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Theda Skocpol aims to view old problems in a new light.  Her comparative approach investigates the causes and outcomes of the French Revolution of 1789, the Russian Revolution of 1917-1921, and the Chinese Revolution of 1911-1949.  Skocpol draws on a large secondary literature in history and sociology, particularly dominant theories about revolution.  She sees her role as a comparative historian not as revealer of new data, but as one who establishes validity for an argument about causal similarities across a number of cases.  The problem with social-scientific theories, she argues, is that they base their assessments of revolution on notions of protest and change as they “were ideally supposed to occur in liberal-democratic or capitalist societies” (xiii).  Citing Elbaki Hermassi,  she argues for the importance of the global character of revolutions, which “trigger waves of revolution and counter-revolution within and between societies” (4).  Social revolutions also deserve special attention in the context of global industrialization and commercialization.  Her approach, then, is comparative and structural.  At the center of her analysis stands the state as an autonomous entity.  Despite criticisms to the contrary, Skocpol does not forward a state-determinist argument, and she does not eschew ideas or beliefs in the revolutionary process.1  



Skocpol defines revolutions as the swift transformation of class and state structure of a society which accompany bottom-up, class-based revolts.  They are unique in their combination of 1) the concurrence of class upheaval and changes in the social structure and 2) the concurrence of major social and political shifts.  She differentiates “social revolutions” from rebellions, political revolutions, and processes such as industrialization by citing the unique combination of factors—social and political structure alteration and class conflict—that make social revolutions what they are.  However, she resists hanging her analysis on a fixed definition of revolution.  The definition, she argues, must remain contingent on the condition of “actual change of state and class structures” (5).  Yet she believes that  social revolutions come from different “macrostructural and historical contexts” than do the other forms of conflict.  


Skocpol identifies several approaches to the study of revolution, including Marxist analysis, aggregate-psychological theories, systems/value consensus, and political-complicit theories.  The problem with them is that they all proceed from a volunteerist perspective.  That is, they view causality largely in terms of oppositional power held by organized leaders and followers within the boundaries of the affected society.  Further, most theories rely on “intranational conflict and processes of modernization.”  Skocpol offers a “nonvolunteerist” structuralist approach and recognizes that social revolutions result from “international conflict and processes of modernization.” She argues that states should be viewed as administrative and coercive—“potentially autonomous from (though of course conditioned by) socioeconomic interests and structures”—rather than as entities coinciding with the interests of society.  The problem with the volunteerist or purposive notion is that it assumes that social order relies on a “consensus of the majority” and that retracting consensual approval forwards revolution.  Drawing from Barrington Moore, Wendell Phillips, Eric Hobsbawm, and Gordon Wood, Skocpol emphasizes the need to discuss relationships among societies in addition to those among groups within the revolutionary society.  International and socioeconomic conditions have shaped and limited conflicts (17).  


Most liberal and Marxist theorists subordinate political crises to strains in the old regime's social structure; they view the state as “an arena” in which actors dispute economic and social interests.   Marxists, for example, may view the state as organized coercion—but primarily to contain class conflict.  They do not, in other words, envision a state apparatus that works autonomously and even at times against the interests of the dominant class.  For Skocpol, the state is a macro-structure, a “set of administrative, policing, and military organizations headed, and more or less well coordinated by, an executive authority” (29).  She identifies competition between the state and dominant classes for economic and social resources.  She states that demonstrating the extent of state autonomy requires analysis of particular historical cases, focusing on class relations, in an international context.   


The revolutions in France, Russia, and China all took place in “wealthy and politically ambitious agrarian states, none of which was colonially subjugated” (41).  In all these cases, external crises encroached upon internal structure and concurrently 1) incapacitated the central state mechanisms of the existing regime; 2) caused rebellions across the lower classes, particularly peasants; and 3) prompted efforts at mass mobilization of revolutionary political leaders.  Skocpol divides the book into two parts.  Part I emphasizes the reasons old regime states came to crisis and investigates peasant insurrections during the revolutionary transition to new regimes; it provides the historical and structural context for revolutionary processes in the three countries.  Chapter 2 examines the causes of the political crises of the three absolutist, pre-revolutionary states under investigation.  All succumbed to international military pressures, whereas Prussia and Japan adjusted quickly to similar pressures.  In Russia, World War I placed huge stress on an early-industrial economy tied to an agrarian sector (110).   France and China had robust agrarian economies; the landed classes resisted autocratically-imposed modernizing reforms and removed the monarchies.  In Japan and Prussia, by contrast, such classes remained weak, enabling the relatively more bureaucratic old regimes to resist the full effects of criis when it appeared, and precluding a bottom-up revolution.  


Part II traces revolutions from their “outbreaks” through the construction of stable new regimes (the Napoleonic, Stalinist, and Sino-Communist; it emphasizes state building—the structures and activities—of revolutionary leaderships.  It asks, “What changed?”  Peasant revolts changed class relations.  The landed upper classes lost to both lower classes and the rulers of the new state.  Each new regime saw increased popular involvement in state-run affairs.  


Jerome Himmelstein and Michael Kimmel contrast Skocpol's comparative analysis of causes and results of revolutionary conflict with Barrington Moore's, citing her emphasis on uniformity and his on diversity.  They also view Skocpol as a “closet Tocquevillian.”  In making this case, they cite her concern with the relationship between society and an autonomous state.  They also assert her discussion of political centralization as a result of revolution, citing The Old Regime and the French Revolution.  We might add to this Tocqueville's discussion of the international dimensions of “democratic times,” in which “it is almost impossible for two [nations] to wage war in isolation. . . . Wars, therefore, become less frequent but spread over a larger area once they break out.2  


Himmelstein and Kimmel also argue that Skocpol assigns too little importance to agency in the process of revolution, especially in the case of China, where “structural conditions were not wholly ripe for a peasant uprising,” meaning that “self-conscious action of an organized revolutionary group was crucial.”  To be sure, agency does not stand at the center of Skocpol's argument.  However, as Jeff Goodwin writes, for Skocpol “structural” does not mean devoid of agency; it means, rather, “complex”3 in a way that escapes dominant theories about revolution.  Skocpol aims to sharpen focus on the causes and results of social revolutions as a way of adjusting existing theories—not of categorically opposing them.    
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