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The Study of Revolutions

The Comparative History of Revolutions

While many of Marx’s predictions regarding revolution proved inaccurate, 
as Liebman (1992, 1675) has pointed out, the sociology of revolution “still 
owes much to Marx’s legacy,” particularly his focus on actors embedded 
in concrete institutions and organizations who act within particular his-
torical circumstances. Revolutionary regimes do not just want to break 
with the past; they also want to impose a new order, including the right to 
self-determination and independence as a national and global experience. 
What the classical revolutions of the past (in France, the Soviet Union, and 
China) as well as the present (in Cuba, Nicaragua, and Iran), had in com-
mon was “resistance to a perceived tyranny” (Lewis 1984, A72).
 Beginning in 1789, France produced the most significant of the 
eighteenth-century social revolutions. In some ways, the French Revolu-
tion resembled the American democratic movement that preceded it. Both 
the French and the American Revolutions applied the principles of the En-
lightenment; both swept away traditional systems; both followed a similar 
three-stage course, moving from moderate to radical before a final conser-
vative swing; strong nationalism undergirded both; and both helped set in 
motion modern constitutional government, along with the very notions of 
freedom, democracy, and social justice. By contrast, the Russian Revolu-
tion, the Chinese Revolution, and the Cuban Revolution had their origins 
in a different ideological paradigm: Marxism-Leninism, which they imple-
mented while producing the demise of the old regime (Chaliand 2008).
 Populism has also characterized Latin American politics. In the hemi-
sphere, there have been various revolutionary processes with different 
forms of development and degrees of radicalization, such as the Mexican 
Revolution of 1911 and the Bolivian Revolution of 1952. In addition, dur-
ing the twentieth century, Leftist governments came to power in Mexico, 
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Argentina, Guatemala, Peru, Chile, Bolivia, Nicaragua, Jamaica, Guyana, 
Suriname, and Grenada. Such were also the historical and recent experi-
ences in Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela. Cuba was considered a unique 
case (Blasier 1976). In his analysis of populism in Latin America, De la 
Torre (2019) examines the various recent populist ruptures in the Ameri-
cas, both Left-wing populism (e.g., Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, Rafael Cor-
rea in Ecuador, and Evo Morales in Bolivia) and Right-wing populism (e.g., 
Donald Trump in the United States, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil). He focuses 
on their social construction of “the people” they seek to represent as part 
of “their mission to redeem their people”—a people who trust and even 
adore their leader. As De la Torre (2020) stresses, despite their ideological 
differences, their behavior once they are in power is quite similar, particu-
larly with respect to concentrating power and rendering the opposition 
ineffective.
 Cuba is a Latin American and Caribbean nation, both agrarian and ur-
ban. At the time of the revolution, it had a well-developed modern sector 
and a large middle class. The agricultural sector was intertwined with in-
dustry (sugar production, tobacco manufacturing) and also mining (nickel 
extraction). The industrial sector was developing fast, as was banking, fi-
nancing, and tourism. At the same time, extreme class inequality existed 
between that modern sector and the traditional sector of the peasantry 
surrounding the production of sugar from the cane, its major product and 
export, as well as—to a lesser extent—tobacco. Thus, at the time of the 
revolution, modernization had created both beneficiaries and victims, as 
these deep social cleavages are now conceptualized (see Van Rossem and 
Roose 2020).
 With the success of the Cuban Revolution, Fidel and Raúl Castro and 
other leaders succeeded in moving Cuba away from the hegemony of the 
United States and making Cuba part of the Soviet bloc. The government 
then patterned all social institutions (e.g., the school curriculum, the wage 
structure) after the Soviet blueprint. Thus, Cuba became a different case: 
Caribbean and Soviet at once. After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, before Vladimir Putin came to power, Russia’s 
influence in the world declined, and with it the Cuban-Russian partner-
ship. But with Vladimir Putin now in power, Cuba continues to be an ally 
of post-Soviet Russia, though with much less support from them. 
 What all the populist and radical movements in the region had in com-
mon was their nationalism, expressed in the anti-Americanism of their 
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foreign policies. Cuba went further than any, as the Castro regime played 
out its disagreements with the United States within the theater of the Cold 
War and established a close alliance with the Soviet Union. Others achieved 
mutual tolerance with Washington, as did Brazil in the new millennium 
during the presidencies of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva and Dilma Rouseff. The 
rest ranged from open conflict to a quiet coexistence with the United States 
(Domínguez 2013).
 The United States responded to Latin American nationalistic aspirations 
in different ways. With Castro’s Cuba, as well as Allende’s Chile, there was a 
head-on political confrontation, while in Mexico and Bolivia both govern-
ments sought reconciliation with the United States. In still other cases—
Guatemala in 1954, Nicaragua in 1979, Panama in 1989, and Venezuela in 
2002, 2014, 2017, and 2019—Washington encouraged internal conspiracies 
against their radical regimes.

Figure 1.1. Fidel Castro-Ruz (1927–2016). Leader of the Cuban Revolution and head of state, Fidel Castro 
was a formidable orator. Here he is speaking to the masses, ca. 1961 (Photo by ullstein bild Dtl. via Getty 
Images).
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The Comparative Methodology and Research Questions

As Mahoney (2000) points out, comparative historical methods are the 
right set of tools to explain why specific cases have the outcomes that they 
do. In this book, we compare and contrast two Latin American revolu-
tions: Cuba under Fidel and Raúl Castro, and Venezuela under Hugo 
Chávez and Nicolás Maduro. In sociology, the work of Barrington Moore 
Jr. in Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (1966) made the com-
parative historical method prevalent. From it issued many contemporary 
analyses of social revolutions, particularly propelled by Skocpol’s (1979) 
comparison of the French, Russian, and Chinese Revolutions. Using a 
“nonvoluntarist structural perspective,” she sought not only to describe 
those revolutions but also to identify their causes (14). She paid attention 
to both their “sufficient similarities,” which allowed them to be grouped 
together, rendering the analysis of their common patterns fruitful, and 
to their differences, which allowed their “particular features” to remain 
distinctive (42). Although Skocpol’s analysis seems to us overly struc-
tural, as the focus on state organizations obliterates the actions of par-
ticular people and social groups, much can be learned from it, especially 
her focus on both the sufficient similarities and particular features of the 
cases compared, as we stress in our analysis of Cuba and Venezuela. We 
identify closely with the work of Tilly in From Mobilization to Revolu-
tion (1978) and his focus on collective action (1975): the political conflict 
generated by organized groups who have access to resources they are able 
to mobilize, as they contend for power. Even then, governments may suc-
cessfully repress the will to engage in collective action by making the 
costs too high to bear. 
 In part 1 of this book we mainly compare the two revolutions with 
respect to the origins of their revolutionary processes and consolidation, 
focusing on what this tells us about the origins and consolidation of 
their particular revolutions, as well as for what it tells us about revo-
lutions in general. Since the Cuban Revolution is now very old (about 
sixty-two years) while the Bolivarian Revolution is much younger (about 
twenty-two years), in this first part we compare them mainly during the 
first fifteen years or so of their revolutionary processes. We begin by dis-
cussing the general conditions that characterize a revolution; then we an-
alyze the causes, process, and outcomes of the Cuban Revolution and the 
Bolivarian Revolution in turn, taking into account the roles of leadership, 
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ideology and culture, and identities (class, race, religion, and gender). As 
Tilly and Tarrow (2015, 7) emphasize, we can learn much from looking 
at these processes through the lens of “contentious politics” when ac-
tors make claims on authorities. To do so, they use repertoires they have 
inherited (and invent new ones), forge alliances with influential political 
actors, take advantage of existing political regime opportunities, and use 
both institutional and extrainstitutional routines to advance their claims. 
Tilly and Tarrow underline that social movements are a historical—and 
not a universal—category, and they take different forms in various his-
torical settings.
 To wit, the speed of social transformation was entirely different in both 
cases. By 1962, in Cuba, the state had achieved full control of its major 

Figure 1.2. Hugo Chávez-Frías (1954–2013) and Raúl Castro-Ruz (1931– ), leaders of the Venezuelan and 
Cuban Revolutions, respectively, and heads of state. Here they are standing in front of the painting of 
Simón Bolívar, leader of the Venezuelan War of Independence, signifying the historical continuity of 
their leadership. Caracas, Venezuela, December 13, 2008 (Photo by Harold Escalona via Shutterstock).
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