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In a prophetic essay published three years after his Social Origins of 
Dictatorship and Democracy, Barrington Moore Jr. assayed the current 
prospects for revolution in America. 1 He wrote in 1969, a time of many 
calls for liberation by means of revolution, and not a few for revolution 
by means of liberation. Moore reviewed classic ideas about the con- 
ditions for revolution - disaffection among intellectuals, sharp division 
within the ruling classes, loss of unified control over the instruments of 
violence, emergence of mass popular rebellion, and so on - then con- 
sidered skeptically the likelihood that such conditions would converge 
in the United States. He insisted on change and variability in essential 
conditions for revolution, but also pleaded for the value of sober 
thought on the subject: 

One task of human thought is to try to perceive what the range of possibili- 
ties may be in a future that always carries on its back the burden of the pre- 
sent and the past. Though that is not the only task of the intellectual, it is a 
very important and very difficult one. No one can do it with complete suc- 
cess. Only those with a religious conviction of the infallibility of their own 
beliefs can take seriously notions of inevitable catastrophe and inevitable 
utopia. To give up such consolations is to become really serious about a very 
deadly and very serious world. 2 

A quarter-century later, far fewer analysts and advocates than in 1969 
are envisaging an imminent collapse of the American state or a forceful 
seizure of its power; the dispersion of old mobilizations over civil 
rights, American military policy, and related issues has encouraged the 
heirs of 1960s activists to consider their government tougher and 
wilier than most of its opponents said at the time when Moore was 
writing. American sociologies of revolution (many of them written by 
Moore's students or Moore's students' students) have registered that 
rising skepticism about the ease of revolution in rich capitalist coun- 
tries. 
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Except for references to fiscal crises and military means, Moore paid 
little attention to the organization of states. What is more, he deliber- 
ately discounted shared understandings and their objectifications - 
that is, culture - as independent causes of revolution. Although firmly ~ 
opposed to socialist authoritarianism, the Moore of 1969 remained a 
thoroughgoing materialist. So then did many other analysts of revolu- 
tion. 

Times have changed. As Jeff Goodwin reports, Moore's successors 
have poured much of their energy into analyses of states and culture. 
Goodwin studied with Theda Skocpol, who had studied with (but soon 
criticized) Barrington Moore. Goodwin himself has investigated the 
impact of state structure and cultural forms on revolutionary processes 
in Latin America and Southeast Asia. In his thoughtful survey of 
important works in the field, Goodwin starts precisely from that con- 
cern: how, and how well, have recent analysts integrated states and cul- 
ture into explanations of revolutions? 

Reviewing Goodwin's essay made me aware of my complicity in the 
visible vices he denounces so vigorously. Among the authors he 
reviewsl I have either taught, reviewed, counseled, or collaborated with 
every single one. Goodwin and I have recently co-directed a seminar 
on states and collective action, in which revolution and rebellion often 
came under discussion. In the last two years, I have written a number of 
papers, not to mention a book, commenting on much the same litera- 
ture with which Goodwin's review contends; my published critiques of 
Goldstone, Gurr, and Moshiri, for example, coincide almost exactly 
with Goodwin's, right down to quoting the same passages from the 
doughty trio's book? (I hasten to insist that Goodwin had not seen 
those critiques when he wrote his essay.) And Barrington Moore co- 
directed my doctoral dissertation, which concerned the French Revolu- 
tion! I must therefore resist two mighty temptations: 1) to play referee 
among the contributors, declaring who scores and who fouls out; 2) to 
funnel all these diverse contributions into an explication and justifica- 
tion of my own ideas on revolution. Let me instead follow Goodwin by 
pointing out how this symposium advances our discussion of states and 
culture in revolutions. 

The symposium's first claim to distinction is tacit but crucial: Our 
authors have all eschewed the time-honored search for a single, in- 
variant model of revolution applicable across wide expanses of time 
and space. As recently as 1986, after all, Jack Goldstone's very dissatis- 
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faction with existing theories rested on the presumption that revolution 
was a sni generis, recurrent phenomenon whose regularities analysts 
were still trying to discern: 

Yet the study of revolutions remains much like the study of earthquakes. 
When  one occurs, scholars try to make sense of the data they have collected 
and to build theories to account for the next one. Gradually, we gain a fuller 
understanding of revolutions and of the conditions behind them. And  yet the 
next one still ,surprises us. Our knowledge of revolutions, like that of 
earthquakes, is still limited. We can detail the patterns in those that have 
occurred, and we can list some of the conditions conducive to them; but a 
better and more  exact understanding of precisely when they are likely to 
occur still lies in the future. 4 

The analogy tells us plenty, since students of seismology have them- 
selves turned away from the effort to construct invariant models of 
earthquakes in favor of seeing them as variable by-products of shifts 
among tectonic plates. 5 As Goodwin shows in his essay, Goldstone 
himself is now moving away from seismic to tectonic models of revolu- 
tion. Even Farideh Farhi, whose States and Urban-Based Revolutions 

followed the classic mode of applying Theda Skocpol's framework crit- 
ically to the revolutions of Iran and Nicaragua, here shifts her attention 
to variation in revolutionary processes, with particular attention to the 
continuous interplay of state and culture. 

The replies vary more in their approaches to states and culture in revo- 
lution, ranging from Rod Aya's determined treatment of both as con- 
text rather than content to Timothy McDaniel's embedding of explana- 
tion deep in the political and cultural histories of his case. As Goodwin 
complains, however, most recent efforts to incorporate states and cul- 
ture into models of revolution have a tacked-on quality - further 
"levels" or "variables" for addition to the catalog of conditions pro- 
ducing conflict or discontent, but not fully-theorized components of 
revolutionary processes. Goodwin rightly argues that theorists of revo- 
lution need at least to examine how state and popular politics (he uses 
the more troublesome term "civil society") interact and how culture 
enters into the very constitution of political institutions. 

Goodwin's critiques nevertheless leave us with two pressing questions 
about what he wants analysts of revolution to do. First, what is this cul- 
ture he urges us to take more seriously, and how can we learn about it 
independently of the action we are trying to explain? How will we 
know it when we see it? The essay's closing passages suggest that we 
will recognize it chiefly as articulated beliefs, but leave quite unclear 
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how Goodwin's adjacent analysis of vulnerability in personalist dic- 
tatorships takes articulated beliefs into account. I readily agree that we 
need better analyses of culture in revolution, but suspect that those 
analyses should emphasize rival and shared understandings concern- 
ing: 

a) rights and obligations of the chief actors within the local polity, 
b) the previous history of citizen-state relations in that polity, 
c) the likely outcomes of different available forms of collective action, 
d) the relative desirability of those outcomes. 

Such understandings change continuously and cumulatively in the 
course of revolutionary processes; as they struggle and see the out- 
comes of their struggle, ordinary people, revolutionary activists, their 
enemies, and powerholders all learn, innovate, create shared memo- 
ries, alter their relations with each other, change the structure of power, 
and shift their strategies. Thus culture, state, and revolutionary action 
interact incessantly. Goodwin's essay doesn't tell us how to capture and 
understand that interaction. 

Second question: how do we accomplish the recommended integration 
of state and culture into our analyses that Goodwin urges as superior to 
their invocation in the guise of supplementary variables after the fact? 
Having acknowledged that culture permeates state practices and state 
practices shape political practices, how are we supposed to integrate 
that recognition into explanations of revolution? It sounds as though 
we must either: 

a) abandon the search for general explanations of revolution in favor of cul- 
turally-informed causal accounts of particular revolutions or 

b) break revolutions into components each of which is ontologically, and 
therefore theoretically, coherent, then construct separate theories of those 
components. 

I favor alternative b), with the proviso that the theories should concern 
not invariance but variation. Despite fierce disagreements that signal 
the discussion's high stakes, this symposium offers hope for advances 
in just such an intellectual program. 
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