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Changing Forms of Collective Action 

"Social change" is such a massive notion, and our own time one of such rapid 

. . ' social change, that  we can easily slip - into ' imagining everything important now 

changes faster than it used to. ,After all, many things certainly do:' this year's means 

of storing, processing, and transmitting information is already obsolescent, and the 

tempo of innovation in information-whirling wil l  no' doubt increase for some time to 

come. Not al l  changes, however, follow a logistic curve. 

Let us examine one that does not: alteration in the basic means of collective 

action. In that respect, the residents of Britain, France, and a number of  other 

western countries experienced. their last major round of change over a century ago. 
. . ' 

They are s t i l l  using what we might c a l l  a nineteenth-century repertoire of collective 

action. The .demonstration,. the .strike, the public meeting, the social movement, and 

' .  a number of associated forms of action a l l  came in to  their own i n  most western 

European countries during the nineteenth century, have altered in  only secondary ways 
* .  

since then, and have i n  the in ter im added no dist inct ly d i f ferent  forms t o  the- 

nineteenth-century array. 

No  doubt I should expect- a Br i t ish audience, fresh from witnessing the 
. . 

struggles of ~ r i x t o n  and Toxteth, to find puzzling the notion of l i t t l e  change since 

the nineteenth century. Let me confess. instantly my unreadiness to battle Britons on 

their own contemporary ground. M~ most recent systematic evidence on .Brit ish 

conf l ic ts  i s  a f u l l  150 years o1d;it dates from 1831. My documentation on 1981's 

conflicts is "hopelessly ,thin; it includes only the sorts of reports carr ied by major 

. ~ m e r i c a n  newspapers, p lus a. f ew  ear ly~commentar ies i n  Br i t ish periodicals 

enterprising enough to find their ways into.'the l ibrary of  an American university. 

Given th in .  documentati.on,. I could easily have missed important signs of long-term 

change. . ' 

. The news .reports, .in any case, provide many reminders of the British past; 
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t h e y  c a l l  t o  mind e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  s u s t a i n e d  e f f o r t  o f  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  British 

author i t ies  t o  establish police control  over working-class areas ,  b o t h  English and i r ish ,  

and the  repeated resistance of people in working-class neighborhoods t o  t h a t  control. 

 hey recall  how f r e q u e n t l y  I r e l a n d  h a s  ' s e r v e d  as t h e  . . p r o v i n g  g r o u n d  f o r  p o l i c e  

r o u t i n e s  l a t e r  t o  b e  i n s t a l l e d  in Grea t  Britain. T h e  v e r y  routines of confrontation 

and looting have plenty of historical precedent,. Notice t h a t  in ' ~ u ~ u s t  New Society ' 
. 

. 3 

b e g a n  pub l i sh ing  a s e r i e s  ca l l ed  " t h e ' r i o t s  in emphasizing continuit ies 

between th is  year and t h e  past. Jerry  White's review of  19 1 9  in  t h e  f i r s t ,  a r t i c l e  - 
brings out  t h a t  four rounds of rioting: . . ! 

In May and June, t h e r e  were  race  r io ts  in seaports;  in July, r i o t s  by s o l d i e r s  
w h o  w e r e  a w a i t i n g  d e m o b  o r  just  d i s c h a r g e d ;  in A u g u s t ,  m a s s  loo t ing  in 
Liverpool a f t e r  t h e  a b o r t i v e  P o l i c e  Union  s t r i k e ;  a n d  in  J u l y  a n d  A u g u s t ,  
r u n n i n g  b a t t l e s  b e t w e e n  London y o u t h  a n d  t h e  police, with some casualt ies 
(White 1981: 260). 

All those  even t s  had established nineteenth-century antecedents .  

Flashback t o  1919 . provides a dual reminder: First ,  then as before a n d  since, 

by using such words -as "riot". and "disturbance", observers adopt t h e  au thorit iesl  usual 

perspective,  lump t o g e t h e r  f o r m s  of a c t i o n  which  a r e  a c t u a l l y  q u i t e  d i s t inc t i -ve ,  

o b s c u i k  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  of form between the' violent and nonviolent instances of t h e  

. s a m e  routine. Second, t h e  nineteenth-century reper toi re  did not  preclude violence o r  

d i rec t  action,  although nei ther  was cen t ra l  t o  i t s  operation. Somet imes t h e  violence 

consisted of a d i rec t  a t t a c k  on t h e  person o r  premises o f  a n  enemy. Sometimes i t  

s p u n  off  t h e  e d g e s  of a l a r g e l y  nonviolent demonstration or strike. Sometimes i t  

emerged f rom a struggle with a rival group which a t t e m p t e d  t o  b lock  t h e  a c t i o n ' s  

i n i t i a t o r  f r o m  making i t s  point. Most of ten,  however, t h e  violence resulted from* a 

direct  confronta t ion between members of t h e  g r o u p  m a k i n g  c l a i m s  a n d  po l ice ,  o r  

o ther  representa t ives  of t h e  authorit ies,  who sought t o  check the i r  action. In almost 

all these  cases, '  nevertheless, t h e  violence simply 'cast in to  relief t h e  'same recurrent  
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nineteenth-century routines: meeting, rally, and s o  on. 
. . 

If we w e r e  ta l ly ing continuit ies between 1-981's conflicts  and those of t h e  past ,  

we could easily push back before 1919. Considering t h e  recurrent  t h e m e  of civilian 

res is tance t o  police control, we could move all t h e  way .  back to .  t h e  very installation 

of the  New Police in 1829 a n d . t h e r e a f t e r .  'T rue ,  t h e  conjunction. o f  segregated racial  

minorities, police ha rassment ,  a n d  o u t b r e a k s .  c o m b i n i n g  p r o p e r t y  d e s t r u c t i o n  w i t h  

.. looting has a twentieth-century American air; a lmost  every  American ghe t to  rebellion 

of t h e  1960s t h a t  .did n o t  beg in  w i t h  p o l i c e  i n t e r v e n t i o n '  in a b l a c k  c i v i l  r i g h t s  
. . 

demonstra t ion began with a contes ted police a r r e s t  o f .  a b l a c k  person i n  t h e  presence 

of many others,  and in . the  con tex t  of r e p e a t e d  c o m p l a i n t s  a g a i n s t  d iscr i rninat0r .y  

p a t r o l l i n g  of b l a c k  a r e a s .  T h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  c o m b i n a t i o n ,  s o  f a r  a s  1 know, never 

appeared in nineteenth-century Britain.  everth he less, t h e  r e c e n t  c o n f r b n t a t i o ' n s  in  

Britain's urban minority a r e a s  have thei r  counterpar t  in t h e  con tes ted  policing of Irish 

a r e a s .  in nineteenth-century British industr.ia1 towns. Here  the '  cen t ra l  action was not 

t y p i c a l l y  a demonstra t ion or  a str ike;  instead, people employed t h e  very old routine 

which had served against  such powerful but unwanted outsiders a s  tax-collectors and 

billeted troops: gathering, threatening,  taunting, stoning, impeding, retreating,  only t o  

regroup elsewhere. 

This  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  d e f e n s i v e  r o u t i n e  a c t u a l l y  p reda tes  the  nineteenth 

, century.  . W e  can see i t  clearly and repeatedly among'  t h e  food r i o t s ,  Rough  Music,  

m a c h i n e - b r e a k i n g ,  and. o the r  .standard forms of eighteenth-century conflict. Few of 

those  fbrms of act ion .survived m l c h  past  t h e  1830s. T h e  r o u t i n e  f o r  d e f e n d i n g  a 

terr i tory  against  powerful outsiders was an exception. I t  survived t o  occupy a regular 

place in 'a new and dist inctive repertoire. 

T h e  d i scuss ion  which follows offers  a very  general  account  of the  shift  from . . 

t h e  reper toi res  of col lect ive  act ion prevailing in Britain and France through t h e  ear ly  

n i n e t e e n t h '  c e n t u r y  t o  t h e  r e p e r t o i r e s  prevail ing in Britain and France since then. 
. . . . 
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The account is schematic, the illustrations are few, the evidence presented fragile at 

best. I have skipped the illustrations and bypassed the evidence in order t o  sharpen 

the  argument. Consider the paper a statement of  a working hypothesis, and a .  

proposal for kesearch. Then we can reflect on what the.,world should look like i f  the 

hypothesis is correct, and what sort '  of  evidence it would take t o  subject the 
. . 

hypothesis to proper scrutiny. . . 

Repertoires of Collective Action . . 

A distinctive nineteenth-century repertoire came into being as part .of the same 
. : 

process which established the terms of direct popular participation in national' politics 

within each of the countries. It emphasizes the same characteristics as are rewarded 

by national electoral .politics: the mobilization of numbers and commitment .on behalf . 

o f  a r t i c u l a t e d  c la ims  t o  power and/or on:powerholders. When it comes t o  

demonstrations, strikes, public meetings, social movements, and similar forms of 

collective action, those groups are more successful, on the whole, which can produce 

the highest multiple of numbers, commitment, and articulation of claims. 

~ o n ' t  a l l  repertoires work that way?' No, i n  past and present people have 

oiganized repertoires around displays of lethal force, of links to powerful patrons (not 

necessarily human or even earthly), of. certification by sacred texts, of one esoteric 

skill or another. .Once claims cross internat ional  boundaries, furthermore, the 

mobi l izat ion of numbers and commitment on behalf. of articulated claims' to power 

. . and on powerholders has l i t t le  impact in the contemporary world; the effects of those 

forms operate almost entirely within ,the bounds 0.f a single state. illusions and hopes 

to the contrary .result, I think, from confounding the direct effect of a demonstration 
, 

or ra l l y  on a foreign powerholder with the impact of the demonstration or rally on 

the host state's actions toward the foreign powerholder. We are examining a 

repertoire of col lect ive action that grew up with, and is stil l largely confined to, 

action within the sorts of polities created as national electoral politics developed in  
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W h e t h e r  n a f i o n a l  e l e ~ t o r a l  p o l i t i c s  s o m e h o w  c a u s e d  the  reper toi re  is more 

di f f icul t  to say. Another connection i s  e q u a l l y  p laus ib le :  t h e  s a m e  s t r u g g l e  t h a t  

c r e a t e d  s o m e  d i rec t  national representa t ion of ordinary cit izens also crystall ized the  

reper toi re  and gave  i t  .precarious legitimacy. A var ie ty  of d i f f e r e n t  g r o u p s  w i t h  a 

c o n s i d e r a b l e  r a n g e  of in teres ts  and power acquired a common interes t  in protecting 

t h e  means  of 'action involved. The repertoire 's  availabil i ty for e lectora l  c la ims made 

i t  diff icult  for authorit ies t o  block i t s  extension t o  non-electoral claims, and  thereby 

increased t h e  advantages offered by t h e  new reper to i re  t o  all so r t s  of contenders. In 

c o m p a r i s o n  t o  o t h e r  f o r m s  of a c t i o n  people might,' in principle, ,have  adopted,  t h e  

routines in t h e  new reper toi re  were  more  likely t o  convey a c lea r  message and less 

likely t o  call  down vigorous repression. 

All s u c h  a d v a n t a g e s  i m p o s e  c o s t s .  T h e  new repertoire inevitably disserved 

some kinds ,of groups: those for  whom small. numbers or  secrecy were  essential, those  

c o n c e r n e d  m a i n l y  w i t h  t h e i r  own r i g h t  t o  exis t  ra ther  than with t h e  s t ruc tu re  o r  

exercise  of national power; and so  on. . W h e r e  t h e  o b j e c t  of a group 's  w r a t h  w a s  

v i s i b l e  a n d  loca l ,  m e e t i n g s ,  r a l l i e s ,  demonstra t ions  and t h e  like were  likely t o  be  

.' indirect ,  ineffect ive  ways t o  r e a c h  t h e  o b j e c t ,  as c o m p a r e d  w i t h  o l d e r  f o r m s  of  

retribution. Out  o f  incessant struggles among claimants,  objects of the i r  claims, and 

intervening authorit ies grew a ser ies  of h a l f - s t a t e d  b u t  c .ompel l ing d e f i n i t i o n s  a n d  

rules: when a meeting was really a meeting, when t h e  police could and should en te r  a 

gathering; who could m a r c h  w h e r e ,  a n d  s o  on. T h e  d e f i n i t i o n s  a n d  r u l e s ,  b e i n g  

political products themselves, tended t o  work against  group's with few powerful  allies. 

The resulting s t ruc tu re  simultaneously encouraged a n d  c o n t a i n e d  p o p u l a r  c o l l e c t i v . e  
, 

action. 
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Let: us sharpen the '  contras t  between t h e  "eighteenth-century" and "nineteenth- 

century" repertoires. W e .  should do 'so in full r e a l i z a t i o n  a) t h a t  t h e  " e i g h t e e n t h -  

c e n t u r y "  r e p e r t o i r e  s t r e t c h e d  b a c k  in . t i m e  b e f o r e  t h e n  a n d  s u r v i v e d  i n t o  t h e  

nineteenth century,  while t h e  "nineteenth-century" reper toi re  continued in t o  o u r  own 

t i m e ;  b) t h a t -  t h e  d icho tomy sugges t s  a neat  distinction which t h e  historical reali ty 

denies. on balance, performances  in t h e  older reper toi re  involved: 

I .  peop le ' s  f r e q u e n t  employment of t h e  authorities'normal means of action,  
e i t h e r  a s  c a r i c a t u r e  o r  as a d e l i b e r a t e ,  if t e m p o r a r y ,  assumpti 'on of - t h e  
authorit ies '  prerogatives in t h e  name of t h e  local community; 

2. common a p p e a r a n c e  of p a r t i c i p a n t s  as m e m b e r s  o r  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of 
const i tu ted corpora te  groups and communities ra the r  than  of special  interests;  

3. a tendency t o  a p p e a l  t o  p o w e r f u l  p a t r o n s  f o r  r e d r e s s  of w r o n g s  a n d ,  
especially, for representa t ion vis 3 vis outside authorit ies;  

4. extensive use of a u t h o r i z e d  pub l ic  c e l e b r a t i o n s  a n d  a s s e m b l i e s  f o r  t h e  
presentation of grievances and demands; 

5. r e p e a t e d  a d o p t i o n  of r i c h ,  i r reverent  symbolism in the  form of effigies, 
dumb show, and ri tual  objects  t o  s t a t e  grievances and demands; 

6. convergence on t h e  residences of wrongdoers and t h e  s i t e s  of wrongdoing, 
as opposed t o  seats and symbols of public power. 

O n e  m i g h t  s u m  up t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  as p a r o c h i a l  - a n d  pa t ron ized . .  Concretely,  t h e  

reper toi re  included such routines as food riots, col lect ive  invasions of forbidden fields 

a n d  f o r e s t s ,  d e s t r u c t i o n  . . of b a r r i e r s ,  a t t a c k s  on machines, Rough Music, serenades,  
. . 

. . 

. expulsions of t a x  officials  and o ther  unwaned outsiders, tendentious holiday parades, 

f ights between gangs f rom rival villages, pulling down and sacking of 'pr ivate  houses, 

forced illumination, m o b b i n g  of o u t c a s t s ,  a n d  t h e  a c t i n g  o u t .  of p o p u l a r  jud ic ia l  

p r o c e e d i n g s .  T h o s e  a n d  a f e w  o t h e r  f o r m s  like them const i tu ted the  eighteenth- 

century repertoire. 
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T h e  "nineteenth-century1! reper toi re  with which we st i l l  live .opera tes  on qui te  

d i f ferent  premises. As compared with t h e  ear l ier  reper toi re ,  i t s  p e r f o r m a n c e s  s h o w  

. . 
these  tendendencies: 9 

1. . The employment of relatively autonomous means  of action,  of a kind rarely 
or  never employed by authorit ies;  . . 

2.  f requent  appearance-  of special in teres ts  and named associations or  pseudo- 
associations (e.g. Coalition ..for Justice,  People United Against .I; 

3. di rec t  challenges t o  rivals or authorit ies,  especially national authorit ies and . . 

thei r  representatives,  r a the r  than appeals t o  patrons;  

4. del iberate  organization of assemblies for t h e  art iculation of claims; i 
. . 

5. display of programs, slogans, signs of common membership; 

6 .  preference for action in visible public places. 

Let  m e  insist t h a t  these  a r e  average di f ferences ,  n o t  a b s o l u t e s .  They  d e s c r i b e  a 

tendency toward action we might label national and  autonomous. Concre te  examples 

of these  "national and autonomous" forms a r e  s t r ikes ,  demonstrations,  e lectora l  rallies, 

p u b l i c  m e e t i n g s ,  p e t i t i o n  m a r c h e s ,  p lanned  insurrections,  and invasions of official 

assemblies. Somet imes several  o f  t h e s e  c o m b i n e  i n t o  t h e  s u s t a i n e d  c h a l l e n g e  o n  

beha l f  of a n  u n r e p r e s e n t e d  consti tuency we commonly call  a "social movement" or 

' 'political movement". Sometimes, likewise, they  coalesce  in to  t h e  s e r i e s  of c l a i m s  

f o r  v o t e s  w e  c a l l  ' a n  " e l e c t o r a l  campaign". Those a r e  t h e  dominant performances 

available within ' . the nineteenth- and twentieth-century repertoire. 
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We c o u l d  s c h e m a t i z e  t h i s  a l r e a d y  s c h e m a t i c  s u m m a r y  as a two-dimensional 
' 

d i a g r a m ;  t h e  d i a g r a m  p laces  s o m e  of t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  p e r f o r m a n c e s  w i t h i n  e a c h  

r e p e r t o i r e  wi th  r e s p e c t  to t h e  u s u a l . s c o p e  of t h e i r  ac t ion ,  and '  t h e  usual o r i en ta t ion  

to t h e  au tho r i t i e s  -- pa t ron ized  o r  au tonomous  -- involved: 

. . 

. S C O P E  , O F  ACTION 

ORIEN- 
TATION. 

POWER- 
HOLDERS 

LOC.AL-------------------------------------------- NATIONAL 

PATRONIZED fes t iva l  
+ 
+ f o r c e d  i l lumination 
+ 
+ Rough 12,lusic 
+ 
+ food r io t  
+ 
+ f ie ld  invasion 
+ 
+ 18TH CENTURY 
+ 
+ e lec t ion  ral ly 
+ 
+ invading assembly  
+ 
+ public  mee t ing  
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ demonst ra t ion  
+ 19TH CENTURY 
+ social  movemen t  

AUTONOMOUS 

T h e  d i ag ram ind ica t e s  a) t h a t  t h e  various p e r f o r m a n c e s  o c c u p y  s o m e w h a t  d i f f e r e n t  

pos i t i ons  wi th  r e spec t  to the i r  c h a r a c t e r  i s t i c  s c o p e  and o r i en ta t ion  to powerholders, b) 
. . 

t h a t  t a k e n  a s  wholes t h e  t w o  re.pertoires over lap .  s o m e w h a t  in both  respec ts ,  c )  t h a t  

neve r the l e s s  a s igni f icant  n e t  movemen t  a long bo th  dimensions - t oward  au tonomous  

a c t i o n  which w a s  n a t i o n a l  i n  s c o p e  -- o c c u r r e d .  i n  t h e  s h i f t  f r o m  o n e  d o m i n a n t  
" 

r e p e r t o i r e  t o  t h e  o ther .  
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L e t  u s  b e  c l e a r  a b o u t  o n e  th ing.  The notion of reper toi re  is a simplifying 

model. ' As I have s ta ted '  i t  so  far ,  i t  incorporates  a 'sense of .regularity, order,  and - 
d e l i b e r a t e  c h o i c e  i n t o  c o n f l i c t ;  t h e  m o d e l  may  well appear  t o  leave no room for 

anger,  drunkenness, spontaneity,  and t h e  p l e a s u r e  of a good  w h a c k  a t  a n  e n e m y ' s  

sh ins .  in  m y  s k e t c h ,  i t  m a k e s  l i t t l e  a l l o w a n c e  for variat ion by t ime,  place, and 

social  group, and implies neat ,  rapid, comprehensive transit ions f rom one limited set 

of forms t o  the  next. All t h a t  sounds hopelessly unrealistic. 

I do mean t o  . s t ress  t h e  order in col lect ive  action,  in opposition t o  t h e  disorder 

communicated by words such as "mob", "riot", and "disturbance". I do, furthermore,  
. . 

want  t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  widespread' and relat ively rapid a l tera t ion in t h e  means 

of collective act ion which o c c u r r e d  in Britain during t h e  e r a  of Reform. Yet  nothing 

requires t h a t  rule-bound col lect ive  act ion b e  b lood less  a n d  c a l m ,  a n y  . m o r e  t h a n  a 
. . 

rough  c o n f o r m i t y  t o  t h e  r u l e s  of footbal l  excludes a bit of mayhem on t h e '  field. 

Nor is a massive net  shi f t  in t h e  prevailing modes of a c t i o n  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  

occasional revival of t h e  displaced modes of action.  Workers' direct-action "outrages" 

s t i l l  occurred in Sheffield and  M a n c h e s t e r  i n  t h e  1860s;  b u t  t h e y  w e r e  t h e  m o r e  

outrageous by then for being remnants  of a t i m e  when physical a t t a c k s  on knobstickst 

persons and employers' .  premiies were  standard accompaniments  of local turnouts. 

In i t s  weakest version, t h e  notion of reper toi re  is simply a m'etaphor to. remind 

us t h a t  routines such a s  t h e  turnout  recur ,  become r e c o g n i z a b l e  to p a r t i c i p a n t s  as 

well a s  to  observers, and have something of an  independent history. In i t s  strongest  

version, t h e  notion of reper toi re  amounts t o  an  hypothes i s  of d e l i b e r a t e .  c h o i c e  by 

c o n t e n d e r s  a m o n g  well-defined a l ternat ive  r k d e s  of action,  with both t h e  available 

a l ternat ives  and t h e  choices  contenders  make among them changing continuously as a 

c o n s e q u e n c e  . o f  t h e  o u t c o m e s .  of previous actions. In i t s  in termediate  version; t h e  ' 

notion of reper toi re  s t a t e s  a model in which t h e  accumulated exper ience -- direct  and  

v i c a r i o u s  -- o f  c o n t e n d e r s  i n t e r a c t s  w i t h  t h e .  s t r a teg ies  of author i t ies  t o  make a . 



limited number of fo rms  of action more  feas ible ,  a t t r ac t ive ,  a n d  f requent  than many 

o thers  which could, in principle, se rve  ' t h e  same,  interests.  This in termediate  version 

of t h e  simplifying model is t h e  one I have in mind tiere. - . 

Some Explorations. of Reper toi res  

My own work on reper toi res  of collective act ion somet imes looks vas t  t o  me. 

Yet  i t  is s t i l l  microscopic compared t o  t h e  so r t  of evidence o n e  would r e q u i r e  f o r  

genuine confidence in -  the  regulari t ies the  . , in termediate  model implies.  In t h e  c a s e  of 

Britain, I a m  collecting i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  a n a r r o w  s l i c e  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n :  a 

m a n u f a c t u r e d  c a t e g o r y  of e v e n t s  c a l l e d  " c o n t e n t i o u s  gatherings". A contentious 

gather ing is an  occas ion 'on  which a number of people - -  t e n  or .  more,  in most of our 

pract ica l  applications - gather  in a publicly accessible place and make claims which 

would, ,if realized, .bear on t h e  in te res t s  of some o ther  person(s1. When specified and 

made reliable, such a definition cap tures  just abou t  any event  an observer or  historian 

would cal l  a ?disorderM,- a "disturbance", a "riot", a n  " a f f r a y "  o r  s o m e t h i n g  of t h e  

sor t ,  plus a g r e a t  many routine public meetings, wardmotes,  con tes ted  elections, and 

t h e  like. On t h e  o ther  hand, i t  tends  t o  exclude small-scale acts of destruction such 

as a r s o n  or  s o m e  k inds  of mach ine-break ing ,  as well as coordinated but dispersed 

a c t i o n s  l i n k e d  by p a t r o n - c l i e n t  n e t w o r k s ,  f a r f l u n g  c o n s p i r a c i e s ,  o r  d i s t a n t  

correspondents. As ..we use i t ,  finally, the  definition is. qui te  vulnerable t o  variat ions 

in t h e  qual i ty  of t h e  available sources of evidence; in our nineteenth-century sources, 

f o r  example ,  we o f ten  ' l e a r n  t h a t  a. s t r ike  is in progress, but rare ly  find an explicit 

repor t  of a gathering among s t r ikers  t h a t  m e e t s  our minimum requirements.  

. . In the '  case of Grea t  Britain, we have two  overlapping studies in progress. The 

f i r s t  deals with t h e  London a r e a  -- Kent,  Surrey, Sussex, and ~ i d d l e s e x  -- in eleven 

years s c a t t e r e d  f rom 1758 t o  1834. There we are trying t o  learn h o w  the  changing 

social geography of t h e  metropolis  a f fec ted  t h e  geography of contention: whether,  f o r  

example,  the  increasing class segregation of east f rom west in cen t ra l .  London reduced . 



t h e  frequency with which workers confronted mas te r s  and owners on what was home. 

t e r r i to ry .  fo r  all concerned.. On t h e  one hand, w e  h a v e  information on  t h e  .distribution 

of .  population, trades,  land uses, public services, and so on f rom such sour.ces a s  t h e  

~ e n t  Directories and g a z e t t e e r s .  On  t h e  o t h e r ,  w e  h i v e  r e p o r t s  of c o n t e n t i o u s  

g a t h e r i n g s  a n d  t h e i r  c o n t e x t s  d r a w n  f r o m  t h e -  sys temat ic  reading of a number of 

periodicals, such as t h e  Times and t h e  Chronic le ,  a u g m e n t e d  t o  s o m e  e x t e n t  w i t h  

m a t e r i a l  f r o m  London a r c h i v e s .  T h e  po in t ,  t h e n ,  i s  t o  s e e  t o  what ex ten t  t h e  

a l tera t ion in. t h e  geography o f .  d i f ferent  kinds of c o n t e n t i o u s  g a t h e r i n g s  wi th in  t h e  

m e t r o p o l i s  o v e r  a b o u t  s e v e n t y - f i v e  t u r b u l e n t  y e a r s  c o r r e s p o n d e d  t o  t h e  general  

reorganization of routine social  geography. 

O u r  s e c o n d  o v e r l a p p i n g  s t u d y  c o n c e n t r a t e s  on the  period from 1828 through 

1834, but deals with G r e a t  Britain a s  a whole. Those years  included struggles around 

Cathol ic  Emancipation, t h e  repeal  of .  t h e  Test  and Corporation Acts, a Factory Act,  

t h e  new Poor Law, and a w h o l e  p a r a d e  of o t h e r  d i v i s i v e  i s s u e s ,  n o t  t o  m e n t i o n  

R e f o r m ,  t h e  Swing . r e b e l l i o n ,  a g r e a t  d e a l  o.f indust r ia l  conflict ,  and much more . 

contention.  They were  also arguably pivotal in t h e  transit ion f r o m  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h -  

cen tury  reper toi re  of col lect ive  action t o  t h e  reper toi re  we live with today. For t h a t  

period, we a r e  trying t o  learn how t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n s  of c h a l l e n g e r s  a n d  a u t h o r i t i e s  

a l t e red  t h e  s t ra teg ies  of e a c h  of t h e  part ies,  and thereby a l t e red  t h e  repertoire itself. 

-- for example,  by asking t o  what e x t e n t  t h e  p a r t i a l  s u c c e s s  of t h e  c a m p a i g n  f o r  

C a t h o l i c  Emancipat ion provided a warrant and a model for subsequent challenges on 

other. issues. Our ca ta log  of thousands of content ious  gatherings comes  f rom a close, 

s y s t e m a t i c  r e a d i n g  of a number of periodicals, including t h e  Morning Chronicle and 

Mirror of Parl iament,  once again supplemented t o  some e x t e n t  w i t h  m a t e r i a l  d r a w n  

from British archives. 

My work  on F r a n c e  s p r a w l s  a c r o s s  f o u r  c e n t u r i e s ,  but  rarely achieves t h e  

concentra t ion of t h e  t w o  British studies. In t h e  pas t  'my  group has  assembled uniform 
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e v i d e n c e  on a g r e a t  m a n y  F r e n c h  s t r i k e s - , f r o m .  1830  t h r o u g h  1967, p lus .massive  

repor t s  on violent events ' . .  b e t w e e n  1 8 3 0  a n d .  1960.  In r e c e n t  . y e a r s  I h a v e  b e e n  

making a ca re fu l  but less intensive inventory of content ious  gatherings i n .  f ive  regions 

of F r a n c e  -- Anjou, Burgundy, Flanders, t h e  Ile d e  F r a n c e ,  a n d  L a n g u e d o c  -- f r o m  

1 6 0 0  t o  t h e  present ,  and a t t empt ing  t o  in terpret  thei r  d i f ferences  and changes as a 

. , function of t h e  development of capital ism and t h e  g rowth  of t h e  n a t i o n a l  s t a t e  in  

~ r a n c e .  . In c o m b i n a t i o n ,  t h e  b o d i e s  of e v i d e n c e  o n .  s t r i k e s ,  violent events, and 

content ious .  gatherings .make it' possible t o  follow changes  in t h e  predominant forms of 

French collective act ion over large  periods of social  change. They leave no doubt of 

fundamental  a l t e ra t ions  i n -  t h e  f o r m s  of a c t i o n ,  o r  of t h e  e m e r g e n c e  of t o d a y ' s  

reper toi re ,  in i t s '  fundamentals, during t h e  nineteenth  century. 

F rance  vs. Britain 

The comparison of nineteenth-century changes  in France and Britain sheds light 

on t h e  whole process by which repertoies change. At t h e  century's  outse t ,  t h e  t w o  

c o u n t r i e s  s t o o d  abou t  even in the  creat ion of new repertoires. On one side of t h e  

channel, Britain '  had produced a ser ies  of innovations- -- f r o m  J o h n ,  Wilkes t o  Lord 

G e o r g e  G o r d o n ,  t o  London's R a d i c a l s ,  w i t h .  s o m e  a s s i s t a n c e  f r o m  others  such as 

Pro tes tan t  Dissenters and Spitalfields weavers - -  which c a m e  close t o  consti tuting t h e  
. . 

n a t i o n a l .  s o c i a l  m o v e m e n t  as w e  know i t :  t h e  s u s t a i n e d  c h a l l e n g e  t o  n a t i o n a l  

author i t ies  in t h e  name of an  unrepresenteil  c o n s t i t u e n c y ,  in  t h e .  c o u r s e .  of which  

p e o p l e  m a k e  o r g a n i z e d  public displays of ' t h e i r  - s t rength  and determination.  On t h e  

o ther  side, however, t h e  French had gone through a ,Revolution in which -- at leas t  ' 

for  t w o  or  t h r e e  years -- public meetings, organized marches, and demonstrations ,in 

. something approaching their  contemporary fo rm did a significqnt. s h a r e  of t h e  nation's 

political work. 

Three  or four decades la ter ,  the.  contras t  had become much sharper. Under a 

ser ies  . of . repressive regimes, France had r e t u r n e d  f o r  m o s t  p u r p o s e s  t o  a r e d u c e d  



v e r s i o n  o f  i t s  e i g h  t e e n t  h-century collective-action repertoire. Ordinary people who 

shared a grievance or  a hope were  most likely t o  act, if they a c t e d  at all, by staging 

a mocking ceremony, by simulating t h e  s a m e  punishments and controls  t h a t  authorit ies 
. . 

usually visited upon' offenders,  by organizing a t u r n o u t ,  by' t a k i n g  a d v a n t a g e  of a n  

e s t a b l i s h e d  p u b l i c  ceremony & voice or symbo'li.ze thei r  claims. The Revolution.  of 

: 1830 ruptured t h e  continuity fo r  a few months, -as r e l a x e d  r e p r e s s i o n  . a n d  N a t i o n a l  

Guard mobilization encouraged a temporary re turn  t o  some of t h e  mili tant  ac t ion of 

t h e  ear l ier  Revolution. During t h e  1830s  a n d  1840s ,  b o u r g e o i s  c i r c l e s  a n d ,  c lubs ,  

work ing-c lass  journeymen ' s  asso 'c ia t ions  and mutual-aid socie t ies , ,  and conspiratorial 

political groups led lives ranging f rom clandestine t o  semi-public. Occasionally they 

b r o k e  t h e  s i l e n c e  w i t h  a p u b l i c  m e e t i n g ,  a n  e l e c t o r a l  rally, a demonstration,  an  

a t t e m p t e d  insurrection, o r  a banquet devoted t o  a cause. (The. subscription banquet, 

fo r  example,  became a major vehicle for t h e  voicing of opposition to t h e  regime in 

t h e  months just before t h e   evolution of 1848.) Turnouts, and even str ikes,  became 

m o r e  frequent.  
. . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  . c h i e f  innovations in political expression in France between 

t h e  Restoration of 1814-18 1 5  a n d  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n  of 1848  invo lved  p r e s s i n g  o ld ,  

established forms of action t o -  t h e  l i m i t s . o f  official  toleration: turning the ,  funeral  of 

a public figure o r  a victim of repression in to  a mass march,  directing a. charivari  o r  

. s e r e n a d e  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  o f f e n d e r  o r  defender of private morali ty . toward a .  public 

f i g u r e ,  a n d  s o  f r t h  down o u r  c h e c k l i s t .  F o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t ,  t h e  c o n t e n t i o u s  

. g a t h e i i n g s  which  o c c u r r e d  in F r a n c e .  d u r i n g  t h o s e  t h r e e  d e c a d e s  t o o k  f a m i l i a r  

eighteenth-century forms: food riots, mobbing and expulsion of t ax  collectors, '  invasion 

of enclosed or  posted fields and forests,  d is~j lays  during authorized public ceremonies 

and  celebrations. Only t h e  fever  of meeting,  marching, and de l ibe ra t ing  d u r i n g  t h e  

spring of 1848 shifted t h e  balance toward what  I a m  calling, with increasingly obvious 

inaccuracy,  t h e  nineteenth-century 'repertoire. 



B.y '1 84 8,  B r i t a i n  had,' already experienced t en  years of Char t is t  meetings and 

marches. She had l e f t  "the final campaign for  Cathol ic  E m a n i p a t i o n  t w e n t y  y e a r s  

i behind, had gone s ixteen years past t h e  g;eat mobilization for Reform, had produced 

I 
! round a f t e r  round of str ikes,  and  h a d  t h o r o u g h l y  i n s t a l l e d  t h e  o p e n  m e e t i n g ,  t h e  
I 
I e l e c t o r a l  r a l ly ,  a n d  t h e  d e m o n s t r a t i o n .  a s  ways. of doing col lect ive  business. One 
! .  

might still  d e t e c t  eighteenth-century tones  in t h e  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  new' munic ipa l  

p o l i c e ,  in s t r i k e r s '  a p p l i c a t i o n s  of Rough  Music  t o  recalc i t rant  members of thei r  

trades,  in t h e  hauling of effigies through protes t  marches,  and perhaps in t h e  ;brawling 

of rival candidates '  supporters. . O t h e r  prominent eighteenth-century forms - notably 

t h e  pulling down of enemies '  houses, t h e  breaking of machinery, invasions of enclosed 

o r  p o s t e d  l and ,  a t t a c k s  on  t o l l g a t e s ,  a n d  t h e .  c l a s s i c  ' fobd  riot -- had,  however, 

virtually disappeared. 

T o  b e  s u r e ,  e a c h  of t h e s e  c h a n g e s  h a s  a p a r t i c u l a r  history: Parl iamentary 

enclosures slowed, t h e  declining re la t ive  price of corn and t h e  increasingly e f f i c i e n t  
. . 

d i s t r i b u t i o n  of f o o d  r e d u c e d  t h e  i n c n t i v e s  and opportunit ies for  people's forceful 

in te rven t ion  in  t h e  m a r k e t ,  t h e  r e p e a l  of t h e  C o m b i n a t i o n  A c t s  in  1824  e a s e d  

w o r k e r s '  w a y s  t o  legal and public action against  employers, a gene, ra t ion 'of  workers 

grew up with big machines. All these  changes, and more,  a f fec ted  both t h e  in teres ts  

d i f ferent  groups had in act ing collectively, and the i r  capaci ty  t o  do so. 

We must, furthermore,  t a k e  c a r e :  t h e r e  i s  a r i sk  of c o n f l a t i n g  "backward-  

looking",  " t rad i tona l"  a n d  " e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y "  f o r m s  o'f a c t i o n  in to  a formless 

category of resistance t o  innovation. As John Stevenson declares: 

What i s  important t o  recognise is tha t  they were  present dt leas t  a s  much in 
t h e  seventeenth  cen tury  a n d  e a r l i e r  a n d  c o n t i n u e d  i n t o  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  e r a :  
a1 though  s o m e t i m e s  regarded as.  'pre-industrial' forms'  of protes t  o r  communal 
expression., they c a n  b e  f o u n d  in  Luddism,  ' C a p t a i n  .Swingt,  a n t i - P o o r  Law 

. d i s t u r b a n c e s ,  r eac t ions  t o  cholera hospitals, t o  t h e  .professional police, and t o  
t h e  immigrant.  Irish. Even in l a t e  Victorian and  Edwardian England examples .  of 
popu la r  res i s t ance  t o  innovation which a r e  recognisable in these  t e r m s  can  be 
found, as in . the react ions  t o  compulsory vaccination during t h e  1870s, a t t a c k s  
on t h e  S a l v a t i o n  A r m y  in t h e  1880s, and t h e  act ions  of 'jingo' crowds during 



t h e  Boer and G r e a t  Wars (Stevenson 1979: 310). 

I t  i s  not ,  in shor t ,  thei r . .  f r e q u e n t l y  d e f e n s i v e  d e p l o y m e n t  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t h e  

eightenth-century f o r m s  f rom t h e  nineteenth-century repertoire.  Despite a broad, on- 

' the-average,  association between ce r ta in  fo rms  of col lect ive  act ion and ce r ta in  issues, 

w e  m u s t  s e p a r a t e  t h e  f o r m  as s u c h  f r o m  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  i n  which  i t .  m o s t .  

frequently occurs. That  is, indeed, t h e  justification fo r  introducing in to  t h e  discussion 

t h e  alien t e r m  repertoire.  , 

Transition t o  t h e  "Nineteenth Century" . 6 

Through  a l l  these  qualifications, ce r ta in  important  d i f ferences  b e t w e e n .  Britain 

.and ' ~ r a n c e  still  appear; Af te r  a n  irregular ser ies  o f .  c o l l e c t i v e - a c t i o n  i n n o v a t i o n s  

b e g i n n i n g  a f t e r  t h e  S e v e n  Y e a r s  \\Jar, the  pace of change in Britain's predominant 

fo rms  of collective act ion acce le ra ted  a f t e r  \Vaterloo, and reached a peak around t h e  

t i m e  of Reform. By the  1840s, for most purposes, t h e  eighteenth-century repertoire 

had given way t o  a recognizable version of t h e  reper to i re  t h a t  h a s  p r e v a i l e d  s i n c e  

then .  . In F r a n c e ,  a similar transition occurred,  but significantly later .  Despite the  

precocious innovations of t h e  ear ly  1790s, rapid, extensive,  and durable a l tera t ion of 

t h e  -French collective-action repertoire did not begin until t h e  1840s.. What is more, 

i t  halted during t h e  extensive  repression of t h e  1850s, and only completed i t s  cycle  in 

t h e  1860s.  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  c r u c i a l  moment of t h e  transit ion arrived during the  

r e v o l u t i o n a r y  m o n t h s  of 1 8 4 8 . '  183.2 f o r  B r i t a i n ,  1 8 4 8  f o r .  F r a n c e ,  m 'a rk  t h e  

. instal lat ion of the  nineteenth-century repertoire. 

Britain's 1832 and France's 1848 have something important  in c o m m o n .  E a c h  

brought a decisive expansion of the  national e lec to ra te ,  and a c lea r  establishment qf 

t h e  principle t h a t  persons, not  corporate  interests,  had t h e  right t o  representation at 

t h e  national level. The Reform Rill of 1832 fell f a r  shor t  of universal suffrage. Yet 

. i t s  extension of t h e  vo te  t o  most bourgeois and s o m e  mas te r  c ra f t smen  by means of 

a p r o p e r t y - t a x  r e q u i r e m e n t  defined a general  l imi t  within which almost all persons 



q u a l i f i e d .  I t  t . he reby  s h i f t e d  the  deba te  t o  t h e  proper location of t h a t  limit. ' By 

eliminating ro t t en  boroughs and es tabl ishing c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  f o r  g r o w i n g  p o p u l a t i o n  

c e n t e r s ,  the.  Bill rat if ied t h e  radical  notion of representation in rough proportion t o  

t h e  number of persons represented. 

In France,  the  right t o  vote  in national e lect ions  'followed a .  zigzag course for  

s ix ty  years  before  1848: swinging be tween .  near-manhood s u f f r a g e  a n d  v a r i o u s  t a x -  

payment  qualifications during t h e  revolutionary r e g i m e s ,  moving t o  stcingent property 

qualif ications with t h e  Restoration,  and somewhat less s t r ingent  property qualifications 

w i t h  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n  of 1830. In t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  e n t h u s i a s m  of spring, 1848, 

however, France enac ted  manhood s u f f r a g e  w i t h  f e w  e x c e p t i o n s .  Al though  Louis  

Napoleon  m a n a g e d  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  e f f e c t i v e  e l e c t o r a t e  by t i g h t e n i n g  registration 

requirements  and broadening t h e  in terpreta t ion of 1848 's  r u l e s  f o r  d i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n ,  

e v e n  h e  did  n o t  d a r e  t o  b r e a k  .wi th  t h e  official  of principle 'of manhood suffrage. 

The m o r e  so, because he  used t h e  plebiscite -- simulacrum though i t  was of a t r u e  

general  election -- t o  adver t ize  the  legit imacy of his regime. NO; did any subsequent 

French regime d a r e  a t t a c k  manhood s u f f r a g e ,  n o t  e v e n  t h e  f e a r f u l  R e p u b l i c  t h a t  

formed a f t e r  t h e  Commune of 1871. 

Wi th  t h e  e x t e n s i o n  of t h e  s u f f r a g e ,  i n  b o t h  c o u n t r i e s ,  c a m e  a degree of 

protection for  t h e  r i g h t  t o  c a m p a i g n ,  t o  o r g a n i z e ,  t o  m e e t  f o r  t h e  p u r p o s e s  of 

c h o o s i n g ,  supporting, or  influencing candidates. In both countries, especially Dritain, 

non-electors had long taken t h e  occasion of e lect ions  t o  a s s e m b l e ,  t o  d i sp lay  t h e i r  

c o l o r s ,  t o  c h e e r ,  j ee r ,  a n d  b r a w l  on beha l f  of their  preferences.  The broadened 

1 s u f f r a g e  extended t h e  protection for those act iv i t ies ,  and increased t h e  i n c e n t i v e  , t o  

bui ld  d u r a b l e  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  which could mobilize votes. The warrant  'for 

e lec to ra l  ac t iv i ty  and o r g a n i z a t i ~ n ~ p r o v i d e d  ' a n  o p e n i n g  f o r  q u a s i - e l e c t o r a l ,  s e m i -  
. . 

e l e c t o r a l ,  . e v e n  pseudo-elec toral  ac t iv i ty  .and organization;. because protected par t ies  

: developed a s t rong in teres t  in t h e  r igh t  t o  a s s e m b l e  a n d  t o  state p r e f e r e n c e s ;  i t  
I .  



b e c a r h e  m o r e  . d i f f i c u l t  f o r  g o v e r n m e n t s  t o  d e n y '  t h o s e  r i g h t s  a r b i t r a r i l y .  T h e  
. . 

increasing - importance of.. national elections,  in i t s  turn ,  reinforced t h e  a d v a n t a g e  o f  

I g r o u p s  who c o u l d  m u s t e r  l a r g e  numbers of disciplined followers, and thus pose t h e  

t h r e a t  o r  promise of conver t ing t h e  n u m b e r s  a n d  d i s c i p l i n e  i n t o  e f f e c ' t i v e .  vo tes .  . 

N u m b e r s  a n d  discipline became t h e  keys . t o  successful strikes, demonstrations,  public' 

meetings,  petition drives, and o ther  newly important  forms of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  In 

t h e s e  w a y s ,  t h e  r i s e  of n a t i o n a l  e l e c t o r a l  p o l i t i c s  p r o m o t e d  t h e  s h i f t  t o  t h e  
1 

nineteenth-century repertoire. 

Yet the  influence was s u r e l y  mutual: in both Britain and France,  disfranchised 

1 ci t izens  used t h e  new forms of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  t o  p r e s s  t h e i r  d e m a n d s  f o r  t h e  
5 

expansion of suff rage and t h e  guarantee  of f ree ,  binding elections. Rather  than being 

a n  au tomat ic  by-product of e lec to ra l  p o l i t i c s ,  t h e  n e w  r e p e r t o i r e  g r e w  t h r o u g h  a 

ser ies  of historically specif ic  innovations and transfers.  In Britain, for  example, .  t h e  

success  of Daniel OIConnell and his allies in p r e s s i n g  for  ~ a ~ h o l i c  ~ m a i i c i ~ a t i o n  o n '  

t h e  base of a mass-membership Cathol ic  Association offered a model and a precedent 

fo r  t h e  organizers of Political Unions t o  press f o r  R e f o r m  f r o m  1830 o n w a r d .  In 

France,  the- July A4onarchy1s re la t ive  to lerance of workers' mutual-aid societies made 

t h e m  a convenient vehicle fo r  t h e  creat ion of underground t rade  unions and poljtical 

associations. 

In b o t h  c o u n t r i e s ,  t h e  d e m o n s t r a t i o n  c a m e  into  being as a distinctive: form 

through a ser ies  of more  o r  less -del ibera te  al t&ations in older, p r o t e c t e d  f o r m s  o f  

a c t i o n  -- f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h r o u g h  Wilkes' a n d  Cordon's provocative expansion of t h e  

pet i t ion march t o  Parl iament or  t h e  king into a public display of m a s s  s u p p o r t  f,or 

t h e i r  causes .  In b o t h  couritries, the  cra t ion of the  social movement as a way of 

doing collective business resulted f rom a cumula t ive  l e a r n i n g  p r o e s s  in  which  t h e  

l e s s o n s  usua l ly  e m e r g e d  f r o m  t h e  s u c c e s s e s  a n d  f a i l u r e s  of t h e  c o u n t r y ' s  o w n  

contenders,  but somet imes c a m e  f r o m  c a r e f u l  o b s e r v a t i o n  of c o n t e n d e r s  in o t h e r  
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countries. 
. . 

My working hypotheses, then, come down to the .idea that the nationalization 

of power and pol i t ics f rom the eighteenth t o  the nineteenth century provided 

incentives to collective-ac tion innovations which increased the national visibil ity of a . ~ 

given group's claims, as the expansion of ,national electoral politics created a milieu 

favorable t o  the protection and success of those innovations. The, same- processes ' .  

reduced . . the feasibility and effectiveness of the standard eighteenth-century repertoire, 

w i th  i ts  erirphasis on. patronage and local scope. The eighteenth-century forms " 

declined rapidly. in  importance, although they never quite disappeared. Since the 

frenzy of change in  co'llective action centered on 1832 in  Britain and 1848 in France, 

the pace of innovation has slowed. 

One might want to single out sitdown strikes, mass picketing, urban guerrilla, . -  

or some other forms as genuine additions to  the. collective-action repertoire. One 

might want to argue that  the presence of mass-media reporting has recast all the 

nineteenth-century forms. on6 might want t o  inquire whether amid the. massive 

power of corporations and states. the puny efforts of demonstrators and strikers now 

1 make any difference to the actual exercise 'of power. One would certainly want to 
I 

1 ' round out my account with an analysis of the changing technology of reprgssion. One 
I 

could prof i tably look forward, and ask whe the r  new forms, or even whole new 

repertoires, are i n  the offing. Meanwhile, I think, we continue to  find people acting 

together in  ways that were. almost inconceivable during the eighteenth century, and 

yet which crystallized in  something like their present forms well over a century ago. 
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