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Insurgent Groups and the Quest
for Overseas Support

For decades, Tibet’s quest for self-determination has roused people around
the world. Inspired by appeals to human rights, cultural preservation, and
spiritual awakening, thousands of individuals and organizations lend moral,
material, and financial support to the Tibetan cause. As a result, greater au-
tonomy for Tibet’s five million inhabitants remains a popular international
campaign despite the Chinese government’s 50-year effort to suppress it.

But although Tibet’s light shines brightly abroad, few outsiders know
that China’s borders hold other restive minorities: Mongols, Zhuang, Yi,
and Hui, to name only a few. Notable are the Uyghurs, a group of more
than seven million people located northwest of Tibet. Like the Tibetans,
the Uyghurs fought Chinese domination for centuries, enjoying brief
periods of independence twice during the twentieth century. Like the
Tibetans, the Uyghurs today face threats from Han Chinese in-migration,
centrally planned development policies, and newly strengthened antiterror
measures. If, as the Dalai Lama has warned, Tibetan ethnicity, culture, and
environment face “extinction,” the Uyghurs’ surely do, too. And, like the
Tibetans, the Uyghurs resist Chinese domination with domestic and inter-
national protest that, in Beijing’s eyes, makes them dangerous separatists.
Yet the Uyghurs have failed to inspire the broad-based foreign networks
that generously bankroll the Tibetans. No bumper stickers plead for East
Turkestan’s liberation. No Hollywood stars or corporate moguls write fat
checks for the Uyghurs. No Uyghur leader has visited with a U.S. president
or won the Nobel Peace Prize.

In their quest for external allies, the Tibetans and Uyghurs are far from
unique. In armed and unarmed conflicts throughout the world, challengers
confronting powerful opponents seek support outside their home states –
from international organizations, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
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the media, and the broad public. But although many clamor for assistance,
few draw the external backing won by the Tibetans. Instead, most remain as
isolated as the Uyghurs. Whereas the world now knows about East Timor,
similar insurrections in Indonesian Aceh and West Papua remain far less
celebrated. Among environmental conflicts, a small number of cases, such
as the Brazilian rubber tappers’ efforts to save the Amazon, the conflict
over China’s Three Gorges dam, and the fight over the Chad–Cameroon
pipeline, have gained global acclaim. But many similar environmental bat-
tles, such as the construction of India’s Tehri dam, the logging of Guyana’s
rainforests, and the laying of the Trans Thai–Malaysia gas pipeline, are
waged in anonymity. Whole categories of conflict, such as landlessness in
Latin America and caste discrimination in South Asia, likewise go little
noticed.

How and why do a handful of local challengers become global causes
célèbres while scores of others remain isolated and obscure? What in-
spires powerful transnational networks to spring up around particular
movements? Most basically, which of the world’s myriad oppressed groups
benefit from contemporary globalization?

Since the end of the Cold War, many have touted the emergence of a
“global civil society” composed of formal and informal organizations with
constituencies, operations, and goals that transcend state boundaries. Some
believe that growing transnational interactions have fundamentally changed
world politics, creating an alternative political space distinguished by sym-
pathy and cooperation rather than the anarchy, self-interest, and competi-
tion that mark relations among states. In this rosy view, the media act as all-
seeing eyes, pinpointing places in gravest distress. New technologies permit
early warning of emerging conflicts. And compassionate organizations self-
lessly throw their services to the neediest cases. Emblematic of this brave
new world are two entities: NGOs, private organizations operating across
borders whose primary goals are political, social, or cultural; and “transna-
tional advocacy networks” (TANs), loosely formed groupings of NGOs,
activists, foundations, journalists, bureaucrats, and others, all of whom are
bound by “shared values, a common discourse, and dense exchanges of in-
formation and services.”1 Both NGOs and TANs are frequently heralded

1 Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in Interna-
tional Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), 2; Ann M. Florini, ed. The Third
Force: The Rise of Transnational Civil Society (Tokyo: Japan Center for International Exchange;
Washington: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2000); Thomas Risse, Stephen
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as “principled” forces in an amoral international system. For some schol-
ars, such as Richard Falk, the recent proliferation of these ethical actors
is creating a cosmopolitan democracy of “humane governance” and hu-
man solidarity.2 In this vision, cross-border activity holds special promise
for domestic movements combating unresponsive or repressive states. In
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink’s influential metaphor, harried move-
ments generate transnational support “boomerangs.”3 Using new technolo-
gies, they leap borders to contact the growing ranks of NGOs abroad. In
turn, NGOs and the TANs they anchor altruistically adopt distant causes,
volunteering aid, publicizing injustices, and pressuring foes. Ultimately,
no local struggle goes unnoticed, “empowering the have-nots of the
world.”4

From the perspective of activists in the developed world, this interpreta-
tion may appear sound. There are multitudes of worthy causes on which to
lavish attention – so many that picking clients can present a quandary. But
for social movements in the developing world – groups for whom interna-
tional linkages are not just a calling, a career, or a diversion – contemporary
international politics has a different feel. New technologies, actors, and
institutions promise much but deliver little. As Moses Werror, a leader of
Indonesia’s Free West Papua Movement, complained on the group’s Web
site, “We have struggled for more than 30 years, and the world has ignored
our cause.”5 Or as a displaced person in war-torn southern Sudan recently

C. Ropp, and Kathryn Sikkink, eds., The Power of Human Rights: International Norms and
Domestic Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

2 Richard A. Falk, On Humane Governance: Toward a New Global Politics: The World Order
Models Project Report of the Global Civilization Initiative (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1995).

3 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders, 12–13. See also Sanjeev Khagram, James V. Riker,
and Kathryn Sikkink, eds., Restructuring World Politics: Transnational Social Movements, Net-
works, and Norms (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002).

4 Allen L. Hammond, “Digitally Empowered Development,” Foreign Affairs, March/
April 2001, 105. Others who take a generally optimistic view of an emerging “global
civil society” include Paul Wapner, Environmental Activism and World Civic Politics (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1996); Ronnie D. Lipschutz, “Reconstructing World
Politics: The Emergence of a Global Civil Society,” Millennium: Journal of International
Studies 21, no. 3 (1992): 389–420; Alison Brysk, “From Above and Below: Social Move-
ments, the International System, and Human Rights in Argentina,” Comparative Polit-
ical Studies 26, no. 3 (1993): 259–85; James N. Rosenau, Along the Domestic–Foreign
Frontier: Exploring Governance in a Turbulent World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997).

5 Free West Papua Movement, OPM (Organisesi Papua Merdeka), http://www.converge.
org.nz/wpapua/opm.html (accessed June 1, 2004).
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cried, “Why do so many Americans care about saving seals and whales but
not us?”6

At stake is more than a global popularity contest. For many challengers,
outside aid is literally a matter of life or death. NGOs can raise aware-
ness about little-known conflicts, mobilize resources for beleaguered move-
ments, and pressure repressive governments. External involvement can de-
ter state violence and force policy change. It can bestow legitimacy on
challengers who might otherwise have meager recognition. And it can
strengthen challengers, not only materially, through infusions of money,
equipment, and knowledge, but also psychologically, by demonstrating that
a movement is not alone, that the world cares, and that an arduous conflict
may not be fruitless.

With so much at risk, challengers compete fiercely for transnational
patrons. This book probes the reasons certain groups prick the world’s
conscience whereas others do not. Contrary to most recent scholarship, I
highlight the action, innovation, and skill of movements themselves. Too
often, their unexpected renown is attributed to their location in a strategi-
cally important region or to intercession by third parties such as the cable
news network CNN. This book places local groups at center stage, focus-
ing on the risky and difficult strategies they deploy to galvanize external
help in the face of domestic despotism and international indifference. First,
movements seek simply to be heard, to lift themselves above the voiceless
mass of the world’s poor and oppressed. To do this, they tap the media
to raise international awareness and lobby potential patrons directly. Sec-
ond, insurgent groups magnify their appeal by framing parochial demands,
provincial conflicts, and particularistic identities to match the interests and
agendas of distant audiences. In this global morality market, challengers
must publicize their plights, portray their conflicts as righteous struggles,
and craft their messages to resonate abroad.

In taking this approach, I make five arguments. First, winning NGO sup-
port is neither easy nor automatic but instead competitive and uncertain. Scores
of challengers strive for overseas recognition even within a single coun-
try or region. For distant audiences, however, the ferment is invisible.
Journalists and academics focus on insurgencies that shine internationally.
They seldom place these groups in a broader context – as rare stars in a uni-
verse of hapless aspirants. The efforts of the less fortunate are overlooked.

6 Kate O’Beirne, “A Faraway Country . . . about Which We Know a Lot,” National Review,
March 5, 2001, 30.
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Or, as international resources flow to the few, unsuccessful competitors
direct their energies elsewhere, join forces with the most flourishing, shift
to the opposition, or die out. This analytic blind spot, compounded by
recent enthusiasm about the beneficent effects of globalization and the
Internet, has made the growth of NGO assistance look deceptively simple.

Second, the development and retention of support are best conceived not as
philanthropic gestures but as exchanges based on the relative power of each party
to the transaction. On the supply side of this market are a small number
of influential NGOs with no reason to choose one desperate movement
over another. On the demand side are myriad local groups for whom inter-
national linkages hold the prospect of new resources and greater clout in
their domestic conflicts. This disparity in need creates an unequal power
relationship. As a result, movements must often alter key characteristics to
meet the expectations of patrons. By contrast, in most cases, NGOs can be
circumspect in picking clients and need not reinvent themselves to do so.
To explain their choices only as the result of “morality” or “principle” af-
fords little analytic bite when this larger context is considered. Certainly al-
truism plays an important role in these decisions, but given their organiza-
tional imperatives, NGOs have strong incentives to devote themselves to
the challenger whose profile most closely matches their own requirements –
not necessarily to the neediest group.

Third, competition for NGO intervention occurs in a context of economic, politi-
cal, and organizational inequality that systematically advantages some challengers
over others. These disparities, which insurgents have limited capacity to
change, make it easier for certain movements – those with more resources,
superior knowledge, and preexisting international standing – to promote
themselves abroad and pigeonhole themselves into acceptable categories of
protest. To put this in Keck and Sikkink’s metaphor, many needy move-
ments cannot afford a “boomerang” to petition for aid. Those that can
have varying capacities, giving their appeals different reach, aim, and spin.
As a result, many “boomerang throws” miss their mark, falling unheeded
in inhospitable political, social, and cultural terrain.

Fourth, despite these structural biases, the choices of insurgents – how they
market themselves – matter. Most analysts take a top-down approach, fo-
cusing on NGOs and suggesting that transnational networks form when
intrepid activists in rich countries reach into the developing world to
succor helpless “victims.” In fact, however, local movements insistently
court overseas backing, and their promotional strategies count. Although
they have numerous variants, these strategies share two broad aims:

5

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052184570X - The Marketing of Rebellion: Insurgents, Media, and International Activism
Clifford Bob
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052184570X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Insurgent Groups and the Quest for Overseas Support

raising international awareness of the movement and enhancing its appeal to
NGOs.

Finally, because of this market dynamic, the effects of assistance are more am-
biguous than is often acknowledged. For many scholars and journalists, overseas
activism is an unmitigated blessing. Reflecting a penchant to idolize NGOs,
analysts confuse the apparently altruistic intent of support with its effects.
But when the latent sources of aid are considered, one can more easily as-
sess its costs. On one hand, local challengers must conform to the needs
and agendas of distant audiences, potentially alienating a movement from
its base. On the other hand, the organizational imperatives driving NGOs
mean that even the most devoted can seldom make a particular insurgent
its top concern. The result can be problematic or even deadly: challengers,
tempted into attention-grabbing tactics or extreme stances, may find distant
stalwarts absent or helpless at moments of gravest peril.

Implications

The foregoing arguments reject the view that challengers who attract ma-
jor backing are simply the lucky winners of an international crap shoot.
Although chance plays some part, much can be explained systematically.
The marketing perspective also denies that there is a meritocracy of suf-
fering, with the worst-off groups necessarily gaining the most help. Every
challenger faced with bloody state crackdowns or simple political exclu-
sion rightfully depicts its troubles as deserving of the world’s concern. Yet
typically there is little relationship between a group’s degree of oppression
and its level of external acclaim. Everyday violence against South Asia’s esti-
mated 260 million untouchables has never made it high on the international
agenda despite the vigorous efforts of Indian activists. And the appeals of
the Sudan People’s Liberation Army went unheeded for decades despite
horrific human rights violations costing millions of lives.

It should be clear from the importance I place on groups whose efforts
are ignored by NGOs that I reject generalizations about the impacts of
“globalization.” By themselves, economic integration, technological ad-
vances, and media penetration cannot explain why some worthy groups
spark action whereas a host of others, often from the same locales, do
not. A quick check on the Internet reveals scores of liberation groups,
from Burma’s Arakan Rohingya National Organisation to Ethiopia’s Oromo
Liberation Front to Mexico’s Zapatista Army of National Liberation.
Countless environmental, labor, human rights, and other movements also
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Implications

dot the globe, some with Web sites but most others not. But in cyberspace
as in physical space, only a fraction of contenders for the world’s favor cap-
ture more than a niche following. New technologies dangle the prospect
of internationalizing their causes before more groups than ever before, but
these innovations by no means assure it.

Similarly insufficient to explain these disparities is the reputed rise of a
new “global consciousness” and the more tangible explosion of “moral ac-
tors” on the world stage. The admonition to “think globally” has undeniable
ethical overtones: that we are part of one world whose condition should con-
cern us all. Although noble, this impulse runs into a hard reality. The scope
of global suffering remains so great that even the virtuous must repeatedly
choose among a multitude of deserving causes. Those who view NGOs
primarily as ethical actors cannot explain how these choices are made,
why a few supplicant groups are selected for major attention whereas most
fall by the wayside. It is true that NGOs often act out of deeply felt moral
conviction; many of their choices about issues to highlight and local move-
ments to champion rest in part on these principles. Yet a little-studied
strategic element also plays a central role. Given the context of scarce re-
sources in which NGOs operate, omitting this element leaves analysts with
no reliable means of explaining behavior.

More generally, many who think about these issues have been dazzled
by an explosion of new actors at the international level. It is true that, in the
final analysis, an editor at the BBC or a manager at Amnesty International
can make the difference between international obscurity and celebrity for
a movement. But focusing on these powerful players illuminates only the
last phase of a complicated strategic process. It reduces the role of chal-
lengers, painting them as secondary figures in the formation of their own
international networks. At best, it portrays them as “poster children” for
the larger agendas of distant NGOs; at worst, it depicts them as passively
awaiting third-party attention and resources. Yet movements aggressively
pursue external aid, orchestrating their own international networks. Using
sophisticated approaches, they seek to influence the media, NGOs, and
broader publics. In this, of course, insurgents do nothing more than their
opponents – governments, multinational corporations, and international
financial institutions with huge resources and privileged access to the inter-
national press. But where the powerful buy the world’s best public relations
machines, challengers must bootstrap themselves to the fore.

Most fundamentally, focusing on the suppliers of transnational support
misses the hallmark of all markets, competition. Challengers scramble for
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scarce resources in a setting thick with similar aspirants. Despite its promise,
today’s “global civil society” is for many a Darwinian arena in which the
successful prosper but the weak wither. At any one time, there is room
for only a few challengers on any issue. Tacitly and at times openly, needy
groups vie with one another for the world’s sympathy, elevating themselves
above their competitors and differentiating themselves from similar causes.

Definitions and Plan of the Book

In Chapter 2, I detail the marketing approach, explaining the development
of NGO activism for “challengers,” “insurgencies,” and “movements.” I use
these terms interchangeably to embrace domestically based social currents
and organizations that oppose governments, elites, and other powerful in-
stitutions chiefly using protest and pressure outside conventional political
channels.7 Although they have diverse foes, the movements I examine seek
changes primarily in national rather than international policy. Such chal-
lengers vary widely in many respects. Beyond their obvious differences in
goals, insurgents also span those that have widespread grassroots backing
and those that do not. With regard to strategies, movements may deploy
peaceful, “conventional” protest or violent, transgressive action.

“Activism,” “support,” and “adoption” mean sustained and substantial
transfers of money, matériel, and knowledge by a foreign NGO or NGO
network to a challenger, as well as provision of publicity, advocacy, and
lobbying on its behalf.8 These actions may benefit the group directly, by
strengthening it, or indirectly, by weakening its opponent, for instance
through notoriety, opprobrium, or sanctions. (Excluded from this defini-
tion is media reporting; although it may alert NGOs to conflicts and serve
as a tool of activist networks, journalism seldom has aid as its principal aim.)
There is tremendous diversity among NGOs and the networks they form,
but in this study I focus on two broad types, “advocacy” and “solidarity.”9

The latter, for instance today’s “Free Burma” coalition or the Spanish
Civil War’s Abraham Lincoln brigade, openly take sides in distant conflicts,
backing challengers because of ideological, religious, or other deeply felt

7 See Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics, 2nd ed.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 4.

8 Most challengers are nongovernmental, whereas most NGOs are organized manifestations
of broader movements. But for clarity I use the term “NGO” to refer to the foreign orga-
nizations giving aid rather than the domestic “movements” receiving it.

9 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders, 82, 95.

8

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052184570X - The Marketing of Rebellion: Insurgents, Media, and International Activism
Clifford Bob
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052184570X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Definitions and Plan of the Book

affinities. Although they differ from diaspora organizations, which have
blood ties to challengers in their ancestral homes, solidarity organizations
nonetheless identify closely with their clients, and their members often
form tight personal bonds with insurgents. By contrast, advocacy organiza-
tions, exemplified by human rights NGOs such as Amnesty International,
champion principles, procedures, or policies rather than parties. In prac-
tice, however, the two categories of NGOs and networks often overlap. In
the heat of conflict, it is difficult for advocacy NGOs to separate adher-
ence to ideals from endorsement of groups. In addition, many “principles,”
such as those concerning environmental causes, are more political than
moral. Conversely, solidarity NGOs wrap their partisanship in rhetoric
that simultaneously upholds tenets such as democracy or human rights.
Thus, the two types of networks are best viewed as different points along
a continuous spectrum of support. (Although I do not examine diaspora
organizations here, the marketing perspective probably also explains their
behavior toward coethnics in their homelands.)

Chapter 2 describes the size, character, and dynamics of the transna-
tional market, including both the “demand side,” movements searching for
patronage, and the “supply side,” the NGOs that provide it. Illustrating
my points with numerous examples, I identify common strategies as well as
underlying structural factors that lift certain movements over others. Thus,
the book presents both a causal argument explaining the growth of activism
(or lack thereof ) and a “cookbook” for movements and NGOs. Social sci-
entists may quibble that the argument is too complex. I plead guilty with
mitigation: In the real world of transnational networking, many overlap-
ping factors play a role. Any comprehensive explanation of a particular case
will therefore be “messy.” To build broader insights, however, I emphasize
the fundamental forces at work: power, exchange, and competition.

The book’s empirical chapters use this framework to analyze several
recent insurgencies that have electrified activist networks, comparing them
with similar movements from the same states operating at approximately
the same time that have failed to do so. Unavoidably, these comparisons
are not fully balanced because there is more information about groups that
have become causes célèbres than about those that have not. But, to the
extent possible, each chapter focuses on the strategic and organizational
differences between transnational winners and losers.

Measuring support precisely is difficult because it requires collect-
ing large amounts of information about informal relationships from dis-
persed private organizations around the world. There are also conceptual
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impediments. In principle, assistance may be gauged along two dimensions:
breadth and depth.10 “Breadth” refers to the number of NGOs a movement
draws, with wider patronage presumptively more desirable than narrower
support. Much depends on the nature and power of the actors composing
a transnational network, however. A small number of major NGOs may
be more effective than a large number of weak and obscure ones. “Depth”
refers to the amount of backing NGOs provide, with “more” of one type
seemingly better than “less.” As is the case between direct and indirect forms
of aid, however, among different types within each form, it is often difficult
to rank their values. Finally, there are trade-offs. Convincing an NGO to
deepen its aid may require an insurgent group to make commitments that
alienate other potential patrons. Despite such caveats, these indicators are
useful, at least as heuristic devices, and they point to rough methods of
comparison both for a single movement over time and between matched
movements at a single time.

The comparative case study approach I use here is unabashedly quali-
tative. This methodology is not appropriate to all questions in the social
sciences, but in seeking to grasp the motivations and strategies of two or
more sets of political actors, particularly as they interact with one another,
qualitative analysis is superior to quantitative or statistical methods. Using
the fine-grained insights available through immersion in and comparison
between cases, I have constructed a broad theoretical framework applica-
ble to a diversity of movements and NGOs. In addition, I demonstrate
its usefulness in explaining transnational relationships in important recent
cases.

A word about the movements I examine in the empirical chapters is in
order. The processes of concern here are most visible in “unlikely” cases,
where unknown movements suddenly vault to prominence. Such groups
may not gain the “most” international acclaim of any insurgency worldwide,
but their surprising achievements illustrate causal mechanisms in stark out-
line. Accordingly, I focus on groups that at the outset of their quest for
external backing seemed highly unlikely to gain it – small, remote, and
weak groups. By probing such cases, and particularly by doing so in com-
parison with matched groups whose international quests failed, I reveal a
diversity of factors and strategies affecting the rise of support. Not surpris-
ingly given these purposes, the groups I examine come from states in the

10 Stephen M. Saideman, “Discrimination in International Relations: Analyzing External
Support for Ethnic Groups,” Journal of Peace Research 39 (2002): 27–50.
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