. Reprinted with permission.



Trajectory of Central American Movements

But more than this, the actions of the Somoza dictatorship also drove 
elites and moderates into the revolutionary camp; elite opposition to the
regime, furthermore, helped to isolate it internationally; and the structure
of the dictatorship made it all but impossible for a military coup d’etat,
with or without civilian participation, to depose Somoza and undertake
initiatives that might have stemmed the tide of revolution. The Sandin-
istas, for their part, astutely exploited the regime’s vulnerabilities, and their
capacity to do so was by no means a foregone conclusion. Indeed, as Phil
Ryan (2000: 194) has suggested, to some degree the Sandinistas themselves
self-consciously “helped forestall a premature regime-change, an elite 
rapprochement with the regime, as well as direct U.S. intervention” – 
any one of which might well have aborted the revolution. Ultimately, the
National Guard – the backbone of Somoza’s rule – proved too small, and
became too weak, to save Somoza and his cronies. And with Somoza’s flight
from the country, this glorified corps of bodyguards became incapable even
of defending itself.

Unlike the pattern of certain other revolutions, the Sandinistas did 
not seize power in Nicaragua because of the political opportunities
afforded by a prior breakdown of the state’s administrative or military
apparatus. Indeed, there was not even a momentary breakdown of 
political authority – a “window of opportunity” – as in Vietnam in 1945.
It would be truer to say that the Sandinistas themselves broke down the
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Table 6.1. Occupation of combatants killed in the Sandinista revolution (percentage).

Occupation Percentage

Students 29.0
Tradespeople (artisans, food vendors, mechanics,

carpenters, shoemakers, plumbers, etc.) 22.0
Workers and journeymen 16.0
Office employees 16.0
Professionals, technicians, teachers, and professors 7.0
Small merchants and traders 5.0
Peasants, farmers, and others 5.0

Total (n = 542) 100.0

Source: Vilas 1986: 108. Note: Vilas’s figures are derived from a random sample of dossiers
compiled by the Nicaraguan Institute for Social Security and Welfare (INSSBI) (see Vilas
1986: 278n10).
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state, albeit a state that was infrastructurally weak to begin with and that
proved incapable of reform.

Stalemate in El Salvador; Impasse in Guatemala

The major factors that facilitated the actual triumph, as opposed to the
popularity or mobilizing capacity, of revolutionaries in Nicaragua were
simply not present in El Salvador or Guatemala: The armed forces in 
these countries were able, through extraordinary repression, to prevent or
contain urban insurrections and eventually to arrest the growth of revo-
lutionary movements, although they could not eliminate them. In addi-
tion, the armed forces in both countries tolerated and even sponsored
flawed but increasingly competitive elections, accepted the opening of
limited “political space” for unarmed social movements, and/or imple-
mented modest socioeconomic reforms – all of which denied the revolu-
tionaries potential domestic and international allies. Although these
elections, political openings, and reforms did not necessarily please eco-
nomic elites (or all hard-line military officers), those elites remained at
least “semi-loyal” toward the new forms of “electoral authoritarianism”
(Montgomery 1995: ch. 7) or “hybrid regimes” (Karl 1995) that emerged
in both countries during the 1980s; elites most certainly did not join forces
with revolutionaries, as occurred on a large scale in Nicaragua. Partly
because of the “semiopening” of these regimes, furthermore, they were
much less isolated internationally, and the revolutionaries much more iso-
lated, than was the case in Nicaragua. As a result of these various factors,
all of which are closely linked to the institutional character of military
domination in these societies, revolutionaries were not able to seize power;
instead, they found themselves locked into a stalemated civil war (in El
Salvador) and a protracted low-intensity conflict (in Guatemala), with
neither side capable of defeating the other. (I examine the reasons for the
prolonged character of these conflicts in Chapter 7.)

Important military coups occurred in both El Salvador and Guatemala
that overthrew fraudulently “elected” military leaders who were widely
viewed as unusually corrupt and incapable of dealing with the strong guer-
rilla movements that had developed by the late 1970s. In October 1979,
shortly after the Sandinista triumph in Nicaragua, and in a context of deep-
ening political polarization, reformist elements within the Salvadoran mil-
itary, working with civilians of the moderate left, overthrew the unpopular
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military regime headed by General Carlos Humberto Romero and estab-
lished a military-civilian junta.6 The most progressive officers and civilians
in this junta, including the social-democrat Guillermo Ungo and Central
American University rector Román Mayorga Quiroz, eventually resigned
because of their inability to restrain the increasing violence unleashed by
the military against popular movements and suspected rebels. However,
the junta was reorganized in early 1980 with the participation of the 
Christian Democratic Party (PDC), including, eventually, José Napoleón
Duarte, the 1972 presidential candidate who had been living in exile 
in Venezuela (see Chapter 5). Under this junta, which ruled until 1982,
the armed forces and allied death squads unleashed an incredibly violent
and quite indiscriminate war against the guerrilla groups and the popular
organizations affiliated with them; simultaneously, however, official 
violence against the Christian Democratic faction associated with Duarte
eased, and preparations were begun for the election of a civilian govern-
ment, beginning with an elected constituent assembly that would draft a
new constitution.7

In Guatemala, similarly, General Efraín Ríos Montt – the Christian
Democratic candidate for the presidency in 1974, who had subsequently
become an evangelical Protestant – took power through a military 
coup in March 1982; the coup was undertaken to prevent the winner 
of the fraudulent presidential “election” of that month, General Angel
Aníbal Guevara, from assuming office.8 (The election was manipulated 
by then-President General Lucas to ensure the victory of Guevara, who
served as his defense minister.) This coup also led, as in El Salvador, to 
an increasingly savage counterinsurgency campaign against the guerrillas
and their presumed supporters in the western highlands; at the same 
time, plans were laid for a transition to an elected civilian government.
Ríos Montt himself was overthrown by his defense minister, General
Oscar Humberto Mejía Víctores, in August 1983, largely because of the
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6 Keogh 1985 provides the best account of the October 1979 coup and its aftermath. See
also LeoGrande and Robbins 1980, Baloyra-Herp 1982, and Gordon 1989. I have heard
that a popular chant in leftist demonstrations in El Salvador during the late 1970s was
“Romero, Somoza son la misma cosa” (“Romero and Somoza are the same thing”). As life
itself would prove, nothing could be further from the truth.

7 Christian Democratic participation in the junta created a crisis among the party’s activists;
the progressive wing of the party split off in March 1980 and formed the Popular Social
Christian Movement (MPSC).

8 Helpful accounts of the March 1982 coup and its aftermath are found in Black 1984,
McClintock 1985b, Handy 1986, and Jonas 1991.
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growing estrangement between Ríos Montt and the army’s high command
(among other things, Ríos Montt’s moralistic evangelicalism antagonized
many officers). However, the Mejía Víctores government continued 
the “authoritarian transition to democracy” (Torres Rivas 1989a) initiated
by Ríos Montt.

It should be emphasized that the very capacity of the armed forces in
El Salvador and Guatemala to depose unpopular generals such as Romero
and Guevara and to initiate limited political openings reflects their rela-
tive institutional autonomy and organizational rationality, which stand in
sharp contrast to the Nicaraguan National Guard. The latter organization,
as we have seen, was almost totally beholden to a single individual and
proved unable (and largely unwilling) to depose that leader even when its
own institutional interests would have been served thereby.

The most striking immediate result of both the 1979 coup in El Sal-
vador and the 1982 coup in Guatemala – notwithstanding the preparations
for elections and transitions to formal civilian rule – was the rapid escala-
tion of violence by the armed forces. In El Salvador, political murders
increased to more than one thousand per month in 1980, claiming (among
others) Archbishop Oscar Romero of San Salvador, an increasingly vocal
opponent of the U.S.-backed junta; six principal leaders of the Demo-
cratic Revolutionary Front (FDR), an umbrella group of the moderate left
allied with the FMLN; and four U.S. churchwomen.9 In the countryside,
the Salvadoran army came to rely on indiscriminate “sweeps” through
guerrilla-controlled zones, aerial bombardment (believed to be the most
extensive in the history of the Western hemisphere), and the cutting off
of food and supply lines in order to “drain the sea” of guerrilla support-
ers. Among numerous massacres, the most notorious atrocity of the war
was no doubt the systematic killing, in December 1981, of approximately
eight hundred unarmed men, women, and children in and around the
village of El Mozote, in the department of Morazán, by the U.S.-trained
troops of the Atlacatl Battalion; the victims were shot, hanged, bayon-
neted, or burned alive, in many cases after being tortured and/or raped
(Danner 1993; United Nations 1995: 347–51; Binford 1996). As was
typical in such cases, many surviving villagers subsequently joined or sup-
ported the guerrillas.
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9 Valuable analyses of the Salvadoran counterinsurgency and civil war may be found in
Dunkerley 1985, McClintock 1985a, Pearce 1986, Fish and Sganga 1988, Lungo Uclés
1990, Montgomery 1995, and Stanley 1996.
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It is not the purpose of this chapter to recount the long, tortuous history
of the revolutionary conflict in El Salvador (or Guatemala) during the
1980s and into the 1990s.10 Suffice it to say that more than a decade after
it began, approximately seventy-five thousand Salvadorans had been killed
in the civil war, the overwhelming majority of them victims of the armed
forces and associated death squads. (The armed forces were expanded 
from some ten thousand troops in 1979 to a peak of about fifty-six 
thousand troops during the 1987–91 period [Montgomery 1995: 149;
Dunkerley 1994: 146].) In fact, the Truth Commission for El Salvador
established by the United Nations as part of the peace accords of 1992
found that 95 percent of the more than twenty-two thousand human 
rights abuses that it investigated were committed by the armed forces, 
government-sponsored paramilitary organizations, and death squads
(United Nations 1995: 311). It has also been estimated that more than a
quarter of the Salvadoran population was displaced by the war (Karl 1985:
306), and perhaps 10 to 15 percent of all Salvadorans were living in the
United States by the late 1980s.

State-sponsored violence in Guatemala was even worse. Estimates of
the number of victims of the counterinsurgency in that country run as high
as one hundred fifty thousand for the 1982–5 period alone (Booth and
Walker 1993: 110).11 (Ricardo Falla [1994] has written an entire book on
army massacres of indigenous people just in the northern zone of El
Quiché, most of which took place in 1982.) A massive report released in
1998 by the Human Rights Office of the Catholic Church estimated that
two hundred thousand people (90 percent of them unarmed civilians) were
killed or “disappeared” in Guatemala between the early 1960s and the
signing of the peace accords in December 1996; the Church attributed 90
percent of all human rights abuses perpetrated during the conflict to the
armed forces, their paramilitary allies, and death squards; guerrilla groups
were held responsible for less than 5 percent of all abuses (REMHI 1999:
290).12 In 1984, the Juvenile Division of the Guatemalan Supreme Court
asked mayors to compile lists of children who had lost parents since 1980

198

10 For details, see the sources cited in footnotes 9 and 11.
11 Helpful accounts of the Guatemalan counterinsurgency and civil war may be found in

McClintock 1985b, Barry 1986, Anderson and Simon 1987, Carmack 1988, Jonas 1991,
Perera 1993, Falla 1994, and Schirmer 1998.

12 The key figure behind this report, Bishop Juan Gerardi, was murdered shortly after 
its release. Current or former officers of the armed forces were immediately suspected of
the murder.
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as a result of political violence: “In September 1984 the Guatemalan press
reported that some 100,000 children (and perhaps as many as 200,000) had
lost at least one parent and that some 20 percent of them were orphans”
(AI 1987: 7). During the period from 1981 to 1983, Amnesty International
repeatedly received reports of the mass murder of Catholic catechists:
“Eye-witness accounts describe incidents in which up to 50 catechists were
murdered during army attacks on their villages. Some were garrotted,
others were hanged from trees, chopped to pieces with machetes or locked
into churches in groups and burned to death” (AI 1987: 24–5).

The Guatemalan army itself admits to having completely destroyed 440
villages under the Ríos Montt and Mejía Víctores governments (Painter
1986: 825). Around this time, as many as two hundred thousand
Guatemalans fled to refugee camps in Mexico, and internal refugees came
to number about one million ( Jonas 1991: 149), including the several
thousand people who comprised the so-called Communities of People in
Resistance (CPRs), which lived clandestinely in inaccessible mountains
and jungles. Some fifty thousand indigenous people, moreover, were relo-
cated into military-controlled “model villages,” similar to the “new vil-
lages” in Malaya and “strategic hamlets” of South Vietnam (Barry 1986:
31). Beginning in 1982, the military also forced the rural population in
strategic areas to participate in so-called Civil Defense Patrols (PACs). By
1986, over one million men and boys, mostly indigenous, were serving
without compensation in these patrols (Farnsworth 1987: 528). The armed
forces themselves were expanded from fewer than fifteen thousand troops
in 1977 to some sixty thousand by 1991 (Dunkerley 1994: 146).

In neither El Salvador nor Guatemala, however, was repression the only
response by the state – as it was in Nicaragua – to escalating revolution-
ary challenges. Following the military coups previously discussed, the
armed forces in both countries oversaw transitions to semicompetitive
electoral regimes in which centrist and (eventually) moderate social-
democratic political parties would participate (but not, of course, the left).
In El Salvador, the armed forces tolerated this transition as the price to be
paid for massive U.S. aid (discussed later in this section). In Guatemala,
the transition to electoralism was part of a calculated effort by the armed
forces and its elite allies to reduce Guatemala’s international isolation and
thereby to secure greater flows of foreign aid, loans, and investments.

Accordingly, a rapid and unprecedented series of elections were held 
in El Salvador and Guatemala during the 1980s. In El Salvador, elections
for a constituent assembly were held in 1982; a presidential election (two
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rounds) in 1984; legislative assembly elections in 1985 and 1988; and a
presidential election in 1989. In Guatemala, constituent assembly elections
were held in 1984; a presidential election (two rounds) in 1985; and pres-
idential and legislative elections in 1990. Christian Democratic parties
were the initial beneficiaries of these elections, raising popular hopes for
peace and social reform. Duarte and fellow Christian Democrat Vinicio
Cerezo were the winners of the 1984 and 1985 presidential elections in 
El Salvador and Guatemala, respectively. In both countries, however,
right-wing politicians were subsequently elected to office after Christian
Democrats failed to end the civil conflicts, curb human rights abuses 
by the armed forces, or address popular economic concerns. It would be
these rightists, ironically, who would reach negotiated settlements with
revolutionaries after concluding that they could not be defeated.

As many commentators have suggested,13 the winners of the elec-
toral contests of the 1980s would not or could not substantially erode the
power of the armed forces or of economic elites. Nor, as noted, did they 
bring about peace or successfully address popular economic grievances.
The most important result of these elections, however, may very well have
been to prevent still further political polarization. The very fact that the
armed forces had allowed civilians to assume office created the perception,
or at least the hope, that peace and social justice might yet come about
through peaceful means. In this regard, it should be noted that Duarte
won the support, at least for a time, of a coalition of labor and peasant
groups known as the Popular Democratic Unity (UPD) for his 1984 pres-
idential bid, signing a “social pact” in which he agreed to implement 
economic reforms, including an accelerated land reform, and to negotiate
with the guerrillas.

Duarte was also able to open up limited political space for nonviolent
protest, even if much of that space was filled by groups that were dis-
gruntled with his own administration. Duarte used his international
backing, furthermore, as leverage to curb some of the worst abuses of the
armed forces:

Duarte’s success in Washington brought home the message that to receive 
substantial increases in U.S. aid El Salvador had to maintain a government 
acceptable to the U.S. Congress. The Salvadoran Armed Forces responded 
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13 See especially Karl 1985, García 1989, Acevedo 1991, and Baloyra-Herp 1995 on the 
Salvadoran elections, and Painter 1986, 1987, Jonas 1991, 1995, and Trudeau 1993 on 
the Guatemalan elections.
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positively to this message by restructuring the military command. Four leading
rightist officers – including Treasury Police head Nicolas Carranza – known to be
. . . linked to death squad activity, were transferred to posts outside El Salvador. In
addition, the military agreed to dismantle the intelligence unit of the Treasury
Police, the reputed center of death squad activity. (Karl 1985: 318)

Death-squad violence dropped substantially in El Salvador after the early
1980s (especially following Vice President George Bush’s visit of late
1983), and a plethora of popular organizations would soon fill the emerg-
ing political space (e.g., Lungo Uclés 1996 [1990]; Stahler-Sholk 1994).

In Guatemala, similarly, President Cerezo disbanded the notorious
Department of Technical Investigations (DIT), the intelligence branch of
the National Police (although most of its members were reassigned and
only one, apparently, was ever charged with any crime) (AI 1987: 12–3).
Cerezo also replaced or transferred the entire membership of the army’s
Council of Commanders, which oversees the various regions of the
country, and retired a number of generals (Farnsworth 1987: 532). 
And while Cerezo did not seek a significant agrarian-reform law, his 
government purchased a small number of farms held by state banks 
and distributed them to some of Guatemala’s estimated four hundred and
nineteen thousand landless rural laborers (Farnsworth 1987: 528).

Parties of the moderate left were also able to take advantage of the
limited openings in El Salvador and Guatemala. Beginning in 1985, the
center-left Social Democratic Party (PSD) contested elections in
Guatemala, albeit with extremely limited results. A leftist coalition called
the New Guatemala Democratic Front (FDNG) entered the electoral fray
shortly before the peace accords were signed. In El Salvador, Guillermo
Ungo and Rubén Zamora, leaders of the Democratic Revolutionary Front
(FDR), returned to El Salvador in late 1987 after seven years of exile; their
Democratic Convergence (CD) party contested the 1989 election, with
Ungo as presidential candidate, winning 3.8 percent of the vote. Had even
such limited political space not existed, the guerrillas of the URNG would
undoubtedly have found additional sympathizers.

Because these political openings represented only a potential threat to
Salvadoran and Guatemalan elites, however, it is not surprising they
remained “semiloyal” to the new electoral regimes, supportive of elections
and civilian rule precisely to the extent that they offered an alternative to
the guerrillas that did not threaten their own economic interests. Unlike
their Nicaraguan counterparts, certainly, Salvadoran and Guatemalan
elites did not close ranks with revolutionaries. In fact, elites skillfully
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exploited the political openings to build their own formidable political
parties and used their considerable influence to control and manipulate 
– and actually to become – elected officials.

Indeed, while the elections of the 1980s demonstrated that civilians 
with reformist credentials could actually assume office, the real power 
of Christian Democratic governments was extremely circumscribed. 
To begin with, the armed forces let it be known that civilians should 
not look too deeply into their handling of “security” matters, including
human rights abuses by officers and their charges. Military impunity, 
in short, would continue virtually unchallenged until peace accords 
were signed (see, e.g., Stanley 1996: chs. 5–6; Williams and Walter 
1997: ch. 6; Handy 1986; Simon 1988). The local oligarchies, further-
more, whether through their friends in the military, private-sector 
associations, or right-wing parties such as the Nationalist Republican
Alliance (ARENA) in El Salvador, effectively vetoed reformist legislation,
such as it was.

An important centerpiece of the political opening in El Salvador, 
for example, was supposed to have been the land reform enacted by the
military-civilian junta in March 1980. This reform, however, while vigor-
ously opposed by the oligarchy, did not fundamentally change the lot of
most rural Salvadorans. Its central provision – which would have affected
most of El Salvador’s coffee estates – was suspended by the Constituent
Assembly in May 1982, and its other provisions were obstructed by the
oligarchy or “benignly neglected” by the government. The reform did not
even attempt to address the needs of the large wage-earning workforce in
the Salvadoran countryside.14

Prior to the 1985 presidential election in Guatemala, Cerezo promised
that he would not even attempt to enact an agrarian reform or to nation-
alize any property if elected (Painter 1986: 834) – a promise that he 
thoroughly fulfilled. Before turning over power to Cerezo, moreover,
General Mejía Víctores proclaimed an amnesty for “all people implicated
in political crimes” between March 1982 and January 1986. Cerezo, for
his part, announced that “we are not going to be able to investigate the
past. We would have to put the entire army in jail” (AI 1987: 5–6). And
despite preelection promises, Cerezo did not make participation in the
Civil Defense Patrols (PACs) voluntary (Farnsworth 1987: 528).
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Duarte and Cerezo were rather more accomplished at obtaining inter-
national aid and legitimacy. In fact, the tremendous expansion of the armed
forces in El Salvador and Guatemala and the counterinsurgency wars that
these forces fought would not have been possible without external assis-
tance – mainly but not exclusively from the United States – to the newly
elected governments in these countries. A number of knowledgeable
observers, in fact, doubt that the Salvadoran armed forces could have 
prevented a guerrilla victory without massive infusions of U.S. aid. By 
contrast, as we have seen, such external progovernment support did 
not materialize in the case of Nicaragua. Indeed, while the Carter 
Administration was unwilling to intervene unilaterally in Nicaragua 
in order to prevent a Sandinista victory, both the Carter and Reagan
Administrations made the prevention of yet another revolutionary 
victory in Central America a major foreign policy objective. Consequently,
U.S. military assistance to El Salvador grew to massive sums, from 
$100 million in 1981 to over $400 million in 1984 (Montgomery 1995:
298). In all, U.S. economic and military aid to El Salvador amounted to
more than $3.6 billion during the 1980s, or about $1 million per day
(Dunkerley 1994: 145).

Because of the ban on U.S. military aid to Guatemala enacted in 
1977, the Guatemalan military was forced to turn, at least until 1984, 
to other countries for military assistance, principally Israel, Taiwan, 
and South Africa. In 1983, Israel helped Guatemala set up two defense 
factories for manufacturing munitions, Galil rifles, and armored vehicles
(Barry 1986: 86; Jamail and Gutierrez 1987: 35). According to one report,
the Israelis outfitted the entire Guatemalan army, “from helmets to 
standard-issue automatic rifles” ( Jamail and Gutierrez 1987: 36). Despite
the aid ban, moreover, more than $30 million of trucks, jeeps, and heli-
copters were sold by private U.S. companies to Guatemala between 
1977 and 1984 (Painter 1986: 824). U.S. economic aid to Guatemala,
moreover, jumped from $11 million in 1980 to $146 million in 1989
(Dunkerley 1994: 145). In 1982, furthermore, “the [Reagan] Administra-
tion formally erased Guatemala from the list of human rights offenders.
The policy immediately affected six World Bank and IDB [Inter-
American Development Bank] loans, worth a total of $170 million” (Black
1984: 160).

If the elected governments in El Salvador and Guatemala did not 
experience the same degree of international isolation as the Somoza 
dictatorship in Nicaragua, revolutionaries in these countries, by contrast,
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became very isolated indeed. No contiguous country, to begin with, 
provided sanctuary for Salvadoran or Guatemalan rebels, such as 
Costa Rica provided for Somoza’s opponents. Honduras, under heavy
pressure from the United States, proved especially hostile to the Salva-
doran rebels, cooperating on a number of occasions with the Salvadoran 
military in joint operations against guerrillas and their supporters along
the Salvador-Honduras border. There is no credible evidence, further-
more, of significant arms shipments to Guatemalan or Salvadoran rebels
from Cuba or Nicaragua after 1981 (see North 1985: 115–6; Smith 1987:
90–2), although the Salvadoran rebels did obtain Soviet-made antiaircraft
missiles after 1989 (Uhlig 1990). Salvadoran rebel leaders complained, in
fact, that they did not lack combatants so much as arms (Montgomery
1995: 116–7).

Although the counterinsurgencies ultimately failed to eliminate 
the guerrillas, years of state-sponsored violence took their toll on the 
revolutionary movements, particularly in Guatemala. From the start, 
the guerrillas found it difficult to mobilize large numbers of noncom-
batants, especially for the sort of urban insurrections that occurred 
in Nicaragua. The Salvadoran guerrillas’ “final offensive” of January 
1981 is illustrative in this regard. This offensive – which the rebels 
hoped would present the incoming Reagan Administration with a 
revolutionary fait accompli – did result in a number of strategic 
military gains, with guerrilla forces reaching as far as Ilopango, fourteen
miles from the capital, and briefly controlling the suburbs of the 
capital, San Salvador. However, the population of the capital, battered 
by months of state-sanctioned violence, was not well organized, there 
was little coordination among FMLN commanders, and the armed 
forces were able to militarize public transportation and factories 
(Montgomery 1995: 113). A week after it had begun, the offensive 
was called off.15

Despite the failure of the 1981 “final offensive,” the guerrilla groups 
in El Salvador remained strong over the next decade. The guerrillas 
effectively ruled “zones of control” in relatively isolated parts of northern
El Salvador, especially in the less densely populated departments of 
Chalatenango and Morazán, where the state was infrastructurally weak
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15 Joaquin Villalobos, one of the guerrillas’ top military strategists, later regretted that the
guerrillas had not struck earlier, before the violence worsened. “What happened,” he sug-
gests, “is that we lost the propitious moment” (quoted in Harnecker 1984: 175).
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(see Map 6.2).16 In these zones, locally elected bodies known as Local
Popular Power (PPL) governed independently of the “official” state (see
Pearce 1986; Shaull 1990; Ventura n.d.). After 1984, however, the zones
of control were rolled back considerably, and the guerrillas were forced to
break up into small, mobile units; the guerrillas and their supporters were
often forced to relocate at considerable distances on short notice.

The sheer number of armed guerrillas in El Salvador declined signifi-
cantly during the 1980s. According to estimates by the U.S. military, the
number of guerrillas fell from a peak of as many as eleven thousand in
1982 to from four thousand to eight thousand in the late 1980s (Halloran
1987; LeMoyne 1987; McClintock 1998: 73–4). Another analyst describes
a decline from about twelve thousand to seven thousand guerrillas during
the same period (Barry 1990: 60).

As noted previously, however, the FMLN did mount an impressive
offensive in November 1989 that was crucial in hastening the peace
accords of 1992. According to Lungo Uclés (1996 [1990]: 177), the “fun-
damental purpose” of the offensive “was not to defeat the official armed
forces once and for all”:

Rather, the uprising sought to provoke a qualitative change in the correlation of
forces that would help to restart the stalemated negotiation process for a political
solution to the war. Subsequent events, culminating in the signing of the Peace
Accords in January 1992, testify to the attainment of this central objective. Never-
theless, some sectors of the FMLN undoubtedly believed that the government
army could be decisively defeated through a possible popular insurrection in the
capital. . . . although the popular insurrection that some had erroneously envi-
sioned did not take place. (Lungo Uclés 1996 [1990]: 177–8)

The FMLN did receive considerable popular support in certain working-
class districts of San Salvador, holding off government forces for nearly a
week, but this led the armed forces to bomb these areas indiscriminately
(Preston 1990; Montgomery 1995: 217–20). The FMLN then retreated,
as “neither the insurrectionists nor the people who supported them were
prepared to resist a bombardment of this intensity to sustain the fighting
for a prolonged period” (Lungo Uclés 1996 [1990]: 178).

By all accounts, the guerrillas in Guatemala found themselves in much
worse straits than those in El Salvador. The brutal counterinsurgency in
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16 One of the constituent groups of the FMLN, the Popular Revolutionary Army (ERP), was
also able to maintain a considerable presence in parts of Usulután, an important agroex-
porting department (Wood 2000b: ch. 3).



206

Map 6.2 Zones of guerrilla control in E1 Salvador, Autumn 1984. From Promised
Land by Jenny Pearce. Copyright © 1986 Latin America Bureau. Reprinted with
permission.
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Guatemala during the early 1980s seems to have been particularly effec-
tive in cutting off the guerrillas from their mass base of collaborators.
According to one sympathetic observer,

Massacres and village burnings struck fear into Indian communities, causing 
them to think twice about supporting the guerrillas. The wave of violence 
that swept through the highlands increased Indian hatred of the army but 
also resulted in widespread disillusionment with the rebel opposition. While 
the guerrillas demonstrated their ability to strike out at army targets, they did 
not prove capable of protecting their popular base of support. (Barry 1986: 36;
see also Stoll 1993)

The URNG guerrillas, furthermore, had considerably less urban and
working-class support than their Salvadoran counterparts, and they were
never able to mount the type of urban offensives that the FMLN executed
in 1981 and 1989 (see, e.g., Payeras 1987).

The number of armed insurgents in Guatemala declined from a peak
of six thousand to eight thousand in 1980–1 ( Jonas 1991: 138) to two thou-
sand to three thousand by the late 1980s and early 1990s (Halloran 1987;
Taylor and Marshall 1996). Even at the height of their influence, “the
armed insurgents themselves were mainly located in the more isolated
areas north and south of the densely populated [western] highlands”
(Smith 1990: 10). The two most important guerrilla groups, the Revolu-
tionary Organization of People in Arms (ORPA) and the Guerrilla Army
of Poor (EGP), operated in the areas west of Lake Atitlán and in the north-
ern highlands, respectively (see Map 6.3).

In sum, the combination of massive state terrorism, the holding of semi-
competitive elections, the opening of limited political space, and the
declining international isolation of “electoral authoritarian” regimes ef-
fectively prevented revolutionary movements from seizing power in El 
Salvador and Guatemala. However, precisely because the armed forces
continued to repress more or less indiscriminately, and with impunity, 
and because elections were only semicompetitive, the political openings
limited, and significant socioeconomic reforms blocked, revolutionaries
were able to maintain significant popular support, especially in El Salvador,
through the 1980s and into the 1990s. The guerrillas may not have won,
but neither did they lose, a reality that I explore more closely in the fol-
lowing chapter.

No single factor, clearly, can account for the failure of revolu-
tionary movements to seize state power in El Salvador and Guatemala 
– just as no single factor or process can account for the Nicaraguan 
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Map 6.3 Zones of insurgency in Guatemala, 1981. From Rebels of Highland
Guatemala by Robert M. Carmack. Copyright © 1995 University of Oklahoma
Press. Reprinted with permission.

Revolution. Nor were these failures any more inevitable than was 
the success of the Sandinistas. In El Salvador, especially, an FMLN 
victory was hardly unimaginable in the early 1980s. The guerrillas 
might very well have overthrown a military-dominated government 
that refused to incorporate Christian Democrats or to open up even
limited political space for popular groups, or that failed to receive 
massive external aid. Nonetheless, the key factors that account for the 
relative solidity of state power in El Salvador and Guatemala in the 
face of revolutionary challenges – the capacity of the armed forces to
remove ineffectual rulers, to oversee political openings, and thereby 
to obtain international aid for counterinsurgent wars – can all be traced 
to the longstanding characteristics of institutional military domination of
those societies.
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Conclusion to Part 3

During the 1970s, as Robert Williams has noted, economic conditions
prompted similar patterns of political action throughout the Central
American isthmus: “Peasants moved onto idle lands, wage earners
demanded cost-of-living adjustments, and large landowners called on the
services of the local police and the national security forces. What differed
from country to country,” he adds, “was the way national governments
responded to the pressures from the different camps” (Williams 1986:
166). I have suggested here that it was the longstanding “closure” and
indiscriminate repression of authoritarian regimes in Nicaragua, El 
Salvador, and Guatemala that – against this general backdrop of gross in-
equality and gathering resistance – unintentionally helped to induce or
“construct” popular revolutionary movements. Revolutionary organiza-
tions or vanguards were themselves typically formed by dissidents from
electorally oriented political parties or reformist social movements, who
became frustrated by repeated electoral fraud and political repression.
Fraud and violence also created a general political context that allowed
these organizations to attract support from, and form alliances with, a
broad range of social and political groupings, including peasants, workers,
students, and middle strata.

In Honduras, however, a very different “cycle of political frustration” –
one based on the alternation of mildly reformist and conservative rule –
inhibited the development of a popular armed revolutionary movement,
despite profound internal inequities and external dependence. Indeed, the
case of Honduras seems to suggest that “political opportunities” for quite
modest reforms may sometimes preempt the development of revolution-
ary insurgencies in otherwise conducive contexts. This is so both because
leftist organizations will likely attempt to “fill” even limited political space
with less costly, nonviolent forms of contestation – and eschew armed
struggle – and because large numbers of ordinary people are unlikely to
risk their lives in an armed struggle for state power when opportunities
for peacefully attaining incremental reforms are seen to exist.

This is not to imply, however, that popular armed insurgencies, once
they are under way, will necessarily dissipate if and when a dictatorial
regime introduces reforms or incorporates new social groups into the
polity. As the Salvadoran and Guatemalan cases demonstrate, this depends
on a number of more specific factors, including the ability of the govern-
ment to enact reforms that directly benefit real or potential rebel 
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supporters and especially to ensure that revolutionaries and their follow-
ers can safely and effectively participate in the electoral arena and civic life
more generally (see Chapter 7). Not surprisingly, revolutionaries often
decide that it is simply too dangerous for them to lay down their arms,
even when the regimes that they confront begin to “open up” to some,
perhaps considerable, degree.

This study has also emphasized, however, that the conditions that foster
strong revolutionary movements by no means guarantee that such 
movements will actually seize state power. While revolutionaries became 
powerful actors in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala, they overthrew
only the old regime in Nicaragua. This was largely due, I have argued, to
the structural differences between the Somoza dictatorship, on the one
hand, and the Salvadoran and Guatemalan military regimes, on the other,
and to the ways these regimes responded to revolutionary movements.
Because of the neopatrimonial character of the Somoza regime, Somoza’s
personal intransigence, and the consequent difficulty of creating a politi-
cal opening in Nicaragua, the Sandinistas were able to build a much
broader coalition of both domestic allies (including the anti-Somoza 
bourgeoisie) and international supporters than were their Salvadoran and
Guatemalan counterparts. As Carlos Vilas has noted,

The rise of the Sandinista struggle, international pressure, and the breakup of 
the ruling bloc isolated the Somoza regime from society as a whole. Sandinista
strategy reinforced this effect by concentrating its attack on Somoza and the
Guardia Nacional, thereby cushioning the struggle’s class repercussions in pursuit
of a call for national democratic consensus among a broad spectrum of actors. This
was in contrast with the events of the same years in El Salvador and Guatemala,
where . . . the political confrontation took on a clearly classist, or at least social,
cast. Nicaragua reached a confrontation point pitting the state against society.
(Vilas 1995: 97–8)

Salvadoran and Guatemalan revolutionaries confronted more institu-
tional military regimes with much greater elite support than the Somoza
dictatorship; in the face of revolutionary challenges, furthermore, these
military regimes incorporated sectors of the moderate opposition, which
themselves demonstrated significant popular support. Partly as a result of
these limited openings, furthermore, the Guatemalan and especially the
Salvadoran regime were bolstered by external aid, military training, and
direct logistical assistance, mainly, although not exclusively, from the
United States. Thus, Salvadoran and Guatemalan revolutionaries could
find far fewer friends, and confronted a much stronger enemy, than did
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the Sandinistas. There is a clear parallel here with postwar Southeast Asia:
Those revolutionary movements that were able to build broad multiclass
coalitions (in Vietnam and Indonesia) seized state power, whereas those
that could not (in Malaya and the Philippines) did not.

The state-centered analysis of Central American revolutionary move-
ments that I have presented in this and the previous chapter is schemati-
cally summarized in Figure 6.1. The figure indicates that two political
variables, against a general backdrop of widespread poverty, inequality,
dependency, and incipient popular challenges to elites (often supported by
the Catholic Church), determined whether radical revolutionary move-
ments would form and take power in Central America. More specifically,
the formation and fate of revolutionary movements depended upon (1)
whether challengers confronted exclusionary and repressive authoritarian
regimes (as in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala) or a “semi-open”
regime (as in Honduras), and (2) whether the repressive authoritarian
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Figure 6.1 Analytic trajectory of revolutionary movements in Central America,
1960–90.
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regimes were institutional in character and eventually responded to revo-
lutionaries with a “semiopening” of the polity (El Salvador and Guatemala)
or were neopatrimonial or sultanistic in character and responded to revo-
lutionaries in a strictly and persistently repressive fashion (Nicaragua).
This is not to say that all neopatrimonial or sultanistic dictatorships have
been or will be toppled by popular revolutionary movements, radical or
otherwise; some, for example, have proven too powerful for revolution-
aries to overthrow, perhaps by retaining the loyalty of elites and/or foreign
sponsors, and still others have been toppled by coups d’etat (see Snyder
1992, 1998; Everingham 1996; Herb 1999). Still, especially when they are
infrastructurally weak, neopatrimonial dictatorships are not only particu-
larly vulnerable to revolutionary overthrow, but also (like exclusionary and
repressive forms of colonialism) tend to incubate and broaden the poten-
tial social base of the very movements that oppose them. Dictatorships that
approximate the neopatrimonial type and which have been overthrown by
revolutionaries, whether radical or populist, include the Díaz regime in
Mexico, the Batista dictatorship in Cuba (see Chapter 2), the dictatorship
of Shah Reza Pahlavi in Iran, the Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines,
the dictatorship of Nicolae Ceauşescu in Romania (see Chapter 8), and the
regime of Mobutu Sese Seko in Zaire.

The implications of this analysis for a more general understanding of
successful revolutionary movements seem clear. Events in Central America
support Robert Dix’s (1984) argument that revolutionaries will often need
to assemble a broad “negative” coalition – a coalition, that is, which
opposes the status quo but may not agree on much else – of diverse 
social classes and external allies in order to seize state power. As Dix and
others have noted, the assemblage of such a coalition is precisely what 
distinguishes the Nicaraguan (and Cuban) case from those of El Salvador
and Guatemala, not to mention Honduras. My analysis also bears out 
Dix’s assertion that the ability of revolutionaries to construct such a 
coalition depends less on socioeconomic than on political factors, specifi-
cally, “the catalyzing effect afforded by a narrowly-based dictatorship” 
(Dix 1984: 438) that remains repressive and intransigent in the face of
political opposition. To Dix’s formulation I would add only the require-
ment that the dictatorship be infrastructurally weak, for a powerful 
dictatorship with a reliable army could, in principle, repeatedly and 
effectively repress any emergent opposition.

This analysis also broadly concurs with that of Timothy Wickham-
Crowley (1992), who also emphasizes the special vulnerabilities of corrupt,
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personalist dictatorships (which he terms “mafiacracies”) when confronted
by revolutionary movements. More than this, however, I hope to have
shown that these dictatorships also unwittingly help to construct the 
very movements that bury them (see also Goodwin 1994b). To be sure,
these movements also grow out of poverty, specific class relations, 
particular cultural frameworks, the organizational work of ideological 
revolutionaries, and a host of other potentially important factors; but 
as the case of Honduras suggests, outside of particular political contexts 
– contexts characterized above all by political exclusion and/or indiscrim-
inate repression by infrastructurally weak (or weakened) states – none of
these factors necessarily gives rise to strong revolutionary movements.
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It was that massacre, the most horrible, that really caused the glass of water to 
overflow. . . . People flowed out of the zone, either toward Honduras or south . . . or
into the guerrillas. A lot of people joined us as combatants then.

– “Licho,” a Salvadoran guerrilla, on the El Mozote massacre
of December 1981 (quoted in Danner 1993: 101)

The previous chapter characterized the Salvadoran and Guatemalan 
revolutionary movements as failures, which is true by definition if a 
revolution, or a “successful” revolution, requires the overthrow of 
the existing state. But there is another side to the proverbial coin: As 
we have seen, the Salvadoran and Guatemalan states were them-
selves unable to defeat militarily the revolutionary movements that 
challenged them. This raises a question that has received relatively 
little attention in the literature on revolutionary movements (and 
social movements more generally): Why have certain movements (but 
not others) been able to persist for many years or even decades, 
maintaining a significant base of popular support, even when subjected 
to extraordinary levels of state violence? To address this question, I
compare in this chapter cases of “persistent insurgency” in El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Peru (with a glance at Colombia) with major 
defeated rebellions in Malaya and the Philippines (discussed in Part 2) 
as well as Venezuela. I will argue that popularly supported guerrilla 
insurgencies have persisted when and where the armed forces of 
infrastructurally weak states have employed indiscriminate violence 
against social sectors suspected of sympathizing with the insurgents. 
Moreover, insurgencies have persisted in such cases despite the introduc-
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tion of competitive elections, regardless of whether these rebellions 
themselves received significant foreign assistance, and regardless of
whether state authorities received massive aid from foreign powers. The
negotiated settlement of the Salvadoran civil war, furthermore, which I
briefly examine, suggests that the termination of persistent insurgencies
need not require substantial socioeconomic reforms so much as a reorga-
nization of the state’s armed forces.

Recent events in Latin America have raised anew the old question 
of “why revolutions succeed and fail” (Dix 1984). But do the notions 
of “success” and “failure” adequately characterize the fate of revolu-
tionary movements in the region? In fact, none of the five major 
popularly supported armed rebellions that developed (or reemerged) 
in Latin America during the 1970s and 1980s – in Nicaragua, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Colombia, and Peru – unambiguously succeeded or
failed. To be sure, the Sandinista Front for National Liberation (FSLN) 
successfully toppled the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua in 1979, 
for reasons that I discussed in the previous chapter. The Sandinista 
Front thus “made” the only revolution in Latin America since the 
Cuban. However, largely as a result of intense elite and U.S. opposition,
the Sandinistas proved rather less successful at radically reordering
Nicaraguan society, and they were eventually voted out of power in 
1990 (see, e.g., Foran and Goodwin 1993).

In this chapter, I focus upon the fate of the Salvadoran, Guatemalan,
and Peruvian (Shining Path) insurgencies, which, unlike the Nicaraguan,
proved incapable of seizing state power. None of these insurgencies,
however, “failed” in terms of mobilizing large guerrilla armies and 
significant popular support over many years. As noted in Chapter 6, 
the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) became 
locked in a military stalemate with the Salvadoran state for more than 
a decade (1980–92), an achievement that was the key factor leading to 
the negotiations that ended that civil war. One need not accept 
inflated claims about a “negotiated revolution” in El Salvador to recog-
nize that the FMLN, although now disarmed, was never militarily 
defeated and remains a very powerful political actor as a legal politi-
cal party (see, e.g., Karl 1992). The Guatemalan National Revolu-
tionary Unity (URNG), for its part, while never as strong as the FMLN,
survived a particularly savage counterinsurgency in the early 1980s,
launched new offensives in the late 1980s, and, in December 1996, signed
accords with the Guatemalan government, which also recognized the
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URNG as a legal political organization.1 Unlike the Salvadoran and
Guatemalan insurgencies, the insurgency that was led by the Maoist 
Communist Party of Peru, better known as Sendero Luminoso (Shining
Path), was effectively defeated during the early 1990s. But this conflict
lasted more than a decade and resulted in some thirty-five thousand 
deaths and $25 billion in damage; several thousand Shining Path 
guerrillas remained active as late as 1995 (Sims 1996b).2 How was this 
possible?

The Need for a Third Category

The prolonged character of the guerrilla insurgencies in El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Peru clearly indicates that we need an additional category
– besides “success” and “failure” – to characterize accurately their politi-
cal fortunes. Yet the literature on mass-based rebellions and revolutions
seems implicitly to recognize only two possible outcomes: either the 
rebels seize power, or they are more or less quickly crushed.3 However,
students of revolutionary movements need, at the very least, to make 
distinctions among (1) those insurgencies or rebellions that successfully seize
state power; (2) those that are quickly and decisively defeated or, at least,
driven to the margins of political significance; and (3) those that persist for
many years or even decades without seizing power, but which maintain
significant popular support. This last category includes those undefeated
rebellions (like the Salvadoran and Guatemalan) that are terminated 
only through negotiated settlements. “Successful” insurgencies (in the
minimal sense of [1] in the preceding list) include those in Vietnam, 
Cuba, and Nicaragua; “defeated” revolutionary movements include that
led by the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) in British Malaya, the 
Communist-led Huk rebellion in the Philippines, the Communist-led
rebellion in postwar Greece, the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya, and the
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1 The Guatemalan government held an initial round of “conversations” with the URNG as
early as October 1987 in order to comply with the Central America Peace Accords of
August 1987 (the Esquipulas II Accords), although the army refused even to consider a
cease-fire at that time ( Jonas 1991: 164–5).

2 A smaller insurgent group, the Movimiento Revolucionario Túpac Amaru (MRTA), has
also been active in Peru. Although the MRTA’s dramatic seizure of the Japanese diplomatic
residence in Lima made headlines in 1997, it was estimated to have only some three
hundred to six hundred members (Sims 1997).

3 Some scholars, however, have emphasized the persistence of social movements through
periods of “abeyance.” See Taylor 1989; Whittier 1995.
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insurgency in Venezuela during the 1960s led by the Armed Forces of
National Liberation (FALN).

This chapter focuses on the neglected third category, that of protracted
or persistent insurgency. I do so through a comparative study that employs
the method of qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) (Ragin 1987). 
More specifically, I compare a number of persistent insurgencies with
defeated (albeit mass-based) guerrilla movements. To increase the analytic
sharpness of my comparisons, I have delimited the universe of cases from
which I have drawn my sample of insurgencies (both defeated and persis-
tent) by excluding separatist insurgencies and by requiring that the 
rebels fielded at least one thousand armed guerrillas at their peak (thereby
excluding small rural and/or urban guerrilla movements with relatively
little popular support, such as were once found in Latin America’s 
southern cone). I further define “persistent insurgencies” as revolutionary
movements that mobilize an average of at least one thousand armed 
guerrillas for at least a decade.

I should emphasize that I am not directly concerned here, as I was 
in Chapters 3 and 5, with explaining why some radical groups, but not
others, have been able to mobilize extensive popular support in the first
place; the particular question that I seek to answer in this chapter is 
why revolutionary movements that have already mobilized large, popularly
supported guerrilla armies have sometimes been more or less easily
defeated by counterinsurgencies, while others have persevered for many
years or even decades.

Which guerrilla movements fall into the category of “persistent 
insurgency”? Two extraordinary examples may be found in Burma 
and Colombia.4 Several ethnic separatist groups have been at war with 
the Burmese state almost continuously since that country attained 
independence from Britain in 1948, as were Communists for several
decades (see, e.g., Smith 1991); the Colombian insurgency, for its part, 
has links to the “peasant republics” established in that country during la
Violencia (“the Violence”) of the 1950s, and today’s largest Colombian
guerrilla group, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), 
was formally established more than three decades ago (1964) (see, e.g.,
Arango 1984). These cases clearly demonstrate that armed rebellions 
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4 Another important case would be East Timor, the former Portuguese colony, where a 
guerrilla insurgency survived more than two decades of a brutal military occupation by
Indonesia (1975–99).
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– and, hence, revolutionary situations – can become an integral aspect 
of a country’s “routine politics” under certain circumstances: a virtual 
“way of life” for rebels and their supporters and “politics as usual” for 
government officials.5

The revolutionary movements in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Peru, on
which I focus in this chapter,6 also count as persistent insurgencies as 
previously defined: None seized state power and yet none was quickly or
easily defeated; all three maintained substantial guerrilla armies and sig-
nificant popular support for at least a decade. The FMLN, from its found-
ing in 1980 through the 1992 peace accords, maintained a substantial
guerrilla army as well as a mass base of collaborators and sympathizers; as
we saw in Chapter 5, the so-called political-military organizations that
comprised the FMLN developed sizable bases of support in the 1970s
(e.g., Montgomery 1995: ch. 4). The insurgency in Guatemala dates back
to the early 1960s. Several rebel groups formed or regrouped in that
country during the 1970s after a brutal, U.S.-sponsored counterinsurgency
in the late 1960s decimated the earlier movement. And, as noted in the
previous chapter, the URNG (which was formed from these groups) sur-
vived yet another wave of intense repression in the early 1980s (Black 1984;
Gruson 1990; Jonas 1991). Finally, Sendero Luminoso began its armed
struggle in 1980 in the highland department of Ayacucho and subsequently
developed a significant presence in several other regions of the country,
including the Upper Huallaga Valley, a coca-producing region, and the
shantytowns of Lima, the capital (Degregori 1990; Poole and Renique
1992; Palmer 1994a; Stern 1998).

One of the remarkable aspects of these insurgencies was their capacity
to persist in the face of the incredible violence inflicted upon them and
their real and putative supporters by government forces. The twelve-year
civil war in El Salvador resulted in the deaths of some seventy-five thou-
sand individuals, the vast majority at the hands of the government’s armed
forces and associated “death squads.” As many as one million Salvadorans
fled their country, and as many as five hundred thousand others were inter-
nally displaced (see, e.g., Barry 1990: 128–9). During the 1981–3 period
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5 Charles Tilly (who writes mainly about Western Europe) has implied that (1) insurrections
and (2) coups, among other phenomena, fall outside of what he variously terms “politics
as usual” and “routine politics” (Tilly 1978: 196 [Figure 7-1], 198 [Figure 7-3]). The first
claim would surprise a Colombian or Guatemalan, the second a Bolivian.

6 I examine these particular cases because they are the ones that I know best and, not coin-
cidentally, because there exists a fairly substantial scholarly literature on each.
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alone, I noted earlier, the Guatemalan government’s “scorched earth”
counterinsurgency resulted in the destruction of more than 440 villages
and the deaths, according to some estimates, of between one hundred
thousand and one hundred fifty thousand individuals. This counterinsur-
gency created as many as one million internal refugees, and as many as
two hundred thousand Guatemalans fled to southern Mexico. The armed
forces in Peru, finally, were implicated in numerous massacres of peasants,
indiscriminately bombed rural areas, and summarily executed many of the
nearly three hundred Shining Path prisoners killed in prison uprisings 
in 1986. The United Nations reports that the Peruvian government had
the worst human rights record of any country in the world from 1987 to
1991 in terms of “disappearances” (Palmer 1994b: 271), and the war 
also produced as many as two hundred thousand internal refugees 
(Kirk 1991). As we shall see, earlier insurgencies in the Philippines,
Malaya, and Venezuela were defeated outright more quickly and with
much less bloodshed.

The persistence for more than a decade of the Shining Path insurgency
in Peru is particularly puzzling, given that movement’s unusual ideologi-
cal dogmatism and well-documented use of terrorism against its perceived
civilian opponents, including the leaders of other leftist parties and com-
munity organizations as well as ordinary Peruvians suspected of anti-
Sendero activities or even sentiments (see, e.g., Poole and Renique 1991,
1992; Starn 1992). The human rights organization Americas Watch con-
cluded that the “murder of the defenseless, often in grotesque fashion, is
Sendero policy” (Americas Watch [hereafter, AW] 1992: 64).7 The inabil-
ity of the Peruvian government to contain Sendero after its emergence in
1980, at least until the early 1990s, emerges as a particularly puzzling
problem that I hope to unravel.
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7 This is not to say that guerrillas in El Salvador and Guatemala never violated human rights.
Salvadoran guerrillas, for example, occasionally engaged in summary executions, kidnap-
ing for ransom, forced “recruitment,” and the indiscriminate use of land mines, among
other practices (see AW 1991: ch. 4). And the Guatemalan guerrillas, among other abuses
(see Stoll 1993, 1999), have been implicated in at least one major massacre of villagers (in
Chacalté, El Quiché) whom they apparently suspected of betraying them to the armed
forces (see, e.g., Taylor 1997). However, these violations do not even begin to approach
the scale of human rights abuses committed by Sendero or by the incumbent regimes in
any of the three countries that I discuss in this chapter. As Jennifer Harbury has aptly
written, “Suggestions that the guerrilla forces [in Guatemala] were somehow as abusive as
the military are ridiculous. . . . Comparing the two is like saying the French Resistance was
as bad as the Third Reich” (Harbury 1997: A14).



Persistence Versus Failure

Persistence Versus Failure

Why compare persistent insurgencies with the defeated rebellions in 
the Philippines, Malaya, and Venezuela? The Venezuelan insurgency was
selected because it was the largest Latin American guerrilla movement of
the 1960s, inspired by the Cuban Revolution, that was decisively defeated;
the Salvadoran and Guatemalan regimes, moreover, explicitly (if un-
successfully) attempted to emulate the Venezuelan counterinsurgency
“model” (Karl 1985: 309; Jonas 1991: 154). (Salvadoran President 
José Napoleón Duarte remarked in 1983 that, “We are following the
Venezuelan example and I am Rómulo Betancourt,” the Venezuelan 
president who presided over the early phase of that country’s famously
effective counterinsurgency [quoted in Karl 1985: 309].) As we have seen
in Part 2 of this book, the Huk rebellion and the Malayan Communist
insurgency were also major revolutionary movements, fielding impressive
guerrilla armies – and both have been fairly well studied by scholars.

The following analysis will examine several hypotheses about 
counterinsurgency that concern the nature of the insurgency itself, geopo-
litical factors, and the actions of the states that revolutionaries have sought
to overthrow. Before turning to these hypotheses, however, let me address
one “commonsense” explanation for the differences that I have high-
lighted: Persistent insurgencies have persisted, presumably, because they
are especially large and popular; defeated insurgencies were defeated
because they were much smaller and, accordingly, more vulnerable to
counterinsurgency. Unfortunately, this hypothesis is difficult to test since
estimates of the number of people who support revolutionary movements
in one form or another vary dramatically depending upon their source.
Fortunately, there is rather more agreement among scholars about the
(generally much smaller) number of armed guerrillas that insurgent 
movements have been able to mobilize, although here too estimates vary
considerably and should be regarded as only very approximate.

Table 7.1 shows estimates of the size of insurgent armed forces in 
the six cases that I am examining as well as a measure of the number of
guerrillas relative to each country’s total population. As can be seen, the 
relationship between the “density” of the insurgent forces and the persis-
tence of the insurgency is not nearly as strong as common sense might
suggest. By this measure, two of the defeated insurgencies (the Philippine
and Malayan) were clearly larger than the Shining Path rebellion in 
Peru and were roughly as large as the Guatemalan insurgency. Only the
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Salvadoran insurgency was substantially larger than all three defeated
rebellions. The explanation for persistent insurgencies, accordingly, would
seem to involve more than size or popularity alone. The hypothesis that
especially large and popularly supported insurgencies are the ones that
tend to persist also begs the question as to why they were able to remain
large and popular for so long.

One possible explanation is that insurgencies that are “racial” or ethnic
in nature as well as rooted in class or socioeconomic grievances are likely
to be particularly intractable, whereas rebellions that are merely class-
based will be more easily defeated or coopted. The decades-long conflicts
in Burma, South Africa, and Israel/Palestine come to mind here. In fact,
this hypothesis seems to be confirmed by two of the persistent insurgen-
cies in our sample, Guatemala and Peru, where rebels drew dispropor-
tionate support from indigenous peoples, who comprise about half the
population and a majority of the rural poor in these countries. (It should
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Table 7.1. Size of guerrilla armed forces.

Nation (a) Number of (b) Total (c) Guerrillas
guerrillas population per capita*

Persistent

Guatemala 6–8,000 6.6 million 90.9–121.2
(1962–96) (1980–1) (1978)

El Salvador 8,000 4.7 million 170.2
(1980–92) (early 1980s) (1989)

Peru 10,000 21.9 million 45.7
(1980–95) (1991) (1992)

Defeated

Philippines 11–15,000 19.2 million 57.3–78.1
(1946–54) (1949–51) (1948)

Malaya 6,000+ 6.3 million 95.2+
(1948–55) (1954) (1957)

Venezuela 1–2,000 7.5 million 13.3–26.6
(1962–9) (1962–3) (1961)

Note: * (c) = (a)/(b) ¥ 100,000.
Sources: Guatemala: (a) Jonas 1991: 138; (b) World Bank 1980: 110. El Salvador: (a) 
McClintock 1998: 73–4; (b) Gettleman et al. 1986: 3. Peru: (a) McClintock 1998: 73–5; (b)
AW 1992: xxv. Philippines: (a) Kerkvliet 1977: 210; (b) Rigg 1991: 70. Malaya: (a) Short 1975:
350; (b) Jomo 1988: 324. Venezuela: (a) Wickham-Crowley 1992: 54; (b) Blank 1973: 37.
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be emphasized, however, that Shining Path, unlike at least two guerrilla
groups within the URNG (Black 1984: ch. 4), based its strategy exclusively
upon a class analysis of Peruvian society and used “none of the usual reper-
toire of ‘Incan symbols’ ” that are prominent in Peruvian political discourse
[Poole and Renique 1991: 145; emphasis in original].)

This hypothesis, however, does not accurately differentiate persistent
from defeated rebellions. One of the persistent insurgencies in our sample,
the Salvadoran, was not, for the most part, a “racialized” struggle (accord-
ing to most estimates, less than 10 percent of the Salvadoran population
consists of indigenous people), whereas one of the defeated rebellions, in
Malaya, was clearly such, pitting predominantly Chinese guerrillas against
the British colonial regime and a conservative ethnic Malay elite (e.g.,
Stenson 1974; Short 1975). The racialization of an insurgency, therefore,
is neither necessary nor sufficient for it to persist.

Another plausible explanation for the persistence of large-scale insur-
gencies is that revolutionary movements have only been defeated where
incumbent regimes have received substantial foreign assistance, particu-
larly military aid. Where such assistance is absent, by contrast, revolu-
tionaries have presumably been able to wage protracted struggles against
regimes that simply lack the means to eliminate or demoralize them and
their supporters.

In fact, this geopolitical hypothesis is generally confirmed by our sample
of defeated insurgencies. The colonial government in Malaya, for example,
while financing its counterinsurgency mainly through duties on locally
produced tin and rubber (whose prices skyrocketed during the Korean
War), was also able to draw upon the services of approximately thirty thou-
sand colonial soldiers – who comprised all the combat troops used against
the rebels – from Britain and the Commonwealth (including Australians,
Fijians, East Africans, and Gurkhas); the Malayan government also
received arms and helicopters from the United States (Caldwell 1977b:
233, 246).8 The United States also lent substantial economic and military
aid (as well as counterinsurgency experts and trainers) to the Philippines
during the Huk rebellion of the early 1950s; indeed, the counterinsurgency
in that country was virtually run by the CIA and the Joint U.S. Military
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Advisory Group ( JUSMAG) (Shalom 1977, 1986: ch. 3). According to one
scholar, U.S. aid to the Philippines, which totaled $500 million from 1951
to 1956, “probably saved the government from total economic collapse”
(Kerkvliet 1977: 243).9

This hypothesis also seems to explain the persistence of the Shining
Path rebellion, since the Peruvian government did not receive substantial
external assistance during the 1980s (McClintock 1992: 234–5; Mauceri
1991: 104).

Notwithstanding these supportive examples, this geopolitical hypothe-
sis also fails to distinguish accurately persistent insurgencies from defeated
rebellions. To begin with, it should be noted that not all successful coun-
terinsurgencies have been dependent upon substantial foreign support.
U.S. military aid to the Venezuelan government during the 1960s, for
example, averaged no more than 5 percent of that country’s total military
expenditures; in addition, Venezuela received virtually no weapons grants
from the United States, and relatively few of its military personnel received
U.S. counterinsurgency training (Wickham-Crowley 1992: ch. 5). With
its extensive oil revenues, however, Venezuela proved fully capable of
financing its own successful counterinsurgency.

The persistence of insurgency in Guatemala also raises questions about
this hypothesis. Although the Guatemalan government did not receive
official U.S. military assistance from 1977 to 1984 due to human rights
concerns, it continued to purchase arms and other military goods from the
United States during this period. Moreover, because of previous U.S. aid
and training during the 1960s and 1970s, which was quite substantial
indeed (see, e.g., Wickham-Crowley 1992: ch. 5), as well as arms and 
assistance from Taiwan, Argentina (until the Falklands/Malvinas War), 
and especially Israel, the Guatemalan army was able to wage a brutal 
counterinsurgency in the 1980s ( Jonas 1991: 204–7). Ironically, armed
insurgents in Guatemala began to regroup and to initiate new offensives
in the late 1980s – precisely, that is, when official U.S. military aid began
to flow once again to the regime.

The inability of substantial foreign aid always to defeat an armed rebel-
lion is, however, demonstrated particularly clearly – leaving aside the case
of Vietnam for present purposes – by the case of El Salvador. As we have
seen, the insurgency led by the FMLN persisted throughout the 1980s
despite U.S. aid to the Salvadoran regime that totaled more than $1
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million per day. Between 1980 and 1990, El Salvador received from the
United States about $3 billion in economic aid – exceeding the Salvado-
ran government’s own contribution to its budget – and approximately $1
billion in military aid, not to mention counterinsurgency expertise, train-
ing, and intelligence data; U.S. Marines are even reported to have led a
number of attacks against the guerrillas (Karl 1992: 150; Barry 1990: 143,
149, 178). In sum, the Salvadoran case demonstrates quite clearly that even
massive foreign aid does not always make it possible for an incumbent
regime to defeat an armed insurgency.

Another plausible hypothesis emphasizes the importance of foreign
assistance to the insurgent forces: In this view, revolutionary movements
that receive significant external aid will be able to persist, while those that
do not, will not. This hypothesis seems to be generally confirmed, again,
by our sample of defeated insurgencies. There is no evidence, for example,
that the Huk rebels in the Philippines or the Malayan Communists
received external aid during the course of their failed insurgencies (see,
e.g., Lieberman 1966: 27, Pomeroy 1963b: 248–9 on the Philippines;
Stubbs 1989: 254 on Malaya).10

The question of foreign assistance to the FMLN in El Salvador is more
controversial. A case can be made that the FMLN received substantial
foreign aid, but it is doubtful that this explains the longevity of the insur-
gency. The FMLN certainly received arms from Nicaragua and Cuba,
most notably on the eve of its January 1981 offensive and then again after
its November 1989 offensive, when it came into possession of some much-
publicized Soviet-made antiaircraft missiles (Uhlig 1989). However, the
1981 rebel offensive suffered in part due to insufficient armaments, and, as
noted in the previous chapter, guerrilla leaders complained openly about
a lack of weapons in the early 1980s (Petras 1986 [1981]: 332; Montgomery
1995: 116). Moreover, the FMLN was forced to rely upon homemade anti-
aircraft weapons for most of the war – weapons that were apparently
useless during the 1989 rebel offensive in San Salvador, when the Sal-
vadoran air force did “not hesitate to strafe, rocket, [and] even bomb
crowded urban communities” (Preston 1990: 6). During guerrilla attacks
on urban military barracks, “amateurish weapons and the inexperience of
the combatants caused more casualties among civilian bystanders than
within the barracks” (Miles and Ostertag 1991: 229, 235). In sum, even if
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the assistance that the FMLN received from abroad was in some sense 
significant, that aid clearly did not transform it into a particularly 
well-armed movement. “If such outside aid were ended,” recognized one
observer (in 1989) who did judge such assistance to be important, “the
guerrillas . . . would remain a potent challenge. The rebels are well 
organized and have enough popular support to continue fighting for 
years” (LeMoyne 1989: 120).

There is, moreover, an even better reason to believe that this particu-
lar hypothesis does not accurately differentiate persistent from defeated
insurgencies. Some defeated rebellions have received significant if not
massive external aid. The guerrilla movement in Venezuela, for example,
received considerable assistance from Cuba and, to a lesser extent, China,
before it succumbed. Indeed, from 1964 to 1967 “the Cubans . . . candidly
acknowledged their role in training and otherwise assisting the Venezue-
lan insurgents” (Wickham-Crowley 1992: 88–9). And there is clear evi-
dence that some insurgencies have not required significant external
assistance in order to persist: Both the URNG in Guatemala as well as
Peru’s Sendero Luminoso received virtually no such aid (see Jonas 1991:
139 on Guatemala; Gonzales 1992, inter alia, on Peru).

When one steps back from the evidence, it is not surprising that these
geopolitical hypotheses do not seem to explain very much. The idea that
regimes will always need external assistance to fight effectively is not only
problematic in its own right, but usually rests upon an even more dubious
assumption: the notion that a purely coercive or military response to rebel-
lion will in fact always be effective. “Coercion may seem a necessary course
of action to the incumbents,” as Claude Welch has noted,

yet their use of force may further inflame popular resentment. . . . Nothing may
better drive persons into opposition than the realization that life and livelihood
may be at stake. Escalation of violence by the government forcing an all-or-nothing
choice can confirm rather than break the will to resist. (Welch 1980: 279, 331)

Accordingly, many students of counterinsurgency (including Welch) have
argued that rebellions can be defeated only if their “root causes” are elim-
inated. Increasingly, in fact, even military officers have recognized that an
effective counterinsurgency requires some sort of reforms in addition to
coercion (see, e.g., Barry et al. 1987; Manwaring 1991). This raises the
question of what exactly the “root causes” of insurgencies are that need to
be eradicated. In other words, what exactly must incumbent regimes
reform in order to defeat armed rebellions? This brings us to a second set

228



Land Reform and Elections

of hypotheses about counterinsurgency – hypotheses that refer to the
actions of the incumbent regimes that revolutionaries are attempting 
to overthrow.

Land Reform and Elections

Students of popular insurgencies often suggest that they can be perma-
nently resolved only through social reforms that alleviate the poverty and
inequality that presumably are the “root cause” of such rebellions. James
Painter, for example, one of the more astute observers of the Guatemalan
insurgency, suggested in 1986, with apparent prescience, that “It is hardly
controversial to predict that without social reforms the URNG and the
popular movement will inevitably recover their strength and once again
offer a serious challenge to the status quo” (Painter 1987: 111). Jenny
Pearce, the author of an important book on El Salvador, concluded that
only “a far-reaching agrarian reform . . . carried out within a broad process
of radical social transformation can possibly pave the way for lasting peace”
in that country (Pearce 1986: 303). Jeffery Paige similarly describes “the
root cause of the civil war” in El Salvador as “coffee” – that is, the con-
centration of the country’s best land in the coffee estates owned by that
country’s small oligarchy (Paige 1996: 136). Indeed, one plausible hypoth-
esis is that incumbent regimes need to implement a significant land reform
in order to defeat revolutionary movements, since, in this view, peasant
grievances associated with poverty, tenancy, and landlessness are, in fact,
the “root causes” of large-scale insurgencies, at least in agrarian Third
World societies (see, e.g., Paige 1975; Barry 1987). (In fact, all of the per-
sistent and defeated rebellions examined in this chapter had substantial, if
not exclusive, peasant support.) Insurgencies will persist, if not actually
seize power, on the other hand, where no land reform – or a patently 
inadequate land reform – is enacted.

This land-reform hypothesis does seems to be supported by the cases
of persistent insurgency in Guatemala, El Salvador, and (to some extent)
Peru. The case of Guatemala, where land distribution is the most unequal
in all of Latin America, is straightforward: Prior to the peace accords of
1996, the government did not adopt any land redistribution law, even on
paper – the only Central American country not to have done so – or even
express a commitment to some future land reform ( Jonas 1991: 178). (An
earlier agrarian reform, it should be noted, was reversed following the
U.S.-backed coup in 1954.) The Salvadoran regime, for its part, did enact
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a much-heralded agrarian reform in 1980 (see Chapter 6), but its actual
results are plainly inadequate when measured against the extent of rural
poverty and inequality in that country. (I discuss the agrarian aspects of
the negotiated settlement of the Salvadoran conflict later in this chapter.)
The most important aspect of the 1980 reform, which would have expro-
priated the bulk of the oligarchy’s coffee plantations, was repeatedly post-
poned and was considerably weakened by a law written into the Salvadoran
constitution in 1983. The other elements of the reform, moreover, only
benefited about one-third of the already very limited target group of small
tenants and permanent agricultural workers. As a result, concludes one
analysis of the reform,

The vast majority of small farmers, tenants, semi-proletarians and seasonal workers
were untouched by the agrarian reform. The landless – presently more than one
quarter of all rural families – were completely left out of the reform. (Pelupessy
1991: 48)

Between 1980 and 1983, only 12 percent of rural households in El 
Salvador benefited in any way from the agrarian reform (Paige 1996: 136).

The land-reform hypothesis is also supported to some extent by the
case of Peru, although the Sendero rebellion “is novel in taking place after
a major agrarian reform,” a reform that by most criteria was “the second
most sweeping in Latin America after that of Cuba” (McClintock 1984:
49; emphasis in original). The peasants of the department of Ayacucho,
however, where the Sendero rebellion first developed, received fewer ben-
efits from this reform than those of any other agrarian zone; indeed, “the
reform barely benefited them materially” (McClintock 1984: 66, 80; see
also Palmer 1986: 136–7). Once the insurgency began, in any case, the
Peruvian government pursued an almost exclusively military approach
toward it: A development program for Peru’s southern highlands, which
provided peasants with interest-free loans from the state Agrarian Bank as
well as technical assistance, was begun in 1985, but this program “collapsed
when the economic crisis of 1988 left the Agrarian Bank without funds”
(Mauceri 1991: 94–5); in addition, as of the early 1990s there were no long-
term crop substitution or economic development projects implemented 
in the Upper Huallaga valley, where the coca-eradication efforts of a U.S.
Drug Enforcement Agency project alienated peasants, who were not
offered an alternative to coca production, and thereby helped to consoli-
date Sendero’s influence in the region (AW 1992: 127). (However, while 
no significant land reform was implemented in Peru, the Shining Path
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insurgency was finally defeated in the early 1990s, as I discuss later in 
this chapter.)

The land-reform hypothesis is better supported by the successful 
counterinsurgency in Venezuela, where between 1958 and 1968 the 
Acción Democrática (AD) regime established more than eight hundred
agricultural settlements with a “full panoply of coordinated [government]
services” that “directly affected the lives of as many as 100,000 peasant
families, bringing them slowly into the main channels of the national
economy” (Powell 1971: 110). “Enough peasants received land and other
benefits to forestall widespread support for guerrillas” of the FALN
(Hellinger 1991: 107). All told, between 1959 and 1975 more than a
quarter of rural households in Venezuela benefited from the reform; by
this measure, the Venezuelan reform was the third most extensive nonso-
cialist agrarian reform in Latin America, after the Bolivian and Mexican
reforms associated with the revolutions that took place in those countries
(Paige 1996: 136). Although by the end of the 1960s the agrarian reform
program “slowed down to a calculated, orderly, and time-consuming
process,” bringing charges that “the AD leadership [had] ‘sold out’ 
the interests of its clienteles” (Powell 1971: 114), by then the guerrilla
insurgency had all but disintegrated.

Notwithstanding these supportive (or partially supportive) cases, the
successful counterinsurgencies in the Philippines and Malaya suggest that
a significant land reform may not in fact be necessary to defeat a rebellion.
In the Philippines, the government of Ramon Magsaysay undertook a
number of initiatives, at least on paper and with much public fanfare, that
were allegedly aimed at improving the plight of the peasantry. But many
of these efforts “came after 1953 – after the rebellion had begun to recede”
(Kerkvliet 1977: 240). Moreover, Magsaysay’s most ambitious projects
“covered relatively few people and were always short of money” (Lieber-
man 1966: 29). Perhaps the most publicized agrarian reform program, 
the Economic Development Corps (EDCOR), resettled only about 950
families on new homesteads, and less than 250 of these families had been
involved in the Huk movement (Kerkvliet 1977: 239; see also Shalom
1986: 79–80). (When an overzealous U.S. land reform adviser proposed 
a modest land redistribution program, he was denounced by the speaker
of the Philippine House of Representatives as a Communist and was 
later recalled from Manila [Shalom 1986: 84–5].) In sum, there was no sig-
nificant land reform in the Philippines during the 1950s (or subsequently,
for that matter).
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In Malaya, the principal counterinsurgency tool of the British colonial
regime was the resettlement of about six hundred thousand Chinese rural
squatters – one of the main sources of popular support for the Commu-
nist insurgents – into heavily guarded “New Villages” (see, e.g., Renick
1965; Tilman 1966).11 Those who were resettled had access to relatively
little land, although many former squatters who were “deprived of their
land by forced resettlement were able to find work on rubber smallhold-
ings and Asian-owned estates and tin mines,” which were prospering due
to the Korean War (Stubbs 1989: 173). The New Villages, in other words,
amounted to a sort of land reform in reverse, depriving people of access to
land, converting many of them into wage earners, and rendering “the 
economic stability of the New Villages dependent upon the international
prices of rubber and tin” (Stubbs 1989: 174). In sum, the cases of the
Philippines and Malaya clearly suggest that a significant land reform may
not be necessary, let alone sufficient, to defeat a serious rural insurgency.

Another plausible hypothesis is that rebellions will persist in opposition
to a military or some other type of authoritarian regime, but are doomed
to failure when incumbent regimes have introduced competitive elections.
The assumption here is that elections allow people to express their griev-
ances at a much lower cost and with far fewer risks than armed rebellion.

This “electoral” hypothesis is generally confirmed by the successful
counterinsurgencies in the Philippines, Malaya, and Venezuela. In each of
these cases, elections played an important role in undermining popular
support for guerrilla movements. In the Philippines, the elections held
after 1950 were marked by substantially less fraud and violence than those
of the immediate postwar period (see Chapter 4). Both the local elections
of 1951 and the presidential election of 1953 were relatively peaceful, and
Huk leader Luis Taruc later noted that peasants came to see “elections 
as alternatives to rebellion” (Kerkvliet 1977: 238). The introduction of
elections in British Malaya beginning in 1951, which would culminate in
full independence in 1957, also undercut the Communist insurgency in
that country (see, e.g., Stockwell 1987; Lee 1981). More specifically, the
success of the alliance between the United Malays National Organization
(UMNO) and the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) in the 1955 federal
election “helped to put the MCP back on the defensive and set the stage
for the winding down of the Emergency,” the government’s euphemism
for the rebellion (Stubbs 1989: 220). Finally, large numbers of workers and

232

11 The “strategic hamlets” of South Vietnam were modeled on this program.



Land Reform and Elections

peasants voted for Presidents Rómulo Betancourt (1959–64) and Raúl
Leoni (1964–9) of the Acción Democrática party in competitive elections
in Venezuela. “[O]pposition to the AD governments was highly vehement
and vocal,” Wickham-Crowley has noted,

but the bulk of government and opposition activity was within the legal system and
the electoral process. Obviously, the very “openness” of the Venezuelan electoral
system . . . provided a political space for the moderate opponents of the regime,
weakening any attractions that the radical left might have held for them.
(Wickham-Crowley 1992: 196; emphasis in original)

The elections of December 1963, in particular, proved to be “a major
political defeat for the guerrillas” (Gott 1970: 210). For despite the FALN’s
boycott campaign, about 90 percent of the registered electorate voted, a
development that led many individuals and organizations, including the
Communist Party of Venezuela (PCV), to rethink their support for the
FALN (Gott 1970: pt. 2, chs. 5–6; see also Ellner 1988: ch. 3).

The validity of this “electoral” hypothesis, however, is much more
ambiguous in the cases of El Salvador and Guatemala, if only because 
the general political context in which elections were held in these 
countries during the 1980s makes it extremely difficult to speak of 
genuinely democratic elections (see Herman and Brodhead 1984: ch. 4;
Karl 1986; and Acevedo 1991 on El Salvador; Trudeau 1989 and 
Jonas 1991: chs. 10–11 on Guatemala). What is clear, however, is that 
the attempt by both the Salvadoran and Guatemalan regimes to use 
elections for counterinsurgency purposes had limited results in each case,
despite the initial election of “centrist” Christian Democratic presidents
who had themselves been persecuted by the armed forces in these 
countries. The insurgencies in El Salvador and Guatemala persisted,
moreover, even after small social-democratic parties contested elections,
producing an ideological spectrum of competing parties that was certainly
as broad as that in the Philippines or Malaya during the 1950s or in
Venezuela in the 1960s.

The case of Peru is even more telling on this issue. Prior to President
Alberto Fujimori’s so-called autogolpe (or “self-coup”) in April 1992, elec-
tions in that country were simply not effective at undermining the Shining
Path insurgency, even though a remarkably wide spectrum of political
parties competed, including Marxist parties (see, e.g., Woy-Hazleton and
Hazleton 1994). Indeed, as many analysts have noted, the great irony is
that Shining Path began its armed struggle at the very moment when Peru
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was attempting to democratize after a period of military rule (see, e.g.,
McClintock 1994, 1998; Degregori 1999). What is perhaps even more sur-
prising is that the rebels were able to expand their influence during a
period when several competitive elections were held. The insurgency was
effectively defeated, moreover, after 1992, a period characterized by
increasingly unfair and undemocratic elections (although, as I detail below,
Shining Path had provoked widespread popular resistance well before
then). The historical record clearly indicates, then, that while elections
may sometimes prove helpful or even necessary for defeating insurgencies,
this is not always the case.

A Theory of Persistent Insurgency, or the Perversity 
of Indiscriminate Violence by Weak States

What exactly explains this last, curious finding? Why would large numbers
of people support or even fight on behalf of an illegal and persecuted orga-
nization if it is possible to articulate political grievances peacefully through
elections? My hypothesis is that competitive elections – which, as many
have suggested, should not be equated with democracy – do not in fact
always guarantee that groups can make political demands, however peace-
fully, without suffering violent repression. Elections, therefore, will not
induce guerrillas to give up their fight, or their supporters to abandon
them, when to do so will not significantly reduce, and may very well
increase, the likelihood of violent injury or death. A popular insurgency
cannot be defeated, it follows, until rebels can lay down their guns – 
and they and their supporters can engage in peaceful political activities 
– without fear of being violently attacked.

This suggests that the crucial factor that explains the persistence or
defeat of insurgencies may lie in the variable capacity of political author-
ities to tolerate, or at least not to repress indiscriminately, organized
dissent and protest. We may hypothesize, that is, that mass-based insur-
gencies will not be easily defeated unless the armed forces of such regimes
broadly tolerate peaceful political protest or at least do not indiscrimi-
nately repress presumed regime opponents. This, in turn, may require a
significant reorganization of the structure and personnel of the armed
forces and the effective disbandment of death squads and abusive para-
military groups. By contrast, the continuous, indiscriminate repression 
of social sectors presumed to be sympathetic to the rebels will serve –
however unintentionally – to prolong and perhaps even strengthen a 

234



A Theory of Persistent Insurgency

mass-based insurgency, even if incumbents have introduced competitive
elections and/or receive substantial foreign assistance.

Indiscriminate state violence is especially likely to backfire, generating
ever greater levels of armed resistance, when states do not fully penetrate
and control the territories they claim to rule. When repressive states are
infrastructurally weak, that is, revolutionaries can more easily mobilize
popular support in such territories. In fact, all the states confronted by 
the insurgents in our sample were more or less infrastructurally weak:
Guerrillas were able to retreat to areas that were (at best) only tenuously 
or irregularly controlled by government forces. These areas included the
northern departments of El Salvador, along the Honduran border; 
the western highlands of Guatemala, especially near the Mexican border;
the southern highlands, the Upper Huallaga Valley, and the shantytowns
of Lima in Peru; the Sierra Madre of Luzon in the Philippines; the 
interior jungles of Malaya (peninsular Malaysia); and the Andean 
departments of Venezuela. (See also Appendix 2 to this chapter.)

The hypothesis that indiscriminate violence by weak states uninten-
tionally fuels insurgencies is supported by the successful counterin-
surgencies in the Philippines, Malaya, and Venezuela. Peaceful political
dissent generally came to be tolerated and abuses by the armed forces 
were largely, if far from entirely, curbed during the course of the insur-
gencies in these countries – despite reservations about such policies among
many officers. In the Philippines, as noted previously, political violence
associated with elections abated after 1950, and the military became much
less abusive under the leadership of Ramon Magsaysay, first when he was
secretary of defense (1950–3) and then during his presidency (1954–7).
While defense minister, “Magsaysay was given unprecedented authority
. . . to make field promotions and to order courts-martial, and he used 
both extensively to punish random abuses against the civilian population
and to reward combat prowess” (McClintock 1992: 113). According to
Benedict Kerkvliet,

Former rebels and nonrebels alike claimed that Magsaysay “cleaned up the PC
[Philippine Constabulary] and Philippine army” so that soldiers no longer stole
from peasants, “got rid of the civilian guards” [notoriously abusive forces that were
paid in part by landlords], “promised amnesty to Huks and kept his word about
it,” and “understood that we weren’t criminals and that we wanted only what was
rightfully ours.” (Kerkvliet 1977: 208)

Jesus Lava, secretary general of the Communist Party at the height of the
rebellion, noted that when “Magsaysay started making reforms in the
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Philippine army . . . it had an impact not only on the movement’s mass
support but on the armed [Huk] soldiers as well. Many left because repres-
sion was ending” (quoted in Kerkvliet 1977: 238). Moreover, while no 
significant land reform was enacted and “living conditions . . . improved
little – if at all – after the revolt,” the government generally tolerated 
the activities of the Federation of Free Farmers (FFF) and the Free
Farmers Union (MASAKA), both of which “grew directly out of the Huk
movement” (Kerkvliet 1977: 268).

In Malaya, similarly, the government and armed forces became much
less abusive after Sir Gerald Templer – who emphasized the importance
of “winning the hearts and minds” of Malayans – was appointed high 
commissioner in early 1952. Templer abolished a regulation that permit-
ted mass detentions and deportations. Furthermore, Operation Service, 
an effort to reform the colonial police, “exceeded initial expectations.
Because of better training, and the new equipment sent from Britain . . .
the police gained confidence in their own abilities, were less ill-disposed
towards the general public, and less inclined to treat all Chinese [the 
principal ethnic base of the rebellion] as suspects” (Stubbs 1989: 157, 166;
see also O’Ballance 1966: 129).12 Better training and equipment also
reduced the use of “coercion and intimidation tactics” and improved the
morale of combat troops, changes that were “particularly welcome,”
according to Richard Stubbs, to “the ordinary people in the rural areas”
(Stubbs 1989: 159). Most of the New Villages of resettled Chinese, fur-
thermore, which might have become hotbeds of political discontent, were
governed by elected local councils by the end of 1955. These councils
were, at least in some cases, “an effective liaison between the villages and
state and federal officials, as well as a means by which grievances could be
aired” (Stubbs 1989: 215). A series of well-publicized amnesties for guer-
rillas were also proclaimed (despite opposition from sectors of the armed
forces), and surrendered insurgents were not only well treated, but were
offered substantial rewards for intelligence information (see O’Ballance
1966: 150, 156, 159, 174).13 In the months following the August 31, 1957,
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independence day celebrations, “a series of mass surrenders brought about
an almost complete collapse of the communist guerrilla army” (Stubbs
1989: 240), which had already been severely weakened.

There is comparatively little published information about the charac-
ter of the counterinsurgency in Venezuela during the 1960s, but the same
general pattern of growing tolerance for peaceful political activities seems
evident, despite the virulent anti-Communism of the elite troops within
the army and political police (Wickham-Crowley 1992: 200). Most impor-
tantly, the AD governments of the 1960s not only tolerated but actively
encouraged the organization of peasants, who became the regime’s
strongest supporters. After the massive turnout for the 1963 elections,
moreover, the Communist Party (PCV) gradually withdrew its support for
the FALN – to the great chagrin of Fidel Castro, who supported the insur-
gency – and began preparations to contest the elections of 1968, which it
eventually did, with President Leoni’s consent, through a front organiza-
tion called United to Advance (Hellinger 1991: 112). The PCV was for-
mally relegalized by President Rafael Caldera in early 1969. “Caldera’s
pacification policy, which allowed for the admission of guerrilla fighters as
full citizens if they gave up armed struggle, proceeded despite occasional
military opposition” (Aguero 1990: 264). Many former guerrillas, in fact,
subsequently served in the Venezuelan congress (Ellner 1988).14

We find an entirely different response to insurgency in El Salvador,
Guatemala, and (initially) Peru, even after the introduction of elections.
In these countries, competitive elections occurred alongside what can only
be described as the grossest abuses of human rights by the armed forces,
including frequent indiscriminate attacks on merely presumed regime
opponents. Here, I can do little more than summarize some of the more
egregious examples of the systematic violation of human rights in these
countries. This summary, moreover, refers only to human rights abuses
after the introduction of elections in each country, although it should be
kept in mind that tens of thousands of people were murdered by the armed
forces in El Salvador and Guatemala before the advent of these elections
(i.e., during the late 1970s and early 1980s).

On the eve of the negotiated settlement in El Salvador, Americas Watch
concluded that “the human rights situation has not fundamentally

237

14 Guerrilla leader Douglas Bravo, who was expelled from the PCV, did not accept a gov-
ernment amnesty until 1979, but the FALN had already been pushed to the margins of
political significance by 1969, if not earlier (see Loveman and Davies 1985: 258).
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changed” in that country since 1980, when the civil war began (AW 1991:
138). Political killings “remain routine and continue to go unpunished,”
and left-of-center politicians were unable “to participate in elections freely
without fear of reprisals” (AW 1991: 138–9). Several leaders of the Demo-
cratic Revolutionary Front (FDR), the social-democratic grouping allied
to the FMLN, were “disappeared” in October 1982 along with several
affiliated union activists; the highest ranking FDR spokesperson who
remained in the country was murdered the following year (AW 1991: 11).
The Salvadoran air force, furthermore, deliberately used its “aerial power
to drive civilians out of areas in which the guerrillas were active and
seemed to enjoy substantial peasant support” (AW 1991: 53). Massacres of
unarmed civilians suspected of pro-FMLN sympathies continued through-
out the decade: More than one hundred people were killed by the U.S.-
trained Atlacatl Battalion in Copapayo, San Nicolas department, and
nearby towns in November 1983; at least fifty people were killed in August
1984 at the Gualsinga River in Chalatenango, fleeing government troops;
ten peasants were massacred by the Jiboa Battalion in San Francisco, San
Vicente, in September 1988; a bomb that detonated at the headquarters
of the leftist National Federation of Salvadoran Workers (FENASTRAS)
killed ten unionists in October 1989; and during the guerrilla offensive in
San Salvador of the following month, uniformed soldiers of the Atlacatl
Battalion grotesquely murdered six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper, and
her daughter (AW 1991: 15, 35, 50–2, 60). In addition, “the Salvadoran
security forces continue to torture prisoners, using beating, simulated
drowning, rape, electric shock, stabbing, whipping, and near asphyxiation,
as well as other cruel and degrading treatment” (AW 1991: 83). Despite
this record, however, not a single military officer was even brought to trial,
let alone convicted of a crime, during the 1980s. “The very forces charged
with protecting citizens not only remain the most deadly threat to their
security but continue to act with complete impunity” (AW 1991: 86).15

In sum, the numerous elections that were held in El Salvador during 
the 1980s “did not establish the rule of law, the supremacy of civilian
authority over the authority of the armed forces, or the guarantee of 
fundamental human rights for the Salvadoran people” (AW 1991: 136). A
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15 After the Americas Watch report was published, two officers (among others) were tried
and found guilty of murder in the Jesuit case, although many believe that a cover-up
abetted by the Salvadoran Defense Minister and the U.S. embassy protected the actual
instigators of the murders (see, e.g., Envio 1991).
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Pentagon-commissioned study concluded that the Salvadoran armed
forces had a human rights record that “no truly democratic and just society
could tolerate” (quoted in Karl 1992: 150).

Massive human rights abuses also continued in Guatemala after 
the introduction of elections in that country in 1984. Four days before 
the inauguration of President Vinicio Cerezo in 1986 – the first civilian
president in Guatemala since the late 1960s – the military regime 
of General Mejía Víctores passed an amnesty decree that exempted 
all members of the security forces from prosecution for political or 
related common crimes. As we have seen, Cerezo did not seek to overturn
the decree, noting that “we are not going to be able to investigate the 
past” because “we would have to put the entire army in jail” (quoted in
Simon 1988: 6).

Guatemala’s indigenous population, along with trade union, commu-
nity, and human rights activists, was the principal target of army abuses.
Peasants were pressured to join “voluntary” Civil Defense Patrols; those
who refused were threatened with death and accused of being subversives
(Goldston 1989: xii). The human rights situation in Guatemala deterio-
rated significantly after a coup attempt in May 1988 by ultrarightist 
officers – the first of three attempts to depose Cerezo during 1988 and
1989. Disappearances and occasional massacres continued through the late
1980s and 1990s: Twenty-two peasants were killed in the village of El
Aguacate in November 1988; fifteen people were massacred in Santiago
Atitlán in December 1990; and twelve returned refugees were killed in the
settlement at Xamán in late 1995. During the first two years of the Cerezo
government, six unionists were killed, eight disappeared, and dozens were
threatened; eleven teachers were assassinated (Goldston 1989: 53). The
Council on Hemispheric Affairs named Guatemala as the Latin American
country with the most human rights violations in 1988 (Barry 1989: 27),
yet not a single military officer was prosecuted, let alone convicted, of
abusing civilians. In 1988, Americas Watch concluded that “the apparatus
of state terror [in Guatemala] remains intact and undiminished in
strength” (AW 1988: 104).

Until about 1992, the Peruvian armed forces also committed extensive
and largely indiscriminate human rights abuses in a “dirty war” against
Shining Path. Soon after the insurgency began, “more than half of Peru’s
twenty million citizens [were placed] under a sustained state of emergency,
effectively governed by the military and lacking basic protections against
arbitrary arrest, disappearance, and extrajudicial execution by the armed
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and police forces or the paramilitary groups they tolerated” (AW 1992:
xxi). According to Lewis Taylor,

Anti-state and pro-guerrilla sentiments were also encouraged by the blundering
and bloody actions of the Sinchis, special police units supposedly trained for
counter-insurgency campaigns, who were sent to Ayacucho in late 1980 and 1981.
Instead of winning the “hearts and minds” of the population, brutal Sinchi “sweep
and search” operations acted . . . as “recruiting drives” for [Shining Path]. The
outcome was that by December 1982 the insurgent organisation had managed to
consolidate itself to a degree that surprised most analysts and probably the party
leadership as well. (Taylor 1998: 42)

“After an interval of less spectacular abuses” during the mid-1980s, accord-
ing to a 1992 Americas Watch report, “the army has again engaged in
killing large numbers of civilians together, often combining murder with
inhumane treatment and humiliation” (AW 1992: 142). Approximately
thirty people were killed by the army in Cayara, Cangallo province, in May
1988, and twelve individuals were murdered and eight disappeared in
Chumbivilcas, Cusco, in April 1990. Paramilitary agents murdered sixteen
people, including children, in a Lima neighborhood in November 1991,
and nine students and a professor from the national university of 
La Cantuta disappeared in July 1992. As noted earlier, there were more
disappearances in Peru between 1987 and 1991 – the vast majority carried
out by the armed forces – than in any other country in the world. 
Americas Watch noted, “It is, by now, beyond serious dispute that disap-
pearance is one of the instruments the Peruvian military has chosen in its
war on the insurgency” (AW 1992: 20). Torture, furthermore, was 
“systematically used on both political and nonpolitical detainees in Peru,”
and “conditions in the prisons of Lima and Callao are among the worst
anywhere” in the world (AW 1992: 7, 11).

Given this indiscriminate state violence, it is hardly surprising 
that guerrillas and their supporters in El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Peru would not choose unilaterally to lay down their arms and to pursue
their political demands through legal channels, including elections; to do
so would have simply increased their exposure to state violence. In fact,
based on the preceding examination of successful counterinsurgencies, it
could have been safely hypothesized that political authorities in these 
and similar societies would not permanently erode popular support for
large-scale insurgencies until peaceful political dissent or at least the basic
civil rights of noncombatants, including presumed rebel supporters, 
were widely tolerated.
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This hypothesis is further supported by the case of Colombia, where,
as noted previously, a guerrilla insurgency has persisted since the 1960s
and became quite powerful by the late 1990s. Colombia’s traditionally
dominant Liberal and Conservative political parties have contested elec-
tions throughout most of this period, yet the armed forces and (increas-
ingly) allied paramilitary groups of a chronically weak state (Boudon 1996)
have also persistently committed gross abuses against presumed rebel sym-
pathizers.16 The main guerrilla army, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC), which broke from the Colombian Communist Party
in 1964, had approximately fifteen thousand soldiers by the year 2000.
After the mid-1990s, moreover, FARC earned as much as $400 to $600
million annually by taxing coca growers and traffickers in southern Colom-
bia; during this same period, soldiers and paramilitary forces – with
growing U.S. assistance – killed thousands of peasants suspected of sup-
porting the guerrillas and displaced hundreds of thousands (see, e.g.,
Rohter 2000). As elsewhere, however, state-sponsored violence backfired:
“Rather than fading away, FARC consolidated its base of support and
became the effective government over large tracts of Colombian territory”
(Cala 2000: 59). Following a series of FARC military victories in 1998, the
state ceded to the guerrillas a demilitarized zone about the size of Switzer-
land as an inducement to negotiate. However, as Rafael Pardo points out,

Most members of armed groups fear that once they sign a peace accord and give
up their weapons, they will likely be killed or thrown in jail. These concerns are
entirely legitimate, given that during an earlier attempt at peace talks with FARC
in the late 1980s, an entire FARC-backed political party was annihilated. More
than 3,500 members of that group, the Unión Patriótica, either were murdered 
or disappeared – a crime that not only increased rebel suspicions but lowered 
the prospects for the eventual creation of a democratic leftist political party. 
(Pardo 2000: 72)

Any viable negotiated settlement to the Colombian conflict will presum-
ably have to address the rational fears of the rebels and their supporters,
as suggested by the Salvadoran peace settlement that I discuss later in 
this chapter.17
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16 On human rights abuses in Colombia, see, e.g., Human Rights Watch 1996, 2000, Giraldo
1996, Arnson and Kirk 1993, and WOLA 1989. On the Colombian guerrillas, see Cala
2000, Chernick 1999 (including appendix), Pizarro 1992, Wickham-Crowley 1992, and
Arango 1984.

17 Like their Guatemalan and Salvadoran counterparts, the guerrillas in Colombia hardly
have an unblemished human rights record. They have been accused of forced recruitment,
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The perversity of indiscriminate state violence – and of indiscriminate
counterstate violence – is also demonstrated by the eventual defeat of the
Shining Path insurgency in Peru during the early 1990s. Indeed, analysts
generally attribute this defeat to three key factors: (1) decreasing abuses
by the Peruvian armed forces after about 1991; (2) Shining Path’s own
heavy-handed violence and ideological dogmatism; and, as a result of these
factors, (3) increasing peasant resistance to Shining Path during the late
1980s and early 1990s, particularly in the form of armed rondas campesinas
(peasant rounds or patrols). According to Orin Starn,

Already by 1985 . . . and especially with the evident ability of the rebels to survive
the storm of [state] violence, many officers recognized the need to combine intim-
idation and persuasion in a so-called “integral” strategy, including “socioeconomic
development” and “civic action” to build support among the peasantry. Selective
killing began to predominate over wholesale slaughter, as civilian deaths at the
hands of the military declined by more than two-thirds after 1983–1984. (Starn
1998: 237–8; see also Taylor 1998: 50; McClintock 1999: 242)

In 1991 the army began to distribute more than ten thousand shotguns 
to rondas, and a 1992 law recognized the right of ronderos to bear arms,
“signaling the confidence of [President] Fujimori and his generals in the
strength of their unlikely alliance with the peasantry in the war against 
the Shining Path” (Starn 1998: 232).

The main factor behind the expansion of the rondas was growing
peasant disenchantment with Shining Path guerrillas, especially after 1989,
when Shining Path concluded that it had reached a “strategic equilibrium”
with the government and began to increase its demands for food and
recruits and to execute suspected soplones or stool pigeons (Degregori 1999:
252; Starn 1998: 236). Shining Path also assassinated members of rival
social movements and political parties, killing more than fifty union leaders
in early 1989 alone and forty-four leaders of grassroots organizations
between 1991 and 1992 (McClintock 1998: 294). According to Taylor,

Anti-guerrilla sentiment was also fuelled by the arbitrary removal of established
community leaders and their replacement with younger [Shining Path] cadres, who
were held in lower regard and invariably acted in an authoritarian fashion. Sub-
stantial hostility was also generated by the extreme violence [of the guerrillas]:
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the recruitment of children, kidnapping civilians, and summary executions (including the
execution of three North American indigenous activists in February 1999). However, 
these abuses pale in comparison to those perpetrated by paramilitary groups (see, e.g.,
Krauss 2000).
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while villagers might agree that exploitative and delinquent individuals deserved
to be punished, in most cases they balked at the senderistas’ practice of sanction
through assassination. Rebel involvement in mass killings that rivalled the brutal-
ity of the military was also rejected by most campesinos and lost the [Shining Path]
much support. As one disillusioned captured member aptly noted, “How are they
going to win by massacring peasants? You only attract hatred.” (Taylor 1998: 49)

Indeed, indiscriminate violence can backfire when perpetrated by revolu-
tionaries as well as reactionaries. As Cynthia McClintock notes,

The shift toward repudiation of Sendero among many peasant communities in
Peru contrasts with the continuation of support for revolutionary movements in
Guatemala and El Salvador, and this difference is the most important factor
explaining the relative success of rondas in Peru [as opposed to] their relative failure
in the Central American countries. (McClintock 1999: 235)

The results of the preceding analysis are summarized in Table 7.2, a
Boolean truth table in which “1” indicates the presence of a variable and
“0” its absence (Ragin 1987). (A brief technical analysis of Table 7.2 is pre-
sented in Appendix 1 to this chapter.) In addition to Colombia, I have also
included in Table 7.2 the persistent insurgency in the Philippines (where
a new armed conflict began in the late 1960s) as well as the defeated rebel-
lion in Greece following World War II. I will not present a thorough
analysis of these latter cases, but, based on my understanding of them, I
believe that they support my argument about the perversity of indiscrim-
inate state violence by weak states.18

Popular insurgencies, one may note, including two that received sig-
nificant external aid (i.e., Greece and Venezuela), were defeated by regimes
that introduced competitive elections and came to tolerate dissent or at
least not indiscriminately attack presumed rebel supporters – and they
were defeated whether or not  incumbent regimes implemented a signifi-
cant land reform or received substantial foreign assistance (although the
latter was undoubtedly crucial in three of the four cases). By contrast,
large-scale insurgencies persisted where and so long as incumbent regimes
committed extensive and indiscriminate human rights abuses – and they
persisted despite the holding of competitive elections and whether or 
not either side to the conflict received significant foreign assistance. Thus,
while no single factor is sufficient to account for the persistence of 
mass-based revolutionary movements, indiscriminate state violence would
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18 See, e.g., Jones 1989 on the Philippines and Close 1995, Iatrides 1993, and Wittner 1982
on Greece.
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Table 7.2. Boolean truth table: Persistent versus defeated revolutionary movements.

Variable: Movement Geopolitics Incumbent regime

Country (A) (B) (C) (D) (E) (F)
“Racial” or Significant Substantial foreign Major Competitive Indiscriminate,
ethnic as well foreign aid aid to incumbent land reform elections extensive human
as class-based to rebels regime implemented introduced rights abuses

Persistent
Colombia 0 0 01 0 1 1

(1962– )
Guatemala 1 0 1 0 1 1

(1962–96) (after 1984)
Philippines 0 0 1 0 1 1

(1969– ) (after 1986)
El Salvador 0 1 1 0 1 1

(1980–92) (after 1982)
Peru 1 0 0 02 13 14

(1980–95)
Defeated
Philippines 0 0 1 0 1 0

(1946–54) (after 1950) (after 1950)
Greece 0 1 1 0 1 0

(1946–9)
Malaya 1 0 1 0 1 0

(1948–55) (after 1951) (after 1952)
Venezuela 0 1 0 1 1 0

(1962–9)

Notes: 1 U.S. aid became substantial after 1998.
2 A major, albeit very uneven, land reform was implemented prior to the insurgency.
3 Elections became increasingly less fair and competitive after 1992.
4 Abuses became more discriminate after 1991.
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appear to be a necessary condition for such persistence.19 As we have seen
repeatedly, such violence, especially when perpetrated by weak states,
unintentionally bolsters revolutionary movements.

The Peace Accords in El Salvador

We want the government to face the fact that reforms are valueless if they are
carried out at the cost of so much blood. In the name of God, in the name of this
suffering people whose cries rise to heaven more loudly each day, I implore you, I
beg you, I order you in the name of God: stop the repression.
– Archbishop Oscar Romero, March 23, 1980 (quoted in AW 1991: xxii)20

Implicit in the hypothesis that insurgencies persist because of indiscrimi-
nate violence by weak states is the view that the “root cause” of armed
rebellions that seek the overthrow of the state – as distinct from other
forms of political conflict – is not poverty, exploitation, or inequality per
se. Rather, armed revolutionary movements result from the violent suppres-
sion of the peaceful political activities of aggrieved people who have the capacity
to rebel. As John A. Hall has argued, collective violence is not a direct,
unmediated response to poverty and economic difficulties; rather, “revo-
lutionaries are the result of authoritarian state behavior” (Hall 1987: 120;
Gude 1975).21

This interpretation of persistent insurgencies is supported by the nature
of the peace accords that ended the twelve-year-long civil war in El Sal-
vador and the decades-long insurgency in Guatemala. In this section, I will
focus on the January 1992 accords that successfully brought the armed
conflict in El Salvador to an end. Although the FMLN was undoubtedly
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19 Unfortunately, my sample of insurgencies does not include a case where a major land
reform was implemented at the same time that human rights were indiscriminately vio-
lated (although El Salvador most closely approximates this situation). I cannot, therefore,
logically rule out the possibility that this improbable combination of factors would defeat
a large-scale insurgency. The theoretical logic of this chapter, however, would lead me to
predict that an insurgency would persist in such a case.

20 The following day, Archbishop Romero was assassinated while performing mass.
21 McClintock argues (based primarily on interviews with thirty-three Senderistas from one

region) that “socioeconomic misery [was] the key impetus to their decision to join the rev-
olutionary movement” (McClintock 1998: 273). Significantly, however, many of her
respondents blamed the government, President Fujimori, “the political system,” “elected
demagogues,” “too much bureaucracy,” or “genocidal soldiers” for this misery (see, e.g.,
McClintock 1998: 274–81). Poverty per se also fails to explain why someone would join
a specifically revolutionary movement as opposed to some other type of political move-
ment (which many did in Peru).
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influenced by the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the electoral defeat of
the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, it clearly did not decide to disarm because
it lacked the means (or popular support) to continue its armed struggle.
And the armed conflict certainly did not come to an end because 
the popular grievances that grew out of poverty, landlessness, and 
other economic problems had been redressed (Diskin 1996; Paige 1996;
Seligson 1996). In fact, the “far-reaching agrarian reform” and “radical
social transformation” that Jenny Pearce and others saw as the only pos-
sible path to peace in El Salvador have not occurred (Pearce 1986: 303). 
As George Vickers notes, the accords did not end “the economic and 
political dominance of the coffee-growing elite” and in no way “guaran-
tee[d] a new social and economic order for El Salvador” (Vickers 1992:
5–6). (The same can be said of the negotiated settlement in Guatemala
[see Jonas 1997, 2000].)

To be sure, the accords obliged the government, albeit in very 
general and somewhat vague terms, to attempt to purchase land from
absentee owners that was occupied by guerrillas or their supporters, or 
to attempt to relocate these squatters on land in the same general 
area. However, the total number of beneficiaries of land transfers will not
exceed 47,500, which includes fifteen thousand former soldiers from 
El Salvador’s regular armed forces (United Nations Security Council 
1992: 12). Moreover, government promises to purchase land for FMLN
guerrillas and supporters,

nebulous as they are, apply only to the conflictive zones. The government makes
no commitment to land reform outside these zones beyond pledging to carry out
existing law. Neither do the accords directly address problems of urban misery and
employment needs outside the conflictive zones. (Vickers 1992: 6)

Furthermore, as Jeffery Paige notes,

Even if the peace accords are carried out fully, the Salvadoran reform . . . will still
leave a huge number of Salvadorans without access to adequate land. . . . [A]grarian
problems persist and are likely to be exacerbated in the short run by neoliberal
economic policies and rising land prices. (Paige 1996: 136, 138)

The FMLN opted to disarm neither because social justice had finally
been achieved in El Salvador nor because the putative socioeconomic “root
causes” of the rebellion had been removed; the guerrillas laid down their
arms, rather, because they realized they could not win the war and, just as
importantly, because the government agreed to reorganize fundamentally
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its armed forces under United Nations supervision. In fact, the FMLN
quite reasonably viewed reform of the Salvadoran military as the basic pre-
condition for its own transformation into an unarmed political party. The
government’s concessions on military reform – “the most difficult item on
the agenda” of the negotiations, according to U.N. mediator Alvaro de
Soto (quoted in Karl 1992: 155) – included a substantial reduction in the
size of the armed forces; the disbanding of the notoriously abusive
National Guard, Treasury Police, and U.S.-trained Immediate Reaction
Infantry Battalions; the establishment of a “Truth Commission,” com-
posed of three foreign jurists, that investigated eight well-known cases of
human rights abuse (including the 1980 assassination of Archbishop Oscar
Romero, the bombing of FENASTRAS, and the massacre of the Jesuits);
and the formation of a new national police force, under civilian control,
to which former FMLN guerrillas could apply (see Vickers 1992: 6; Karl
1992: 157–8). The accords also resulted in a purge of approximately one
hundred military officers whom an independent commission determined
were implicated in human rights abuses, including Defense Minister René
Emilio Ponce.

These measures have not brought about social justice in El Salvador,
but they should at last make it possible for the FMLN and its supporters
– and indeed all Salvadorans – to engage in peaceful political activities
without fear of government repression. As the preceding analysis has sug-
gested, nothing less can permanently end the sort of popular insurgency
that developed in El Salvador.

Conclusion

The analysis developed in this chapter suggests that the persistence 
or defeat of large-scale revolutionary movements hinges crucially upon 
the variable capacity of armed forces to respect the rights of noncombat-
ants and broadly tolerate peaceful political dissent while democratic
regimes are consolidated. The case of Peru, where elections became
increasingly undemocratic after Fujimori’s autogolpe of 1992, also suggests
that a persistent insurgency may itself be defeated if the armed forces 
do not indiscriminately repress those suspected of supporting the (in this
case, increasingly unpopular) insurgency. Military practices, unfortunately,
have received surprisingly little analysis in studies of democratization. 
As Alfred Stepan has noted, “the military has probably been the least 
studied of the factors involved in . . . newly democratizing polities” (Stepan
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1988: xi). Three factors, however, which I will only briefly touch upon,
seem especially relevant for understanding this issue and should be 
an important focus, accordingly, for future research on negotiated 
settlements of civil wars: (1) the pervasiveness of racism among military
officers (or, by extension, religious sectarianism or other particularistic
mentalities); (2) the extent of corruption within the officer corps; 
and, perhaps especially, (3) the extent of “military prerogatives” within 
the polity.

Particularistic mentalities such as racism obviously make it much easier
for military officers and/or their charges to abuse people who are seen as
“naturally” or culturally inferior; in fact, military abuses of noncombatants
in Guatemala and Peru in particular were clearly associated with the
endemic racism of military officers, as well as political and economic elites,
in those countries (see, e.g., McClintock 1985b; Jonas 1991 and Schirmer
1998 on Guatemala; Poole and Renique 1992 on Peru).22 Here is an
instance in which state-centered analysis becomes more powerful by taking
into consideration the cultural frameworks of state elites.

Widespread corruption among officers, furthermore, including profi-
teering from the special circumstances of counterinsurgency itself, renders
such officers particularly resistant to the extension of the sort of civilian
oversight or control that might reduce human rights abuses; profiteer-
ing from counterinsurgency, in fact, gives officers a perverse interest in 
the very persistence of the insurgency they are supposed to quell 
(Stanley 1996).

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, extensive military prerogatives
within the polity virtually guarantee the impunity of the armed forces.
“Military prerogatives,” as Stepan defines them, refer to

those areas where . . . the military as an institution assumes they have an acquired
right or privilege, formal or informal, to exercise effective control over [the mili-
tary’s] internal governance, to play a role within the extramilitary areas within the
state apparatus, or even to structure relationships between the state and political
or civil society. (Stepan 1988: 93)

Where such prerogatives are vast, effective prosecution of military 
personnel for human rights abuses becomes virtually impossible. And by
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22 When asked how he could justify a massacre of peasants in which “maybe five or six of
the hundred or so dead will be insurgents,” one Peruvian officer responded, “They are
only Indians; who cares?” (quoted in Manwaring, Prisk, and Fishel 1991: 95).
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Stepan’s measures, certainly, the armed forces of El Salvador, Guatemala,
and Peru have historically had very extensive military prerogatives,
acquired through decades of direct military rule.23

In sum, while more research on this issue is clearly necessary, it seems
that those armed forces whose officer corps are deeply racist, dependent
upon (and therefore protective of ) extensive corruption, and/or possessive
of extensive prerogatives are unlikely to respect human rights when chal-
lenged by popular revolutionary movements. And for that very reason, if
not others, the historical record suggests, such movements will persist and
negotiated settlements will be difficult to achieve.

Appendix 1: Boolean Analysis

If P = persistent insurgency and D = defeated insurgency, and uppercase
letters indicate the presence of the variable (“1” numerically) and lower-
case letters its absence (“0” numerically), then Table 7.2 can be represented
as follows:

P = abcdEF + AbCdEF + abCdEF + aBCdEF + AbcdEF

D = abCdEf + aBCdEf + AbCdEf + aBcDEf

The strings of letters in these equations represent the five persistent and
four defeated insurgencies in the order in which they are listed in Table
7.2. Minimization and factoring (see Ragin 1987: 93–5, 100–1) result in
the following simplified equations:

P = aCdEF + bdEF = dF (ABce + aCE + bE)

D = aBcDEf + aCdEf + bCdEf = Ef (aBcD + aCd + bCd)

These equations indicate that, no single variable or combination of vari-
ables produces either persistence or defeat; however, based on the cases
examined, we may conclude that both the absence of a major land reform
(d) and indiscriminate state violence (F) are necessary for an insurgency to

23 Specifically, 1931–79 in El Salvador; 1931–44, 1954–66 and 1970–85 in Guatemala; and
1948–56, 1962–3, and 1968–80 in Peru. See McClintock 1985a, Millman 1989, Stanley
1996, and Williams and Walter 1997 on El Salvador; Black 1984: ch. 2, McClintock 1985b,
Jonas 1991, and Schirmer 1998 on Guatemala; and Cotler 1986, Abugattas 1987: 139, AW
1992, and Obando 1998 on Peru.
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persist (see note 19), and both the introduction of competitive elections
(E) and the absence of indiscriminate state violence (f ) are necessary to
defeat a large-scale insurgency (though competitive elections were not a
factor in the defeat of Shining Path in Peru).

Furthermore, there are two general patterns of persistent insurgency
and three general patterns of defeated insurgency in our sample of cases.
The Philippine (post-1969) and Salvadoran patterns of persistence
combine to produce aCdEF (i.e., the insurgency persists despite massive
external aid to the government). The Colombian, Guatemalan, Philippine,
and Peruvian patterns combine to produce bdEF (i.e., the insurgency per-
sists despite the absence of significant external aid to the guerrillas).

The Venezuelan pattern of defeat (aBcDEf ) cannot be “minimized” –
the Venezuelan government, uniquely among my sample, enacted a major
(if flawed) land reform. The Philippine (Huks) and Greek patterns of
defeat combine to produce aCdEf (i.e., an increasingly less repressive and
externally supported regime defeats a nonracialized insurgency). Finally,
the Philippine and Malayan patterns of defeat combine to produce bCdEf
(i.e., an increasingly less repressive and externally supported regime defeats
an insurgency without external support).

Appendix 2: On Infrastructural Power

There can be no simple numerical measurement of a state’s infrastructural
power, for two reasons. First, states penetrate and control national terri-
tories through a wide variety of means, not all of which are easily quanti-
fied, including overt surveillance and policing, covert surveillance (e.g.,
spying), education and propaganda, mundane administrative practices, and
(not least) direct coercion and threats of coercion. Second, infrastructural
power is by its very nature uneven in spatial and social terms – a state may
be infrastructurally powerful in an elite urban enclave, for example, and
yet wield very little power in a shantytown just ten miles away. Or a state
may be quite powerful in urban areas generally, yet have very little power
in peripheral rural regions or in mountainous areas – even those that may
be relatively close to urban centers. For these reasons, any claim that a
particular state is infrastructurally “strong” should ideally specify where,
for whom, and how.

Nonetheless, certain gross crossnational statistics do convey, in neces-
sarily general terms, the relative infrastructural power of states. The 
five variables in Table 7.3 provide suggestive glimpses of the comparative
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Table 7.3. Measures of state infrastructural power.

Variable

Country (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Nicaragua 21 3.0 13.0 3 12.8
El Salvador 10 2.1 51.2 8 11.6
Guatemala 10 2.5 25.3 3 8.9
Honduras 11 4.1 8.7 2 13.2
Peru 33 5.2 5.6 2 14.6
Philippines 8 1.6 54.2 4 12.4
Malaysia* 54 6.0 19.2 8 20.3
Venezuela 80 3.9 9.2 1 18.5
---------
United States 722 11.1 70.7 26 17.6
United Kingdom 406 6.6 156.0 97 32.6
France 331 10.8 283.2 41 33.4
West Germany** 313 8.2 194.5 76 25.3
Sweden 425 9.3 36.0 19 32.4
---------
Poland 277 9.6 128.9 20 38.7
East Germany** 422 11.9 194.5 11 na
Hungary 258 14.0 180.3 11 56.5
Czechoslovakia*** 412 15.2 68.0 44 na
Romania 200 10.5 205.5 11 na

Notes:
* The figures for variables (3) and (4) are based on the land area of peninsular Malaysia only.
** The figures for variables (3) and (4) are based on the land area of all Germany; the figure
for variable (3) is based on the total kilometers of railroads and highways in all Germany in
1995.
*** The figures for variables (3) and (4) are based on the combined land areas of the present
Czech Republic and Slovakia.
Variables: (1) Military expenditures per capita (constant 1981 dollars) in 1972; (2) armed
forces (including paramilitary forces) per 1,000 population in 1972; (3) kilometers of railroad
and highway (paved and unpaved) per square kilometer of land area in 1995 (¥100); (4) mil-
itary aircraft (including helicopters, transports, and reconnaissance aircraft) per square kilo-
meter of land area in 1971 (¥10,000); (5) total government current revenue as a percentage
of GNP in 1972 (in 1989 for Poland and Hungary).
Sources: (1) and (2): U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 1984; (3) author’s calcu-
lations, based on Central Intelligence Agency [CIA] 1995; (4) author’s calculations, based on
Sellers 1971 and CIA 1995; (5) World Bank 1991: 226–7 (Table 12).
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infrastructural power of samples of three general types of states: (1) states
of the capitalist periphery (i.e., the site of the revolutionary movements
discussed in this chapter as well as in Parts 2 and 3 of this book), (2) states
of the capitalist core (i.e., advanced capitalist societies), and (3) states of
the erstwhile socialist periphery of Eastern Europe, which I discuss in the
following chapter.

The first two variables in Table 7.3 – military spending and armed
forces per capita – roughly measure the state’s means of coercion, both 
technological and human, relative to the level of economic development
and population of the national society ruled by that state. Variables (3) and
(4) – railroads and highways per square kilometer, on the one hand, and
military aircraft per square kilometer, on the other – roughly measure the
density of the technological infrastructure that is available to a state for
deploying its means of coercion (as well as other means of social control),
relative to the geographical size of the national society. (Note that some
forms of technological infrastructure – jet fighters, for example – are them-
selves means of coercion.) Finally, the fifth variable – government revenue
as a percentage of gross national product (GNP) – very roughly measures
the state’s taxing or “extractive” capacity, which provides the indispensable
material means for the state’s administrative and coercive activities,
although states may also receive substantial resources from foreign allies.
(Most of the data in Table 7.3 is from the years 1971 and 1972, which lie
near the midpoint of the historical period – the Cold War era – examined
in this book.)

Not surprisingly, the data in Table 7.3 indicate that the states from 
the capitalist periphery were – at least in the early 1970s – significantly
weaker, according to all five measures of infrastructural power, than 
states from both the capitalist core and from the former socialist 
periphery. Compared to the latter states, Third World states generally
(including those discussed in this chapter and in Part 3) had much 
less formidable means of coercion (even relative to their smaller economies
and typically smaller populations), had access to less developed techno-
logical infrastructures, and had less formidable extractive capacities. By
contrast, the states of the socialist periphery of Eastern Europe – despite
lower levels of economic development – were generally as infrastructurally
powerful as those of the capitalist core. To be sure, military spending 
per capita and especially military aircraft per square kilometer were lower
in Eastern Europe than in the core, but it is important to note that the
figures for Eastern Europe do not include Soviet or Warsaw Pact troops,
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aircraft, or other military hardware. Moreover, armed forces per capita 
as well as state extractive capacities were generally greater in Eastern
Europe than in the capitalist core. In the following chapter, I suggest how
the infrastructural strength of Eastern European states helps to explain
some of the unique dynamics of the Eastern European “refolutions” and
rebellions of 1989.
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Chronology for Eastern Europe

1945 Yalta agreements (February); Soviet army controls much of Eastern Europe
1945–8 imposition of Communist rule
1948 Soviet blockade of Berlin and Allied airlift
1949 formation of the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA or

Comecon)
1953 Stalin dies; mass strikes in East Germany
1955 Warsaw Pact formed following West Germany’s entry into NATO
1956 unrest in Poland; Soviet Union suppresses rebellion in Hungary (more than 

twenty thousand killed)
1961 Berlin Wall erected
1968 Hungary introduces New Economic Mechanism; “Prague spring” reforms in 

Czechoslovakia suppressed by Soviet and Warsaw Pact intervention; unrest in 
Polish universities

1970 riots and strikes in Poland (five hundred to six hundred workers killed)
1976 more unrest in Poland; formation there of Workers’ Defense Committee 

(KOR)
1977 Charter 77 circulated in Czechoslovakia; miners’ strike in Romania
1980 demonstration in Prague; Vaclav Havel and others arrested ( January); mass 

strikes in Poland; Polish government recognizes independent trade union 
Solidarity (August)

1981 martial law declared in Poland (formally lifted in 1983), Solidarity banned 
(December)

1985 Mikhail Gorbachev assumes Soviet leadership
1987 large demonstration in Brasov, Romania
1988 mass strikes in Poland; large demonstration in Prague on the twentieth 

anniversary of Warsaw Pact intervention (August)
1989 roundtable meetings between Polish government and Solidarity (February);

Hungarian government approves independent parties (February); Hungary
opens border with Austria (May); Solidarity candidates win elections in
Poland ( June); formation in Poland of first non-Communist government 
in Eastern Europe since 1948 (August); Hungarian Communist Party 
dissolves itself; demonstrations in East Germany (October); East German
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government resigns and the Berlin Wall is opened; Civic Forum formed in
Czechoslovakia (November); Czech government resigns and Vaclav Havel
elected president; demonstrations in Timişoara lead to further protest and
streetfighting in Romania; the dictator Ceauşescu and his wife are executed
(December)

1990 “shock therapy” economic reforms introduced in Poland ( January); prounifi-
cation parties dominate East German elections (March); Jozsef Antall of the
Hungarian Democratic Forum elected prime minister (March); Ion Iliescu 
of the National Salvation Front elected president in Romania (May); Civic
Forum wins 48 percent of the vote in elections in Czechoslovakia ( June); 
two Germanies united after forty-five years (October); Lech Walesa elected
president in Poland (December)
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“Refolution” and Rebellion 
in Eastern Europe, 1989

When they saw so many ridiculous, ramshackle institutions, survivals of an earlier 
age, which no one had attempted to co-ordinate or adjust to modern conditions and 
which seemed destined to live on despite the fact that they had ceased to have any 
present value, it was natural enough that thinkers of the day should come to loathe 
everything that savored of the past and should desire to remold society on entirely new
lines. . . .

– Alexis de Tocqueville (1955 [1856]: 140)

De Tocqueville called the French Revolution history’s largest property transaction; but
the legacy of 1789 is easily matched by the privatization that followed 1989.

– Harold James (1997: 6)

If one set out in the spring of 1980 to analyze recent revolutions – inspired,
perhaps, by the dramatic events of the previous year in Iran, Nicaragua,
and Afghanistan – one’s attention would have been drawn inexorably and
indeed exclusively to the Third World. At that time, certainly, there did not
seem to be anything particularly revolutionary occurring in the “Second
World” of the Soviet bloc (and certainly not in the “First World” of
advanced capitalist societies). Indeed, opposition movements in Eastern
Europe seemed extraordinarily weak or simply nonexistent. The fact that
powerful movements within and without the ruling Communist parties
had been bloodily suppressed by the Soviet Union in Hungary in 1956 and
rather more easily, but no less thoroughly, in Czechoslovakia in 1968 only
underscored the apparently insurmountable difficulties in opposing the
extant Communist regimes. (The emergence of the Solidarity movement
in Poland was still a few months away.)

On the international scene, moreover, Communism seemed as power-
ful as ever, if not more so. Indeed, during the mid- to late 1970s it was
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possible to discern what Fred Halliday termed “a new period of Third
World revolutions” (Halliday 1986: ch. 4) – most of them supported mate-
rially or at least rhetorically by the Soviet Union: The U.S.-backed South
Vietnamese regime finally fell in April 1975, and Communist forces seized
power in Cambodia and Laos about the same time; after years of revo-
lutionary conflict, furthermore, Portugal finally abandoned to radical
nationalists its African colonies of Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique, and
Angola; pro-Soviet regimes also emerged following coups in Ethiopia and
Afghanistan, which Soviet troops invaded in December 1979; and leftist,
Cuban-supported movements seized power in Grenada and Nicaragua in
1979. Only the dramatic revolution against the U.S.-backed dictatorship
in Iran in 1978–9 was not more or less openly championed by the Soviet
Union, Cuba, or (as in the case of Cambodia) China – although this was
hardly a revolution calculated to cheer Western governments and the
United States in particular.

And yet, little more than a decade later something truly revolutionary
had occurred: The Soviet bloc was no more. In 1989 one of the most star-
tling and almost completely unanticipated revolutions – actually, a series
of linked revolutions and “refolutions” (a term explained later in this
chapter) – destroyed the Communist regimes of Eastern Europe and all
that went with them: the political monopoly of the ruling Communist
parties; state organizations (including armies and secret police) thoroughly
penetrated by these parties; state control over the means of production;
and extensive state economic planning. How could this have happened?

In an ironic twist, there is a strong if largely unnoticed Marxist flavor
to both popular and academic understandings of the collapse of Commu-
nism and of the events of 1989 in Eastern Europe in particular. Indeed,
even resolutely anti-Marxist commentators tend to emphasize (sometimes
exclusively) the role of economic factors in the demise of Communism. In
this view, Communism collapsed because it represented a form of eco-
nomic organization that, because of state ownership and planning, was
thoroughly inefficient, technologically stagnant, and, accordingly, in-
capable of keeping pace with the capitalist West. In 1989, the political
superstructure of Communist societies, having become a fetter on the
development of the means of production, was burst asunder.

There is yet another popular interpretation of 1989. Some view the
events of that year as reflecting the triumph of a new “civil society” in
Eastern Europe. In this view, the old regime – weak though it may have
been – was pulled down by a combination of political dissidents and 
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capitalist entrepreneurs, groups that had emerged within the region’s polit-
ical (and intellectual) underground and the “second” or informal economy,
respectively – the interstices, as it were, of the old order.

Finally, the events of 1989 have been explained by what Albert
Hirschman has aptly described as “a deus ex machina” (Hirschman 1993:
196) – namely, Mikhail Gorbachev. In this view, the fall of Communism
in Eastern Europe was an inevitable result of the reformist orientation of
the Soviet leader and, more particularly, of his refusal to employ Soviet
forces to defend the Soviet Union’s satellite regimes in that region (i.e.,
his rejection of the so-called Brezhnev Doctrine).

All of these explanations certainly capture important aspects of 1989, and
I shall invoke them in the analysis that follows. And yet they also beg crucial
questions that a state-centered perspective can address more adequately, as
I hope to show in this chapter. Neither the economic nor the “Gorbachev”
explanation for 1989, for example, explains why there was so little interest,
as there once had been, in “fixing” or reforming Communism in Eastern
Europe as opposed to overthrowing it. (This, after all, was precisely what
Gorbachev was attempting to do in the Soviet Union itself.) “Civil society,”
moreover, was relatively underdeveloped in 1989 (a legacy of Communist
despotism felt to this day), more so in some countries than in others, and
its generally antisocialist orientation needs to be explained, not simply
assumed. Finally, we need to ask why Communist leaders in the region
(outside of Romania) did not themselves attempt to defend their privileges,
through violence if necessary – which some did, actually, almost until the
bitter end. Why was there so little counterrevolutionary violence in Eastern
Europe during 1989? Economic stagnation may explain why people were
generally unhappy in Eastern Europe, and Gorbachev’s leadership may
explain why Soviet troops were not employed to suppress their protests, but
neither of these explanations adequately explains the rapid and relatively
bloodless overthrow of Communist rule in 1989.

An alternative perspective on 1989 is to view the events of that year as
a reaction by both political dissidents and important elements within the
regimes themselves to the long-established practices of the satellite states
of an overextended imperialist power. Although certainly a year of demo-
cratic revolutions in Eastern Europe, 1989 was also, for that very reason,
a year of anti-imperialist revolutions directed against Soviet domination of
the region.

The dissolution of empires, formal and informal, has in fact been one
of the distinguishing and most consequential characteristics of the twen-
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tieth century, and one for which revolutionaries can take substantial
credit.1 The popular struggles for national sovereignty that have helped 
to destroy empires have sometimes (although certainly not always) been
fused with attempts to change radically the socioeconomic institutions
inherited from the imperialists. The result of this fusion has been nation-
alist revolution – or revolutionary nationalism – another phenomenon
largely unique to the present century. Eastern Europe is only the most
recent example of how imperial domination not only has generated 
nationalist opposition, but has also unwittingly radicalized it – albeit in a
very peculiar way that this chapter attempts to explain. Thus, the Eastern
European revolutions of 1989, as Pavel Campeanu has pointed out, 
had “a dual nature: social, since their goal was to destroy the socioeco-
nomic structures of Stalinism, and national, since they aspired to re-
establish the sovereignty of the countries in question” (Campeanu 1991:
806–7).

This chapter argues that, despite obvious differences in their form and
ideology, the combined national and social revolutions in Eastern Europe
display a number of similarities with revolutions in the peculiar type of
dependent Third World societies that we have examined in earlier chap-
ters.2 (Perhaps this is not so surprising, since Eastern Europe was after all
the “first” Third World – that is, the original periphery of Western
Europe. “Most of these countries before World War II were on the periph-
ery or semi-periphery of Europe” [Szelenyi and Szelenyi 1994: 214].)
There are some striking similarities, in particular, between the old-regime
states and the opposition movements that those states unintentionally
helped to constitute or construct in both the Second and Third Worlds.
The following analysis assumes, as in previous chapters, that one cannot
understand the breadth, ideological character, or the political fortunes of
rebellious movements “from below” without reference to the nature of the
states “above” them.

The model for this particular mode of state-centered analysis is Alexis
de Tocqueville’s classic study of the French Revolution (Tocqueville 1955
[1856]) (see Chapter 2). A “Tocquevillian” analysis, as Theda Skocpol
notes, emphasizes how the “organizational configurations [of states], along
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1 The literature is quite vast. See, e.g., Barkey and von Hagen 1997; Low 1991; Betts 1991;
Holland 1985; Albertini 1982 [1966]; Smith 1981; Fieldhouse 1965; Easton 1960; Emerson
1960.

2 Much of the following analysis also applies to the “internal” empire of the former Soviet
Union, especially the Baltic states and Transcaucasia (see, e.g., Lieven 1994; Suny 1990).
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with their overall patterns of activity, affect political culture, encourage
some kinds of group formation and collective political actions (but not
others), and make possible the raising of certain political issues (but not
others)” (Skocpol 1985: 21). I have referred to this mode of analysis as
“state constructionism.” Certain types of states, I have suggested, are espe-
cially likely to engender or construct specifically revolutionary forms of
political opposition. And a particular subset of these states is especially
likely to collapse or capitulate when confronted by powerful revolution-
ary movements.3

Were the events in Eastern Europe in 1989 “revolutionary”? “Social
revolution” denotes a fundamental and relatively rapid transformation of
a national society’s state structure, economic institutions, and/or culture;
these changes, furthermore, are initiated and/or achieved, at least in part,
by popular mobilizations, including armed movements, strikes, and/or
demonstrations.4 While the events of 1989 largely fit this definition, espe-
cially in Czechoslovakia and East Germany, the process of revolutionary
change in Eastern Europe was certainly unusual compared to most revo-
lutions (see Dix 1991; Bunce 1999: 152–6). To begin with, the undeniably
radical transformations that have taken place in Eastern Europe – includ-
ing the collapse of Communist Party rule, the elimination of longstand-
ing military and economic ties to the former Soviet Union, and the
transition to a distinctively Eastern European capitalism (see Stark 1996)
– occurred (except in Romania) virtually without armed conflict. In addi-
tion, these transformations were at least partly the result of reformist
movements or factions within the ruling Communist parties themselves.
For this reason, Timothy Garton Ash has described the events in Poland
and Hungary as “refolutions” – a hybrid of reform and revolution (1990:
14). These distinctive characteristics of Eastern European revolutions
obviously require some explanation. This chapter, accordingly, not only
suggests some important similarities between Second and Third World
revolutions, but also tries to account for the uniquely peaceful character
of revolutionary change in Eastern Europe as well as its actual encour-
agement “from above” in certain countries.
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3 Goldstone (1993) employs a similar “top-down” approach to explain the collapse of the
Soviet Union.

4 This definition is a slightly revised version of Skocpol’s influential formulation (1979: 4)
(see Chapter 1). For an excellent discussion of the implications of recent events in Eastern
Europe for theories of revolution, see Dix 1991. For reviews of the most recent social-
science analyses of revolutions, see Foran 1993 and Goodwin 1994b.
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My analysis has two parts: The first emphasizes the similarities between
Second World revolutions, on the one hand (especially the cases of Poland,
Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and East Germany), and certain Third World
revolutions, on the other (including such cases as Mexico, Vietnam, Cuba,
Iran, and Nicaragua); the second half of the analysis focuses on the differ-
ences between these sets of cases. More specifically, after discussing some
of the similarities between both the old regimes and the opposition move-
ments in the Second and Third Worlds – similarities that have been largely
overlooked in recent discussions of Eastern Europe – I turn to some of the
differences in the forms or processes of these revolutions; here, I focus
particularly on the unusually nonviolent nature and “bourgeois” ideolog-
ical orientation of the revolutions in Eastern Europe.5 Finally, I also
examine the “exceptional” (i.e., violent) events in Romania in December
1989, the upheaval in Eastern Europe that seems most similar to previous
revolutions against neopatrimonial or sultanistic dictatorships in the Third
World – a characterization that is in fact only partly accurate.

Similarities: The Old Regimes and Revolutionary Mobilization

The structures and practices of the old-regime states of Eastern Europe
share a number of similarities with two particular types of Third World
regimes that, as we have seen, have proven exceptionally vulnerable to 
revolutionary overthrow: neopatrimonial, personalist dictatorships, on the
one hand (such as once ruled Mexico, Iran, Cuba, and Nicaragua), and
racially exclusionary and repressive colonial regimes, on the other hand
(such as were once found in Vietnam, Algeria, Angola, and elsewhere).
These state structures and practices became the target of an extremely
broad nationalist opposition and, by rendering these regimes “unre-
formable,” unintentionally served to radicalize these oppositions as well.
In the Second World no less than the Third, in other words, certain types
of states helped to construct the very movements that would bury them.6
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5 This chapter does not take up the much larger task of explaining the collapse (or persis-
tence) of state socialism in those countries where it was established through indigenous
revolutions (e.g., the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Albania, China, Cuba, and Vietnam). On
the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, see Bunce 1999: chs. 5–6; on Cuba, see Pérez-Stable
1999.

6 The following analysis of events in Eastern Europe is based generally on Echikson 1990,
Garton Ash 1990, Gati 1990, Glenny 1990, Brown 1991, Ramet 1991, Mason 1992, Simons
1993, Stokes 1993, Ekiert 1996, and Bunce 1999, and on the essays in Prins 1990 and Banac
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What are these lethal state structures and practices? Both Second and
Third World revolutions destroyed states that were simultaneously (1)
highly autonomous of, or “disembedded” from, weakly organized domestic
social classes, interest groups, and associations in “civil society”; (2) eco-
nomically and/or militarily dependent upon, and in many cases installed by,
foreign powers; (3) indiscriminately repressive of independent opposition
movements (including reformist oppositions as well as radical and disloyal
movements); and (4) intimately implicated in the ownership or control of
important economic sectors, if not the economy as a whole; in other words,
there was a very close connection between, if not actual fusion of, politi-
cal authoritarianism and economic decision making – even closer in the
Second World, in fact, than in most formal colonies or in neopatrimonial
dictatorships with attendant forms of “crony capitalism.”

In both Second and Third World contexts, in other words, the combi-
nation of extreme (domestic) state autonomy, external dependence, exclu-
sionary authoritarianism, and a politicized economy proved to be an
especially explosive mixture. In Eastern Europe, these factors gradually
generated widespread disgruntlement with Communist regimes, some of
which never had substantial legitimacy in the first place due to their foreign
imposition. (This is not to say that Communism did not have significant
legitimacy in certain Eastern European countries in the immediate postwar
period, especially Czechoslovakia and East Germany, due in part to the role
of Communists in the antifascist resistance [see, e.g., Naimark 1992a and
Chirot 1991: 9–10].) Opposition to Communism not only became wide-
spread (although it was seldom well organized, given the infrastructural
power of Communist regimes), but it was also focused upon the state,
increasingly radicalized, and closely linked to demands for national liber-
ation from foreign (i.e., Soviet) domination. The next section examines in
more detail the characteristics of these old-regime states. (The fourth char-
acteristic – the fusion of political despotism and economic authority – is
discussed in the subsequent analysis of opposition movements.)

Old-Regime States

The domestic “hyper-autonomy,” to use Walter Connor’s term (1988: 9),
of the Soviet-backed states in Eastern European has long been empha-
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1992. My understanding of Eastern Europe has also benefited enormously from exchanges
with Valerie Bunce.
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sized in the social-science literature on Soviet-type societies.7 In this
respect, these states were structurally quite similar to those Third World
states that have proven most conducive to the formation of powerful 
revolutionary movements. As Eric Wolf has argued, the penetration of
“North Atlantic capitalism” into non-European societies – like the pene-
tration of Soviet-style Communism into Eastern Europe – weakened or
destroyed traditional elites and thereby encouraged “the rise or perpetu-
ation of a dominant central executive, attempting to stand ‘above’ the 
contending parties and interest groups”:

Díaz ruled over Mexico . . . France exercised autocratic rule in Vietnam and Algiers
through her governor general, vastly more authoritarian than the head of govern-
ment at home; and Cuba was dominated by Batista. (Wolf 1969: 284.)

The prerevolutionary states in Iran and Nicaragua (see Chapter 6) were
also highly autonomous and personalistic dictatorships (see, e.g., Farhi
1990: ch. 2; Wickham-Crowley 1992: ch. 11).

The (domestic) autonomy of Eastern European regimes, in fact, like
that of prerevolutionary Third World states, was predicated on and repro-
duced by their historic intolerance of “civil society” – independent asso-
ciations and ideological currents. Indeed, this latter characteristic of
totalitarian regimes was thought by many analysts to preclude the very
possibility of radical change in Eastern Europe. However, after the 1960s,
many of the Eastern European regimes – Romania being the clearest
exception – largely shed their totalitarian pretensions, abandoning the 
goal of ideological conformity among the population, even among Party
members, and sometimes tolerating small “islands of autonomy” (Bunce
1999: 32) within civil society so long as these did not seem to threaten the
regime (see, e.g., Kolankiewicz 1988). This change is nicely captured in
the Hungarian leader Janós Kádár’s famous reversal of the formula that
“He who is not with us is against us” into “He who is not against us is
with us.” Indeed, “After the Stalinist period, the state accepted an implicit
‘pact of non-aggression’ with society, allowing citizens to pursue private
and egoistic ends in exchange for withdrawal from public life and politics”
(Ekiert 1990: 2; see also Walicki 1991). In other words, there eventually
emerged in most of Eastern Europe what scholars have referred to as post-
totalitarian regimes (Linz and Stepan 1996: ch. 3, pt. 4).
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7 Schöpflin refers to the “hyper-etatism” of Communist regimes (1991: 189); see also Bunce
1985, 1999; Csanadi 1990; and Waller 1993.
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The posttotalitarian policy of “salamis for submission,” as the Czechs
called it, suggests that Second World totalitarianism was gradually evolv-
ing, at least in certain respects, into a form of rule that was increasingly
similar to Third World authoritarianism.8 The post-Stalinist “social
compact,” however, even as it opened up some limited space for the devel-
opment of a civil society, also placed the thin popular legitimacy of these
regimes on a new, nonideological, and, as it developed, even more tenuous
basis: If the regime could not provide sufficient salami, it had no right to
expect submission.9 As Valerie Bunce wryly observes,

Regimes that had long castigated capitalism for its short-term horizons and that
prided themselves on the long-term vistas enabled by planning, state ownership of
the economy, and Communist Party rule were increasingly placed in the position
of making decisions in response to a single question: what have you done for me
lately? (Bunce 1999: 56–7)

The politicized economies of Eastern Europe, in fact, proved increas-
ingly incapable of “delivering the goods,” particularly quality consumer
goods, during the 1970s and 1980s (although there were certainly impor-
tant variations in this regard among individual countries). To be sure, 
these regimes were relatively adept at heavy industrialization through the
“extensive” mobilization of ever-greater resources (including labor) during
their first two decades, but “intensive” economic growth based on the effi-
cient utilization of such resources and routine technological innovation
was systematically undermined by the politicized (and militarized) nature
of state-socialist economies (see, e.g., Stokes 1993: 9–11). Above all, the
“soft budget constraints” of state enterprises that are characteristic of such
economies – the practical impossibility, that is, of firms going bankrupt,
owing to their receipt of state subsidies – provided few incentives for effi-
cient production, quality control, or the development of labor-saving tech-
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8 The Polish regime of the 1980s, according to Andrzej Walicki, “became similar to tradi-
tional authoritarian regimes” (Walicki 1991: 97; see also Jowitt 1983: 277). The conver-
gence only goes so far: State ownership of the economy, central planning, Leninist parties,
and armed forces generally subordinate to civilian authorities, among other factors, clearly
differentiated the Eastern European regimes from most authoritarian regimes in the Third
World.

9 On the implicit “social compacts” in Eastern Europe, see Pravda 1981 and Pakulski 1986.
J. F. Brown notes that the reputation of Kádár, the Hungarian leader who is perhaps most
closely associated with the idea of a consumerist compact, “could not survive the unravel-
ing of the social compact” during the economic downswing of the early 1980s: “Once he
failed to deliver, he was vulnerable” (Brown 1991: 104).
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nologies.10 In this economic context, moreover, as Katherine Verdery has
noted, “many workers developed an opposition cult of non-work, imitat-
ing the Party bosses and trying to do as little as possible for their pay-
check” (Verdery 1993: 4).

The “success” of economic enterprises in Eastern Europe, as in neopat-
rimonial dictatorships and racially exclusionary colonies in the Third
World, was typically less dependent on economic rationality than on access
to state resources and protection from would-be competitors. Such access,
in turn, was generally determined by political loyalty to state leaders, party
membership, personal connections, outright corruption, and other extra-
economic factors (on corruption, see Holmes 1993). In addition, Eastern
Europe’s dependence on the Soviet Union – not unlike (neo)colonial
dependence in the Third World – also discouraged initiatives aimed at
more efficient and integrated national economies. Economically protected,
at least until the 1970s, from competition with the global capitalist
economy and militarily protected from potential geopolitical rivals, the
Eastern European regimes were thus insulated from two of the most 
powerful forces that have encouraged economic rationalization in the
modern world.11

Economic stagnation, in fact, led a number of Eastern European states
to borrow heavily from the West during the 1970s, which simply com-
pounded problems of external dependence (see Borocz 1992; Szelenyi and
Szelenyi 1994). As in the Third World, furthermore, these states also came
to tolerate the “second,” “black,” or “gray” economies that developed
throughout the region, at least so long as this sphere – like nascent civil
societies – acted as a safety valve that complemented rather than threat-
ened the official state-controlled economies (see, e.g., Sampson 1986).

Economic stagnation in the region also led to a number of experiments
with economic liberalization and decentralization during the post-Stalin
era. The (despotically) politicized nature of state-socialist economies,
however, impeded the sort of fundamental political and economic reforms
that might have increased enterprise efficiency or, at least, made economic
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10 See especially Kornai 1980, as well as Burawoy and Lukacs’s important reformulation
(1992: ch. 3).

11 Eastern Europe’s relative insulation from global capitalism distinguishes it from the depen-
dent capitalist societies of the Third World. On the other hand, certain formal Western
empires were largely autarchic trading blocs that operated in ways not completely dis-
similar to those of the Soviet bloc’s Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA, or
Comecon).
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austerity more palatable. Significant economic and political liberalization,
including greater reliance upon markets and/or the inclusion of new
groups within the planning process, threatened political elites and well-
connected enterprise managers with the loss of access to state-centered
economic resources. The nomenklatura’s loss of political authority, in
others words, threatened its economic authority and privileges. The result
was that state-socialist regimes – again, like neopatrimonial dictatorships
and racially exclusionary colonies in the Third World – generally proved
incapable of reform “from above” (see Chirot 1991: 4). “Major reform was
as necessary as it was politically impossible” (Bunce 1999: 37). (During the
late 1980s, however, as I discuss later in this chapter, Communist elites
belatedly and hastily began to disentangle economic and political author-
ity.) When serious efforts at reform were initiated at the top, furthermore,
as in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, the Soviet Union
stepped in to “restore order” and “normalize” the situation (Ekiert 1996).

Since the “carrot” of reform was thus unavailable, Eastern Europe’s
state-socialist regimes – or, if need be, their Soviet patron – almost invari-
ably employed the “stick” against their political opponents. As in many
Third World dependencies, however, indiscriminate repression of oppo-
sition movements ultimately backfired in Eastern Europe; repression
severely impeded overt oppositional activities, to be sure, but at the cost
of further undermining the regime’s legitimacy and swelling the ranks 
of those who identified with an increasingly radicalized (i.e., anti-
Communist) opposition.12 As Adam Michnik noted for Poland, “If martial
law was a setback for independent society, it was a disaster for the totali-
tarian state” (quoted in Echikson 1990: 161).

Repression and political exclusion, in fact, predictably weaken the
appeal of those opposition groups calling for “mere” reforms or accom-
modations with the existing regime – such as dissident socialists in Eastern
Europe – and strengthen those “radicals” who argue that the entire social
and political order is thoroughly bankrupt and must be recast from top to
bottom. As Tocqueville argued, highly centralized despotic regimes tend
to encourage a utopian desire for “total revolution” among their political
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12 By “indiscriminate,” I do not wish to suggest that political repression in Eastern Europe
was especially or uniformly violent. By Third World standards, certainly, it was not –
excepting, of course, the Hungarian counterrevolution, in which more than twenty thou-
sand people were killed. “Indiscriminate” indicates rather that even reformist and poten-
tially loyal oppositions – dissident Marxists and socialists, for example, in the Eastern
European context – were generally not tolerated as legitimate political actors.
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opponents – a “desire to remold society on entirely new lines” (Tocqueville
1955 [1856]: 140). Calls for the partial reform of such regimes seem wholly
inadequate as well as impractical.13

Opposition Movements

Successful revolutionary movements in the Second and Third Worlds, as
these last observations suggest, also exhibit a number of striking similari-
ties, a fact that is perhaps not so surprising given the aforementioned sim-
ilarities among the old regimes that they confronted. Just as certain regime
types are especially vulnerable to revolutionary overthrow, so certain types
of revolutionary movements are especially likely to seize power; more than
this, certain regime types (and policies) actually help to produce, however
unwittingly, their own grave diggers in the form of revolutionary, as
opposed to reformist or loyal, oppositions. In fact, the opposition move-
ments in Eastern Europe in 1989 generally shared five characteristics with
most successful Third World revolutionary movements: They were (1)
multiclass movements that were unified by (2) widespread anger against
state authorities as well as by (3) nationalism or patriotism, and they were
(4) led by “radical” leaderships with (5) largely imitative and “reactive,”
albeit quasi-utopian, ideologies. Let us examine some of these character-
istics of revolutionary oppositions in more detail.

While the opposition movements that exploded in Eastern Europe in
1989 were not and, given the infrastructural power of their enemies, could
not be openly or formally organized, let alone armed, they generally drew
on broad, multiclass, and, in some cases, multiethnic support and sympa-
thy – including support from both intellectuals and producers.14 Opposi-
tion to Communism was certainly not confined to the poorest or most
oppressed segments of these societies; it reached from peasants and
workers to intellectuals and professionals and, ultimately, into the nomen-
klatura itself.

This broad opposition to Communism was characterized and indeed
“glued” together by a widespread hostility toward political authorities – a
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13 The exception in Eastern Europe to this generalization was East Germany, as is discussed
later in this chapter.

14 The exceptions here are Hungary and East Germany, where the working class was gen-
erally (although not entirely) passive and marginal to the events of 1989 (see Brown 1991:
112–3, Fagan 1991, and Burawoy and Lukacs 1992 on Hungary, and Fuller 1999 on East
Germany).



“Refolution” and Rebellion in Eastern Europe

broadly shared anger that helped to “paper over” the latent conflicts of
interest within this opposition (at least until Communist rule was dis-
mantled). Indeed, what made public anger so politically important in
Eastern Europe was its pervasive character as well as the fact that it was
targeted specifically at the party-state apparatus (see Bunce and Chong
1990; Bunce 1999: ch. 2). Most political systems, by contrast, including
many types of authoritarian regimes, are structured in ways that obscure
or deflect state responsibility for social and economic conditions – not least
by allowing the “invisible hand” of the market to allocate most resources.
This type of political deflection, moreover, is not generally regarded as
illegitimate given the constitutional insulation of the political (or “public”)
and economic (“private”) spheres that is more or less characteristic of cap-
italist societies (see Giddens 1987: ch. 5).

However, what Bartlomiej Kamiński has termed “the fusion principle”
of state socialism – that is, the fusion of the despotic state and the economy
– rendered political authorities responsible for all that happened in Eastern
Europe (whether good or ill), since the state centrally planned, “owned,”
and distributed virtually all economic resources and consumer goods
(Kamiński 1991: 8). This fusion encouraged the politicization and national-
ization of initially local struggles over, for example, the prices of goods, the
organization of work, pollution, and censorship.15 In fact, when the public
became dissatisfied, it did not (or could not) blame fate, itself, the market,
or even local bosses, but generally came to blame Communist Party rule
as such.16 “The very forms of Party rule in the workplace,” for example,
“tended to focus, politicize, and turn against it the popular discontent that
capitalist societies more successfully disperse, depoliticize, and deflect”
(Verdery 1993: 5). As Jens Reich, an East German dissident, describes it,

Always the state was to be blamed, even in intimate matters: in people’s midlife
crises. . . . There was an all-pervading conviction that “They,” the State, the Party,
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15 The relative isolation of these systems from the larger global capitalist economy also pre-
vented the development of anger targeted at forces outside of the Soviet bloc, such as the
International Monetary Fund. So-called “IMF riots” have become rather common, by con-
trast, in the Third World (see Walton and Ragin 1990).

16 In the crucial Polish elections of June 1989, for example, the success of Solidarity in each
electoral district was directly and strongly related not so much to the prior organizational
strength of Solidarity in that district as to the degree of antigovernment sentiment as
reflected in the proportion of voters who rejected a “national list” of unopposed Com-
munist candidates (Heyns and Bialecki 1991: 356).
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the authorities, were responsible. They had to provide a flat. They had to orga-
nize a builder to repair the house or a plumber to unblock the drains. They allo-
cated places at the university to the children who had kept quiet about their true
political convictions. (Reich 1990: 78–9)

A similar logic of opposition, as we have seen, has been encouraged in
the Third World context by neopatrimonial dictatorships and by racially
exclusionary colonial regimes. These regimes are not only characterized
by repressive authoritarianism, but also by extensive economic powers and
modes of intervention, blatant political and economic favoritism toward
privileged clients, and pervasive corruption based on racism and/or
“cronyism.” Accordingly, these regime types and their typical practices also
unintentionally focus a wide array of social and economic grievances upon
the state (and thence upon its foreign backers), because the successful 
resolution of socioeconomic conflicts requires a redistribution of political
power within the state, if not its actual overthrow. A number of recent
studies have emphasized the extremely broad social base and nationalist
character of revolutionary movements in Vietnam, Algeria, Cuba, Iran,
and Nicaragua, where just such a fusion of externally supported despotism
and pervasive state-centered economic influence was found (see, e.g.,
Goldstone 1986; Farhi 1990; Wickham-Crowley 1992).

A wide variety of social and economic grievances, in fact, were “nation-
alized” in a double sense in the particular Second and Third World con-
texts that I have been discussing: First, grievances that might otherwise
have remained localized or diffuse were both aggregated and channeled,
as it were, toward the central state; second, such grievances were also redi-
rected or displaced, at least in part, toward the colonial or hegemonic
power that stood behind that state. For example, the everyday economic
conflicts of Angolan and Vietnamese peasants with landlords tended to
escalate into political struggles with the local Portuguese and French colo-
nial states and, ultimately, into nationalist struggles with the Portuguese
and French metropolitan states (and their allies). Similarly, the quotidian
struggles of Polish shipbuilders invariably escalated into political conflicts
with the Polish Communist Party and, ultimately, into a patriotic strug-
gle against that party’s Soviet patrons.

Given the peculiar logic of social protest in such contexts, it follows that
it is all but impossible to weigh with any precision the extent to which
Second and Third World revolutions have been motivated by “socioeco-
nomic,” “political,” or “nationalist” grievances. The key point here is that
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certain types of regimes and policies inextricably meld all of these analytic
types of grievances into one quite potent empirical form – which is 
precisely one of the principal weaknesses of these regimes.

Finally, most of the leaders of the Eastern European opposition were,
at least by 1989 and in the particular context in which they found them-
selves, decidedly “radical.” They were adherents, that is, of an ideology
and outlook fundamentally at odds with the status quo. This was not always
the case. As Tina Rosenberg notes, “In a July 1968 poll – which was prob-
ably as reliable as polls could get under communism – only 5 percent of
Czechoslovaks said they wanted capitalism; 89 percent wanted to continue
on the road to ‘socialism with a human face’ ” (Rosenberg 1995: 18). (By
closing that road, the Soviet invasion of the following month also helped
to destroy that ideal.) “Workers’ self-management,” moreover, was the
“pivotal component” of the Solidarity movement’s political program less
than a decade before the fall of Communism (Fields 1991: 106; see also
Mason 1989: 54–5; Ost 1989). By the late 1980s, however, Eastern Euro-
pean dissidents largely rejected the idea of a “reformed” Communism and
embraced the liberal discourse of human rights, pluralism, free markets,
and economic privatization ( Judt 1988: 191–5; Scruton 1988a, 1988b). “It
was only in 1989 that capitalism as a goal entered the agenda – from a
means leading to democracy, the ‘building of capitalism’ turned into an
ethical imperative, into a goal analogous to what ‘socialism’ was for com-
munists during the late 1940s” (Szelenyi and Szelenyi 1994: 219).

Eastern European radicalism was also, like the ideology of many Third
World revolutionaries, strikingly “reactive” and imitative, although not
without certain utopian strains. It was, in many ways, a simple inversion
of the ideology of “actually existing socialism.” For many Eastern Euro-
peans, that is, if Communism (or “the power,” as many referred to it) was
opposed to markets, private ownership, free elections, a free press, and
“decadent” bourgeois culture, then who could doubt that all of these things
were unproblematically good?

East Germany is the proverbial exception that “proves” the preceding
generalization. For until they were pushed aside by a broad wave of
popular support for the unification of Germany, leading oppositionists in
the GDR consisted in large part of dissident Communists who looked
askance at nationalist or patriotic rhetoric. A number of factors explain 
this East German “exceptionalism” (see Joppke 1995; Torpey 1995), but
perhaps the most important were the unusual opportunities for “exit” to
West Germany. Even after the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961,
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East German authorities allowed between ten thousand and forty thou-
sand refugees, migrants, and ransomed political prisoners to move to West
Germany each year (Hirschman 1993: 179). This policy, Albert Hirschman
suggests, powerfully shaped the ideological character of the East German
opposition:

The comparison with Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary – where there was no
exit alternative to speak of – is . . . instructive. Here dissenters stayed put. . . . Not
so in the GDR; here most vocal opponents of the regime had been pushed out to
the Federal Republic. . . . What dissident voices were to be heard in the GDR in
1988–89 came largely from a narrow band of reform-minded communists that had
remained inside the [Communist] party (SED) and criticized the “really existing
socialism” exclusively in the name of some “true” Marxism or socialism.
(Hirschman 1993: 185)

However, even East German dissidents, like others in Eastern Europe,
did not see themselves as the “midwives” of a radically new historical era.
As S. N. Eisenstadt has noted, the events of 1989 did not draw, as in 1789
or 1917, on a new ideological vision “rooted in eschatological expectations
of a new type of society” (Eisenstadt 1992: 25). “With all the fuss and
noise,” Francois Furet remarked at the time, “not a single new idea has
come out of Eastern Europe in 1989” (quoted in Dahrendorf 1990: 27).
Timothy Garton Ash, who also notes that “The ideas whose time has come
are old, familiar, well tested ones,” suggests that “the free market is the
latest Central European utopia,” “a cure for all ills, social and political as
well as economic” (Garton Ash 1990: 152, 154; see also Habermas 1990).17

The Reverend Christian Führer, whose church in Leipzig was a center of
dissent, later remarked, “You have to remember that we East Germans had
no real picture of what life was like in the west. We had no idea how com-
petitive it would be. The whole system was unknown” (Kinzer 1996).

The reason for this absence of ideological innovation is undoubtedly
quite simple: “Bourgeois” liberalism and free-market capitalism were
appealing in Eastern Europe principally because – like Marxism-Leninism
and the “Soviet model” in the Third World of the recent past – they
seemed to represent the most viable alternative social order. Liberal cap-
italism, that is, came to be viewed as both practically and morally superior
to a clearly insupportable status quo – an alternative, moreover, that
seemed unquestionably successful in what were regarded, with not a little

271

17 This is not to say that the tactic of a “self-limiting revolution” was not profoundly 
innovative.
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wishful thinking, as similar countries in Western Europe. Like Third
World revolutionaries, moreover, the leaders of the Eastern European
opposition came to view the relative backwardness of their societies pri-
marily as a result of a larger system of imperial domination; consequently,
they believed that such backwardness could only be overcome by switch-
ing geopolitical allegiances and “world systems.”

Revolutionary change in both the Second and Third Worlds is linked
to the politics of hegemonic powers in yet another way. In the Third
World, revolutionary change has been possible when colonial or neocolo-
nial powers at last grew weary of the high costs of empire, although this
typically did not occur until after long and bloody wars of counterinsur-
gency aroused opposition among the metropolitan power’s domestic popu-
lation (cases include, among others, the French in Vietnam and Algeria,
the United States in South Vietnam, and the Portuguese in Africa). In
Eastern Europe, similarly, a revolutionary breakthrough at last became
possible when the Soviet Union grew weary of the high costs of its
empire.18 Neither Soviet forces in Eastern Europe nor colonial troops in
the Third World were militarily expelled; the decision to withdraw them
came, rather, after the progressive attrition of their governments’ political
will to deploy them in the face of continuing, yet by no means over-
whelming, nationalist resistance (see Mack 1975: 177).

As many analysts have noted, moreover, Gorbachev’s reform policies at
home and his abandonment of the Brezhnez Doctrine abroad both demor-
alized conservative, hard-line Communist leaders in Eastern Europe and
invigorated their opponents inside as well as outside the ruling parties.
Communism in Eastern Europe, in other words, was delegitimated “from
above and outside” as well as “from below.” The increasingly clear under-
standing that reformist initiatives would be tolerated and perhaps even
welcomed by the Soviet leadership certainly helped to fuel popular oppo-
sition movements in Eastern Europe through the course of 1989, pro-
ducing what one observer has termed a “revolutionary bandwagon,” as
previously hidden, denied, or “falsified preferences” for regime change
could be openly expressed (see Kuran 1991: 36).

Generally, there were two distinct, and temporally sequential, patterns
of revolutionary change in 1989 in Eastern Europe’s posttotalitarian
regimes – one initiated primarily “from above” and the other “from
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bility, see Bunce 1985, 1989. On Soviet imperial overextension, see Collins 1995.
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below.” (I discuss the “exceptional” case of Romania later in this chapter.)
Where Communist “soft-liners,” or reformers in the Gorbachev mold,
predominated, allowing for the development of a comparatively strong
civil society, the regime initiated round-table discussions with civic groups
– in the wake of serious strikes and protests in 1988 in Poland – which led
to negotiated transitions (or “pacted transitions”) to democracy and, even-
tually, capitalism. These “negotiated revolutions” or “refolutions,” as
Garton Ash calls them, occurred in Poland and Hungary (see Gross 1992
and Staniszkis 1991b on Poland; Hankiss 1900 and Tökés 1996 on
Hungary). However, in those posttotalitarian regimes in which Commu-
nist “hard-liners” held sway, and civil society was especially weak, regime
intransigence in the context of the transitions under way in Poland and
Hungary provoked massive (and nonviolent) protests of a more or less
spontaneous nature. In these cases (Czechoslovakia and East Germany),
the hard-liners eventually capitulated when confronted by popular protest,
for reasons that I discuss later in this chapter (see Garton Ash 1990 and
Wheaton and Kavan 1992 on Czechoslovakia; Joppke 1995, Hirschman
1993, and Naimark 1992b on the GDR).

In summarizing this brief and necessarily schematic analysis of the sim-
ilarities between Second and Third World revolutions, it bears reempha-
sizing that in the Second World no less than the Third, indiscriminately
repressive and highly autonomous states that are supported by foreign
powers have provided an unambiguous “common enemy” against which a
broad, multiclass, and patriotic opposition coalesced, infused with a reac-
tively “radical” and quasi-utopian ideology. Throughout Eastern Europe,
Garton Ash has noted,

stress was laid on the self-conscious unity of intelligentsia, workers and peasants.
Of course in part this unity was created by the common enemy. . . . [T]hey were
all united by consciousness of the one great divide between the communist
upper/ruling class, the nomenklatura, and all the rest. (Garton Ash 1990: 146)

In Poland, for example, the representatives of the intelligentsia, workers,
and peasants within Solidarity “identified themselves as simply ‘the
society,’ spoleczenstwo, as one single ‘us’ against ‘them’ (oni)” (Garton Ash
1991: 50). In Czechoslovakia, similarly, during the crucial general strike
of November 27, 1989,

The two main, often opposing, trends in Czechoslovak politics – the intellectual
“liberal” and the worker “socialist” – had joined in their disgust with the regime
that had ruled for twenty years. Just as important, the demonstrations in Slovakia
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showed that the Czechs and Slovaks, the two nations of Czechoslovakia, often at
odds with one another, had joined in opposition. (Brown 1991: 178)

(Not surprisingly, perhaps, Czechs and Slovaks decided to go their sepa-
rate ways after Communism fell.)

This sense of a broad, familiar “us” pitted against an alien “them” has
not only arisen under state socialism in the Second World, but also under
personalist dictatorships and racially exclusionary colonialism in the Third
World. In fact, externally dependent and domestically repressive regimes
that are strongly “fused” with economic authority are the institutional
frameworks that have most consistently led to revolution – not capitalism
or socialism per se. What collapsed in Eastern Europe was not socialism,
but a type of dependent authoritarian socialism – just as what collapsed in
the Third World has not been capitalism or even “backward” capitalism,
but authoritarian modes of colonial and “crony” capitalism.

Differences: Revolutionary Processes and the Question of Violence

Before examining some crucial differences in the processes of Second and
Third World revolutions, one final similarity should be noted. As the 
previous section implies, the initial success of opposition movements in
Eastern Europe, culminating in the collapse of the old regimes, is best
understood not as the handiwork of a particular “rising class” but of a mul-
ticlass, national, or “societal” movement against a more or less commonly
despised, autonomous despotic state with quite constricted social support.
Once this type of old regime has been toppled, a variety of latent conflicts
within the revolutionary coalition – including class conflicts and national
antagonisms – may emerge in a more overt form (as subsequently hap-
pened throughout parts of the region).19 But the initial overthrow of the
old order in Eastern Europe was not the “project” of a specific social class
(see Chirot 1991: 18). In fact, the “successful” completion of Eastern
Europe’s revolutions along their current trajectories will result in the dom-
inance of a social class, the bourgeoisie, that hardly existed in 1989.

This similarity notwithstanding, there are at least three striking differ-
ences between revolutionary processes in Eastern Europe and those of
most successful Third World revolutions: (1) the generally spontaneous
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and peaceful nature of the mass mobilizations of 1989; (2) the primarily
urban character of these mobilizations; and (3) the absence of counter-
revolutionary violence. “A unique feature of eastern Europe’s revolutions,”
notes Robert Dix, “is that supposedly invulnerable ‘totalitarian’ political
and economic systems were changed so drastically in so short a time by
varying combinations of largely nonviolent [and urban-based] popular
uprisings and rather abrupt capitulation by the governing elites” (Dix
1991: 236).

The relatively spontaneous and nonviolent character of the mass mobi-
lizations in Eastern Europe – from the strikes in Poland in 1988 to the
demonstrations in Timişoara, Romania, in December 1989 – has been
emphasized by most observers (see, e.g., Garton Ash 1990; Kuran 1991;
Eisenstadt 1992). This contrasts starkly with most Third World revolu-
tionary movements, which have typically been organized and led, usually
over many years and even decades, by tightly knit vanguard parties that
have necessarily relied heavily, although not exclusively, on a strategy of
armed struggle, including guerrilla warfare. As Mao Zedong memorably
put it,

a revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or
doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate,
kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an
act of violence by which one class overthrows another. (Mao 1971 [1927]: 30)

The popular rebellions in Eastern Europe were not dinner parties either,
of course, but they were, for the most part, remarkably restrained and mag-
nanimous – “civil” as opposed to violent.

What accounts for this difference? As noted earlier, mass protests in
Eastern Europe could only have been of a relatively spontaneous and peace-
ful nature, if they were to occur at all, given the tremendous “infrastruc-
tural” as well as “despotic” power, in Michael Mann’s terms (Mann 1986:
113), of the Communist regimes in the region (Bunce 1999: 23–4; see also
Appendix 2 to Chapter 7). Moreover, despite the serious economic diffi-
culties noted previously, the political crises in Eastern Europe in 1989 did
not entail the actual breakdown of the coercive or administrative power of
these states, as in many other revolutionary situations (see Skocpol 1979;
Goldstone 1991). Certainly, these states did not suddenly lose their
monopoly of the means of violence; it was the ruling parties’ political 
will actually to employ counterrevolutionary violence that surprisingly
foundered in 1989.
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In the Eastern European context, then, there could be no question 
of establishing “liberated areas” or a situation of “dual power” by force of
arms, as revolutionaries have typically done in the Third World. This was
not only a pragmatic decision based on limited organizational capacities
(although it was certainly that), but also a result of “historical learning”
based on previous confrontations with the state. The Hungarian Revolu-
tion of 1956, for example, demonstrated that a strategy of armed struggle
would be suicidal. “In retrospect,” a leading East German dissident has
written,

I do not think that the Honecker regime could have been overthrown by an alter-
native and formal political party. It could only fall to this kind of [spontaneous]
popular uprising. A more organised force would have had its head chopped off at
once by the Stasi [i.e., the secret police]. (Reich 1990: 74)

Moreover only a very few institutions in Eastern Europe (notably the
Catholic Church in Poland and the Lutheran Church in East Germany)
could provide the “free space” required for organized opposition activi-
ties. Consequently, formal opposition groups like Charter 77, Civic
Forum, and Public Against Violence in Czechoslovakia, the New Forum
in East Germany, and the Democratic Forum and Free Democrats in
Hungary were, in comparative terms, rather small organizations that often
brought together people with a variety of ideological and strategic view-
points (note the preference for “forums”).20 Even the Solidarity movement
in Poland, Eastern Europe’s best organized opposition, was decimated by
the martial law regime of the 1980s, losing roughly four-fifths of its 
membership.

However widespread, then, opposition to Communism was not partic-
ularly well organized in much of Eastern Europe. “Civil societies” were
certainly in the process of formation, especially in Poland and Hungary,
but they were still relatively underdeveloped and vulnerable to repression.
For this reason, attempts to explain the events of 1989 primarily in terms
of the emergence or triumph of civil societies are one-sided at best (see,
e.g., Arato 1993). Of equal if not greater importance for revolutionary
change was not simply the eventual capitulation of the nomenklatura, but
the transformation of many of its members into outright (albeit oppor-
tunistic) advocates of fundamental change (as described later in this section).
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Strong civil societies did not overwhelm weak states in 1989; rather, the
leaders of still strong states either reached out to emergent civic groups
(as in Poland and Hungary) or capitulated to relatively disorganized but
suddenly disruptive civil societies (as in Czechoslovakia and East
Germany).

It is precisely because independent associations and networks were 
so weak in Eastern Europe – and because most dissidents were morally
opposed to the sort of “vanguardist” politics associated with Communism
– that the development of a dense, ideologically diverse, yet tolerant (i.e.,
“civil”) society became the self-conscious goal of much of the opposition
(see, e.g., Michnik 1985 [1976]). Most Third World revolutionaries, by
contrast (even non-Marxist revolutionaries in Mexico and Algeria) have
considered something like an armed vanguard party as essential for mobi-
lizing the masses of people necessary to overthrow the old order and create
a new one; they have also tended, not surprisingly, to distrust independent,
unaffiliated organizations (and individuals) as much as the states that they
have sought to overthrow (a tendency particularly strong, we have seen,
in the case of the Shining Path insurgency in Peru).

Mass mobilization, however, does not always require a vanguard party
or even strong associational ties (see, e.g., Pfaff 1996; Opp and Gern 1993).
The peoples of Eastern Europe, significantly, had been concentrated in
urban areas, mass-educated, and of course politicized by four decades of
Communist rule. Accordingly, relatively little formal organization was
needed to bring massive numbers of angry people into the streets or, more
typically, into easily accessible central plazas.21 Indeed, there is more than
a little irony in the fact that the large public spaces used or even created by
the Communists for ritualized mass rallies would prove useful for their
opponents. By contrast, the largely peasant populations of the Third World
often require, given their geographical dispersion and/or social atomiza-
tion, the organization and leadership of (originally) urban-based parties if
they are to engage in, or at least successfully sustain, revolutionary move-
ments on a national or even regional scale. This is a theme, for example,
of numerous studies of the Chinese, Vietnamese, Cuban, Nicaraguan, and
other guerrilla-based revolutions (see, e.g., Moore 1966: ch. 4; Wolf 1969:
chs. 3–4; Skocpol 1979: chs. 3, 7; Wickham-Crowley 1992).

277

21 See Opp and Gern 1993. With the exception of the Iranian Revolution, the revolutions
of 1989–91 in the former Soviet bloc have been the only successful revolutions in history
of a more or less exclusively urban character.
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The primarily rural character of most Third World revolutions (except-
ing the case of Iran) and the predominantly urban character of Second
World revolutions can be understood to some extent in terms of Samuel
Huntington’s distinction between “Eastern” and “Western” revolutions
(Huntington 1968: ch. 5). “Eastern” revolutions are characterized by the
rise of popular movements and (typically) guerrilla warfare against weak
central states that do not strongly penetrate and control peripheral terri-
tories. “Western” revolutions, by contrast, involve mass mobilizations,
especially urban conflicts, that arise after the collapse of old-regime states
due to other causes (e.g., defeat in war). The Communist regimes of
Eastern Europe, to be sure, did not collapse before the onset of the mass
protests of 1989; however, the eventual unwillingness of Communist
leaders to employ violence against demonstrators encouraged ever-larger
(because less fearful) masses of people to mobilize near the very centers of
state power.22

Is Eastern Europe a case, then, in which expanding “political opportu-
nities” resulted in mass protest that overthrew extant regimes (see, e.g.,
Bunce 1999: ch. 4)? Yes and no. Certainly, the emergence of popular
protest in the region following Gorbachev’s rejection of the Brezhnev
Doctrine seems to suggest as much, and yet there are problems with this
thesis – even if we leave aside the case of Romania, where loyalists
defended the regime with force. First, as we have seen, revolutionary
change came to Poland and especially Hungary primarily “from above.”
In these cases of “refolution,” in other words, there is comparatively little
mass protest that needs to be explained. Such political opportunities as
existed may have encouraged the efforts of reform Communists within the
ruling parties and certain groups in “civil society,” but they did not spur a
great deal of popular mobilization during 1989.

In the cases of East Germany and Czechoslovakia, moreover, mass
protest did not so much result from expanding political opportunities as it
gradually revealed and indeed helped create such opportunities. Gorbachev
or no Gorbachev, regime opponents in both countries initially feared, for
good reason, that public demonstrations would be violently repressed by
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22 As Dix points out, however, there a number of important differences between the revolu-
tions of 1989 and the “Western” pattern of revolutions in France and Russia. Among other
things, “the regimes of eastern Europe were certainly not ‘traditional,’ nor were they, at
least ostensibly, weak, as Huntington would characterize the old regimes in Russia and
France” (Dix 1991: 238).
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local authorities. After all, Communist hard-liners were in charge in these
countries, reform Communists were largely invisible, and the authorities
threatened protesters and violently attacked them virtually until the
moment when these authorities abruptly capitulated. In East Germany,
notes Timothy Garton Ash,

It is important to recall that right up to, and during, the fortieth-anniversary cel-
ebrations [of the founding of the GDR] on 7 October, the police used force, indeed
gratuitous brutality, to disperse these protests and intimidate any who might have
contemplated joining in. Young men were dragged along the cobbled streets by
their hair. Women and children were thrown into prison. Innocent bystanders were
beaten. (Garton Ash 1990: 67)

Many of those who demonstrated on October 7, in fact, were badly 
injured and many more were arrested. There were rumors, moreover, 
that the government was planning a violent “Chinese solution” in response
to a demonstration planned for October 9 in Leipzig. As it happened, 
local Communist officials, in consultation with leaders of the opposi-
tion, including the conductor Kurt Masur, decided to allow the demon-
stration – which drew an estimated seventy thousand people – to take 
place without police interference (Naimark 1992b: 90–1). According to
Jens Reich,

In the event, we escaped without bloodshed. But it was not known at the time that
we would. There was a real, objective threat of violence. . . . We escaped a Roman-
ian or a Chinese solution by the skin of our teeth. It could easily have been the
other way around, with a re-established leadership sitting on heaps of corpses, and
being ostracised entirely by the civilised world. I think that this was a real possi-
bility. (Reich 1990: 86, 88)

It was only after October 9 when the authorities began to tolerate mass
demonstrations – which quickly multiplied in numbers and size – and the
hard-liners within the regime were gradually displaced.

“The concept of political opportunities,” notes John K. Glenn, also
“provides a limited account of the velvet revolution in Czechoslovakia”
(Glenn 2000: 18). Glenn notes that the formation of the Solidarity-led
government in Poland in August 1989 did not stop the Czechoslovak state
from repressing a demonstration in Prague on the twenty-first anniversary
of the Warsaw Pact invasion. In addition, a demonstration held on October
28, the anniversary of the founding of the Czechoslovak state, was met
with force. “At least initially,” Glenn suggests, “it was in fact the continued
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state repression in the case of the student demonstration on November
17th which provoked the emergence of Civic Forum and Public Against
Violence” (Glenn 2000: 6; author’s emphasis). Only after widespread
outrage was expressed at the repression of this student demonstration 
did the regime come to tolerate public demonstrations and reform 
Communists came to the fore, eventually abandoning the party’s 
“leading role.”

It obviously mattered that demonstrators in Eastern Europe were not
shot down in the streets, that Soviet tanks were not deployed, and that
mass protests were eventually tolerated. A final major difference between
Second and Third World revolutions, in fact, has to do with the issue of
state violence. The unusually peaceful nature of revolutionary change in
Eastern Europe (excepting Romania) is due in the first instance to the fact
that the incumbent rulers there did ultimately engage in a full-scale retreat
from power that allowed radical change to occur unimpededly, even where
mass protest forced this retreat. Most rulers in the Third World, on the
other hand, have fought ferociously against revolutionary movements,
usually after (as well as before) revolutionaries seized power. But in Eastern
Europe, as Garton Ash notes, “the ruling elites, and their armed servants,
distinguished themselves by their comprehensive unreadiness to stand up
in any way for the things in which they had so long claimed to believe”
(Garton Ash 1990: 142). What exactly explains this curious and momen-
tous fact? Why did Eastern Europe’s Communist rulers capitulate so
readily, for the most part, in 1989?

Combinations of the following four factors seem to explain, for any par-
ticular country, the relatively peaceful nature of the Eastern European rev-
olutions (see Bruszt and Stark 1992; Csanadi 1992).23

Of first importance is the “Gorbachev factor.” The Soviet leadership’s
weariness of empire certainly provided a necessary if not sufficient condi-
tion for revolutionary change. Gorbachev’s abandonment of the Brezhnev
Doctrine meant that “external guarantees of political order were effec-
tively removed by the dominant regional power” (Ekiert 1990: 2). In fact,
Gorbachev actively encouraged Eastern Europe’s Communist rulers to
reform. (“Life itself punishes those who delay,” he pronounced on his visit
to the GDR in October.) The result, Garton Ash wittily concludes, was
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23 The following discussion draws heavily on conversations and correspondence with Valerie
Bunce, as well as on Goodwin and Bunce 1991 and Bunce 1999. For a fairly similar the-
oretical approach to state violence, see Gurr 1986.
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that “Throughout East Central Europe, the people at last derived some
benefit from their ruling elites’ chronic dependency on the Soviet Union”
(Garton Ash 1990: 141).24 Gorbachev, in short, created the sort of “per-
missive world context” for revolutionary change that has often been
important in the Third World context (see Goldfrank 1979; Foran 1992,
1997b).

Second, some Communists undoubtedly perceived liberalization and
open elections not as forces that would sweep them away, but as elements
of a purely strategic retreat that was necessary – and not for the first time
– precisely in order to hold on to their power and privileges in the long
run.25 In Poland, for example, Communists seemed to believe that they
could win at least sufficient support in contested elections to form or enter
into a coalition government. By thus sharing democratically legitimated
power – and, thereby, responsibility for economic austerity – they seem to
have calculated that they could begin to repair their reputations, at least
relative to that of their opponents. These calculations initially proved
overly optimistic, to say the least – an indication of how poor isolated
Communist regimes had become at comprehending popular sentiment.26

On the other hand, this strategy did not prove wholly unsuccessful. A
number of (reorganized) Communist parties in the region subsequently
managed to maintain or even expand their popular support while their
opponents oversaw transitions to capitalism which led, at least in the short
term, to declining standards of living for broad social sectors.

Third, it should be emphasized that Eastern Europe’s ruling elites,
unlike elites in other revolutionary situations, were not physically threat-
ened by their opponents. This opposition was renowned, after all, for its
civility and its “self-limiting” and even “antipolitical” aspirations, in part
because of the seemingly formidable character of Communist regimes 
(see, e.g., Konrád 1984; Michnik 1985 [1976]). Moreover, the boundaries
between the Communist parties and their opponents were rather perme-
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24 For this same reason, those elites in the region that were least dependent on the Soviets
– for example, in Romania, Yugoslavia, and Albania – proved more willing to employ coer-
cion against their opponents.

25 It has also been suggested that by 1989 Communist leaders no longer believed in their
own moral right to rule. Garton Ash, who refers to this as the “Tocqueville” factor, argues
that this was “perhaps the ultimately decisive factor” in the Communists’ decision not to
suppress violently the revolution “from below” (Garton Ash 1990: 141).

26 However, where opposition forces were exceptionally weak – for example, in Bulgaria and
Albania – this strategy was at least initially successful (see Bruszt and Stark 1992).
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able in some cases; the opposition in Poland and Hungary, in particular,
included many former party members. And not least, the opposition
(unlike most revolutionary movements in the Third World) was unarmed.
The institutional integrity of the armed forces and state administration,
therefore, was not immediately threatened by the opposition in a way that
might have provoked a violent backlash.27

A final relevant factor for understanding the full-scale Communist
capitulation in 1989 is what some have termed the “embourgeoisement”
or “self-privatization” of the Communist elite during the late 1980s. In
the posttotalitarian era, and in the Gorbachev years in particular, many
educated and opportunistic party members, particularly younger tech-
nocrats and professionals, came to view reform, and the transition to a
private market economy in particular, not as a threat to their careers but,
on the contrary, as a way of improving their income and status. “At the
burial of Communism,” goes one Polish joke, “many people jumped from
the coffin into the funeral procession,” and they had clear economic
motives for doing so. In Czechoslovakia, for example, more than a hundred
joint production ventures with Western companies were already under way
by mid-1986 – the permitted foreign share of equity having been raised
from 40 to 49 percent (Brown 1991: 157). In Poland, “privatization from
above” was begun in 1987, two years before the fall of the Communist
government (Staniszkis 1991a: 128). Consequently, the “radicalization” of
the opposition in Eastern Europe – a parallel process of embourgeoise-
ment – took on added significance: The opposition’s gradual adoption of
an unalloyed procapitalist ideology (and concomitant abandonment of
such earlier ideals as “socialism with a human face” and workers’ self-
management) served to undermine whatever opposition that technocrats
and professionals within the nomenklatura might otherwise have mounted
against “radical” change. The party and society were, for once, moving
together.

This factor, moreover, clearly distinguishes Eastern Europe’s Commu-
nist rulers (or a substantial fraction thereof ) from other elites that have
confronted revolutionary movements. Revolutions, after all, have by their
very nature threatened the entire “way of life” (economic as well as polit-
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27 Only a relative handful of Communist officials and functionaries have been arrested thus
far throughout the whole of Eastern Europe, and only Nicolae and Elena Ceauşescu, so
far as I am aware, have been executed.
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ical) – if not the very lives – of ruling and privileged elites; hence the
unmitigated violence with which most such elites have greeted revolu-
tionary movements and governments. “Since no deep revolution has won
to power,” notes Katharine Chorley, “without leaving in its wake a trail of
dispossessed and embittered classes, this implies that a revolutionary gov-
ernment on the morrow of its seizure of power will probably be met with
a certain degree of violent opposition, whether spasmodic and spontaneous
or organized into open rebellion” (Chorley 1943: 185). Yet while the
Eastern European revolutions were certainly “deep revolutions” in many
ways, they did not wholly dispossess the nomenklatura. It would thus seem
that if ruling elites, or powerful segments thereof, can actually expect to
thrive in a radically new society, then counterrevolutionary violence will
not occur.

In the Eastern European context, so long as the nomenklatura’s
exploitation of state resources and of its own technical knowledge (and
social connections) was strictly dependent on the retention of political
authority – so long, in other words, as ownership and rulership were fused
and collectivized – then violent opposition to democratic change could be
expected to follow. But once those resources and skills were privatized and
made marketable, a nonviolent transition to capitalism became feasible.
Elemér Hankiss notes that when the nomenklatura in Hungary discovered
in the late 1980s “the possibility of transferring their power into a new
and more efficient socioeconomic system and of becoming part of an
emerging new and legitimate ruling class or grande bourgeoisie, they lost
their interest in keeping the Communist Party as their instrument of
power and protection” (Hankiss 1990: 31; see also Verdery 1993: 16).
“Making owners of the nomenklatura,” as Jadwiga Staniszkis puts it “may
have . . . helped to eliminate the nomenklatura as a political mechanism”
(Staniszkis 1991a: 139).

In short, if the chronic fusion of economic authority and political power
in Eastern Europe served gradually to nationalize and radicalize dissent
and opposition, then the eleventh-hour disengagement of economic and
political authority during the 1980s, however partial, helped to ensure
(along with the Soviet disengagement from the region) that radical change
would occur peacefully. This is not to say that post-Communist economies
in Eastern Europe are owned and managed primarily by ex-Communists;
but such economies have provided a relatively “soft landing” for many of
the region’s former rulers.
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Romanian “Exceptionalism”: The Collapse 
of Neopatrimonial Socialism

The case of Romania presents something of a paradox. On the one hand,
the process of change there was apparently the most “revolutionary”
among the Eastern European cases, characterized as it seemed to be by
the brief but bloody confrontation between the population, soon joined
by sections of the army, and the Ceauşescu regime. Indeed, in Romania
for the first time in history a “Communist” regime was apparently over-
thrown through force of arms, and the Communist Party itself (unlike
those elsewhere in the region) was quickly outlawed. On the other hand,
the immediate outcome of the events of December 1989 was the least rev-
olutionary among the Eastern European cases, since those events initially
produced a government dominated by people with more or less strong ties
to the Romanian Communist Party (RCP). Hence, the Romanian “revo-
lution” did not lead to an unambiguous break with the past.28

The “revolutionary” process in Romania is certainly familiar to students
of Third World revolutions. After all, the Ceauşescu regime – which has
been described as “dynastic socialism” (Georgescu 1988), “socialist patri-
monialism” (Linden 1986), and “socialism in one family” (de Flers 1984)
– was not by any means a typical Communist party-state, but more nearly
a neopatrimonial, personalist dictatorship of totalitarian intent. As we have
seen, such dictatorships have proven especially vulnerable to revolution-
ary overthrow, at least when they have been infrastructurally weak or weak-
ened.29 And yet the events in Romania in December 1989 bear relatively
little resemblance to the Mexican, Cuban, Iranian, or Nicaraguan revolu-
tions against neopatrimonial dictators. A much closer parallel is the series
of events in Haiti in 1986, which resulted in the flight of the dictator Jean-
Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier but not in the seizure of power by an orga-
nized revolutionary movement.

Like Haiti, in fact, Romania experienced something of a “half-way” or
“aborted” revolution (see Fischer 1990; Gilberg 1990). The spontaneous
protests of December (like earlier protests in Haiti) were sufficiently 
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28 My understanding of the events of 1989 in Romania is based generally, in addition to the
sources cited, on Campeanu 1991, Codrescu 1991, Ratesh 1991, and Verdery and Kligman
1992.

29 On these vulnerabilities, see Dix 1984, Goldstone 1986, and Wickham-Crowley 1992: 
ch. 11; on Romania’s “socialist patrimonialism,” see Linden 1986, Georgescu 1988,
Tismăneanu 1989, and Fischer 1990.
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widespread to cause sectors of the army to defect, and thereby assure the
dictator’s downfall, but they were not strong enough nor sufficiently well
organized to thrust their own representatives into positions of power.
Instead, state power was reconsolidated by dissident (and not-so-dissident)
members of the RCP and the army grouped into the so-called National
Salvation Front, an entity that did have the solidarity and connections, not
to mention the guns, to take power. The result was a “neo-Communist”
regime, as its opponents labeled it, just as the Duvalier regime in Haiti
was immediately followed by a “neo-Duvalierist” regime.30

What accounts for this “exceptional” pattern of change in Romania in
1989? To begin with, the opposition in Romania was remarkably weak,
even by Eastern European standards, due to the extraordinary penetra-
tion and disorganization of civil society by Ceauşescu’s secret police, the
Securitate, which essentially acted as his praetorian guard.31 (Duvalier’s
infamous Tontons Macoutes played a similar role in Haiti.) The anti-
Ceauşescu protests in Timişoara in December, consequently, were of a
highly spontaneous nature, and the first protest in Bucharest actually
began during a rally called by Ceauşescu himself to denounce the earlier
demonstrations in Timişoara. In any event, there was no preexisting oppo-
sition network in Romania, like those that emerged out of Solidarity in
Poland or Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia, which could place itself at the
head of the popular unrest.

The refusal of the regular army to suppress the demonstrations was due
in part to its alienation from Ceauşescu as a result of the dictator’s cod-
dling of the Securitate and his use of it to spy on and divide the army (a
typical ploy of neopatrimonial regimes):

Having starved the armed forces of resources and built up the secret police as the
real guardians of the regime, the military was made to dig ditches as cheap labor.
It was the grand risk of the Ceauşescu clan that they would not have to call on the

285

30 The National Salvation Front is not “neo-Communist” because it attempted to retain all
the old Stalinist institutions. As Verdery and Kligman (1992) emphasize, this is not in fact
the case; among other things, the Front began to privatize the economy. However, the
regime may accurately be termed “neo-Communist” because of the background (and
certain mentalities) of its principal leaders.

31 The membership of one Romanian opposition group that claims to have been founded
before Ceauşescu’s fall, the so-called Antitotalitarian Forum, consisted of three families.
According to its leader, “If we had taken anybody else in, it would have exposed the group
to infiltration by the Securitate” (see Echikson 1990: 51). According to one survey, there
were only two independent movements in Romania in June 1989, compared to nine in the
GDR, twenty-one in Hungary, and sixty in Poland (Pehe 1989).



“Refolution” and Rebellion in Eastern Europe

army, because if they ever did, the leadership made it almost certain that the troops
would not defend them. (Segal and Phipps 1990: 965)

Ceauşescu’s highly personalist and nepotistic rule also antagonized
members of the RCP and completely marginalized would-be party re-
formers and soft-liners. As Vladimir Tismaneanu has noted, the party
“remained the only cohesive social stratum” that could possibly “oppose
Ceauşescu’s plans to turn Romania into a Third World dictatorship. This
is the main reason why the General Secretary . . . resorted to permanent
rotation of cadres, to that perpetual game of musical chairs which makes
everyone insecure and fearful” (Tismaneanu 1989: 374).

Some soft-line RCP members and army officers who became alienated
from the regime began plotting to replace Ceauşescu, allegedly with Soviet
knowledge. Ultimately, on the back of the spontaneous protests, they suc-
ceeded. This entire process is nicely summarized by Richard Snyder:

A wave of spontaneous mass protests, which began in the city of Timişoara on 17
December 1989 and soon swept the country, created an opportunity for army and
party soft-liners to throw off the sultanistic ruling clique that had ridden piggy-
back on their institutions for two decades. The clash of soft-liners and hard-liners
took the form of pitched battles between disloyal and loyal security forces (mainly
Securitate members), which lasted until Ceauşescu’s capture on 23 December by
military rebels and his execution several days later. The absence of well-organized
moderate or maximalist opposition groups enabled the National Salvation Front
(FSN), a civilian-led coalition with close ties to both the Communist Party and
the military, to take control without contest. (Snyder 1998: 78)

The National Salvation Front also easily won the first “free” elections of
May 1990, largely because they were held too quickly for other parties to
organize effectively and because the Front controlled access to television
(Verdery and Kligman 1992: 123). Ironically, then, the most violent and
“revolutionary” events of 1989 thrust into power the least revolutionary
and most compromised leadership. Nevertheless, the Romanian case
demonstrates as well as any in Eastern Europe how state structures and
practices shaped the possibilities for (and limitations of ) radical change
“from below.”

Conclusion

After the startling “refolutions” in Poland and Hungary, Eastern Europe
experienced a conjuncture of events that is quite familiar to students of
Third World revolutions: popular mobilizations “from below,” the failure
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of states to suppress such protest “from above,” and a decision against mil-
itary intervention “from outside” by the hegemonic imperial power in the
region. As in the Third World, this conjuncture resulted in revolution,
toppling old regimes and thrusting “radical” dissidents into positions of
political power.

Figure 8.1 schematically summarizes the state-centered analysis of rev-
olutionary change in Eastern Europe in 1989 that I have presented in this
chapter. The figure indicates that two political variables, against a general
backdrop of economic stagnation, widespread political disenchantment,
and Gorbachev’s reformist rule in Moscow, largely determined how such
change would occur in the region: whether the regime was posttotalitar-
ian or neopatrimonial in nature, and, if the former, whether reform 
Communists or hardliners were dominant. Where the regime was 
a neopatrimonial dictatorship (i.e., Romania), and civil society virtually
nonexistent, change occurred through more or less spontaneous popular
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Figure 8.1 Analytic trajectory of revolutionary change in Eastern Europe,
1970–1989.
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demonstrations that led in turn to the defection of sections of the army, a
violent response from regime loyalists, and a coup orchestrated partly by
elements within the old regime. Change also occurred through popular
protest where posttotalitarian regimes were led by hard-liners and civil
society was relatively weak (i.e., East Germany and Czechoslovakia), only
here the results were “velvet revolutions,” as the regimes more or less
rapidly capitulated, with minimal violence, following the displacement of
hard-liners within the ruling parties. Finally, in those posttotalitarian
regimes in which reform Communists were dominant and civil society rel-
atively strong (i.e., Poland and Hungary), roundtable discussions between
the regime and opposition groups – after a resurgence of strikes in the case
of Poland – led to negotiated or “pacted transitions” from Communism
(i.e., “refolutions”).

I have argued that the breadth, ideology, and success of the civic groups
and popular mobilizations “from below” in these dependent state-social-
ist societies cannot be understood without reference to the states (and
state-elite alliances) that dissidents confronted. I have suggested, more
specifically, that the structure and practices of Eastern Europe’s Commu-
nist regimes – like those of certain regimes in the Third World – unin-
tentionally politicized and nationalized grievances that might otherwise
have remained localized and diffuse; these regimes also unwittingly fos-
tered the hegemony of precisely those opposition leaderships that were
committed to fundamentally restructuring the state, economic institutions,
transnational relations, and even the culture of these societies. In the
Second World no less than in the Third, in sum, the formation as well as
the success of radical opposition movements has been a consequence not
simply of certain class relationships or socioeconomic ills, but also, and
more directly, of the violent, arbitrary, and authoritarian practices of states
that were internationally dependent, domestically autonomous, and eco-
nomically intrusive.

288



289

9

Conclusion: Generalizations 
and Prognostication

People do not make revolution eagerly any more than they do war. There is this differ-
ence, however, that in war compulsion plays the decisive role, in revolution there is no
compulsion except that of circumstances. A revolution takes place only when there is no
other way out.

– Leon Trotsky (1961 [1932], III: 167)

Between the incineration of Hiroshima and the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, dozens of revolutionary conflicts shook the world. Most revolution-
ary movements of the Cold War era, including several quite powerful ones,
were defeated. But many successfully seized state power, remaking large
parts of the globe and, in the process, the international balance of power.
In East Asia, revolutionaries seized power in China, North Korea, Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Laos, and challenged imperial and neoimperial rule in
several other countries, including Burma, Malaya, and the Philippines. In
Africa, French Algeria and Portugal’s far-flung colonies violently threw off
imperial rule, and popular revolts in Kenya,Zimbabwe,Namibia, and South
Africa hastened the demise of imperial and/or white-supremacist rule in
those countries. In Latin America, meanwhile, revolutionaries seized power
in Bolivia, Cuba, and Nicaragua, nearly triumphed in El Salvador, and pow-
erfully shook Venezuela, Guatemala, Peru, and Colombia. Finally, a series
of popular rebellions in 1989 finished off the more recalcitrant Communist
regimes of Eastern Europe, which had been demoralized by Gorbachev’s
reforms in the Soviet Union and his rejection of the Brezhnev Doctrine. All
told, the revolutions of the Cold War era helped to destroy European colo-
nialism, toppled some of the century’s most notorious and bloody dictators,
and humbled the superpowers themselves, contributing in the end to the
demise of the weaker one, the Soviet Union. The period from 1945 to 1991
was indeed an age of revolutions, if ever there were one.
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This book has attempted to solve a series of puzzles raised by a variety
of revolutionary movements in Southeast Asia, Central America, and
Eastern Europe. I have argued that state-centered approaches provide
compelling solutions to these puzzles, although these approaches certainly
do not pretend to provide an exhaustive causal explanation of any of the
movements that I have examined (see Chapter 2). Nor can I offer by way
of a conclusion a simple, unitary theory of revolutions or even of “periph-
eral” revolutions. I have not discovered a parsimonious formula that indi-
cates the necessary and sufficient causes of each and every revolutionary
movement or revolution of the Cold War era (e.g., intense demographic
pressures or a certain class structure). Perhaps I have not dug deeply nor
seen clearly enough. More likely is the sheer implausibility of a general
theory of revolutions or peripheral revolutions. As Charles Tilly has sug-
gested, such a theory would assume “a political world in which whole
structures and sequences repeat themselves time after time in essentially
the same form. That would be a convenient world for theorists, but it does
not exist” (1995b: 1596).

In fact, the revolutionary movements of the Cold War era do not fit
easily into a single mold. These movements had rather different social bases
or constituencies, that held distinctive cultural beliefs; their leaders adhered
to different ideologies (even the Marxists seldom shared the same Marxism);
they pursued different strategies and employed different tactics; they faced
different enemies, including differently organized states and regimes; and,
as we have seen, they had quite different political fortunes. There were, in
short, multiple paths to the formation of revolutionary movements and to
actual revolutions during the Cold War era, including many cul-de-sacs.

This said, there is a logic to my principal findings and claims, which are
summarized in Figures 4.1, 6.1, and 8.1. In all the cases I have examined,
revolution was a response not only to economic exploitation or inequality,
but also to political oppression, usually brutal, by a few specific types of
states. Revolutionary movements developed and sometimes thrived in
opposition to repressive and exclusionary authoritarian states that were
infrastructurally weak or weakened, even if these states held more or less
competitive elections; and revolutionary movements were most likely to
actually seize state power when the repressive states that they confronted
were especially autonomous of (or disembedded from) civil society – includ-
ing middle classes and even elites in addition to lower classes – and orga-
nized along patrimonial or clientelistic as opposed to rational-bureaucratic
lines (see Figures 1.3 and 1.4). In fact, the great revolutions of the Cold War
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era were incubated by, and overthrew, precisely three rather peculiar types
of political order: the rigidly exclusionary colonies of relatively weak impe-
rial powers; personalistic, “above-class” dictatorships; and dependent,
Soviet-imposed Communist regimes. These particular political orders were
not sufficient to cause revolutions, but they were certainly essential.

In Southeast Asia, armed revolutionary movements emerged in much of
the region during and after the Second World War due to the Japanese
occupation, which severely weakened Western colonial domination, if only
momentarily, and thereby provided unprecedented political opportunities
for the formation of armed national liberation movements. Whether these
movements were led by Communists or nationalists depended on the
nature of Japanese rule during the war. Where the Japanese relied upon
existing indigenous elites that had collaborated with Western colonial
rulers, Communist-led movements developed (as in Vietnam, Malaya, and
the Philippines). By contrast, where the Japanese proactively sponsored
popular non-Communist nationalists, the latter would emerge as leaders
of the postwar struggle for independence (as in Indonesia). Furthermore,
whether or not Communist-led movements were actually able to seize state
power depended on the character of the (reimposed) Western colonial or
neocolonial rule that these movements confronted after the war. Where
Western rule was, and had historically been, racially exclusionary and indis-
criminately repressive, revolutionaries were able to seize power (as in
Vietnam). By contrast, where Western rule was or became more inclu-
sionary and reformist, revolutionary movements failed and a successful
transition to neocolonial rule took place (as in Malaya and the Philippines).

In Central America, radical revolutionary movements developed, or
reemerged, during the 1970s where reformist and/or electorally oriented
movements collided with indiscriminately repressive, yet infrastructurally
weak, authoritarian regimes (as in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala).
Where the regime was at least “semiopen,” by contrast, revolutionary
organizations were unable to mobilize significant movements (as in 
Honduras). Where institutional or corporate forms of authoritarianism
prevailed, furthermore, the armed forces were able to oversee transitions
to formal civilian rule and the opening of limited political space for 
nonviolent movements, thereby securing greater international aid and
legitimacy. In this context, popular revolutionary movements were unable
to seize power, although neither were they defeated (as in El Salvador 
and Guatemala). By contrast, revolutionaries were able to seize power
where they confronted a neopatrimonial or “sultanistic” dictatorship 
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that attempted to defeat them through purely military means (as in
Nicaragua).

In Eastern Europe, finally, Gorbachev’s rule in the Soviet Union opened
up opportunities for radical change, but did not at all determine how that
change would occur, if at all. In those “posttotalitarian” regimes in which
Communist reformers held sway, allowing for the emergence of a rela-
tively strong civil society, negotiated transitions (“refolutions”) to democ-
ratic capitalism occurred (as in Poland and Hungary). By contrast, in those
posttotalitarian regimes in which Communist hard-liners were dominant
and civil society was correspondingly weak, Communist rule collapsed
only after massive, more or less spontaneous, and decidedly nonviolent
protests occurred (as in Czechoslovakia and the German Democratic
Republic). Finally, where a neopatrimonial or “sultanistic” Communist
dictator ruled (i.e., Romania), only a violent split within the regime and
armed forces – provoked by the spontaneous rebellion of a very weakly
organized society – resulted in the overthrow of the dictator by groups and
personalities with close connections to the old regime.

The breakdown of political authority and other types of expanding polit-
ical opportunities played a role in the development and trajectory of some
of the movements I have examined. For example, by disrupting Western
colonial rule in Southeast Asia, the Japanese occupation of World War II
facilitated (and indeed provoked) the formation of revolutionary move-
ments in that region (although it did not determine their subsequent fate).
And it is difficult to imagine that the revolutionary events of 1989 in
Eastern Europe would or could have occurred had Soviet force been ener-
getically deployed to stop them. Nonetheless, we have also seen that 
revolutionary movements were more consistently a response to severely
constricted or even contracting political opportunities, including chronic
and even increasing state repression. Ordinary people joined or supported
revolutionary movements when no other means of political expression were
available to them, or when they or their families and friends were the targets
of the violent repression that was perpetrated or tolerated by relatively
weak states. In this way, I have suggested, certain types of states and regimes
unintentionally helped to construct revolutionary movements or, more
precisely, the type of political contexts in which revolutionaries were able
to thrive. And these movements themselves were sometimes able to create,
and not simply exploit, opportunities for seizing state power. They did not
have to wait for state crises or breakdowns, that is, but sometimes created
these themselves. In the terminology of Chapter 2, the revolutionary move-

292



Is the Age of Revolutions Over?

ments and revolutions of the Cold War era are greatly illuminated by the
state-constructionist (or “Tocquevillean”), state-capacity, state-autonomy,
and (sometimes) political-opportunity perspectives.

The preceding summary of my major findings and claims points toward
the appropriate criteria for criticizing this study and developing a 
more powerful theoretical analysis than the one offered here. Such an
analysis must clearly present more than a descriptively richer or more
detailed account of the events that I have analyzed, for any description of
events, thick or thin, must be conceptually and theoretically organized (if
only implicitly), and any particular theoretical account may utterly fail on
empirical grounds. Similarly, analyses that emphasize the importance for
revolutionary movements of causal factors or mechanisms other than those
highlighted by this study’s state-centered perspective – factors such as class
struggle, gender, social networks, resource mobilization, and culture, to
name but a few – may be quite illuminating, but they may or may not
provide persuasive solutions to the specific puzzles about movement for-
mation and success that are addressed in this book.

Accordingly, more powerful solutions to these puzzles must entail a
demonstration that some theoretical approach (or combination of
approaches) other than a state-centered perspective both (1) accurately dis-
tinguishes or parses the differences in the incidence and trajectory of the
revolutionary movements I have examined and (2) does so more convinc-
ingly – by connecting more relevant facts to this approach – than a state-
centered perspective. Simply adding more factors, let alone facts, to the
analysis that I have presented here will not necessarily, and will certainly
not automatically, provide better answers to the questions this analysis has
addressed. In sum, more empirical details or theoretical complexity may
be added to the stories that I have told. But the critical discussions that I
hope this book opens up will require something more specific – namely,
better theoretical solutions than my own to the particular substantive
puzzles that I have addressed herein.

Is the Age of Revolutions Over?

So much for the main findings and claims of this study. What are its impli-
cations for the future of revolutions as a repertoire of contention – that is,
as a type of political struggle and social change? Based on our under-
standing of the past, what does the future hold for revolutionaries in the
post–Cold War period?
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Extrapolating from the events of the past two decades, armed revolu-
tionary struggle would seem to be on the wane. This trend is especially
evident in Latin America in the wake of the peace settlements in El Sal-
vador and Guatemala. Whereas armed movements could be found in vir-
tually every Latin American country during the 1960s and 1970s, such
movements were active in only three countries (Colombia, Mexico, and
Peru) by the late 1990s (see Table 9.1). Beginning with the Iranian Revo-
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Table 9.1. Armed movements in Latin America, 1959–2000.

Country 1959–c. 1985 Late 1990s

Argentina (MPN) Montoneros –
ERP

Bolivia ELN –
Brazil ALN –

VPR
Chile MIR –

FPMR
Colombia FARC –--------------------------– FARC

ELN –---------------------------– ELN
EPL
M-19

Costa Rica – –
Cuba M-26-7 –
Dominican Republic M-14 –
Ecuador AVC –
El Salvador FMLN* –
Guatemala URNG* –
Honduras FPR –

MPL (Cinchoneros)
PRTC-H

Mexico L-23 EZLN
PROCUP EPR

Nicaragua FSLN (Sandinistas) –
Panama – –
Paraguay – –
Peru ELN

MIR
Sendero Luminoso –------------– Sendero Luminoso
MRTA –-------------------------– MRTA

Uruguay (MLN) Tupamaros –
Venezuela FALN –

Note: * multigroup alliances.
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lution of 1978–9, moreover, a growing number of nonviolent or at least
unarmed popular insurgencies have arisen against authoritarian states.
During the 1980s and 1990s, in fact, more than a dozen major instances of
unarmed antigovernment protests occurred (see Table 9.2). Most of these
protest movements were repressed by government authorities, sometimes
quite violently, but others succeeded in overthrowing authoritarian regimes
(as in the Philippines and Eastern Europe) and still others contributed indi-
rectly to democratic transitions (as in South Africa, Chile, and Haiti).

Nonviolent protest, including protest aimed at overthrowing or funda-
mentally reshaping political regimes, is hardly new. The nationalist move-
ment against British rule in India, protest by black South Africans during
the 1950s, and the civil rights movement in the United States all employed
nonviolent strategies of protest. Still, there does seem to be a trend toward
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Table 9.2. Major unarmed antigovernment protests,
1978–2000.

Country Years

Iran 1978–9
Poland 1980–1
South Africa 1982–5
Chile 1983–6
Sudan 1985
Haiti 1985
Philippines 1986
South Korea 1987
Burma 1987–8
West Bank and Gaza 1987–93
Tibet 1987–9
China 1989
Eastern Europe 1989
Mali 1990–1
Kenya 1990–?
Madagascar 1991–3
Kosovo 1991–7
Nigeria 1993–?
Indonesia 1998
Serbia 2000

Note: Dates are approximate and refer to the peak year(s) 
of protest.
Source: Adapted from Zunes 1994.
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nonviolent or unarmed antigovernment protest during the final decades
of the twentieth century.

What might account for this trend? Analysts have pointed to several
factors that may explain the appeal of nonviolent protest (e.g., Zunes).
Unless state repression is overwhelming, nonviolent protest often facili-
tates greater popular mobilization than armed struggle, and it need not be
confined to peripheral or thinly populated regions where the state’s infra-
structural power is weak. There may also be a growing recognition that
state violence against unarmed protesters, while often compelling some of
them to take up arms, may swell the ranks of nonviolent movements, espe-
cially if such violence is only erratically and haphazardly employed. Indeed,
the use of force against nonviolent protesters may create dissension and
divisions among the state’s armed forces, which may in turn facilitate
regime change. There has also occurred an international diffusion of the
ideological principles and techniques of nonviolent protest, especially in
the writings of Mohandas K. Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr.

Perhaps the central reason for the increasing prevalence of nonviolent
or unarmed protest, however, is the general expansion of most states’ infra-
structural power since the Second World War (see, e.g., World Bank
1997). New military, transportation, and surveillance technologies have
made it extremely difficult for would-be revolutionaries to defeat a regular
army by force of arms, unless that army has been weakened in war or by
political dissension within its ranks. (The latter type of schisms, however,
may themselves be generated by extensive nonviolent protest as well as by
armed struggle.) Given the infrastructural power of such contemporary
authoritarian states as those in China, Cuba, and Iraq, revolutions are only
likely to occur in those countries – if they occur at all – as a result of
unarmed protest that divides the military. It bears emphasizing, in fact,
that few armed revolutionary movements that have seized state power actu-
ally defeated regular armies on the battlefield. More often, armed revolu-
tionaries have triumphed when the armies that they have confronted broke
apart during wartime (as in Russia), were very deeply divided along polit-
ical lines (as in Bolivia), or eventually refused to fight in defense of an
unpopular regime (as in Cuba). In colonial situations, moreover (includ-
ing, as we have seen, those in Vietnam and Indonesia), armed revolution-
aries have usually triumphed by gradually eroding the political will of the
colonial power to maintain its rule, typically by waging guerrilla warfare
and carrying out economic sabotage over many years or even decades. In
these cases, armed revolutionaries eventually won by not losing. But this
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sort of “prolonged popular warfare” is enormously costly even when the
state is infrastructurally weak, and it is thus usually adopted only as a last
resort. Nonviolent protest, if and when it proves effective, is generally pre-
ferred by protesters, whether they seek to overthrow the state or not.

Will there be more nonviolent revolutions in coming decades? Indeed,
what does the future hold for revolutions, violent or nonviolent, during the
twenty-first century? Does either “globalization” (i.e., the increasingly
transnational character and integration of capitalism) or the demise of the
Soviet bloc herald the end of revolution as a distinctive mode of political
conflict and change? Is the age of revolutions now over? I believe that it
probably is, although not for the reasons that some have proposed. To be
sure, revolutions will continue to occur during the post–Cold War era, and
revolutionary movements and popular insurgencies will persist in a number
of countries and are likely to burst forth in still others. We have already
witnessed (among other events) a popular rebellion in Chiapas, Mexico, the
violent demise of the personalistic dictatorship of Mobutu Sese Seko in
Zaire (now renamed the Democratic Republic of the Congo), and the res-
ignation of the dictator Suharto in Indonesia following mass protests and
riots. And revolutions may yet occur in the remaining occupied territories,
military dictatorships, and patrimonial regimes sprinkled across the globe
– perhaps in Myanmar (formerly Burma), Iraq, or Tibet. Popular move-
ments may also challenge the Communist regimes that still remain in
North Korea, Vietnam, Cuba, and China – although these regimes, which
are themselves the products of popular revolutions, retain considerably
more nationalist legitimacy than did those in Eastern Europe, which were
more or less imposed (outside of Yugoslavia and Albania) by the Soviet
Union. Moreover, several of these regimes, including the Chinese and Viet-
namese, have initiated market reforms that seem to have inaugurated a
gradual, nonrevolutionary transition toward a type of capitalist economy.

Revolutionary movements, moreover, will continue to thrive – or at
least survive – in the peripheries that lie beyond the reach of authoritar-
ian states, as in Mexico, Colombia, Myanmar, and Algeria.1 However, while
these movements are able to exert pressure on incumbent regimes to a
greater or lesser extent, none of them seems capable of actually seizing
state power in the near future. In several of these countries, revolutionar-
ies are feared and disliked by broad social sectors, not just elites. Indeed,
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some of these movements may be important mainly for their “radical-flank
effects.” At a national level, that is, these movements may be most politi-
cally significant to the extent that they open up greater political space for
other, more moderate political movements and organizations.2 It is doubt-
ful, finally, whether those revolutionary movements that do seize state
power in the years ahead will seriously challenge the remaining super-
power or radically alter global politics, as did many revolutions of the Cold
War era. The recent “revolutions” in Zaire and Indonesia, if we may call
them that, are cases in point.

My principal prognostication, however, is that revolutionary move-
ments are rather less likely to arise and social revolutions less likely to
occur during the contemporary period than during the Cold War era –
especially, but not exclusively, movements and revolutions that would seri-
ously challenge the capitalist world-system. As both a repertoire of con-
tention and a motivating ideal, revolution seems to have lost much of its
popular appeal and influence. Why is this? Why has an age of revolutions
– an era marked by several waves of widespread revolutionary conflict –
now passed? And might another return?

Two possible keys to our nonrevolutionary times may be globalization
and the demise of Soviet Communism. Some have suggested that global-
ization has destroyed the very rationale for revolutions. According to this
perspective, state power – the traditional prize of revolutionaries – has
been dramatically eroded by the growing power of multinational corpo-
rations and by the increasingly rapid and uncontrollable movements of
capital, commodities, and people. These realities, according to Charles
Tilly, “undermine the autonomy and circumscription of individual states,
make it extremely difficult for any state to carry on a separate fiscal, welfare
or military policy, and thus reduce the relative advantage of controlling
the apparatus of a national state” (1993: 247). In other words, as global-
ization increasingly diminishes and hollows out state power, the less ratio-
nal becomes any political project aimed at capturing state power, including
revolution.

Globalization has indeed made revolutions less likely, but not for this
dubious reason. Rather than uniformly diminishing states, globalization
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of a strong “radical flank” of revolutionaries. The guerrilla movements in El Salvador and
Guatemala, for example, while unable to seize state power, certainly had important radical-
flank effects for the more moderate opposition and thereby contributed both directly and
indirectly to the process of democratization in those countries.
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has been just as likely to spur attempts to employ and, if necessary, expand
state power for purposes of enhancing global competitiveness. Historically,
in fact, there has been a strong positive correlation between a country’s
exposure to external economic competition and the size of its public sector
(Evans 1997). To a significant extent, some have argued, globalization is
itself a project of strong states (e.g., Weiss 1997). Popular support for 
revolutionaries, at any rate, is not usually based on estimations of 
their likely success in instituting a new fiscal policy or even enhancing a
country’s long-term global competitiveness. As we have seen, ordinary folk
have typically supported revolutionaries because they have spoken up for
them when no one else would (or could), defended their traditional rights,
provided for their subsistence, and, not least, protected them from state
violence. As Jorge Castañeda has argued, popular support for revolution-
ary movements typically derives less from attractive visions of the future
than from a conviction that the status quo is unendurable:

The rationale for revolution, from seventeenth-century England to Romania at the
close of the second millennium, has always lain as much in the moral indignation
aroused by an unacceptable status quo as in the attraction exercised by an existing
blueprint for the future. The most powerful argument in the hands of the left in
Latin America – or anywhere else – has never been, and in all likelihood will never
be, exclusively the intrinsic merit or viability of the alternative it proposes. Its
strong suit is the morally unacceptable character of life as the overwhelming major-
ity of the regions’ inhabitants live it. (Castañeda 1993: 254)

There seems little reason to believe that in the future people will accept
the depredations of authoritarian states on the grounds that “state power
ain’t what it used to be.”

Another, and perhaps more obvious, explanation for the declining
prospects for revolution is the collapse of the Soviet bloc. Many revolu-
tionaries of the Cold War era – especially those who did not live particu-
larly close to the Soviet Union’s borders – were certainly emboldened by
the existence of a powerful noncapitalist industrial society, one that was
itself dependent and “backward” in the not-too-distant past. If modern-
ization in a single generation was possible in the Soviet Union, perhaps it
was possible anywhere. The appeal of Soviet Communism was all the
greater because the Soviets were the self-proclaimed foes of the capitalist
powers (above all the United States) which provided aid and comfort – in
the name of anti-Communism – to many a brutal and authoritarian
regime. Yet I have argued here that it was, in the first instance, precisely
the brutality and authoritarianism of so many states during the Cold War
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era – including the Soviet-backed regimes in Eastern Europe – that pro-
vided the seed bed for widespread revolutionary conflicts. For much of the
Cold War era, vast tracts of the globe suffered more or less violent and
exclusionary forms of colonial rule, imperial domination, military occupa-
tion, or postcolonial despotism. In these political contexts, popular rebel-
lions, usually armed and necessarily violent, were often the only practical
or even sensible repertoire of political struggle. Moderates and reformists,
by contrast, seemed utopian or even suicidal.

Today, however, this seed bed for revolution is virtually desiccated,
thanks in no small measure, ironically, to the revolutions of the Cold War
era: Colonialism is all but dead; Soviet domination of Eastern Europe is
no more; and U.S. hegemony in the Third World – even in its Central
American “backyard” – is increasingly challenged by rival powers (see, e.g.,
Coatsworth 1994). Most importantly, and partly because of these very
developments, a transnational “wave” of democratization has swept across
large parts of East Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America, and (to a lesser
extent) Africa over the past decade or two (see Markoff 1996; Huntington
1991). While there were precious few democratic regimes in South
America in the late 1970s, for example, transitions to democracy were
under way virtually everywhere on that continent just fifteen years later,
even though much of the region had suffered a serious economic crisis
(Mainwaring 1999). Thanks in large part to revolutionary movements
themselves, moreover, democratic transitions have also been under way in
Central America (Paige 1997). But with democracy has also come the paci-
fication of these revolutionaries (Dunkerley 1994).

The coming decades are unlikely to exhibit the same scale of revolu-
tionary conflict as the Cold War era precisely because of this striking and
widespread political transformation. The likelihood of future revolutions,
that is, rests largely upon the future of democracy. For while we may
debate the underlying causes of democratization, and the causes of the
most recent wave of democratization in particular, it seems difficult to 
deny democracy’s predominantly counterrevolutionary consequences. No
popular revolutionary movement, it bears emphasizing, has ever overthrown 
a consolidated democratic regime.3 The great revolutions of the Cold War 
era toppled violently exclusionary colonial regimes (as in Vietnam and
Algeria), brutal personalist dictatorships (as in Cuba, Iran, and Nicaragua),
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and the Soviet-imposed Communist regimes of Eastern Europe. However,
none overthrew a regime that even remotely resembled a democracy. And
no longstanding, institutionalized democracy is today even remotely
threatened by revolutionaries – not in Western Europe, Japan, North
America, Costa Rica, Australia, or New Zealand. As one noted sociologist
has written,

There is now no substantial reason to believe that marxist revolutions will come
about in the foreseeable future in any major advanced capitalist society. In fact, the
revolutionary potential – whatever the phrase may reasonably mean – of wage-
workers, labor unions and political parties, is feeble. This is true of the generally
prosperous post–World War II period; it was also true of the thirties when we wit-
nessed the most grievous slump so far known by world capitalism. Such facts should
not determine our view of the future, but they cannot be explained away by refer-
ences to the corrupt and corrupting “misleaders of labor,” to the success of capi-
talist propaganda, to economic prosperity due to war economy, etc. Assume all this
to be true; still the evidence points to the fact that, without serious qualification,
wageworkers under mature capitalism do accept the system. Wherever a labor
party exists in an advanced capitalist society, it tends either to become weak or, in
actual policy and result, to become incorporated within the welfare state appara-
tus. (Mills 1962: 468–9)

These words were written several decades ago (although they require 
no revision) not by a conservative, but by the radical sociologist 
C. Wright Mills.

Why exactly is democracy so inhospitable to revolutionaries? First and
foremost, democracy largely pacifies and institutionalizes – but hardly does
away with – many forms of social conflict. Lipset (1960: ch. 7) has aptly
referred to elections as a “democratic translation of the class struggle.”
Indeed, democracy “translates” and channels a variety of social conflicts –
including, but not limited to, class conflicts – into party competition for
votes and the lobbying of representatives by interest groups. This “trans-
lation” has sometimes taken violent forms, especially when and where the
fairness of electoral contests is widely questioned. But the temptation to
rebel against the state (which is rarely seized without trepidation under
any circumstances, given its life-or-death consequences) is generally
quelled under democratic regimes by the knowledge that new elections are
but a few years off – and with them the chance to punish incumbent rulers.
Just as importantly, democracies have generally afforded a political context
in which popular protest can win concessions from economic and politi-
cal elites, although this often requires a good deal of disruption, if not 
violence (see, e.g., Gamson 1975; Piven and Cloward 1977). But armed
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struggles that are aimed at overthrowing elected governments rarely win
much popular support – unless such governments (or the armies that they
putatively command) effectively push people into the armed opposition 
by indiscriminately repressing suspected rebel sympathizers. As Che
Guevara wrote:

It must always be kept in mind that there is a necessary minimum without which
the establishment and consolidation of the first [guerrilla] center [ foco] is not prac-
ticable. People must see clearly the futility of maintaining the fight for social goals
within the framework of civil debate. . . . Where a government has come into
power through some form of popular vote, fraudulent or not, and maintains at
least an appearance of constitutional legality, the guerrilla outbreak cannot be pro-
moted, since the possibilities of peaceful struggle have not yet been exhausted.
(Guevara 1985 [1960]: 50–1)

(Unwisely, Guevara later abandoned this view, claiming that even democ-
racies could be toppled by revolutionaries.) With very few exceptions, to
paraphrase Alan Dawley (1976: 70), the ballot box has been the coffin of
revolutionaries.

Does this mean that political radicalism and militancy go unrewarded
in democratic societies? Hardly. Democracy, to repeat, by no means 
eliminates social conflict; in fact, in many ways democracy encourages a
veritable flowering of social conflict by providing the “political space” 
or “political opportunities” with which those organized groups outside
ruling circles can make claims on political authorities and economic elites
(Tarrow 1994).4 Not just political parties, then, but a whole range of inter-
est groups, trade unions, professional associations, social movements, and
even transnational networks become the main organizational vehicles of
political life in democratic polities. These institutions of “civil society,”
however, are generally just that – civil. Their repertoires of contention
include electoral campaigns, lobbying, strikes, boycotts, demonstrations,
and civil disobedience – forms of collective action that may be undertaken
with great passion and militancy (sometimes for quite radical ends), and
that sometimes involve or provoke violence, but which are not aimed at
bringing down the state. (Nor are riots – from which democracies are
hardly immune – revolutionary in this sense.) So whereas radicals and mil-
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itants may survive and even thrive under democracy – or at least some
democracies – true revolutionaries seldom do.

Democracy, then, dramatically reduces the likelihood of revolutionary
change, but not, I should emphasize, because it necessarily brings about
social justice (although justice is sometimes served under democracies).
Formal democracy is fully compatible with widespread poverty, inequal-
ity, and social ills of all sorts – which is precisely why Marx rightly criti-
cized “political emancipation” and so-called bourgeois democracy in the
name of “human emancipation.” The prevalence of poverty and other
social problems is precisely why extraparliamentary movements for social
justice so often arise in democratic contexts. But, again, these movements
almost always view the state as an instrument to be pressured and influ-
enced, not as something to be seized or smashed. To be pessimistic, at any
rate, about the likelihood of social revolutions during the current period
is not at all to be pessimistic about the likelihood of struggles for social
justice. (And we should recall that the record of past revolutions in achiev-
ing social justice is mixed at best.)

Even imperfect and poorly consolidated democracies tend to diffuse rev-
olutionary pressures. The neglected case of Honduras, which I examined
in Chapter 5, illustrates this well. During the 1980s, violent conflicts raged
in neighboring countries, but Honduras remained relatively quiescent. 
No significant revolutionary movement challenged the Honduran state,
despite social problems and inequalities that rivaled those of its neighbors.
Although several elections took place in Honduras during the 1980s, the
democratic regime in that country was (and remains) very deeply flawed.
The two dominant political parties were (and remain) virtually indistin-
guishable. A special battalion in the armed forces, moreover, “disappeared”
dozens of suspected radicals. Still, trade unions and peasant organizations
were generally tolerated and occasionally won concessions through mili-
tant protest. Dissident intellectuals and human rights activists spoke out
against the government. And, perhaps most important, the armed forces in
Honduras never indiscriminately attacked peasant villages or popular orga-
nizations in the manner of their Salvadoran or Guatemalan counterparts.
As a result, Hondurans never felt the need to join or support revolution-
aries in order to defend themselves or to improve their welfare. So while
Honduras’s quasidemocracy did few things well, it was remarkably effec-
tive at preventing the emergence of a popular revolutionary movement.

The recent wave of democratization, then, while certainly uneven and
incomplete, has destroyed the basis for revolutionary conflicts in those
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societies that it has reached. Yet some scholars insist that the “new world
order” has not at all diminished the likelihood of revolutions and, at least
in certain respects, may even make them more probable in the years ahead,
at least in developing or “Southern” societies (see, e.g., Walt 1996: 349–51;
Foran 1997a; Selbin 1997). These scholars point out that many countries
remain impoverished, dependent upon and subordinate to the wealthy
“North,” and vulnerable to external economic downturns. They also
suggest that, despite the collapse of Communism, a range of dissident ide-
ologies and “cultures of opposition” remains available to would-be revo-
lutionaries, including radical nationalism and religious fundamentalism.

These points are indisputable. Yet while these factors may generate
widespread popular grievances, history tells us that these grievances are
not sufficient to cause revolutions or even to generate significant revolu-
tionary movements or popular rebellions. After all, revolutionary move-
ments develop not simply because people are angry, but because the state
under which they live provides no other mechanism for social change and
violently represses those who peacefully seek incremental reforms. And
revolutionary movements, even those with strong popular support, rarely
succeed in seizing power unless the authoritarian states that they confront
are very weak or suddenly weakened (through war, for example).

John Foran (1997a), who is well aware of this line of reasoning, still
maintains that the prospects for revolutions have not decreased apprecia-
bly in the post–Cold War era. He bases his view on the claim that “exclu-
sionary, personalist states, while out of vogue in the post-1980 movement
towards formally democratic polities in much of the world, are still an
option for dependent developers (and this global democratisation process
remains fragile)” (Foran 1997a: 814). Foran is certainly right to claim that
personalist dictatorships have proven unusually vulnerable to revolution-
ary overthrow, as the cases of Cuba, Iran, and Nicaragua testify. But the
personalist dictatorship is an increasingly rare and anachronistic state form
that clearly seems headed for extinction. The soil in which such dictator-
ships sunk their roots – a predominantly rural populace, weak landed and
industrial elites, demobilized masses, praetorian armies, and massive exter-
nal aid to combat Communism – has all but dried up. Revolutions may yet
topple dictators like Saddam Hussein in Iraq, but few other personalist
dictatorships remain.

Foran and Eric Selbin (1997b) also suggest that the end of the Cold
War has opened up more geopolitical space for revolutionary movements.
By this, they seem to mean that the United States no longer has an excuse
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for intervening against democratic revolutionaries. However, with the
demise of the countervailing power of the Soviet bloc, geopolitical space
has surely contracted for those revolutionaries, democratic or otherwise,
who threaten the perceived interests of the U.S. government. Witness the
growing intervention of the United States in the counterinsurgency in
Colombia (see Chapter 7). To be sure, thanks mainly to its unfortunate
experience in the revolutionary conflict in Vietnam, the U.S. armed forces
(and the general public) are loath to commit large numbers of troops to
dangerous overseas conflicts. But there are currently no substantial exter-
nal, geopolitical constraints on the projection of U.S. power abroad in 
such forms as military aid, long-range missiles, and air power. This does
not bode well for revolutionaries who are seen as enemies by the U.S. 
government.

A more serious challenge to my pessimism about future revolutions is
Foran’s warning about the fragility of the recent global spread of democ-
racy. For the future of revolutions is indeed inextricably bound to the
future of democracy. A new era of widespread revolutionary conflict will
dawn, if my analysis is right, only if this most recent wave of democrati-
zation recedes in coming years. We will undoubtedly witness new waves
of revolutionary conflict if the nascent democracies in Eastern Europe,
East Asia, Latin America, and Africa are replaced by violent, authoritar-
ian regimes. Fortunately, this scenario seems unlikely, if only because eco-
nomic and political elites, including even army officers, have become
increasingly aware of the growing economic costs of the political disorder,
corruption, and cronyism that authoritarianism breeds. Here is where
globalization may truly matter. The unprecedented speed and mobility of
financial resources in the current era hangs like the sword of Damocles
over those on both the left and right who would disrupt predictable busi-
ness climates and “investor confidence.” In the new world order, the fear
of capital flight or boycott may stay the hand of would-be Pinochets as
well as that of would-be Lenins. Globalization, in other words, notwith-
standing its often disastrous socioeconomic effects, may actually help pre-
serve formally democratic and quasidemocratic regimes and undermine
the most brutal and corrupt forms of authoritarianism. As a political
project of the most advanced capitalist countries (and their “Southern”
allies), especially the United States, globalization seeks to undermine all
forms of economic nationalism and autarchy, whether of the left or right,
and foster the type of free trade that powerful multinational corporations
will inevitably dominate. Globalization thus abhors the autocratic and 
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oligarchic forms of “crony capitalism” that have nurtured so many revo-
lutionary movements during the past century. In short, Lenin was
undoubtedly right to argue that formal democracy – whether more or less
inclusionary, more or less representative – provides the best “political
shell” for capitalism.

History, however, admittedly provides less room for optimism. Past
waves of democratization, alas, have in fact been regularly followed by
antidemocratic waves. Yet this should give little comfort to revolutionar-
ies, for “the overwhelming majority of [past] transitions from democracy”
were not the result of popular revolts, but “took the form of either mili-
tary coups . . . or executive coups in which democratically chosen chief
executives effectively ended democracy by concentrating power in them-
selves” (Huntington 1991: 291). Needless to say, very few people would
welcome such coups today, even if, in the long run, they make revolutions
more likely. In fact, the left as a whole (including former revolutionaries)
– perhaps more than any other segment of the political spectrum in newly
democratic countries – has come through hard experience to value bour-
geois democracy and the rule of law, warts and all. The contemporary left,
with few exceptions, is generally keen on avoiding actions, including armed
rebellions, that might provide a pretext for, or unintentionally legitimate,
antidemocratic coups. (In Latin America, this means that the left – with
some exceptions – has returned to the outlook that prevailed prior to 
the Cuban Revolution, which leftists initially denounced as “putschist” 
and “adventurist.”) The left itself, in short, today stands, and should stand,
as an important obstacle to one of the most basic and necessary precon-
ditions for revolution: political authoritarianism. But history, of course, is
full of such paradoxes.
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The following bibliography includes all the sources cited in the text as well
as a number of other works that have shaped my understanding of the rev-
olutionary movements examined in this book. The annotations are
intended to be a guide for those who wish to pursue certain topics in more
detail than I have provided. However, what follows certainly does not
pretend to be an exhaustive bibliography for the theoretical issues, regions,
countries, or periods in question. (The section on Eastern Europe is par-
ticularly sketchy, including few items other than those cited in the text.)
Excellent general bibliographies on revolutions and cognate phenomena
include Tilly 1995a and Lanzona 1993; there is also an extensive bibliog-
raphy in Zimmermann 1983.

In organizing this bibliography, I have attempted to place works that
could legitimately fall under two or more of the headings outlined below
within the more specific category. For example, Popkin 1979 is placed under
“Vietnam,” and Scott 1976 under “General Studies” of Southeast Asia,
although both might also have been listed as works of theory.

Entries are organized according to the following outline:

I. Theory, Methodology, and General Studies
II. Southeast Asia

A. General Studies (Including Asia Generally)
B. Vietnam
C. Indonesia
D. Malaya
E. The Philippines

III. Central America
A. General Studies (Including Latin America Generally)
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B. Nicaragua
C. El Salvador
D. Guatemala
E. Honduras

IV. Eastern Europe (Including the Soviet Union)
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Chorley, Katharine. 1943. Armies and the Art of Revolution. London: Faber and
Faber. A neglected classic; argues that revolutions are usually impossible when
the armies they confront are unified.

Close, David H. 1995. The Origins of the Greek Civil War. London: Longman. A
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1995. “Prediction in Macrosociology: The Case of the Soviet Collapse.” 
American Journal of Sociology 100:1552–93. Collins predicted it, if not quite the
precise timing.
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Ceauşescu, Nicolae (Romania), 50,

212, 282n, 284–6
Central America, 5–6, 16, 20, 32–3,

47, 59, 64, 291, 300; Part 3 passim;
chronology, 137–41; regional
similarities, 145–50. See also El
Salvador; Guatemala; Honduras;
Nicaragua.

Central American Defense Council
(CONDECA), 190

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), 92,
118, 158, 225

Cerezo, Vinicio (Guatemala), 158,
200–3, 239

César, Alfredo (Nicaragua), 189
Chajul (Guatemala), 161–3
Chamorro, Pedro Joaquín

(Nicaragua), 157, 187, 189
Chamorro, Violeta Barrios de

(Nicaragua), 189
Charter 77 (Czechoslovakia), 276, 

285
Chavarría, Ricardo E., 188
Chiang Kai-shek (China), 50, 186
Chiapas (Mexico), 146n, 297
Chile, 295



393

China, 75, 77, 91–3, 112, 114, 116,
122–4, 186, 228, 257, 277, 279, 289,
296–7

Chinese (in Malaya), 84, 94–7, 115–7,
121, 125–7, 225, 232, 236

Chinese Communists, 47, 49, 77, 82,
96, 110, 116, 122–3

Chinese Nationalists (Kuomintang),
93, 96, 124

Ching Peng (Malaya), 95, 117–8
Chorley, Katharine, 283
Christian Democratic Party (DCG)

(Guatemala), 158
Christian Democratic Party (PDC) (El

Salvador), 196
Christian Democrats, in Central

America, 148, 157–8, 162, 164–5,
167, 200, 202, 208, 233

Christian Federation of Salvadoran
Peasants (FECCAS) (El Salvador),
160, 167

Cienfuegos (Cuba), naval uprising at,
61

Civic Forum (Czechoslovakia), 276,
280

Civil Defense Patrols (PACs)
(Guatemala), 199, 202, 239

civil rights movement (U.S.), 295
civil society, 33, 35–7, 46, 51, 55–6,

63, 185, 248, 257–8, 262–3, 265,
273, 276–8, 285, 287–8, 290–2, 302

civilian guards (Philippines), 119, 235
Clark Air Base (Philippines), 100
class, analysis, 51, 59–60, 75, 101–2,

225; oppression, 90; structure, 30,
55, 63, 75, 143–4, 213, 262, 288,
290; struggle or conflict, 20, 36,
42–3, 45n, 62, 75, 81, 88, 109, 144,
150, 168, 274, 293, 301. See also
economic grievances and
exploitation; Marxists, Marxist
theory.

coffee, 174–5, 202, 229–30, 246
Cold War, Cold War era, 3, 5–6, 8,

16, 88–9, 95, 107, 148, 252, 289–91,
298–300, 304

Collins, Randall, 44n
Colom Argueta, Manuel (Guatemala),

158
Colombia, 217–8, 220, 241–3, 250,

289, 294, 297, 305
Colombian Communist Party, 241
colonialism, colonialists, 32, 74–82,

84–5, 87, 89–90, 101–2, 104–6,
109–10, 114–5, 121, 124–5, 127,
129–31, 142, 262, 269, 272, 289,
291–2, 296; direct, 80n;
exclusionary, 80, 88–9, 104, 124,
128, 132, 212, 225, 261, 265–6, 269,
274, 291, 300; inclusionary, 80, 104,
126–8, 131, 291; indirect, 80n,
104n, 126; settler, 82; variations of,
109, 128–30, 133. See also regimes,
colonial or neocolonial; states,
colonial.

Cominform (Communist Information
Bureau), 95

Committee of Peasant Unity (CUC)
(Guatemala), 161, 168

Communism, Communists, 17–8, 21,
31–3, 47, 72, 75–81, 84, 86–7,
89–91, 95–6, 100–3, 105–7, 109,
111, 120, 122, 125, 130–1, 148, 157,
162, 178, 220, 256–7, 260, 262, 268,
291, 297–8, 301, 304. See also
socialism.

Communist Party of Peru (Maoist).
See Shining Path.

Communist Party of the Philippines
(PKP), 77, 98–100, 118, 120–1, 128,
235

Communist Party of Venezuela
(PCV), 233, 237

Communities of People in Resistance
(CPR) (Guatemala), 199

comparative-historical analysis, xvi, 3,
5–8. See also qualitative comparative
analysis.

Confucian scholar-gentry (Vietnam),
84

Conservative Party (Nicaragua), 
156



394

Costa Rica, 143n, 146, 164, 189–91,
204, 301

Council for Mutual Economic
Assistance (CMEA, or Comecon),
265n

Council on Hemispheric Affairs, 239
counterfactual analysis, xviii, 7
Crozier, Brian, 120–1
Cuba, Cuban Revolution, 31, 47, 49,

59–63, 148–9, 186, 189–90, 204,
212, 218–9, 223, 227–8, 230, 257,
261, 263, 269, 277, 284, 289, 296–7,
301, 304

cultural or social constuctionism, 25,
39n

culture, cultural analysis, 35, 45, 53,
55, 57–8, 63, 74, 88, 90, 104, 129,
132, 146, 213, 248, 260, 288, 290,
293

cycle of protest, 6, 106–7
Czechoslovakia, 256, 260–2, 266,

270–1, 273–4, 276–80, 282, 285,
288, 292

Dalton, Roque (El Salvador), 164
Dawley, Alan, 302
de Gaulle, Charles (France), 130
death squads, 234; in Central America,

159, 169, 196, 198, 200–1, 221
Declaration of Independence (U.S.),

xvii
decolonization, 108, 123–4, 129
democracy, democratization, 13, 27,

47, 143n, 158, 176, 178, 181, 234,
239, 247, 270, 273, 292, 295, 
300–6

Democratic Action. See Acción
Democrática.

Democratic Alliance (DA)
(Philippines), 100

Democratic Convergence (CD) (El
Salvador), 201

Democratic Forum (Hungary), 
276

Democratic Front Against Repression
(FDRC) (Guatemala), 168

Democratic Republic of Vietnam
(DRV), 75, 93, 110. See also
Vietnam, Vietnamese Revolution.

Democratic Revolutionary Front
(FDR) (El Salvador), 168, 197, 201,
238

Democratic Union of Liberation
(UDEL) (Nicaragua), 157, 187

demographic pressures. See population
growth.

dependence, dependency. See
economic dependence.

Díaz, Porfirio (Mexico), 50, 185, 212,
263

Dickey, Christopher, 192n
dictatorships, 27, 49–50, 110, 177,

274, 289, 300; military 19, 157, 182,
195, 210, 232; neopatrimonial,
personalistic, sultanistic, 13, 49,
143–4, 175, 180, 182–6, 188, 210,
212–3, 261–3, 265–6, 269, 274,
284–8, 291–2, 297, 301, 304;
institutional, 157–8, 182–6, 195,
208, 210–2, 291. See also regimes.

Dien Bien Phu (Vietnam), 112–3,
114n, 120, 122

Dix, Robert, 212, 275
Dominican Republic, 185, 187n
Dower, John, 104
dual power, 12, 276
Duarte, José Napoleón (El Salvador),

157, 196, 200–1, 203, 223
Duiker, William, 110
Dunkerley, James, 149–50, 190
Dunn, John, 89
Durkheim, Emile, 31
Dutch East Indies. See Indonesia.
Duvalier, François (Haiti), 185
Duvalier, Jean-Claude (Haiti), 284

East Germany, 260–2, 267n, 270–1,
273, 276–80, 288, 292

East Timor, 220n
Easter Rising (Ireland), 124
Eastern Europe, 5–6, 15–6, 20–1, 33,

64, 252–3, 289, 291–2, 295, 297,



395

300–1, 305; chap. 8 passim;
chronology, 254–5. See also
Czechoslovakia; East Germany;
Hungary; Poland; Romania.

economic dependence, 30, 143–4,
149–50, 153–4, 170, 176, 209, 211,
262, 265, 274, 288

Economic Development Corps
(EDCOR) (Philippines), 119–20,
231

economic grievances and exploitation,
3, 23, 26, 30, 38, 45–6, 74, 79,
81–2, 88, 101, 109, 148–50, 154,
168–9, 176–7, 200, 209, 211, 213,
224, 229–30, 245–6, 258, 269, 288,
290, 303–4. See also socioeconomic
factors.

Edgar Ibarra Guerrilla Front
(Guatemala), 165

EGP. See Guerrilla Army of the Poor.
Egypt, 129
Eisenstadt, S. N., 184, 271
El Mozote (El Salvador), 197, 217
El Quiché (Guatemala), 161, 163, 198
El Salvador, 32–3, 49, 108, 143–6,

148n, 150, 152–5, 157–62, 164–74,
176–82, 185–6, 190, 192–3,
195–212, 217–9, 221, 222n, 223–30,
233, 235, 237–8, 240, 243, 245–7,
249–50, 289, 292, 294, 298n, 303;
chronology, 138–9

elections, 26–7, 61, 77, 93, 100, 108,
110, 114, 117, 119, 125–7, 154–8,
168, 176, 181, 195, 197, 199–202,
207, 217–8, 232–40, 243, 250, 270,
281, 286, 290, 301–3

electoral fraud, 154, 156–8, 162, 166,
178, 196, 209, 232, 302

Elias, Norbert, 14n
empires, dissolution of, 258–9
Ethiopia, 257
ethnic conflict, 144, 220, 224–5,

248–50, 293

Fairbairn, Geoffrey, 119
Fall, Bernard, 76

Falla, Ricardo, 198
FALN. See Armed Forces of National

Liberation.
famine, in Vietnam (1945), 92
FAO. See Broad Opposition Front.
Farabundo Martí National Liberation

Front (FMLN) (El Salvador), 144,
163–6, 168, 181, 197, 204–5, 207–8,
218, 221, 226–8, 238, 245–7

FARC. See Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia.

fascism, 90, 92
FECCAS. See Christian Federation of

Salvadoran Peasants.
Federation of Free Farmers (FFF)

(Philippines), 236
Federation of Malaya, 117
Feleo, Juan (Philippines), 100
FENASTRAS. See National

Federation of Salvadoran Workers.
First Indochina War, 76, 94, 109–15
Fishman, Robert, 13
FMLN. See Farabundo Martí National

Liberation Front.
Fonseca Amador, Carlos (Nicaragua),

163
Foran, John, 297n, 304–5
Force 136, 97
foreign aid, assistance. See geopolitics.
foreign investment, 82, 154, 174, 199
Foucault, Michel, 43–4
framing processes, theory, 57–8
France, 76, 81, 91–4, 97, 99, 102, 104,

106, 108–14, 121–5, 127–30, 263,
269, 272, 289

Frank, Andre Gunder, 21
Free Democrats (Hungary), 276
Free Farmers Union (MASAKA)

(Philippines), 236
French Communist Party, 111
French Indochina. See Indochina.
French Revolution, 256, 259
FSLN. See Sandinista National

Liberation Front.
Fuentes Mohr, Alberto (Guatemala),

158



396

Führer, Christian (East Germany), 271
Fujimori, Alberto (Peru), 233, 242,

247
Furet, Francois, 271

Gandhi, Mohandas K. (India), 124,
296

GDR. See East Germany.
gender, 64, 293
Geneva accords (1954), 112–4, 123
geopolitics, 37, 39, 43, 57, 60, 78, 81,

101, 103–4, 122, 132, 144, 146, 166,
182, 186, 189, 191, 194–5, 199,
203–4, 207–9, 217, 223, 225–8, 235,
243, 250, 252, 262, 265, 272, 281,
291, 304–5. See also Korean War;
states, international system of;
World War II.

Gerardi, Juan (Guatemala), 198n
German Democratic Republic (GDR).

See East Germany.
Germany, 91, 270–1, 300n
Giap, Vo Nguyen (Vietnam), 92, 112
Glenn, John K., 279–80
globalization, 297–9, 305–6
Goffman, Erving, 58
Goldstone, Jack, 43n, 260n
Gorbachev, Mikhail (Soviet Union),

258, 272–3, 278, 280–2, 287, 289,
292

Governing Junta of National
Reconstruction (Nicaragua), 188–9

Gracey, Douglas (U.K.), 93
Grande, Rutilio (El Salvador), 160
Great Britain, 93–7, 115–8, 121, 123,

125–9, 225, 231, 295, 299
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity

Sphere, 90
Greece, 181, 243, 250
Grenada, 108, 257
Group of Twelve (Nicaragua), 167,

187
Guatemala, 32–3, 143–5, 148n, 150,

152–5, 158–9, 161–3, 165–6,
168–70, 173–4, 176, 178–82, 185–6,
190, 193, 195–212, 217–9, 221–4,

226, 228–9, 233, 235, 237, 239–40,
243, 245–6, 248–50, 289, 292, 294,
298n, 303; chronology, 139–40

Guatemala City, 161–2, 190
Guatemalan Committee of Patriotic

Unity (CGUP) (Guatemala), 168
Guatemalan Labor Party (Communist)

(PGT), 162, 165
Guatemalan Labor Party Nucleo de

Dirección, 165
Guatemalan National Revolutionary

Unity (URNG), 144, 165–6, 181,
201, 207, 218–9, 221, 225, 228–9

Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP)
(Guatemala), 163, 165–6, 168, 207

guerrilla government, 81
guerrillas, guerrilla movements, 49,

57, 76–7, 79, 88, 91, 94–8, 115–7,
119, 123, 125–6, 148, 155, 159, 161,
163–7, 169–71, 176, 181, 191, 196,
198, 200–1, 203–5, 207, 217–8,
220–1, 223, 225, 235–8, 240, 296,
298n, 302. See also revolutionary
movements.

Guevara, Angel Aníbal (Guatemala),
196

Guevara, Che, 302
Guinea-Bissau, 132, 257
Gurney, Henry (Malaya), 76

Haiphong (Vietnam), French shelling
of, 93

Haiti, 185, 284–5, 295
Hall, John A., 245
Halliday, Fred, 257
Hankiss, Elemér, 283
Hanoi (Vietnam), 75, 93, 109
Harbury, Jennifer, 222n
Hatta, Mohammad (Indonesia), 85, 88
Hirschman, Albert, 258, 271
Ho Chi Minh (Vietnam), 75, 85, 91,

110, 112, 124
Hodgkin, Thomas, 93
Holland. See Netherlands.
Honduras, 32, 143–6, 148n, 150,

152–5, 164, 169–76, 178, 189, 192,



397

204, 209, 211–3, 235, 291, 303;
chronology, 140–1

Honecker, Erich (East Germany), 276
Huk rebellion (Philippines), xvi, 77,

83, 97–101, 118–20, 127–8, 219,
223, 225, 227, 231–2, 235–6, 250

Hukbalahap (Philippines), 77, 98,
100–1

Hukbong Bayan Laban sa Hapon
(Philippines). See Hukbalahap.

Hukbong Mapagpalaya ng Bayan
(HMB) (Philippines), 77, 100

human rights abuses, 173, 198, 200,
202–3, 222, 237–9, 241, 243, 247–8.
See also repression.

Hungary, 256, 260–1, 263, 266, 267n,
271, 273, 276–8, 282–3, 286, 288,
292

Huntington, Samuel, 17–9, 278
Hussein, Saddam (Iraq), 185–6, 304
Huynh Kim Khanh, 91

identity, collective, 47, 55, 57, 133,
145; national or ethnic, 122, 130,
132. See also nationalism.

ideology, 26, 53, 57, 263–4, 267,
270–1, 273, 276, 282, 288, 290, 296,
304

imperial overextension, 39, 258
imperialism, 74, 75n, 90, 95, 101,

103–4, 123, 129, 133, 144, 148, 168,
259, 272, 287, 300. See also
colonialism, colonialists.

impunity, military, 202, 207, 238, 
248

independence, political, 81–2, 86–8,
94, 96, 98–100, 110, 116, 118, 123,
125–7, 130. See also national
liberation.

Independent Liberal Party (PLI)
(Nicaragua), 167

Independent Movement of
Professionals and Technicians of El
Salvador (MIPTES), 168

India, 129, 295. See also South Asia.
Indian Independence League, 94

Indian National Army, 94
Indians (in Malaya), 84, 94, 96–7, 126
indigenous people, in El Salvador,

225; in Guatemala, 166, 199, 207,
224, 239; in Peru, 224

Indochina, French Indochina, 76,
81–2, 85, 91, 105, 107n, 111. See
also Cambodia; Laos; Vietnam.

Indochinese Communist Party (ICP),
78, 81, 84, 91, 109, 111, 121. See
also Vietnam, Vietnamese
Revolution.

Indonesia, Indonesian National
Revolution, 31–2, 72, 77–9, 80n,
81–91, 99, 101–4, 123, 131, 177,
211, 220n, 291, 296–8; chronology,
70–1

Indonesian Communist Party (PKI),
32, 77, 81–2, 86–7, 89, 124; “Illegal
PKI,” 85

Indonesian Nationalist Party (PNI),
85

Inevitable Revolutions (LaFeber), 149
infrastructural power (or weakness),

11, 28–30, 41–3, 49, 51, 143, 148,
163, 166, 168, 180, 195, 204, 212–3,
217, 235, 241, 243, 245, 250–3, 262,
267, 275, 284, 290–2, 296–7;
defined, 38. See also state power.

insurgencies. See guerrillas;
revolutionary movements.

intellectuals, intelligentsia, 267, 273,
303

International Monetary Fund (IMF),
268n

international state system. See state,
international system.

Iran, Iranian Revolution, 47, 185, 212,
256–7, 261, 263, 269, 277n, 278,
284, 294–5, 301, 304

Iraq, 186, 296–7, 304
Islam, 85–6; “fundamentalism,” 58
Israel, 203, 224, 226. See also West

Bank and Gaza.
Italy, 300n
Ixils, ethnic (Guatemala), 161, 163



398

James, Harold, 256
Japan, Japanese, 5, 31, 74–6, 79–81,

84–6, 88–99, 101–6, 125–6, 130–3,
142, 156, 291–2, 301

Jasper, James M., 53
Johnson, Chalmers, 19
Joint U.S. Military Advisory Group

(JUSMAG) (Philippines), 118, 226
Jones Act (1916), 127
Jonge, B. C. de (Netherlands), 85
July Twenty-Sixth Movement (Cuba),

47, 60

Kádár, Janós (Hungary), 263, 264n
Kahin, George, 84, 86–7, 123
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