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2 Contentious Performances

The year 1768 brought political turmoil to London: sailors, watermen,
and other workers made repeated demands on their employers and on
public authorities, as many people opposed the British crown’s repressive
policies in the American colonies vocally. Meanwhile, the rakish aristo-
cratic demagogue John Wilkes returned from exile, went to prison, won
multiple parliamentary elections while incarcerated, received repeated
rebuffs from Parliament itself, and gained wide popular support as a
speaker for popular liberties.

What about the three events of May 9th? In the first, a large delegation
of watermen asked the Lord Mayor to support their demands for higher
wages. He agreed to communicate a properly drafted humble petition to
Parliament. The assembled workers closed with the three cheers that
today have become a mere cliché but then signified viva voce approval of a
person or an action. (Three loud groans in chorus then signified collective
disapproval.)

The second event takes more glossing. The crowd was acting out its
opposition to the king’s Scottish advisor Lord Bute, who was leading the
crown’s repressive policies in England and America; it mimed the exe-
cution of Bute, using a Scotch bonnet and a punning boot as a stand-in for
the advisor. John Wilkes’s supporters, who included silk weavers from
nearby Spitalfields, often vented their disapproval of royal authorities in
just such street theater.

In the third, the Gentleman’s Magazine’s description of the hatters’
action italicized the word “struck.” The term was a generalization taken
from sailors’ striking of sails on ships they refused to man until the
masters met their demands for better wages and working conditions. Only
later did the word “strike” come to cover any collective withdrawal of
labor from an enterprise or a craft. In their time, all three events broadcast
familiar, comprehensible themes. In all three, ordinary people made
claims on holders of power. They staged contentious performances. But
they did so in three very different ways.

Jump forward two-thirds of a century. On the 28th of January 1834,
London’s metropolitan newspaper the Morning Chronicle carried the fol-
lowing advertisement in the name of the Central Anti—-Corn Law Society:

ABOLITION OF THE CORN LAWS. - A PUBLIC MEETING will be held at
the Crown and Anchor Tavern, Strand, on Friday next, January 31, at Twelve at
Noon, for the purpose of deciding on the most efficient Means of obtaining a
Removal of the Bread Tax Grievance. Colonel Perronet Thompson will take the
Chair at One o’clock precisely.
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century between them, decorous public meetings in the Anti-Corn Law
style became much more prevalent in Great Britain. During the 18th
century patrons and other intermediaries regularly stood between ordi-
nary people and national authorities, as in the Lord Mayor’s offer to pass
on the watermen’s petition. During the 19th century, however, popular
communication with Britain’s rulers, especially Parliament and its mem-
bers, became much more common. Direct action against moral and
political offenders, whether violent or nonviolent, gave way to meetings,
demonstrations, and other nonviolent expressions of collective disap-
proval. On the way from the 18th to the 19th century, Britons were
creating many forms of collective voice that we 21st-century political
observers still notice in relatively democratic countries.

Nevertheless, some things remamed the same. Both in 1768 and in 1834,
Londoners were engaging in collective performances that contemporaries
then found familiar. Newspapers and magazines took the existence of such
events more or less for granted. They didn’t ask, “What in the world are
these ordinary people doing?” They asked chiefly who took part, over what
issues, and how. The two gatherings at Mansion House, the hatters’ strike,
and the Anti-Corn Law meeting all voiced collective claims on people or
institutions outside the number of those who gathered to make the claims.
The fact that the claims bore on someone else’s interests (rather than simply
blowing off steam) made them contentious. Whether addressing govern-
ment officials directly or drawing in governments as third parties, they also
involved political power. The events of 1768 and 1834 belong to contentious
politics.

Our four vignettes from London raise profound, unresolved questions
about contentious politics in Britain and at large. Within Britain, why did
the claim 1 makers use these particular ways of voicing collective Elalnls -
rfither than others that would have been technically possible, such as
suicide bombing or armed insurrection? Over the period from 1768 to
1834, how and why did the standard ways of making collective claims
change so decisively? More generally, what accounts for variation and
change in the forms of collective claim making wherever it occurs?

As a general answer, this book treats collective contention as-a-product

of learned and h;storlcalh gmunded p(.rtormanceq In a gwen time and

mosth stick vnthg;t[ﬁef performances uhen “the time to make r.lalms
arrives. ( ontentious erfornmnccb changf_ mcrementallv as a result of
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6 Contentious Performances

such as whether grandpa rightly divided his inheritance among us, his
heirs. But it also takes place in chess matches, competition among retail
stores, and struggles of defense lawyers with presiding judges.

In the simplest version of contention, one party makes claims on
another. The parties are often persons, but one or the other can also be a
group or even an institution; you can make a claim on your boss, or file a
claim on the government for worker’s compensation. In the elementary
version, we can think of one party as a subject (the maker of a claim) and
the other as an object (the receiver of a claim). Claims always involve at
least one subject reaching visibly toward at least one object. You (subject)
ask your sister (object) to pay back the money she borrowed from you
yesterday. But claims range from timid requests to strident demands to
direct attacks, just so long as they would, if realized, somehow affect the
object’s well-being, the object’s interests. Often three or more parties are
involved, as when you demand that your sister pay you back the money
she was about to hand over to a friend. Contention always brings together
subjects, objects, and claims.

Collective action means coordinating efforts on behalf of shared
interests or programs. Baseball teams engage in collective action, but so
do choirs, neighborhood associations, and neighbors who track down a
child molester. When you go to church or take a job selling hamburgers in
a fast-food emporium, you enter an organization that is carrying on
collective action. But most of the collective action involved occurs with no
significant contention and no government involvement. The bulk of
collective action takes place outside of contentious politics.

Most-eontention also oceurs-outside of politics. We enter the realm of
politics when we interact with agents of é&?iﬁﬁﬁnents. either dealing with

them directly or engaging in activities bearing on governmental rights,
regulations, and interests. Politics likewise ranges from fairly routine
matters such as applying for a driver’s license to momentous questions
such as whether the country should go to war. But most of politics
involves little or no contention. Most of the time, people register for
benefits, answer census takers, cash government checks, or show their
passports to immigration officers without making significant claims on
other people.

The presence or absence of governments in collective contention makes
a difference for three big reasons. First, people-who control governments
gaimadvantages-aover people who don’t. Even where the government is
weak, controlling it gives you the means of collecting taxes, distributing
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8 Contentious Performances

Episodes, Performances, and Repertoires

Astute social movemnent analyst Francesca Polletta points out that movement
participants often describe major episodes as products of spontaneous
inspiration: “Tt was like a fever.” That description contradicts the testimony
of both veteran organizers and close students of particular movements. Both
of them stress the social connections and organizing efforts that go into any
effective collective action. The background includes life experiences of
individual participants, but it also includes their social locations. Polletta
adds Lha_r_ﬂ'lﬁr:_qu_lgyg_)lfllli]jgu,pl'O,\f_id_eS,lalhg;ll;‘lgfﬁ;‘md symbols through which
participants and observers make sense of the collective action. Speaking of
the American civil rights movement, Polletta remarks:

To account for the emergence of a mobilizing identity on black college campuses
and the development of such identities more broadly, we need to examine not only
the instrumental framing efforts of established groups and movement organizations
but also the larger cultural context in which an idiom of student activism made
sense. Then we need to capture the diffuse, non-institutionalized discursive
processes through which a rationale for protest, or a set of rationales, gaincd
currency. (Polletta 2006: 37)

The civil rights movement, then, did not consist simply of spontaneous
actions by heroic individuals."IL_LQE’Q_I@fqd___l_if'e experiences, deliberate
qrganizing, and concerted episodes of claim making. i

Any close observer of contentious politics witnesses a continuous
gathering with like-minded people or not,
participants in claim making not only make publicly visible collective

stream of interaction. Whether

claims on other people but also recruit like-minded folks to their cause,
plan their strategies in private, and dig up information that will help them.
In many cases, they engage in other activities that likewise advance their

cause: contribute money and time to help fellow members, wear badges or
colors advertising their affiliation, sell polemical books or pamphlets,
argue with opponents they meet at work, and more.

In some broad sense, all these activities belong to contentious politics.
Yet we won't get far in explaining the variation and change of contentious
politics without making preliminary distinctons among three classes of
: 1) routine-social life, 2) contention-connected social interaction
and 3) public_participation in collective making of claims. Students of

activi
Actv]

social movements and of other forms of contentious politics therefore face
a serious question: where should we draw the line between what we are
explaining and what explains i?
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Claims as Performances 9

For some purposes, we will treat 2) and 3) as what we are trying to
explain, and change and variation in 1) as part of the explanation. If, for
example, we are examining the contentious politics of American feminism
over the last half-century, we are quite likely to pinpoint consciousness-
raising women's groups — a clear case of contention-connected social
interaction, but not usually of public activity — as something to explain
along with public collective claim making such as street marches and
petiion drives (Beckwith 2001, Katzenstein 1998, Whittier 1995). We
will then treat change and variation in routine social life such as
employment, education, child-raising, and household economic activity as
partial causes of change and variation in organized feminism. In this sort
of analysis, the stream of contentious politics we are trying to explain
includes both contention-connected social interaction and public partici-
pation in claim making. Call this a thick object of explanation.

Suppose, on the other hand, that we are trying to explain how the
march on Washington became such a powerful way to promote an
American cause (Barber 2002, Hall 2007). We thus single out a thin object
of explanation. Then we will do better to treat changes in the first and
second elements — routine social life and contention-connected social
interaction — as causes of change in the third: public participation in the
making of claims. On Saturday, 27 January 2007, for example, participants
in a Washington Mall demonstration against the Irag War included not
only “tens of thousands of protesters” from across the United Stites but
also political leaders and such celebrities as Jane Fonda, Susan Sarandon,
and Tim Robbins (Urbina 2007). .

A full explanation of participation in the January 2007 Washington
march would locate the demonstrators in everyday American life (the first
element above), but it would also concern the second element: who
recruited participants and how. In such cases, the stream of contention
we are trying to explain includes all marches on Washington. We may
also want to compare that stream with other streams, including marches
on state capitals, street marches in general, and delegations to
Washington that do not engage in street marches. Or we might under-
take international comparisons. In Great Britain, for example, the march
on London has a history running back hundreds of years (Reiss 2007a).
The stream of contentious politics we are then explaining stll consists
of public participation in collective making of claims, and the explana-
tions still concern routine social life and contention-connected social
interaction.
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10 Contentious Performances

Similarly, analysts of strikes typically make strong distinctions between
strike episodes as such and what happens in work settings that generate -
or, for that matter, fail to generate — strikes. Where they draw lines
between episodes and contexts significantly affects the inferences they can
draw about causal mechanisms and processes. In the broad view, change
and variation in contention-connected interaction become part of what
analysts are explaining. In the narrower view, both routine social life and
contention-connected interaction become part of the explanation for
public, collective making of claims. This bgok generally takes the nar-
rower view. It singles out thin objects of explanation. It identifies a thin
object of explanation, but strives to get it right.

In either case, we will usually get a better grip on the cause-effect
dynamics involved by cutting the big streams into MGS bounded
sequences of continueus. interaction, usually produced by an m(é??ﬁgator

chomeg,up_Longéﬁ‘tmms of content;on into segments for purposes of

.SEQ(EHLIUC 0hSﬁl’\Jt1()n LUITlpJI'l‘iOIl <ll]d e\p]anatlon Let us say we

already know what stream of contention we want to explain, and whether
it contains a thick or a thin object of explanation. How to identity epi-
sodes still remains a knotty conceptual and theoretical problem. Analysts
face hard choices among tkgee very dlﬂerent approzches to delineating

1. Trying to reconstruct what participants in contention experience as_—

a single episode, for example, by taking self-reports of staged events
or campaigns as units of observation

2. Adopting conventions that alread\ appear. in- reporting-media, for
L\amp[e w i"ldt new: 'ipdp(.rb COUnt as r]OtS or p()l]Le count as
encounters w Ith rloters

: ];@F()l)sen'ed interactions and&_?_i_r_ interruptions delimit epi-
sodes, for example, by regrouping available accounts into one-day
scgme‘__nrtis of interaction

(FS)

Each has its advocates, its advantages, and its obvious limitations. But the
choice among them does not depend on common sense or convenience so
much as on conflicting conceptions of what analysts are actually studying.
Each implies a somewhat different line of explanation for contentious
politics.
In the first alternative, the actors’ consciousness becomes_central;
analysts often think of their topic as qometﬁ'ng Tike “protest” or
“resistance.” In that case, analysts might find interesting how participants
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12 Contentious Performances

claims they are currently pursuing, and responding to other people’s

o)

reactions as they make the claims. They interact with ‘other participants,
_, onlookers, objects of claims, competitors, and authorities. In the process,
they introduce minor innovations into established forms. Most of those

innovations disappear as the event ends. But some stick. As a result, some
g, and most others modify

 performances disappear, others come into bein
incrementally.

To be sure, radical innovations sometimes occur suddenly and spread
rapidly. The marches and popular assemblies of the early French Revolution
adapted features of previous French claim making, but broke substantially
with the resistance and rebellion of the earlier 18th century (Markoff 1996a,
Tilly 1986). In the American civil rights movement, bus boycotts and sit-ins
certainly had precedents, but they multiplied, mutated, and then standard-
ized with impressive speed (McAdam 1999). Rapid changes in political

_contexts offer more stimuli to radical, rapid innovation in performances. But
most of the time political contexts change incrementally. As a result, so do

This book represents political contexts in three main ways: as regimes;
within regimes, as political opportunity structures; and within political

' claim-making actors. Regime means relations between a government and
the major political actors within its jurisdiction plus relations among those
actors; we have already encountered the British government and such
actors as the Lord Mayor, Parliament, organized workers, and opponents
of the Corn Laws. Political opportunity structure (as Chapter 4 says in
much greater detail) consists of ities and threats posed for claim

¥ making on the part of one or many actors by changes in regime ()p;:_ime_ssz

) [ coherence of the national elite, stability of political alignments, é\faiTgbi_lit}f

of allies for potential claimants, and regime repression or facilitation with

[ respect to possible forms of claim making. Finally, sketches of strategic

situations close in on the positions and relations of crucial actors as they
approach the making of collective claims.

Despite paying repeated attention to political contexts, the book as-a
whole takes a resolutely bottom-up perspeetive. That is true with respect
to evidence as well as analysis. The evidence presented overwhelmingly
concerns the characteristics and actions of claim-making actors rather than
the objects or regulators of their claims; public authorities, merchants,
members of Parliament, and political brokers occupy less space in the
evidence than do the characteristics and actions of ordinary participants in

opportunity structures, as sketches of the strategic situations faced by -
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lords, rival nationalist factions, and many more. Ea
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14 Contentious Performances

Seen in context, our CGs told a dramatic story of changes in Britain’s
forms of popular struggle between the 1750s and 1830s. “Drama” is the right
word. We can capture some of the recurrent, historically embedded char-
acter of contentious politics by means of two related theatrical metaphors:
performances and re[_)ermires.l Once we look closely at collective making of
claims, we see that particular instances improvise on shared scripts. Pre-
sentation of a petition, taking of 2 hostage, or mounting of a demonstration
constitutes a performance linking at least two actors, a claimant and an object
of claims. Innovation occurs incessantly on the small scale, but effective
claims depend on 2 recognizable relation to their setting, to relations
between the parties, and to previous uses of the claim-making form.

_Performances clump into repertoires of claim-making routines that apply
to the same claimant-object pairs: bosses and workers, peasants and land-

stence of a repertoire
means that a given claimant has more than one way to make collective claims
on the object. The same people who march through the streets also
sometimes petition, the same people who conduct armed raids on each other
also sometimes meet to negotiate. The theatrical metaphor calls attention to

_the clustered, learned, yet improvisatioiial character of people’s interactions

as they make and receive each other’s claims. Claim making usually
resembles jazz and commedia delParte rather than ritual _r_ééding of scrip-
ture. Like a jazz trio or an improvising rheaterwg'f}(r)ﬁp: éenple who i)lar:ti'cipatc
in contentious politics normally have several pieces they can play, but not an
infinity (Sawyer 2001). Within that limited array, the plny‘é}-sr choose which
pieces they will perform here and now, in what order.

Repertoires vary from place to place, dime to time, and pair to pair. But
on the whole, when people make collective claims, they innovate within

| For a historically informed explication and critique of performance as a metaphor, see
Burke 2005. For descriptions and surveys of contentious performances and repertoires (by
no means all of them using these terms), see Archer 1990, Barber 2002, Beckwith 2000,
Beissinger 1998, Borland 2004, Bourguinat 2002, Casquete 2006, Chabot 2000, Chabot
and Duyvendak 2002, Duyvendak, van der Heijden, Koopmans, and Wijmans 1992, Ekiert
and Kubik 1999, Ellingson 1995, Ennis 1987, Esherick and Wasserstrom 1990, Eyerman
2006, Farrell 2000, Fillieule 1997, Garrett 2006, Granjon 2002, Greiff 1997, Hanagan
1999, Heerma van Voss 2001, Hertel 2006, Jarman 1997, Lafargue 1996, Lee 2007,
Lofland and Fink 1982, McPhee 1988, Mueller 1999, Munro 2005, Oberschall 1994,
Péchu 2006, Pigenet and Tartakowsky 2003, Plotz 2000, Plows, Wall, and Doherty 2004,
Reiss 2007b, Robert 1996, Rolfe 2005, Salvatore 2001, Scalmer 2002a, 2002b, Schwedler
2005, Sowell 1998, Steinberg 1999 and b, Stinchcombe 1999, Szabé 1996, Tarrow 1989,
1998, 2005, Tartakowsky 1997, 2004, Thornton 2002, Traugott 1995, Vasi 2006, Wada
2004, and Wood 2004
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16 Contentious Performances

participants. in contention learn continuously as they interact. That
includes claimants, objects of claims, third parties, and observers. What's
more, they arrive at settlements that last beyond the current episode.
They do not merely drop the curtain and walk away. As a consequence of
interaction and bargains struck, the prior path of collective claim making
constrains_its subsequent forms. It influences the ssues, settings, and
oatcomes of popular struggle. The particular(path of contention |affects
what happens next because each shared effort to press claims lays down a
settlement among parties to the transaction, n"memoif of the interaction,
new information about the likely outcomes of different sorts of interac-
tions, and a chnngedﬁﬂer\ygﬂ\'_of relations within and among participants.

The hypothesis of strong repertoires has powerful implications for the
analysis of contentious politics. First, it implies that performances and
repertoires are causally and symbolically coherent phenomena. A causally
coherent phenomenon results from the same basic mechanisms and
produces similar effects across a wide range of circumstances. Political
brokerage, for example, operates in essentially the same manner regardless
of scale and circumstances: brokers connect two Or MOre previously less
connected sites and thus facilitate their p()litic-al coordination (Tilly 2003,
Tilly and Tarrow 20006).

A symbolically coherent phenomenon results from human action that
classifies events as similar whether or not they are causally coherent. In
other publications I have argued that all processes people call revolutions
do not conform to the same causal laws, yet once people label a certain
process as revolutionary the process — for example, the series of strugglcs
that in retrospect people call the French Revolution — becomes available
as a shared symbol and model for action (Tilly 1993). The hypothesis of
strong repertoires translates into a claim of both causal and symbolic
coherence for performances and repertoires.

Second, the hypothesis implies gnmtmiq't_zPerfnrmances and reper-
toires do not simply serve as convenient labels for regularities in con-
tention. The previous existence of a performance such as petitioning
Parliament or striking a ship’s sails channels subsequent actions of
watermen or sailors toward innovative enactments of similar perfor-
mances and away from other performances of which they would be
technically capable. The establishment of a repertoire of citizen-ruler
interactions including petitioning, delegating, mounting satirical skits,
and staging public celebrations disposes subsequent citizens and rulers to
choose among these performances (rather than reaching out for entirely
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“&erent performances) when they make claims on each other. Here,
=parased, are this book’s organizing arguments: performances and
=pertoires are causally coherent. They are symbolically coherent. And
e existence constrains collective claim making. R
Later chapters document these generalizations for wide range of
swmzention. In order to examine them closely, we need further distinctions
smong four possible levels of uniformity: actions, interactions, perfor-
mamces, and repertoires. Conceivably the main regularities could occur

® the level of specific actions, with participants in collective claims
#mming to cheer, march, smash,

shoot, and run away without necessarily
muming them into coherent connections with each other (McPhail 1991,
Ssmmoto 1981). Possibly they learn interactions, so smashing a person
Sers significantly from smashing a shop window, just as cheering your
W= group’s leader occurs differently from cheering a national hero.
“ewn, participants could learn whole interactive performances such as

==t marches and infantry skirmishes. Finally, w

e could imagine learning
= =e level of an entire repertoire, as w

hen social movement participants
=rm more or less simultaneously to meet, march, picket, pamphlet, and
wemmon, as well as learning which combination of these interactions will
wcuce what effects.
The levels matter. If learning occurs chiefly at the level of specific
w=ons, we can rely heavily on individual ,pfs,y_ch__ql_gg;,:,ﬁiggluding neuro-
e and perhaps even evolutionary psychology, for our explanations. If
ssemactions take center stage, explanations will have to reach further into
ss=rpersonal processes, although they can still remain small in scale. If
seuple learn performances collectively, our explanations will have to
#ade a good deal more coordination and shared understanding, some of
# arge enough in scale to include most or all of the participants in a given
smsode. If repertoires turn out to be the chief sites of learning, we analysts ,
wil have to allow for extensive coordination, large-scale indoctrination,
i collective adoption of strategic logics. J

SoETC

[

\ saf\n? o
- i : = AT
“ e rest of this book argues that learning occurs at all four levels, but i

e of place goes to the level of performances, Participants in conten-
s politics—eertamly Tearn how to perform individual actions such as
mesching and smashing. They also learn to differentiate interactions
Searly from each other; they always learn, for example, to separate “us”
S “them,” even though who qualifies as “us” and “them” shifts fre-
sy in the flux of contentious politics. They usually learn repertoire- _ |
s strategic logics that govern the choice to initiate, mix, and match
- il -5k

NS

¢




18 Contentious Performances

different performances in a certain kind of claim making. They become
more knowledgeable in those strategic logics, furthermore, to the extent
that they become specialists and/or leaders in contentious politics.

Most of all, participants in contentious politics learn how to match
performances with local circumstances, to play their own parts within those
performances, and to modity performances in the light of their effects. As a
result, performances vary and change in partial independence of repertoires.

~§treet demonstrations, for an obvious case in point, belong to the reper-

toires of social movement activists who are communicating their programs
to authorities and the general public. But they likewise belong to the
repertoires of some groups of workers who also engage in strikes, slow-
downs, and grievance meetings to confront their employers. Street
demonstrations therefore vary somewhat in form and content depending on
whether social movement activists or workers are staging them.

If that is true, it sets a challenging explanatory agenda. For it means we
must explain variation and change in -

Origins, feasibility, and efficacy of individual actions that occur within
“~ contentious performances o -
Origins, feasibility, and efficacy of individual interactions that occur
within contentious performances o
Articulation of actions and interactions with each other in the course of
contentious performamces o
Origins, feasibility, and efficacy of whole performances
Articulation of performances within repertoires

In strong repertoires, all of these elements interact with one another.
Communications innovations such as cellular telephones and Internet
connections, for example, make rapid communication easier in the heat of
action. They affect the origins, feasibility, and efficacy of individual
actions. The viability of individual actions in turn shapes the origins,
feasibility, and efficacy of whole performances such as simultaneous street
demonstrations in multiple locations. But effects also flow in the opposite
direction: the emergence of antislavery mobilizations across the Atlantic
during the late 18th century and of anti-globalization mobilizations across
the world during the early 21st century both promoted invention of claim-
making actions that would travel well from one site to another and would
lend themselves to simultaneous performance in separate locations.

As we will see in detail later on, the organization of national political
regimes strongly affects the content of contentious repertoires. In
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v
particular, two factors make a large difference: the capacity of the | - » "
government to intervene in everyday affairs and the regime’s degree of * } Jfﬂ/ '
democracy. On the whole, agents of high-capacity regimes like that of 5

19th-century Britain play much larger parts in day-to-day contention than
do agents of low-capacity regimes, hence higher proportions of all con-
tentious events orient toward those agents. In general, democratic regimes
tolerate a wider range of claim-making actions than undemocratic regimes.
They do so at the price of placing a clear boundary between acceptable and
unacceptable forms of action and intervening aggressively against the
forbidden forms. Later we will watch closely the interplay between Great
Britain’s partial democratization and deep transformations of its conten-
tious politics between 1750 and 1840.

Formal Descriptions of Performances and Repertoires

Furopean and American governments began collecting official reports
on work stoppages during the later 19th century. From that point on,
statistically minded analysts began conducting quantitative analyses of
industrial conflict based on government data (Franzosi 1989, 1995,
Haimson and Tilly 1989, Korpi and Shalev 1979, 1980, Shorter and Tilly
1974). During the 1920s and 1930s, pioneers such as my great teacher
Pitirim Sorokin constructed chronologies for wars and revolutions
(Sorokin 1962 [1937]). Not until after World War II, however, did
analysts dealing with other forms of struggle start constructing parallel
data sets for revolutions, coups d’état, international wars, civil wars, and
domestic collective violence (Cioffi-Revilla 1990, Rucht, Koopmans, and
Neidhardt 1999, Rule and Tilly 1965, Sarkees, Wayman, and Singer
2003, Tillema 1991, Tilly 1969). For many years, investigators sought to
do one of two things with those collections: either to explain place-to-
place variation in the intensity of conflict or to analyze fluctuations over
time. For those purposes, simple counts of whole events served reason-
ably well. They served well, that is, so long as investigators could agree on
what counted as an individual event (Olzak 1989, Tilly 2002a).

By and large, analysts who did simple counts worried little about
performances and repertoires. To be sure, students of strikes distin-
guished strikes from lockouts, wildcats from formally registered walkouts,
2nd successful from unsuccessful stoppages. Similarly, studies of collective
violence typically employed classifications of intensity (how many killed
and wounded, how much property damage) and form (street fights, violent
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demonstrations, uprisings, and more). They analyzed classified event
counts. For them, cross-tabulations and correlations provided informa-
tion on the nature and characteristic settings of different sorts of claims.
Yet on the whole they included too little evidence for serious examination
of the questions we are pursuing here: the origins, feasibility, and efficacy
of individual actions; the articulation of performances within repertoires;
and so on.

Austrian social historian Gerhard Botz, for example, prepared a
chronology of strikes and “violent political events” for Austria from 1918
to 1938. The violent events came mainly from his reading of three
Viennese newspapers — the Reichspost, Arbeiter-Zeitung, and Newue Freie
Presse — over the entire period. Botz then added strike data from 1946 to
1976 (Botz 1983, 1987). He combined two methods: 1) analytic narratives
placing the selected events in Austria’s political history and 2) regression
analyses relating fluctuations in violent events (1918-1938) and strikes
(1918-1938, 1946-1976) to economic growth, unemployment, and trade
union membership. Like many other studies in this vein, the quantitative
analyses show mainly a broad tendency for strike activity to rise and fall
with employment, union membership, and prosperity.

About the same time that Botz was working in Austria, Swiss sociol-
ogist-historian Hanspeter Kriesi and his colleagues were cataloging what
they called “political activation events” in Switzerland from 1945 to 1978.
They combed newspapers, political yearbooks, historical works, archives,
strike statistics, and leftist literature collections for occasions on which
ordinary citizens initiated collective, public claims over specific political
issues (Kriesi, Levy, Ganguillet, and Zwicky 1981: 16-33). They also
examined the public responses to those 3,553 events. Their extensive
quantitative analyses of the data showed that the Swiss system encour-
aged plenty of citizen participation (see Frey and Stutzer 2002, Trechsel
2000), but also gave a very cold shoulder to marginal groups and stri-
dently anti-government activists (Kriesi, Levy, Ganguillet, and Zwicky
1981: 596-598).

With these results as a background, Kriesi recruited another group of
collaborators for a large-scale international comparison of “protest events”
in France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. They read the
Monday issues of four national newspapers from 1975 through 1989,
spotting “politically motivated unconventional actions” (Kriesi, Koopmans,
Duyvendak, and Giugni 1995: 263; see also Kriesi 1993). They found 7,116
of them, about 120 per country per year. They meant to determine
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22 Contentious Performances

Table 1-1. Forms of Contention and Their Participants in Germany, 1950-1997

Form Actions (%) Participants (%)
Petition, open letter, etc. 19.5 35.7
March 18.0 21.4
Static demonstration 15.6 34.0
Strike 12.0 5.1
Serious damage to property 5.5 0.0
Disturbance, obstruction 4.5 0.7
Legal proceedings 3.7 0.1
Assembly, teach-in 34 1.9
Occupation 3.2 0.1
Non-verbal protest 2.6 0.1
Blockade, sit-in 2.6 0.2
Flyer 23 0.1
Brawl, mélée 1.6 0.1
Damage to property 1.5 0.0
Hunger strike 1.2 0.0
Press conference 1.0 0.0
Assault 1.0 0.0
Appeal 0.2 0.3
Defamation 0.1 0.0
Larceny, break-in 0.1 0.0
Manslaughter, murder 0.1 0.0
Other 0.3 0.0
Total % 100.0 100.0
Total number 14,686 68,156,452

Sonrce: Rucht 2007: 52.

McPhail took the first steps toward a g eneral account not just of contentious
events but of all occasions on w lugh people assemble, act together, and
disperse. In 1983, McPhail personally observed forty-six political demon-
strations in Washington, DC. He broke them down into specific types of
gathering, more than one of which sometimes occurred in the same dem-
onstration. The distribution of the seventy-five gatherings he saw looked
like this: rally (34), march (19), vigil (10), picket (6), rally-picket—civil dis-
obedience (3), rally—civil disobedience (1), picket—civil disobedience (1), and
civil dl‘wﬂl)(.(]lt‘ﬂ(.ﬁ (1) (McPhail 1991: 183). McPhail’s observed repertoire
thus consisted of five distinct performances: rally, march, vigil, picket, and
civil disobedience. Mostly the performances occurred scpamtdj\, but
sometimes they combined.
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Wie#%ail proposed to group individual gatherings of these sorts into
S sets: events like demonstrations, C:@p_gmvo]vmg multiple
s =s including both individual events and campaigns, and trends.

e mewertheless attached particular importance to the fine structure of
=
© comparatively few sociologists have given attention to what people‘
W ooiectvely within gatherings, an increasing number have given |
wmemmon 1o larger units of analysis, at more macro levels of analysis, e.g.
swiemmes, events, campaigns, waves, and trends. The relationships
emwesn what people do collectwelv at micro and macro levels of
| sy are too important to ignore. These must be considered in
= = o rather than at odds with one another (McPhail 1991: 186;

w= s McPhail 2006, McPhail and Miller 1973, and McPhail and
Baitlse-in 1983).

“aszr. McPhail became more ambitious and fine-grained. He decom-
g sctions and interactions into four broad categories: facing, voicing,
sstmeiating; and locomotion. Joint actions (e.g., simultaneous facing in
%= e direction) and interactions (e. g., joining hands) counted as col-
we=we action (McPhail, Schweingruber, and Ceobanu 2006). Next
W72 and his collaborators broke each one down with finer and finer
Semmcnions. Voicing, for example, first divided into verbalizing and
macaiiring, mth vocalizing further subdivided into cheering, booing,
smme-ohhing-ahhing, and whistling. A code sheet then permitted
wisemvers to record how many people in some assembly were performing
ww+ action or interaction at a given point in time and space (Schwein-
@mber and McPhail 1999: 466).

Malnple observers and their code sheets thus aggregated into overall
“wrscrerizations of action and interaction distributions for different
smsodes. They showed, for example, how much more frequently people
swe==ed in a rally than in a march (Schweingruber and McPhail 1999:
@8 The procedure centers attention on actions and especially interac-
sems 3s the elementary particles of collective performances. McPhail’s
seemsing line of research has not so far yielded either a coherent theory
« se-formances and repertoires or a feasible method for aggregating and
Sssseregating descriptions of contentious performances into the sorts of
“aracreristics studied by Botz, Kriesi, and other users of classified event
wwmes. But it heads in the right direction.

Issernational _relations specialistshave _come at the problem from

s scwhat different angle: transcribing mternationa] actions such as :
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diplomatic exchanges and military attacks uniformly and voluminously
from standard news sources. Political scientist Philip Schrodt and his
collaborators have devised methods for making simple transcriptions of
newswire reports. Schrodt called the system KEDS, the Kansas Event
Data System. As Schrodt describes it, '

KEDS relies on shallow parsing of sentences — primarily identifying proper nouns
(which may be compound), verbs and direct objects within a verb phrase — rather
than using full syntactical analysis. As a consequence it makes errors on complex
sentences or sentences using unusual grammatical constructions, but has proven to
be quite robust in correctly coding the types of English sentences typically found
in the lead sentences of newswire reports. On early-1990s hardware, the system
coded about 70 events per second, which seemed at the time to be a huge
improvement over human coding projects, which typically have a sustained output
of five to ten events per coder per hour. (Schrodt 2006: 5)

A technical cousin of KEDS called the VRA (Virtual Research
Associates) Systemn likewise processes the leads or first sentences of online
news reports, recording subject, verb, and object (Bond 2006). In princi-
ple, these related approaches could eventually produce a fast, sophisticated
way to assemble detailed accounts of contentious performances and
repertoires. For the moment, however, they have not come close to
solving the problems of aggregation and disaggregation inherent in any
such effort.

So far, Sidney Tarrow, Roberto Franzosi, and Takeshi Wada have
come closest. Tarrow examined Italy’s cycle of protest from 1965 to 1975,
for which the national newspaper Corriere della Sera yielded 4,980 “protest
events.” “Since T was interested in actions that exceeded routine expec-
tations and in which the participants revealed a collective goal,” Tarrow
tells us, “I collected information on ‘protest events,’ a category which
included strikes, demonstrations, petitions, delegations, and violence, but
which excluded contentious behaviour which revealed no collective claims
on other actors. I defined the protest event as a disruptive direct action on
behalf of collective interests, in which claims were made against some
other group, elites, or authorities” (Tarrow 1989: 359).

Like most of his predecessors, Tarrow produced a single machine-
readable record for each event. But he enriched the enterprise in three
important ways. First, he incorporated textual descriptions at a number of
critical points — summaries of events, grievances, policy responses, and
more. That made it possible to refine his classified counts without
returning to the original newspaper sources. Second, within the record
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W plsesd checklists in which two or more features could coexist. As a
s e w2s able to analyze not only the overall distribution of events but
i e S=quency of such features as different forms of violence — clashes
s wilice. violent conflict, property damage, violent attacks, rampages,
e =smdom violence (Tarrow 1989: 78). Third, Tarrow also created an
E_:_é_‘ mensity” by combining and weighting the frequencies of dif-
S sorss of action, for example, petitions versus physical violence. Thus

s isssiacations of broad event types with specific forms of action
Ssse T arrow closer to a systematic description of performances, if not |
e

S st

nsulted me before starting his collection of evidence on
S comtentious events. S0 dId_’[_{__o’b_g_r_‘gg_Frqnzom Franzosi once spent
e werking closely with members of my research group. Although he
i -loped his own sophisticated system for recording events,
et Bis analysis of Tralian conflicts since 1919 with a logic my own
et s Sollowed closely (Franzosi 2004a: 39). The logic uses observed
of subject, verb, and object — which Franzosi calls
Semsnme miplers” - to identify interactions, then attaches further
the triplets.
st 1920, workers at Milan’s Romeo metalworking plant
e w0 2 management lockout by occupying the factory (Franzosi
e occupation started a great wave of sitdown strikes —
abbriche — that eventually became a model for sitdowns in
h.:_ e l nited States, and elsewhere.

E = shows that he can meaningfully reduce the complex story in
-_ :ﬂ:::-:' newspaper I/ Lavoro to these phases:

S smmcences lockout

=== do not accept decision

ier Jeaders decide factory occupation

woress do not leave plant (Franzosi 2004a: 78)

W gis “=ther information tagged to these spare elements makes it
s Sor Franzosi to produce rich analyses first of the single episode
e e of many episodes: network representations of reladons among
Aassifications of participants’ actions and their sequences,
e — ferent sorts of events, and much more. Packed into the
e swrpose data storage and retrieval system Franzosi has developed
s 2004h). the information becomes available for a great variety
s
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Properly handled, as Franzosi says, even simple counts tell complex
stories. For example, Franzosi’s frequency distribution of the most com-
mon actors from 1919 to 1922 identifies an astonishing shift: from heavy
involvement of workers and trade unions during the revolutionary years of
1919 and 1920 to their rapid decline; from near-absence of political
activists (including Fascists) to their utter prevalence; and no more than a
weak presence of government officials as Mussolini’s Fascists began their
ascent to power (Franzosi 2004a: 82—-84). Those counts then send canny
analyst Franzosi back to look more closely at how different actors within
these categories interacted and what claims they made.

Takeshi Wada’s work on Mexican politics between 1964 and 2000
displays many affinities with both Tarrow’s and Franzosi’s analyses of
Italian contention (Wada 2003, 2004; Wada wrote his doctoral disserta-
tion under my direction). Wada drew accounts of protest events from the
daily newspapers Excélsior, Unomdsuno, and La Fornada for twenty-nine-
day periods spanning national elections over the thirty-seven years, a total
of thirteen electoral periods. From the newspapers he identified 2,832
events, some linked together in campaigns, for a total of 1,797 campaigns.
Wada’s subject-verb-object-claim transcriptions made it possible for him
to employ sophisticated network models of who made claims on whom.
Overall, they reveal a sharp politicization of Mexico’s collective claim
making as the country’s partial democratization proceeded. From claims
on business, landowners, and universities, protesters moved to making
increasingly strong claims on the government itself.

According to Wada’s analysis, the weakening of network ties among
the elite (especially as concentrated within the longtime ruling party PRI)
provided an opportunity for claimants to divide their rulers. It thus
advanced the partial democratization of the 1990s. Technically, Wada
broke free of many restrictions imposed by classified event counts. That
technical freedom opened the way to a sophisticated treatment of inter-
action in Mexican politics.

The innovations of McPhail, Tarrow, Franzosi, and Wada offer three
lessons for analysts of contentious politics. First, it is practically feasible
to record and analyze the internal dynamics of contentious episodes
instead of settling for classified event counts. Second, the recording of
particular verbs rather than general characterization of the action is
crucial for that practical purpose. Third, verbs with objects make it
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= o move from individualistic analyses to treatments of connec-
Bams Emong contentious actors.

R —

Swemecmimg Performances and Repertoires

"= e implications. Transcribing episodes action-by-action does not
i provide more detailed descriptions of events. It frees the analyst
e wmple aggregate counts of events coded as strikes, meetings,
“emeemstranons, and the like. The freedom runs in two directions: toward
sility of reclassifying episodes on the basis of more detailed
<, and away from the aggregation of whole episodes toward the
wsmemason and linking of actors, actions, interactions, locations, and
plus all the other elements of performances and repertoires.

s book pivets-on the use of refined event descriptions to explain how
MEmees. interactions, performances and repertoires vary and change. How
g we face that mighty challenge? Before anything else, we should look
W =ems that repertoires actually exist. Among signs that repertonesr
wemme v exist, the most telling would be these:

» Tor a given set of actors and issues, those performances change
r«:‘md;,_hgtlg from one round of action to the next.
Participants in contention give evidence that they are aware of

wose performances by giving names to them, referring to previous

sctions of the same kind, giving each other instructions, adopting
Zmisions of labor that require prior consultation or experience,
snnicipating each other’s actions, and/or terminating actions more
or less simultaneously.
“Within the range defined by all contentious actions that a given set of
sctors carry on, substantial blanks appear; combinations of actions
cearly lying within the technical reach of participants never occur.
Within a set of connected actors, each significant pair of actors has
= own repertoire. In the pair, claim- ‘making actors make choices

»i hm ‘the existing repertmre
The more connected the histories of actors outs1de of contention,

the more similar their repertoires. YWY AAs
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In many cases like Wada’s analysis of Mexican democratization we
might also expect to pinpoint significant shifts in performances and
repertoires as political opportunity structures change. We might then ask
more detailed questions about the transition:

e How much of the change occurred by means of the evolution of
existing performances, how much through changes in the relative
salience of already-existing performances, how much through the
rapid introduction of new performances?

o How uneven was the shift across regions, issues, and groups, and why?

e To what extent did the shift result from changes in the distribution
of contention across regions, issues, and groups?

e To what extent did changes result from coordinate transformations
or substitutions of whole performances rather than specific elements
of performances?

e How large a difference did governmental repression and facilitation
make?

Did repertoire changes make it easier for some actors to act or to get
results, and harder for others?

Some of these questions are easy, some of them difficult, but all are
answerable in principle.

Yet certain problems remain troubling. Many of them cluster around
questions of outcomes and effectiveniess), Do innovations associated with
successful pressing of contentious claims, for instance, tend to reappear in
the next round of claim making? Without evidence on outcomes we can
rarely judge effectiveness, but reports of contentious episodes often stop as
the participants disperse. It usually takes more work to determine how
authorities, competitors, spectators, and objects of claims responded, and an
even greater effort to discern the impact of an episode on the general public.

Thin documentation of outcomes, in its turn, renders judgments of
effectiveness risky. It has never been easy to trace the effectiveness of
contention, especially when the presumed effects lie outside the action
itself, concern multiple actors, and occur incrementally.” We must do

4 Goe Amenta 2006, Andrews 2004, Banaszak 1999, Button 1978, DeNardo 1985, Gamson
1990, Giugni, McAdam, and Tilly 1999, Gran and Hein 2003, Ibarra 2003, Jenkins 1985,
Linders 2004, Luders 2006, Mansbridge 1986, Markoff 1997, McAdam and Su 2002,
McCammon, Campbell, Granberg, and Mowery 2001, McVeigh, Welch, and Bjarnason
2003, Schumaker 1978, Skocpol 1992, Snyder 1976, 1978, Soule and Olzak 2004, Stearns
and Almeida 2004, Tamayo 1999, Tilly and Wood 2003, and Wisler and Giugni 1999,
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#me== &fficult things: 1) catalog the political gains and losses of certain
wowes separately from the descriptions of contention itself, 2) spread those
s and losses across multiple events, and 3) work out alternative testable
Weiels of the relationship between action and external outcome. :

“en. large arguments concerning the effects of changing interests,
wmaszsnion, culture, and political position of potential political actors
wspure long-term observations going far beyond the perimeters of
Sws=mmous gatherings, indeed of contention in general. Although in a
wemse most political and social history concerns just such issues, the
Swilenge of documenting such changes and their links to contentious
W= for even a small proportion of all potential actors looms enor-
S It's even worse than that: in the long run, crucial arguments also
Sme=m= potential actors that do not act, regions that harbor little or no
Smm=mmon, and situations in which interests are at stake, but contention
EEmmes minimal.

Smally, the explanatory approach this chapter has sketched invokes
mede— - i areness, learning, and adaptation. Take the street ~demon-
semmee [f 1t developed from such earlier forms of collective action as
S processions, military parades, and excursions by fraternal orders,

¢ the process must have included deliberate borrowing and adap-
@, followed by consolidation of the fiew Torm. It also must have
gotiation with authorities over participants’ rights to borrow
W wispe those established routines. How can we capture such a complex

- Wwesss over thousands of externally described episodes?

= --uL makes the attempt by emphasizing history. Well docu-
et Bustorical accounts have two great advantages for our purposes.
e ey allow us to draw on historians’ expertise in reconstructing the
s cconomic, and social contexts of contentious politics as we
W for explanations of change and variation. Second, they involve
s of struggle that have run their course and wrought their con-
Wsmemces. In historical retrospect, we have a chance to detect recurrent
s, That is why the book emphasizes the history of Great Britain
Smme e 18th and 19th centuries, as well as undertaking recurrent
msons \\'ith Ireland, France, Britain’s 18th-century North American
other historical instances. They place contentious perfor-
smrual -comparative perspective,
_mpeers to come address these issues: a first main section treats
@oe and change in repertoires. Chapter 2 looks more closely at
= sp=cematic poéciiﬁfibh of performances and repertoires, Chapter 3
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at how performances and repertoires change, and Chapter 4 at
campaigns — organized pursuit_of programs through multiple perfor-
mances. The book’s second half then shifts to more specialized but no
less interesting topics: the invention of the social movement and its
repertoire (Chapter 5), how change and variation in national regimes and
economies affects contentious repertoires (Chapter 6), and larger his-
torical-comparative perspectives On repertoire change (Chapter 7).
A concluding chapter (Chapter 8) braids these diverse strands together.
By the end, we should have a much clearer picture of how and why so
much variation and change in how people make contentious claims

occurred in the past, and continue to occur today.
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