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What Makes Revolution Possible?*  
Analysis of past revolutions reveals that revolutionary movements are most likely to develop and succeed when five factors are simultaneously present: 

1. mass discontent, 
2. divided elites, 
3. unifying motivations that unite different social groups in support of revolution, 
4. a political crisis for the existing government involving loss of legitimacy and armed forces loyalty, and 
5. a permissive world context in that other nations do not intervene to prevent a revolution from succeeding.
A high level of mass discontent usually results from one or a combination of three processes: 

· a decline in living conditions; 
· a shift in the moral acceptability of existing conditions (political, economic or social) involving people coming to feel that their lives can and should be improved; or 
· a period of improvement in living conditions followed by a sharp decline (the period of improvement brings expectation for future progress which is frustrated by the subsequent deterioration). 
Discontent preceding the outbreak of a revolutionary movement is often intensified by sensational events that outrage many people such as violent government repression of opponents.

For discontent to result in a revolutionary movement, people must become convinced that their problems are not due simply to current government leaders, but to the nature of one or more of society's basic social institutions. 

Defining the situation in this way is typically the task of emerging revolutionary leaders. Revolutionary leadership often develops from a division among elites. Elites are people with great power or wealth or culturally recognized leadership qualities such as high levels of charisma, intelligence, talent and/or education. 

The development of a division among elites simultaneous with mass discontent creates the possibility that dissident elite persons will provide leadership and organization for the aroused masses along with an ideology that establishes a basis for unifying different social groups in a revolutionary alliance. Such a unifying ideology justifies the need for revolution for reasons such as to free a people from foreign domination or from the oppression of a dictatorship. 

Another essential element, the deterioration of the legitimacy and coercive capacity of the existing government, provides an opportunity for revolutionaries to overcome the old system. This occurs when existing power holders are perceived as failing to competently address major problems, appear corrupt, and/or engage in unjustified acts of violence that alienate wide sectors of the public as well as of the armed forces. 

The final crucial factor is whether other nations decide to intervene and attack a developing revolution. If other nations are unwilling or incapable of assisting in the repression of revolutionaries, then the revolutionary movement has a better chance of succeeding.

WHO Revolts?

We’ve established the Elites (usually) run a revolution.  But who participates?...

“...growth in the proportion of young adults in the population, especially highly educated young people unable to find employment in the types of jobs for which they trained. Young adults, idealistic and often as yet unrestrained by serious family obligations, are typically most prominent in mass protests. Relatively secularly oriented, highly educated young people provide... leadership for the first major demonstrations.... Their use of electronic media played a significant role in mobilizing people for protests for a democratic political system and contributed to a developing new method for informing and organizing participants in revolutionary movements.”
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* adapted from: "Revolutions and Revolutionary Movements" by James DeFronzo (Westview-Perseus, 2011)

