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structural-historical approach and Fareed Zakaria’s liberal-political
approach in interpreting the phenomenon of revolution. Lawson
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national, and domestic levels, emphasizing the role of international
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occurrence of revolution but has weaknesses in analyzing institutional
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provide a model for understanding the gap between the occurrence of a
revolution and the consolidation of its liberal outcomes.
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Introduction

As one of the most complex and transformative phenomena in
human history, revolution has consistently been at the center of
attention for theorists in political science, sociology, and international
relations. Accompanied by fundamental, rapid, and often non-linear
changes in power structures, political institutions, social relations, and
even value and cultural systems, this phenomenon has played a
decisive role in shaping the evolutionary trajectories of civilizations.
However, in the academic literature, there is no single, consensus-
based definition of revolution, and each school of thought highlights
different dimensions of it by relying on its own epistemological
presuppositions. While this proliferation of approaches has enriched
the theoretical landscape of revolution studies, in practice it has
generated numerous conceptual and explanatory challenges
particularly in distinguishing between why revolutions occur and how
their outcomes are consolidated or distorted. In this context, two
contemporary thinkers George Lawson (a theorist of revolution and
international relations) and Fareed Zakaria (a political analyst and
specialist in liberal discourse) each relying on distinct theoretical
traditions, have offered specific analytical frameworks for
understanding the phenomenon of revolution. Emphasizing the link
between structure and agency within the context of global history,
Lawson views revolution as an inter-societal and multi-layered
phenomenon that takes shape through the interaction of global,
national, and domestic levels and recreates the world political order.
In contrast, with a pragmatic and institution-centered perspective,
Zakaria analyzes revolution as a political instrument for realizing
liberalism at the national level, holding that the durability of its
outcomes requires robust institutional infrastructures such as the rule
of law, judicial independence, and guarantees of individual rights.
Despite the significance of both frameworks, no independent
comparative study has yet scrutinized the epistemological,
methodological, and analytical differences between these two thinkers
in explicating the phenomenon of revolution. Aiming to bridge this
theoretical gap, the present study seeks to answer the primary
question: What are the analytical differences between Lawson’s
structural-historical approach and Zakaria’s liberal-political approach
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in interpreting the phenomenon of revolution? And how can
synthesizing these two frameworks offer a more comprehensive model
for understanding the gap between the occurrence of revolution and
the consolidation of its democratic outcomes?

Method

In terms of objective, this study is applied-theoretical, and in terms
of nature, it is descriptive-analytical, conducted using a comparative
method. The comparative method in political science is recognized as
an effective tool for identifying similarities, differences, causal
patterns, and distinctions in levels of explanation across competing or
complementary theories. In this regard, relying on the published
writings of the two studied thinkers especially Lawson’s key books
and articles such as Anatomies of Revolution, On Revolutions, and
The Global Transformation, and Zakaria’s works such as The Age of
Revolutions, The Future of Freedom, and From Wealth to Power this
study extracts theoretical data and organizes it within a systematic
comparative framework. To operationalize the comparison, three key
criteria “level of analysis,” “driving factor,” and “desired outcome”
have been defined as comparative variables. The level of analysis
refers to the distinction between the locus of explanation (global/inter-
societal versus national/institutional); the driving factor addresses the
causes and initial conditions of revolution; and the desired outcome
relates to post-revolutionary consequences and consolidation
processes. The research approach is qualitative and grounded in
theoretical ~discourse analysis, wherein the epistemological
foundations of each framework are first examined independently, then
brought into conceptual confrontation, and ultimately their points of
convergence and analytical gaps are drawn out. This method allows
the distinctions in their levels of explanation to be accurately
identified rather than resorting to reductionism or treating two
disparate theories as equivalent, thereby preparing the ground for
presenting a synthesized theoretical model.

Findings
The research findings indicate that although both Lawson’s and
Zakaria’s frameworks address the phenomenon of revolution, they
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operate at different epistemological and analytical levels and are
therefore not directly commensurate. In George Lawson’s approach,
revolution is conceptualized as a “structure-agent” and “inter-societal”
phenomenon. Critiquing both pure structuralism and extreme agency-
centrism, Lawson emphasizes the dynamic interaction of these two
levels. From his perspective, revolutions are rooted in structural crises
of the global system, inter-state rivalries, shifts in the patterns of
power hierarchies, and the failure of nation-states in confronting
internal and external pressures. Introducing the concept of “causal
configurations,” he regards revolution not as a discrete event, but as
an ongoing historical process unfolding across three stages:
revolutionary situations, revolutionary trajectories, and revolutionary
outcomes. Lawson maintains that contemporary revolutions, even
when appearing non-violent or electoral, still reflect macro-
transformations in the global order and can alter geopolitical balances
and international discourses. The strength of his framework lies in
explaining why revolutions occur within specific historical contexts
and in illustrating transnational networks and local-global interactions;
however, in analyzing how institutions are consolidated after victory
and the conditions under which a revolution transforms into a durable
democracy, his framework lacks sufficient depth.

In contrast, Fareed Zakaria analyzes revolution within the
framework of liberal-political discourse, centered around “institutional
consolidation.” Locating the roots of revolution primarily in economic
crises, class inequalities, and the pressures resulting from rapid
modernization, Zakaria directs his primary emphasis toward the post-
revolutionary stage. In his view, revolutionary victory alone does not
guarantee sustainable transformation; rather, its success depends on
the existence of prior or concurrent liberal institutions, such as an
independent judiciary, a free press, the rule of law, and guarantees of
individual rights. Examining cases such as the American Revolution,
the Industrial Revolution, and recent transformations in developing
countries, Zakaria warns that rapid and superficial democratization
without liberal infrastructures leads to the emergence of “illiberal
democracies” or the reproduction of authoritarianism. Therefore, his
approach is predominantly focused at the national-institutional level,
emphasizing post-revolutionary crisis management, the gradual pacing
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of transformations, and the institutionalization of the rules of the
political game. Zakaria’s strength lies in providing clear criteria for
measuring the durability of revolutionary outcomes and critiquing
naive optimism regarding mere regime change; however, his
framework proves incapable of explicating the structural-historical
contexts behind the outbreak of revolution, the role of international
networks, global geo-economic shifts, and the cross-border
interactions of social movements.

A comparative evaluation based on the three criteria indicates that:
in the “level of analysis,” Lawson emphasizes multiple (global,
national, domestic) and inter-societal layers, whereas Zakaria limits
the analytical focus to the national and institutional level. In the
“driving factor,” Lawson stresses crises in the global balance of power
and the structural failure of the nation-state, while Zakaria focuses on
the absence of liberal institutions alongside political participation and
domestic economic crises. In the “desired outcome,” Lawson views
the recreation of the political order at the global level as the ultimate
end, whereas Zakaria takes the consolidation of liberal institutions at
the national level as the primary objective. Furthermore, both
frameworks feature complementary limitations: Lawson is not
inattentive to the colonial and structural-historical dimensions yet pays
less attention to the mechanisms of institutional consolidation; Zakaria
is strong on institution-building but downplays macro-cultural,
ideological factors, and geopolitical contexts.

Conclusion

Through a comparative investigation of these two major theoretical
frameworks in revolution studies, this study demonstrated that George
Lawson’s structural-historical approach and Fareed Zakaria’s liberal-
political discourse, rather than being competitors, represent two
complementary yet disparate levels of analysis. The findings suggest
that the conceptual gap in the literature on revolution largely stems
from the failure to distinguish between the “conditions surrounding
the occurrence of revolution” and the “factors consolidating its
outcomes.” By focusing on the interaction of structure and agency
within the context of global history, Lawson effectively explains why
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revolutions occur under conditions of structural crises, geopolitical
shifts, and transnational networks; however, he lacks adequate
analytical tools to answer why some revolutions lead to sustainable
liberal democracies while others descend into despotism or
institutional chaos. In contrast, Zakaria, by emphasizing the role of
liberal institutions, the rule of law, and the gradual management of
transitions, provides clear metrics for assessing the durability and
consolidation of revolutionary outcomes, yet falls into a nation-centric
reductionism regarding the structural-historical roots and international
contexts in which revolutions take shape.

Consequently, synthesizing these two frameworks is not only
viable, but essential for the theoretical renewal of revolution studies in
an era of globalization. The analytical model proposed in this study
rests on the principle that a complete understanding of the
revolutionary cycle requires linking the structural-historical level
(based on Lawson’s perspective) with the national-institutional level
(based on Zakaria’s perspective). This synthesis enables researchers
and policymakers to move beyond the two extremes of “structural
determinism” (which disregards the role of institutional factors and
human choices) and “nation-centric reductionism” (which ignores
global and historical contexts). In practice, this integrated approach
demonstrates that revolutions lead to lasting and democratic
transformation only when they possess structural foundations and
transnational backing, and when, in the post-victory phase, liberal
institutional infrastructures are progressively reproduced and
consolidated at the national level. Beyond its theoretical contribution,
this study carries methodological and policy-oriented implications:
methodologically, it underscores the need to avoid false equivalencies
between disparate theories and highlights the imperative of analyzing
separate levels of explanation.
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