
PART T WO

Repertoires, Regimes, and Opportunities
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Source: Description Occupy Wall Street Anonymous 2011 Shankbone.JPG, accessed at commons. 
wikimedia.org.

Friday, September 30, 2011. An Occupy Wall Street protester wearing a Guy Fawkes mask favored by 
“Anonymous” protesters.
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CHAP TER 3

Democracy, Undemocracy, and Change 
in Repertoires

Contentious politics varies and changes in close connection with shifts 
of political power, and it organizes both inside and outside institu-

tional venues. In this chapter, we examine how democratic and undemo-
cratic political regimes structure and are affected by contentious politics. 
In the next chapter we will turn to the considerable number of regimes 
that are neither wholly democratic nor entirely undemocratic. We call 
these “hybrid regimes.” Here are the three terms that will motivate these 
two chapters:

t� Contentious repertoires are arrays of contentious performances that are 
currently known and available within some set of political actors.

t� Regimes consist of regular relations among governments, established 
political actors, and challengers, and are perceived and acted upon by 
outside political actors, including other governments.

t� Opportunity structures include aspects of a regime that offer challeng-
ers both openings to advance their claims and threats and constraints 
that caution them against making these claims (Goldstone and Tilly 
2001).

We will first use the American protest repertoire to map how reper-
toires change and the opportunities they offer challengers to advance 
their claims in the period from the civil rights movement to the Occupy 
movement of 2011–2012. We will then describe the interactions between 
changing repertoires and regimes, focusing on the difference that de-
mocracy and elections make to how people protest. We will then use the 
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[ 50 ] Contentious Politics

transition to democracy in Argentina to show how democratic change 
affects changes in the repertoire of contention. Our analyses will show 
that the connections among contention, political power, and institutions 
appear in both turbulent periods and in the more routine politics of set-
tled democracies. Our central question is, “How do the structures of po-
litical power and institutions and the character of contentious politics 
interact?”

REPERTOIRE CHANGE IN THE UNITED STATES, 1955–2015

The post–World War II years did not begin with the promise of major 
change in the American repertoire of contention. The Cold War, domestic 
anticommunism, and satisfactions of the consumer society turned peo-
ple’s attentions away from political contention. When innovations in the 
repertoire of contention emerged, they arrived from a new and unex-
pected quarter, the black middle class. African Americans did not enter 
contentious politics all at once or using any single form of collective action. 
But the civil rights movement that began quietly in the mid-1950s led to a 
fundamental change in the American repertoire of contention. Partially 
released from the grip of southern Jim Crow repression by urbanization, 
migration to the North, and entry into the middle class, many educated 
African Americans were growing restive under the effective segregation of 
American life.

The federal government gave them an assist. Concerned about the con-
tradiction between fighting for freedom abroad and abetting discrimina-
tion at home, from the late 1940s on, the government took halting steps 
to combat segregation. African Americans also drew encouragement from 
the most institutionalized form of contention that Americans possess: 
bringing lawsuits. Brown v. Board of Education and other landmark cases 
ultimately brought mixed results (Klarman 2004; Rosenberg 2008). But 
they encouraged black parents to register their children in formerly white 
public schools and led black college students to fight to register in once-
white universities. Conventional legal battles provided a foundation for 
the more confrontational contentious politics to come.

Four developments marked a shift in performances that would culmi-
nate in the major cycle of protest of the 1960s and early ’70s. First was the 
practice of what came to be called “legal mobilization”—using the courts 
to advance movement goals (McCann 1994; 2006). Second was the prac-
tice of “marching on Washington” in major set-piece demonstrations cul-
minating in rallies before the Lincoln Memorial. Third came the practice 
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of dedicating a period of time—usually the summer—to a particular cam-
paign. The fourth spread the disruptive practice of sit-ins, road blocking, 
and building occupations: first at lunch counters, then at bus stations, and 
finally wherever public segregation was practiced.

Taken together, these innovations congealed into a major cycle of con-
tention that many Americans remember—some with nostalgia, others 
with distaste—as “the sixties.”1 In fact, the period of increased contention 
lasted well into the 1970s, as we can see from Figure 3.1, which combines 
the number of civil rights, environment, antiwar, consumer, student, and 
women’s collective actions from the records of the New York Times from 
1953 to 1980.2

Marching on Washington, the second major innovation, descended from 
forms of contention familiar in the American past. Among other prece-
dents, they stemmed from the veterans’ march of the 1930s and from the 
civil rights march that A. Philip Randolph threatened to organize in 1941, 
just as the United States was mobilizing for its part in World War II. But 
in the 1960s marching on—or, rather, “in”—Washington D.C. became a 
dramatic way of demonstrating a movement’s strength and determina-
tion that was adopted by a variety of groups, especially after television 
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Figure 3.1:
Social Movement Actions in the United States, 1953–1980
Source: Doug McAdam and Katrina Kloos, Deeply Divided: Racial Politics and Social Movements in Postwar 
America (2014):p. 56. The data, provided from Doug McAdam, come from a research project at SUNY 
Stony Brook, directed by Charles Perrow, from the New York Times. For partial reports on the project, see 
McAdam 1982 and Jenkins 1985.
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[ 52 ] Contentious Politics

made it possible for Americans to participate at great distances in dra-
matic events like Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” speech at the 
Lincoln Memorial.

Over the decades after the 1960s, marches became more contained, but 
they also grew in magnitude and in their “made for television” character. 
Eventually organizers even provided mobile TV monitors for demonstra-
tors who were too numerous or too far away to see the speakers. Organiz-
ers set up port-a-potties for the crowds, and the National Park Police of-
fered seminars in how to run an orderly demonstration (McCarthy, 
McPhail, and Smith 1996). With the routinization of the March on Wash-
ington, what had begun as a disruptive performance became conventional 
while retaining the trappings of contention: banners, chants, serried 
ranks moving forward in the face of power.

Mississippi Freedom Summer was the most notable example of the third 
innovation, the choice of a finite period of time to concentrate the energies 
of militants on a particular goal—in that event, to register African Ameri-
cans to vote (McAdam 1988). Other seasonal campaigns, such as Vietnam 
Summer and Labor Summer, followed. The biggest protest demonstrations 
in this period were aimed at the waging of the Vietnam war, beginning 
with a march of over 20,000 people on the Pentagon in October 1967. That 
movement produced national “Moratoriums” in 1969—the name given by 
the peace movement to massive demonstrations and teach-ins—and cul-
minated in national protests against the killing of student protesters at 
Kent State University in 1970 (McAdam and Su 2002).

The final innovation, the sit-in, had a family resemblance to the factory 
occupations of the 1930s (Piven and Cloward 1977), but it gained new res-
onance from the presence of television. If the public saw spitting thugs 
brutalizing well-dressed young black men sitting calmly at lunch counters 
or police hosing peaceful demonstrators, it would be hard to ignore the 
contradiction between the American claim of freedom and the reality of 
segregation. “The whole world is watching,” wrote Todd Gitlin (1980). Sit-
ins were eventually adopted by a wide variety of social actors, beginning 
with the student movement and the antiwar movement and, most re-
cently, with the Occupy movement, which expanded the model of the 
sit-in into a national campaign that diffused across the country (Vasi and 
Chan 2014).

The variations in the forms of the sit-ins were interesting. African 
Americans mainly occupied only sites in which public services were une-
qually enjoyed by whites and blacks. College student activists sat in at 
their administration buildings. Antiwar protesters sat in wherever they 
could disrupt routines and gain media attention. The Civil Rights March 
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on Washington stayed contained and ended predictably at the Lincoln Me-
morial. But antiwar protesters marched across the Potomac to the Penta-
gon, which they surrounded in a mock levitation, while African Ameri-
cans sat in on the Triborough Bridge in New York City to block the opening 
of the 1964 World’s Fair.

After the 1960s, sit-ins diffused widely across American social groups. 
From their origins in the civil rights movement, sit-ins spread to groups of 
all kinds who occupied public space on behalf of causes they favored. From 
students occupying administration buildings in the 1960s, it was a short 
step to the antinuclear road blockades of the 1970s and the “shantytown” 
protests of the 1980s (see chapter 2).

The model was expanded over the decades to sit-ins on city squares, 
streets, public buildings, and college campuses. By the time we reach 
the Occupy Wall Street protests of 2011, the tactic has become routin-
ized, standardized, and modular and reached almost every sector of the 
population. The Occupy Wall Street movement of 2011 even tried to 
occupy the Brooklyn Bridge. Table 3.1 shows how that movement 
adapted the sit-in to different kinds of sites as it spread around the 
country.

By no means all of the performances discussed so far in this chapter 
were new, though in combination they produced the impression of a 
wave of “new social movements.” Alongside them was the strategy that 

Table 3.1. T Y PES OF OCCUPY SITES, SEPTEMBER 17 TO OCTOBER 1, 2011

Location Cities Location Cities

Park 32 Capitol Building 9
Street 20 City Hall 9
Plaza 13 Bank 7
Square 10 Courthouse 7
Downtown 9 State House 2
Center 4 Federal Reserve Building 2
Common 2 Executive Building 1
Bridge 1 Chamber of Commerce 1
Bell Tower 1 Post Office 1
University Campus 7 Art Institute 1
Other 10

Source: The table contains information, collected by Chan Suh and Yisook Lin, on the location of OWS 
protests in 265 Cities from the press and from self-reports by protesters at Guardian (https://docs.
google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AonYZs4MzlZbdGhwWGhTUXphUkw3RldHWUlKZmI5NEE&hl
=en_GB#gid=6)
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[ 54 ] Contentious Politics

initiated the modern civil rights movement in the 1950s—legal  
mobilization—which began when the Legal Defense Fund of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) determined 
to fight segregation in the public schools by bringing evidence to the Su-
preme Court that segregated school systems were far from equal. In the 
well-known case of Brown v. Board of Education (347 U.S. 483 [1954]), 
which was argued before the Supreme Court by future Supreme Court 
Justice Thurgood Marshall, the case launched the legal strategy that 
dominated civil rights activism until the early 1960s, when more mili-
tant tactics by a younger generation of activists entered the fray. Even 
after African Americans turned to more transgressive protests, seeking 
redress in the courts continued to be a major weapon of change-seeking 
movements, including the women’s movement’s use of the courts to le-
galize abortion, and the campaign by a coalition of groups that sought 
legal remedies for discrimination against gay and lesbian Americans (see 
chapter 10).

Legal mobilization was by no means limited to progressive or liberal 
groups. Following the model created by “legal liberalism,” and assisted by 
Edwin Meese, Attorney General under President Ronald Reagan, and by 
the Federalist Society, a spectrum of conservative law firms created a con-
servative legal movement (Teles 2008; 2009). This movement helped to 
train a generation of conservative lawyers and succeeded in placing a 
number of them in highly-placed judgeships, including in the United States 
Supreme Court. This was a classical case of movement-countermovement 
interaction (Meyer and Staggenborg 1996).

Two other trends emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. On the one hand, 
many social movement organizations transformed themselves into 
public interest groups and shifted their main forms of mobilization from 
the streets and campuses to direct mailings, educational campaigns, and 
lobbying. On the other hand, religious groups involved themselves in-
creasingly in contentious politics. These trends came together—or, 
rather, they clashed—in the growing, rancorous, and apparently endless 
struggle over abortion. It pitted “choice” advocates—largely organized 
by public interest groups and using direct mail appeals—against Catho-
lic and evangelical Protestant congregations employing more effective 
door-to-door proselytizing on behalf of “life” (Ginsburg 1989; McCarthy 
1987). Both trends coincided in the 2004 election, when the enormous 
outpouring of small contributions to the Democratic Party campaign 
failed to match the capacity of the Republican Party to mobilize sup-
porters among the religious faithful for George W. Bush’s presidential 
campaign.
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As the United States entered the new century, it was clear that a new 
instrument—the Internet—was beginning to transform the nature of 
contentious politics (Almeida and Lichbach 2003; Bennett and Segerberg 
2013). The 2004 MoveOn.org campaign on behalf of Governor Howard 
Dean demonstrated that through skilled use of electronic media, it was 
now possible to mobilize thousands of people on behalf of a common 
cause—if only for brief periods of time. This meant that the elaborate mo-
bilizing structures that previous campaigns had mounted to organize 
major demonstrations might one day become obsolete (Bennett and 
Segerberg 2013). The Internet also brought once-parochial American ac-
tivists into greater contact with counterparts abroad—for example, in the 
simultaneous protests against the launching of the Iraq War in 2003 (see 
chapter 9).

The 2008 presidential campaign of Barack Obama expanded the use of 
the Internet and combined it with a new tool—social media—that may be 
transforming contentious politics in general (see chapter 10). The same 
tools helped to diffuse the message of the “Arab Spring” across the Middle 
East and North Africa in 2011–2012. It also helped to spread the “Occupy 
Wall Street” movement from a single occupation in downtown Manhattan 
to a national campaign in a mere few weeks (Vasi and Suh 2014). Through 
these tools, people who had never met, and might live thousands of miles 
apart, came to see themselves as parts of an “imagined community” with 
a common identity (Anderson 1991).

Most of these forms were inherently peaceful but violence frequently 
occurred as a byproduct of both conventional and confrontational conten-
tion. In the late 1960s, as the mainstream of the civil rights movement 
moved into institutional politics and the New Left faded, minorities of 
militants, outraged at what they saw as the “sellout” of their values by 
their more moderate comrades, formed military or underground groups 
such as the Black Panthers and the (mostly white) Weather Underground. 
Far smaller than the groups they sought to supplant, these groups used 
violent performances to catch the attention of the media and add an air of 
terror to contentious politics. (Most Americans, even today, think of the 
1960s as a period of “riots.”) Their desperate efforts backfired, because 
their violent methods gave political elites a justification to meet conten-
tion with state violence. Even more violent—and therefore justifying 
greater repression—were the Islamist movements that began to spread 
across the globe in the 1990s (see chapter 9). The culmination of both 
trends arrived with the attack on the World Trade Center and the Penta-
gon on September 11, 2001, and the Patriot Act, which curtailed 
Americans’civil liberties on the altar of freedom.
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[ 56 ] Contentious Politics

While there were major changes in the repertoire of contention in the 
United States in the half century between the 1960s and the end of the 
first decade of the new century, the continuities were also clear:

t� 'JSTU�PODF�B�OFX�QFSGPSNBODF�QSPWFE�WJBCMF�JU�WBSJFE�MJUUMF�GSPN�QMBDF�
to place and from protest to protest.

t� 4FDPOE�QSPUFTU�QFSGPSNBODFT�EJĊVTFE�CSPBEMZ�BDSPTT�UIF�DPVOUSZ�BOE�
across the ideological spectrum; unlike the strike, these performances 
were not associated with a particular population group.

t� ɥJSE�XJUI�UIF�FYDFQUJPO�PG�UIF�WJPMFOU�HSPVQT�PO�UIF�NBSHJOT�PG�UIF�
civil rights and antiwar movements, the new innovations were accom-
modated by the institutions of American law and administration.

Did the American political regime change between the 1960s and today 
as the result of the changes in repertoire described above? Clearly, the gov-
ernment responded to the antiwar movement with clandestine and illegal 
surveillance (Keller 1989; Tarrow 2015: ch. 8) and the Nixon administration 
even engaged in unconstitutional behavior, both in the Watergate affair and 
in the repression of dissidents. Yet as the repertoire expanded, there was no 
major wave of repression, no overturning of elites or institutions, and con-
tentious politics continued to thrive. The suppression of protest took mainly 
institutional forms, as police and protesters collaborated to prevent demon-
strations from leading to violence (McCarthy, McPhail, and Crist 1999).

But this trend was not irreversible: when protest demonstrations 
became more disruptive, police tactics turned more aggressive (Soule and 
Davenport 2009). With the rise of the global justice and antiwar protests 
at the turn of the new century (see chapter 9), police forces turned to a 
strategy of the “incapacitation” of protesters (Gillham 2011). And in the 
wake of the Bush administration’s “War on Terror,” there was a growing 
militarization of the police, who were increasingly ready to use violence 
against demonstrators.

REGIMES

Despite these threats to civil liberties, the nature of the American regime 
changed little and was able to absorb many of the new performances that 
were born in the 1960s. Not so the response of authoritarian regimes to 
protest. Regimes vary from one country to the next. Some regime varia-
tions across countries are quite subtle. Think about similarities and differ-
ences between the US and Canadian political systems. Both feature federal 
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arrangements (states and provinces), national and regional legislatures, for-
mally independent judiciaries, and forms of common law. Yet the United 
States has an elected president, while the Canadian chief executive is a 
prime minister drawn from the parliament’s dominant party. The US gov-
ernment exercises priority over natural resources, while Canada cedes ex-
tensive control over natural resources to its provinces. These subtle differ-
ences in regimes have actually produced significant differences in contentious 
politics—for example, a more robust tradition of social democracy in Canada 
as against the more centrist “liberalism” of the American Left.

Two big differences among regimes across the world matter most to con-
tentious politics: governmental capacity and extent (or lack) of democracy.

t� Capacity means the extent to which governmental action affects the 
character and distribution of population, activity, and resources within 
the government’s territory. When a high-capacity government inter-
venes in population, activity, and resources, it makes a big difference; it 
raises taxes, distributes benefits, regulates traffic flows, controls the 
use of natural resources, and much more. Low-capacity governments 
may try to do the same things, but they have little effect.

t� Democracy means the extent to which people subject to a given govern-
ment’s authority have broad, equal political rights, exert significant 
direct influence (e.g., through competitive elections and referenda) 
over government personnel and policy, as well as receive protection 
from arbitrary action by governmental agents such as police, judges, 
and public officials. A regime is undemocratic to the extent that politi-
cal rights are narrow and/or unequal, consultation of citizens is mini-
mal, and protections are fragile (Tilly 2007).

Obviously democracy and capacity are relative matters. By these stan-
dards, no pure broad, equal, full-consultation, protective democracy has 
ever existed on a national scale. Nor has any government—not even those 
we call totalitarian—had absolute control over the population, activities, 
and resources within its territory. The distinctions still allow us to sepa-
rate significantly different types of regimes, as in figure 3.2.

As of the early twenty-first century, here are examples of regimes fall-
ing into the four quadrants of this regime space:

t� High-capacity undemocratic: China, Iran, Morocco
t� Low-capacity undemocratic: Nepal, Somalia, Sudan
t� High-capacity democratic: Australia, Japan, Norway
t� Low-capacity democratic: Cyprus, Jamaica
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[ 58 ] Contentious Politics

Over all human history, regimes have distributed very unevenly 
across the four types. The great bulk of historical regimes have fallen 
into the low-capacity undemocratic sector. Many of the biggest and 
most powerful, however, have dwelt in the high-capacity undemocratic 
sector. High-capacity democratic regimes have been rare and mostly 
recent. Low-capacity democratic regimes have remained few and far 
between. We will encounter one of them in Argentina later in this 
chapter.

REGIMES AND REPERTOIRES

On the average, very different sorts of contention prevail in the four cor-
ners of this regime space (Tilly 2006). High-capacity undemocratic re-
gimes feature both clandestine oppositions and brief confrontations that 
usually end in repression. Low-capacity undemocratic regimes host most 
of the world’s civil wars (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Cederman et al. 2013). 
Low-capacity democratic regimes gather more than their share of  
military coups and struggles among linguistic, religious, or ethnic groups. 
High-capacity democratic regimes foster the bulk of the world’s social 
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Figure 3.2:
Crude Regime Types
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movements. The differences result from dramatic variation in the sorts of 
threats and opportunities faced by potential claim makers in different 
regime environments.

Why do repertoires vary systematically from one kind of regime to an-
other? Some of the difference results from accumulated history. Longer-
lasting regimes also tend to have higher capacities, which is why they last 
longer. Over those histories, they accumulate ways of doing political busi-
ness that authoritarian leaders borrow from each other and help each 
other perform. Despite its multiple twentieth-century revolutions, China 
has centuries of experience with centralized rule, and over those centu-
ries, it has traded influences with its East Asian neighbors Korea, Japan, 
and Mongolia.

History also provides models that future challengers use in advancing 
their claims. In Russia, for example, protesters in the 1917 revolution 
built on models of their predecessors in the 1905 revolution; in Italy in the 
1960s, workers occupied factories much as their grandfathers had done 
after World War I; and in the United States, claimants in the same-sex 
marriage movement in the 2000s went to court, using the modular reper-
toire of legal mobilization that their predecessors in the civil rights move-
ments had used in the 1950 sand 1960s.

But a significant part of the variations in contention result directly 
from properties of the regimes in the four quadrants of figure 3.2 and 
from changes as those regimes evolve. General features of a regime affect 
the opportunities and threats impinging on any potential maker of claims, 
and changes in those features produce changes in the character of conten-
tion. This is what we call political opportunity structure.

REGIMES AND OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURES

We can sum up crucial features of regimes with the concept of political 
opportunity structure. Political opportunity structure includes six prop-
erties of a regime:

1. The multiplicity of independent centers of power within it
2. Its openness to new actors
3. The instability of current political alignments
4. The availability of influential allies or supporters for challengers
5. The extent to which the regime represses or facilitates collective claim 

making
6. Decisive changes in items 1 to 5
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Multiple centers of power provide challengers with the chance to 
“venue shop” for the most welcoming part of the regime. Openness to new 
actors enables new groups to make claims on elites. From the perspective 
of a whole regime, the instability of alignments and the availability of 
allies (items 3 and 4) amount to the same thing. Stable alignments gener-
ally mean that many political actors have no potential allies in power. By 
such a definition, however, political opportunity structure varies some-
what from one actor to another; at the same moment, one actor has many 
available allies, another few.

Threats also vary in different opportunity structures, and most people 
who mobilize do so to combat threats or risks (Goldstone and Tilly 2001). 
The prolife movement in the United States sees a threat to Christian values 
in the legal availability of abortion. The xenophobic National Front in 
France sees itself struggling against the threat to national integrity repre-
sented by Muslim immigrants. Even Islamist suicide bombers are re-
sponding to what they see as the threat of the occupation of their coun-
tries by Western forces (Pape 2003). In both democratic and undemocratic 
regimes, most people who engage in contentious politics see themselves 
responding to threats they perceive to their interests, their values, or their 
identities.

But threats and opportunities co-occur, and most people engaging in 
contentious politics combine response to threat with seizing opportuni-
ties. For example, in Iraq under the American occupation regime from 
2003 to 2010, the Sunni population saw construction of a new constitu-
tion as a threat to its power. This change brought about an intensification 
of Al Qaeda-affiliated-groups’ tactics (Alimi et al. 2015).

Rapidly shifting threats and opportunities generally move power hold-
ers toward rigid repertoires and challengers toward more flexible ones. 
Power holders cling to proven performances, including repression of chal-
lengers. Meanwhile, challengers seek new means to outwit authorities and 
competitors. Rivalry among power holders often leads some of them to 
form alliances with challengers, which can induce a challenger to shift its 
repertoire from transgressive to contained contention. Shifting threats 
and opportunities thus introduce more uncertainties into the relations 
between claimants and objects of their claims. Programs, identities, and 
political standing all shift more rapidly.

Opportunity structures shaped contention in many of the episodes of 
contention we have encountered so far in this book. To recall just a few:

t� #SJUJTI�BOUJTMBWFSZ�ESFX�HVJEBODF�JO�JUT�EFWFMPQNFOU�GSPN�UIF�QBSMJB-
mentary practice of receiving petitions from concerned citizens’ groups 
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and gained easier access because of the division within the British elite 
that resulted from the failed attempt to keep the American colonies in 
the empire.

t� 3VTTJBO�TQFBLJOH� OBUJPOBMJTUT� JO� UIF� $SJNFB� BOE� UIFO� JO� FBTUFSO�
Ukraine took advantage of the disorganization of the Ukrainian regime 
after President Yanukovych’s fall to seize territory and call in Russian 
assistance.

t� *O�SFTQPOTF�UP�UIF�JODSFBTJOH�WJPMFODF�BHBJOTU�CMBDL�EFNPOTUSBUPST�CZ�
South Africa’s apartheid regime, American college students in the 
1980s took advantage of the open opportunity structure on their cam-
puses to pressure their administrations to divest from South African 
stocks.

But on the other side of opportunities lie threats:

t� *OEJHFOPVT�HSPVQT� JO� UIF�1BO[ØT�WBMMFZ� UIBU�$IBSMFT�#SPDLFUU� FYBN-
ined in Guatemala, faced by troops that had shown themselves willing 
to massacre unarmed peasants, had no choice but to retreat or to 
engage in armed struggle.

t� *O�'FSHVTPO�.JTTPVSJ�UIF�UISFBU�PG�NJMJUBSJ[FE�SFQSFTTJPO�ESPWF�QFBDF-
ful protesters from the streets, leaving the field open only to those who 
were willing to use violence.

The very character of opportunities and threats varies dramatically from 
one kind of regime to another. That point takes us to different types of 
regimes and to the institutions that constrain and condition contentious 
politics.

REGIMES AND INSTITUTIONS

In general, regimes and their institutions grow up together and accommo-
date to each other. Where kinship groups organize much of social life, for 
example, they usually intertwine closely with government or even run the 
state. Where capitalist firms, labor unions, schools, political parties, and 
private associations prevail, in contrast, they shape the regime to fit their 
needs. A given firm, union, school, party, or association may oppose cur-
rent governmental policies, but on the whole these institutions and others 
like them depend on a measure of governmental toleration and support. 
On the other side, no government that rides roughshod over all existing 
institutions lasts very long.
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Yet regimes also shape institutions. Regimes exert significant control 
over institutional operations in three complementary ways: by prescribing 
institutions (e.g., by requiring people to belong to mass associations or 
political parties or to marry only with people of the opposite sex), by toler-
ating others (e.g., by allowing different sorts of religious groups to gather 
so long as they stay out of public politics), and by forbidding still others 
(e.g., by banning private militias). In a parallel way, regimes prescribe, tol-
erate, and forbid different sorts of claim making performances—perhaps 
prescribing mass pledges of allegiance, tolerating religious processions, 
but forbidding armed gatherings except by the government’s own military 
forces. Of course, low capacity regimes can forbid all they want but their 
lack of capacity inhibits their capacity to limit contention.

On the whole, high-capacity undemocratic regimes prescribe an excep-
tionally wide range of ritualized performances. For example, in the former 
Soviet Union, citizens were expected to vote, even though the Communist 
party was unwilling to tolerate opposition. But they tolerate only a narrow 
range of institutions and performances, while forbidding many institu-
tions and performances. At the opposite end of the range, low-capacity 
democratic regimes feature extensive toleration of institutions and per-
formances, but they can neither prescribe nor forbid very many. Think 
about differences between Morocco (currently a high-capacity undemo-
cratic regime) and Jamaica (currently a low-capacity but relatively demo-
cratic regime). This variation from one sort of regime to another has an 
interesting effect on locations of contention.

CONTAINED AND TRANSGRESSIVE CONTENTION

We have made a rough distinction between contained and transgressive 
contention. Contained contention takes place within a regime, using its 
established institutional routines, while transgressive contention chal-
lenges these routines and those it protects. Transgressive contention 
crosses institutional boundaries into forbidden or unknown territory. It 
either violates standard arrangements or adopts previously unknown 
forms of claim making. It sometimes teaches citizens to stage collective 
action and turns it into a more tolerated form of claim making by disguis-
ing transgression within institutional routines—for example, through 
protests at funerals or during election campaigns.

In democratic regimes, we find a great deal of contention, most of it 
contained by institutions created to structure and contain conflict; in au-
thoritarian regimes, there is much less open contention, but what there is 
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takes largely transgressive forms because the regime regards so many 
forms of expression as dangerous. In particular, authoritarian rulers may 
fear organized collective contention even more than temporary protestors 
who lack an organizational basis. For example, the Chinese state has a 
repertoire of tools to effectively absorb popular protests that erupt with-
out the support of a formal mobilizing vehicle such as a nongovernmental 
organization (NGO), but it fears protests organized by NGOs because 
such contention signals an underlying organizational infrastructure. In 
response to the high risks of organized contention, some Chinese activ-
ists have devised innovative tactics such as “disguised collective action” 
(Fu 2015).

Some regimes also tolerate behavior from some groups that they forbid 
from others. For example, the Communist Chinese regime tolerates thou-
sands of demonstrations from workers and neighborhood groups that it 
does not tolerate from religious sects or ethnic minorities. The French 
state, in fear of the growth of Islamist terrorism, bans women from wear-
ing full-face headdresses, but has no objection to Jewish stars or Christian 
crucifixes. The Turkish state encourages free expression from citizens of 
Turkish ethnicity, but not from the Kurdish or Armenian minorities.

Contention helps to shape institutions and vice versa. The co- 
occurrence of social movement development and institutional develop-
ment in the democracies of the West, for example, produced movement-
style claim making within institutions; movement-style claim making 
against institutions; institutionalization of some movements, partici-
pants, and organizations; accompanied by radicalization of other move-
ments, participants, and organizations. Movements hover at the gates of 
institutional politics, sometimes entering, sometimes rejecting, but 
always in an uneasy relationship with institutions (Tarrow 2013).

ELECTIONS AND CONTENTION3

Elections offer opportunities for contention in both democratic and au-
thoritarian regimes.

In democratic systems, movements interact with elections in several 
ways:

t� First, movements can transfer their activism to support friendly par-
ties in elections, as the American trade union movement did with the 
Democratic party in the 1940s and 1950s; this was also the pattern 
of the “Tea Party” in the United States, which arose as a grassroots 

5?AA - A C: ?:C 5 D -DCI CI?D 2DA?I? 1 D : 6C? ?I 2 0C D ED I : 2 D I /8DD - CI A
IIE 8DD CI A E D I D A?8 CDII?C= : I ?A I?DC :D 0.

- I : D CDII?C= DC   

-
DE

?=
IO

1
D

:
6

C?
?I

2
0C

D
ED

I
:

,
AA

?=
I

:



[ 64 ] Contentious Politics

movement in 2010 and transferred its activism to the Republican 
party (Skocpol and Williamson 2011).

t� Second, movements can react to disputed elections or leadership deci-
sions they oppose.

t� Third, movements can bring about changes in parties’ electoral for-
tunes. If we consider major turning points in electoral politics in the 
United States (i.e., the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860 and of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932) they were mainly the result of the intru-
sion of social movements into electoral politics.

t� Fourth, movements can induce parties to shift to the extremes in order 
to satisfy their demands, thus producing greater polarization in the 
political system (McAdam and Kloos 2014).

t� Fifth, elections can weaken or strengthen movements when they 
become involved in election campaigns or align themselves with par-
ties’ programs. Michael Heaney and Fabio Rojas found that the con-
gressional campaign of 2006 and the election of Barack Obama in 2008 
drew so many activists from the antiwar movement that had arisen 
against the Iraq War in 2003 that the movement was weakened (Heaney 
and Rojas 2015).

But elections are features of undemocratic systems too: authoritarian 
regimes use elections to legitimate their rule, identify opponents, and 
reward allies with political patronage. But these elections can offer oppo-
sition movements a legitimate institutional umbrella for activism, often 
around the theme of electoral corruption. (Bunce and Wolchik 2011). 
When dictator Slobodan Milošević tried to steal local elections in Serbia 
in 1996, opposition was widespread but remained largely uncoordinated. 
Between that year and 2000, when Milošević tried to steal a national elec-
tion, the opposition was ready. Inspired by a national student-led move-
ment called “Otpor,” militants used a variety of performances to oppose 
the regime. Otpor developed a sophisticated strategy of targeting 
Milošević using comic and theatrical tactics instead of mass demonstra-
tions that police could attack. For nearly two months, demonstrators 
marched, sang, blew whistles, listened to speeches, alternately heckled 
and fraternized with the police, and went to court to keep the pressure on 
Milošević. Otpor, the broker, diffused these tactics across the country to 
bring down a dictator (Bunce and Wolchik 2011).

Between 2000 and 2004, the Otpor model diffused from Serbia to 
Georgia. In November 2003, President Eduard Shevardnadze rigged a par-
liamentary election to provide a sure victory for the parties that sup-
ported him. Shevardnadze was no Milošević. But like the dictator in 
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Serbia, his attempt to foil the electoral process brought down the govern-
ment. Three weeks of peaceful street protests culminated in a “March of 
the Angry Voters,” led by Mikheil Saakashvili, leader of the opposition 
coalition and the country’s president after Shevardnadze had to step 
down. For months, activists led by the student group Kmara engaged in 
graffiti, leaflet, and poster campaigns against corruption and police bru-
tality, and for university reform and media freedom. This was no sponta-
neous demonstration; it was a coordinated plan for tens of thousands of 
citizens to converge by buses, cars, and trucks on the capital, Tbilisi.

Where had the opposition learned such tactics? In the months before 
the election, Saakashvili had traveled to Serbia to contact the former orga-
nizers of the anti-Milošević movement. He returned with a plan for non-
violent action modeled closely on the success of Otpor. Ex-Otpor activists 
traveled to Georgia, where they led training sessions for Georgian reform-
ers. The Georgians, in turn, trained a cadre of grassroots activists. Broker-
age combined with diffusion through electronic communication.

An important tool in the Georgian campaign was the American-made 
documentary on the fall of Milošević, Bringing Down a Dictator, which was 
supported by the Washington-based International Center for Nonviolent 
Conflict. “Most important was the film,” said Ivane Merabishvili, general 
secretary of the National Movement party that led the revolt. “All the 
demonstrators knew the tactics of the revolution in Belgrade by heart be-
cause they showed . . . the film on their revolution. Everyone knew what to 
do. This was a copy of that revolution, only louder” (Washington Post, No-
vember 25, 2003, A22). In Georgia, as in the spread of most new move-
ments, diffusion through the media and brokerage through intermediate 
agents combined to produce new coordination (Tarrow and McAdam 
2005). These anti-election fraud protests helped to bring about democrati-
zation in several of these regimes.

DEMOCRATIZATION AND DEDEMOCRATIZATION

To look more precisely at democratization and dedemocratization, we can 
borrow a leaf from the New York-based democracy-monitoring organiza-
tion Freedom House.4 Since 1972, Freedom House has been recruiting ex-
perts to rate all the world’s independent regimes along two dimensions: 
political rights and civil liberties. The raters fill in two questionnaires for 
each regime they examine. The political rights questionnaire includes such 
items as these: Is the head of state and/or head of government or other 
chief authority elected through free and fair elections? Do the people have 
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the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive po-
litical groupings of their choice, and is the system open to the rise and fall 
of these competing parties or groupings? The civil liberties questionnaire 
asks, among other things: Is there freedom of assembly, demonstration, 
and open public discussion? Are property rights secure? Do citizens have 
the right to establish private businesses? Is private business activity 
unduly influenced by government officials, the security forces, or organ-
ized crime? (Karatnycky 2000: 584–585) An elaborate scoring system 
groups answers to such questions in two sets of seven rank levels, from 
low to high political rights, and from low to high civil liberties.

Roughly speaking, Freedom House’s political rights scale covers our 
breadth, equality, and consultation, while its civil liberties scale rates pro-
tection. The two scales actually smuggle in some judgments about govern-
mental capacity as well: Higher ratings on political rights assume that the 
government can actually enforce those rights, and higher ratings on pro-
tection assume that the government actually delivers promised protec-
tions. Without some hidden judgments about capacity, the whole rating 
process would fail, since almost every government in the world declares 
itself democratic on paper. With that qualification, the Freedom House 
ratings provide a convenient worldwide look at degrees of democracy.

7 United States

India South Africa,
Argentina

Guatemala El Salvador 

Political
Rights

Relatively Relatively
4 Undemocratic Democratic

Regimes Regimes

Venezuela Morocco

Afghanistan Russia

1 China, Cuba

1 4 7
Civil Liberties

Figure 3.3:
Freedom House Rankings for Selected Countries, 2012
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Figure 3.3 locates twelve regimes in the Freedom House space of politi-
cal rights and civil liberties as of 2012. The diagonal dotted line marks a 
rough distinction between democratic and undemocratic regimes. In the 
diagram’s lower left-hand corner, we see China and Cuba with the lowest 
possible ratings on both political rights and civil liberties. Others in that 
corner (but not in the diagram) are Burma,5 Libya, North Korea, Saudi 
Arabia, Sudan, Syria, and Turkmenistan. All of them clearly qualify as un-
democratic regimes. Most of them also qualify as high-capacity regimes.

The United States anchors the diagram’s upper right-hand corner, with 
the highest possible ratings on political rights and civil liberties. It has 
plenty of company in the corner: Andorra, Australia, Austria, Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belgium, Canada, Cape Verde, Chile, Cyprus, Denmark, Domi-
nica, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Kiribati, Liechten-
stein, Luxembourg, Malta, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, Nauru, Nether-
lands, New Zealand, Norway, Palau, Portugal, San Marino, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Tuvalu, the United Kingdom, and Uruguay.

In this set appears a mixture of very high-capacity democracies (e.g., 
Germany and Iceland) with some relatively low-capacity democracies (e.g., 
Barbados and Cyprus). Although any of these countries could dedemocra-
tize under some conditions, we would expect the high-capacity and low-
capacity democracies to do so differently. In the case of high-capacity de-
mocracies, a vast shock to governmental capacity, military conquest, or 
ruthless internal takeover of the existing governmental apparatus might 
do it. In the case of low-capacity democracies, undermining of the regime 
by criminal activity, externally supported subversion, military coup, or 
intergroup conflict would be more likely to produce dedemocratization.

Despite its high ranking, the United States still fails to offer equal pro-
tection to all its ethnic and racial groups. Plenty of citizens in the other  
7 + 7 countries listed earlier also have justified complaints about inequal-
ity of rights, consultation, and protection. Freedom House ratings simply 
tell us that on the whole India doesn’t provide as much democracy as, say, 
Finland and Uruguay.

One feature of the diagram that immediately strikes the eye is the clus-
tering of regimes along the diagonal from 1 + 1 (Cuba) to 7 + 7 (United 
States). Regimes that receive high ratings on political rights also tend to 
receive high ratings on civil liberties, while low ratings also go together. 
Some of the correlation probably results from raters’ “halo effects”; that is, 
if a regime’s civil liberties look good, raters most likely give it the benefit of 
the doubt on political rights. But on the whole, political rights and civil lib-
erties reinforce each other. When a regime de-democratizes, denial of pro-
tection to targeted minorities also undermines the breadth and equality of 
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political participation and consultation. Our final example—the transition 
to democracy in Argentina—illustrates the impact of regime change on the 
repertoire of contention.

REGIME AND REPERTOIRE CHANGE IN ARGENTINA

If ever there was a contrast to the stability of the political regime in the 
United States, Argentina would be that regime. It illustrates that a regime 
can rank high in political and civil rights (see Figure 3.3,where it ranks 
close to the United States in both respects) but still be highly contentious. 
It also shows how contention intersects with the process of democratiza-
tion (Auyero 2002; 2007).

Founded as a Spanish colony in 1776, Argentina had an independence 
movement (1810–1818), followed by a long civil war that ended only in 
1861. A long period of relative stability and prosperity followed, until  
the 1930s, when the country began to be wracked by a series of coups, 
counter-coups, and military governments, punctuated by brief periods of 
representative politics. Between 1930 and 1983, Argentina experienced 
twelve such coups. With each coup, “the ferocity of the military regimes 
escalated throughout the period” and “their recurrence established a pat-
tern of civil-military relations characterized by a lack of military subordi-
nation to civilian rule, an increase in the political autonomy of the mili-
tary actor and the internal politicization of the armed forces” (Smulovitz 
2012: 65).

The only modern period of political stability was the establishment of a 
hybrid regime under the charismatic leadership of Juan Perón, which 
lasted from the end of World War II until he was ousted by a coup in 1966. 
Perón was the first in a long line of “elected authoritarians” who found a 
novel synthesis between charismatic leadership and “free” but managed 
elections. In chapter 4 we will see how widespread this synthesis has 
become in the new century. Perón, who came from the military but en-
joyed broad working class support, governed informally with his wife 
Evita, who was the main character in a future Broadway musical. When 
Perón was exiled by yet another coup in 1955, a new period of instability 
transpired, until a final military coup, in 1976, put an end to representa-
tive government until the fall of the generals in 1983.

The decades of political instability after Perón’s fall were a catalyst for 
the radicalization of contention. In addition to military coups, there 
were major strike waves led by Argentina’s well-organized labor unions, 
a vital student movement, and the rise of two left-wing extremist 
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movements, the Montoneros and the People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP), 
and the rise of an extreme right-wing movement, the Argentine Anti-
communist Alliance, to combat them (Finchelstein 2014). This produced 
a spiral of movement-countermovement interaction that led to an at-
mosphere of tension and violence.

In this clash of extremes, Perón returned from exile, was elected Presi-
dent in 1973, with his third wife, Isabel, as Vice-President, but died of 
natural causes before his promise to bring back political order could be 
tested. After signing a secret decree to allow the destruction of the ex-
treme left, Isabel was ousted by a military coup led by General Jorge 
Videla, beginning a decade of repressive military rule worse than any-
thing before experienced. A national commission later estimated the 
number of “disappeared” victims during this period as 8,900, a figure that 
was almost certainly too conservative (Smulovitz 2012: 66).

In the “Dirty War” that Videla and his junta launched against gueril-
las and political opponents, the country was rapidly dedemocratized. 
Congress was shut down, the judges of the Supreme Court were re-
moved, political parties and unions were banned, and a clandestine 
campaign of torture, disappearances, and executions was launched. By 
the end of 1976 the Montoneros had been destroyed; by 1977, the ERP 
was defeated, and the country sank into a period of “bureaucratic au-
thoritarianism” (O’Donnell 1973). Only the most courageous actors, 
like the Madres de Plaza de Mayo—mothers whose children had been 
“disappeared”—continued to protest by appearing in the main square 
of Buenos Aires to demand information on their loved ones (Guzman 
Bouvard 1994). When the regime collapsed in 1983, it was not because 
of the success of protest, but because of international and church con-
demnation and a failed attempt to take over the Malvinas (Falklands) 
Islands. Their legitimacy destroyed, the generals were convinced to 
return the country to civilian rule.

The end of the dictatorship and the return of democracy was prolific 
with new and revived forms of contention. Newly-liberated labor unions 
began to go out on strike; unemployed workers organized pickets in de-
mands for jobs (Rossi 2011); and marches and demonstrations filled the 
streets. A whole vocabulary of new forms of contention was coined, by a 
populace that had always been contentious and how had the opportunity 
to express its claims. Even organized violence returned, as a Jewish center 
was bombed—probably with the connivance of foreign terrorists—in 
which eighty-four people died.6

Much of the mobilization after the fall of the dictatorship was organ-
ized around the desire of victims, relatives of victims, and the human 
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rights groups that supported them to prosecute the crimes of the dictator-
ship. Before leaving power, the generals and their legal defenders had at-
tempted to prevent future prosecution by passing a “self-amnesty” law 
and by destroying records of their crimes (Smulovitz 2012: 66–67). A new 
government, under Raúl Alfonsín, was elected in 1983; but despite his 
promise to ignore the self-amnesty law, the new President “hoped for a 
self-cleansing of the military that would allow both the juridical punish-
ment of a limited and symbolically prominent group of human rights vio-
lators and the fulfilment of electoral promises, without the government 
becoming an enemy of the armed forces” (67). A truth commission (CON-
ADEP) was created to receive evidence of disappearances and send them 
to the justice system and track down the whereabouts of children who had 
been taken from condemned prisoners.

In this “movement” of opinion demanding transitional justice, courts, 
lawyers, and international human rights groups began to play an impor-
tant role (Smulovitz 2002, 2012; Sikkink 2005). When it appeared that 
the armed forces were unwilling to “cleanse themselves,” the Federal Ap-
peals Court of Buenos Aires condemned junta leaders to terms ranging 
from four years to life in prison; lawyers who had defended victims of the 
repression during the dirty war went to court to demand redress; and in-
ternational human rights groups who had opposed the dictatorship con-
tinued to shine an international light on the government’s hesitant poli-
cies (Sikkink 2005). “In sum,” writes Catalina Smulovitz, “between 1982 
and 1990, the treatment of past human rights violations became a central 
topic of the transition agenda and was characterized by the initial success 
of the judicial strategy” (2012: 70). But the decision to prosecute would 
not have been made if not for the pressure of contentious and legal actions 
by an array of social actors, ranging from the madres and the abuelas of the 
plaza, to human rights groups like the CELS (Center for Legal and Social 
Studies), the political parties, the media, and international human rights 
groups (Sikkink 2005). Democratization opened the opportunity struc-
ture for contention, and contention—combined with legal and political 
action—helped to bring about the return of rule of law, without which no 
democracy can be established on stable grounds (O’Donnell 2004).

REGIMES AND CONTENTION

What does all this mean for the relations between regimes and conten-
tious politics? As we will see in chapter 7, with democratization, social 
movements become more frequent. Why should that be? Think again 
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about the elements of democracy: broad, relatively equal political partici-
pation, combined with binding consultation of political participants on 
governmental personnel, resources, and policy; plus protection of political 
participants from arbitrary action by governmental agents. Broad, equal 
participation does not qualify as democratic in itself. After all, high- 
capacity authoritarian regimes such as the European fascist regimes of 
the 1930s and state socialist regimes before the 1980s commonly institu-
tionalized broad, equal, even compulsory political participation.

When breadth and equality combine with consultation in the form of 
elections, referenda, opinion polls, press discussion, interest group forma-
tion, and rule of law, however, the combination gives citizens both incen-
tives and means to band together for demands and complaints. Effective 
breadth, equality, and consultation also depend on protection from arbi-
trary governmental action, especially when it comes to minorities. When 
breadth, equality, consultation, and protection join in the same regime, 
they provide a favorable environment for social movement activity. In 
general, they guarantee a more open political opportunity structure than 
their opposites.

An across-the-board increase in breadth, equality, consultation, and 
protection counts as democratization. On the whole, low-capacity regimes 
face serious obstacles to democratization. In those regimes, the opening 
of political opportunity structure provides too many opportunities for 
ruthless opportunists such as warlords to seize control of the government 
and turn its activity to their own advantage. High-capacity regimes regu-
larly resist democratization because it means that whoever currently runs 
the government must share power, and runs the risk of losing it entirely. 
Still, a high-capacity regime that democratizes at least has the means of 
providing protection and enforcing the results of binding consultation.

Nothing guarantees that democratic institutions will stay in place for-
ever. European governments that lost capacity through losses in World 
War I became especially vulnerable to dedemocratization. With losses in 
war, disciplined strongmen could seize the instruments of government 
and even gain popular appeal by comparison with their discredited prede-
cessors. Many of Europe’s fascist and state socialist regimes overturned 
relatively extensive democratic institutions on their way to high-capacity 
undemocratic rule. The histories of Italy, Germany, and Hungary after 
World War I all illustrate strongman dedemocratization.

Increases in state capacity can tilt the balance of largely democratic re-
gimes toward hybrid regimes even in regimes that are largely democratic. 
When war, terrorist threat, or natural disasters create the conditions for 
expanding state capacity, even established democratic regimes may erode 
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guarantees of protected consultation by expanding state capacity. Think 
of the passage of legislation allowing the US government to invade peo-
ple’s privacy after the September 11 massacres. Dedemocratization can 
occur by lethal coup, as it did in Argentina, or by an incremental ratchet-
ing up in state capacity. With dedemocratization, political opportunity 
structure generally narrows, and overall levels of contention usually de-
cline after the new regime overcomes resistance to its rule.

Here is the most general point: A regime’s relations, institutions, oppor-
tunities, threats, and repertoires combine to shape its popular contention. 
The deep processes of democratization and dedemocratization strongly 
affect relations, institutions, opportunities, threats, and repertoires. Con-
tention feeds back. It also reshapes political relations, institutions, oppor-
tunities, threats, and repertoires, and thereby promotes democratization 
or dedemocratization. Only a dynamic analysis of contentious politics will 
capture these connections.

But recent experience has shown that the most common alternatives 
to democracy are not fully-fledged authoritarian regimes. Over and 
over—especially after the fall of the Soviet empire—promises to create 
democracies have led to combinations of democratic and undemocratic 
institutions—what we call “hybrid regimes.” Some of them—like South 
Africa under apartheid—offer both political and civil rights to a domi-
nant minority, while denying them to the majority of citizens; others—
like Israel today—have high ratings on political rights, but civil liberties 
are compromised by substantially unequal protections for different seg-
ments of the citizenry. In many of the post-Soviet regimes, at least one 
minority suffers some sort of legal handicap. We will examine the conse-
quences of hybrid regimes for contentious politics in the next chapter.

NOTES

1. For the best existing analysis of “the sixties” and their impact on the future of 
American contention, see Doug McAdam and Katrina Kloos, Deeply Divided: 
Racial Politics and Social Movements in Post-War America, Oxford University Press 
2014.

2. I am grateful to Doug McAdam and Katrine Kloos for allowing me to reproduce 
this figure from Deeply Divided, (2014: ch. 2).

3. The following section draws on two articles with Doug McAdam: McAdam and 
Tarrow 2010, 2013.

4. The Freedom House website (https://freedomhouse.org/) is free and easy to use 
and is a precious resource for scholars and students alike.
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5. Note that Burma’s democracy rating has improved since its 2012 reforms from 6 
to 7 and its civil liberties rankings have been moved from 5 to 6, even though 
Freedom House still describes the country as “not free.”

6. The inquiry into the perpetrators of the bombing dragged on for decades and led 
indirectly to the apparent murder of a state prosecutor who was on the point of 
releasing material that accused the government of complicity in the cover-up in 
early 2015. Jonathan Gilbert and Simon Romero, “Puzzling Death of a Prosecu-
tor Grips Argentina” New York Times, January 19, 2015 at http://www.nytimes.
com/2015/01/20/world/americas/alberto-nisman-found-dead-argentina-amia.
html?_r=0.
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During the Hong Kong “Umbrella Revolution,” protesters turn their umbrellas against 
the police. (Photo by Bobby Yip/Reuters).
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CHAP TER 4

Contention in Hybrid Regimes

In the last chapter, we focused mainly on two types of political regimes—
democratic and undemocratic ones (See figure 3.2). These we have divided 

into low-capacity and high-capacity variants. But of course, our typology of 
regimes is based on what social scientists call “ideal types”—abstractions 
at the poles of variation. Between these extremes, there are a range of re-
gimes that combine elements of democracy and undemocracy. Figure 3.3 
placed a number of these states near the border between democratic and 
undemocratic states, based on the intersection of civil liberties and politi-
cal rights. In Africa, Asia, Latin America, and in many of the countries that 
emerged from the former Soviet sphere, there are systematic segments of 
democratic and undemocratic rule operating side by side within the same 
regime. They are what we call “hybrid regimes.”

Political scientists have long been aware of regimes that combine au-
thoritarian and representative mechanisms of rule. Some have called 
them competitive authoritarianism (Levitsky and Way 2002), while others 
have called them anocracies (Fearon and Laitin 2003). We prefer the term 
hybrid regimes (Rocha Menocal, et al., 2008), because they include some 
regimes with strong rule of law traditions, as well as some that lean more 
toward the authoritarian side. What has remained unspecified is whether 
these regimes produce forms of contention that are distinct from both 
their authoritarian cousins and from true democracies. In this chapter we 
will see that hybrids have particular combinations of contention, which 
combine violent and nonviolent conflicts and produce unpredictable 
outcomes.
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“DEMOCRATIC” HYBRIDS

As figure 3.3 and a large body of research shows, such combinations are 
mainly found in the Global South and in the former Soviet area. But they 
can also be found on the democratic side of the ledger: regimes that vacil-
late between more democratic and less democratic regimes or employ con-
stitutional means for the majority alongside the repression of minorities. 
This produces combinations of transgressive and contained contention 
and peculiarly unstable and unpredictable outcomes.

Such was the case for the United States before the Civil War (some 
would say it is still true today), as black people were denied the rights of 
citizenship even as whites were gaining manhood suffrage (women were 
another matter). Although this uneasy balance was maintained for more 
than a half-century, a savage civil war was fought to bring the nation 
under something resembling unitary rule. Even afterwards, the South 
continued to be governed as a one-party region, while African Ameri-
cans were denied the right to vote and lived under conditions of quasi-
feudalism. A second—and even longer-lasting—case of a constitutional 
regime that ruled part of its territory through repressive means was the 
United Kingdom.

Five Centuries of Irish-English Violence

The English presence in Ireland goes back to the assimilation of Anglo-
Norman conquerors and colonists, after which Ireland settled into several 
centuries of competition among indigenous chiefs and kings. Beginning 
with Henry VIII, however, Tudor invasions generated a new round of 
armed resistance. Thus began almost five centuries during which some 
group of Irish power holders was always aligned with Great Britain, and 
multiple other power holders aligned against Great Britain. The coloniza-
tion was overlaid between conflicts between mostly-English Protestants 
and the Catholics who made up the bulk of the population. Most Catholics 
were poor, but between the 1690s and the 1780s, even propertied Catho-
lics lacked any rights to participate in Irish public politics. From the 1780s 
to the 1820s, they still suffered serious political disabilities. Since the six-
teenth century, Ireland rarely moved far from virulent, violent rivalries. 
The island has repeatedly careened into civil war.

During the nineteenth century, demands for Irish autonomy or inde-
pendence swelled. In 1801, largely in response to the rebellion of 1798 and 
the threat that rebellion posed to Britain’s pursuit of its great war with 
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France, Great Britain (England, Scotland, and Wales) incorporated Ireland 
into a United Kingdom (UK). That move dissolved an exclusively Protes-
tant Irish parliament and a hundred Irish Protestants joined the House of 
Commons in distant London. With Catholic Emancipation (1829), proper-
tied Catholics acquired the right to vote and hold most public offices.

These regime changes connected Irish contention more closely to the 
British political opportunity structure, which was opening erratically as 
the nineteenth century proceeded; independent centers of power were 
multiplying, the regime was becoming somewhat more open to new actors, 
political alignments became a bit more unstable, influential allies and 
supporters became more available to organized Irish Catholics, and the 
overall repressiveness of the United Kingdom government declined. But 
Protestant-Catholic and British-Irish distinctions retained much of their 
political force. This was becoming a hybrid system.

Over the nineteenth century, conflict between tenants and landlords 
exacerbated, and public shows of force on either side repeatedly generated 
street violence in Northern Ireland (Tilly 2003: 111–127). A campaign for 
home rule brought disestablishment of the previously official Church of 
Ireland in 1869. Despite the eventual backing of Prime Minister William 
Gladstone, however, home rule itself failed to pass the UK Parliament. 
Irish Protestants rallied against such measures to the theme that “Home 
rule is Rome rule” (McCracken 2001: 262). The Franchise Act of 1884, si-
multaneous with Great Britain’s Third Reform Act, awarded the vote to 
most of the adult male Irish population and thus greatly expanded the 
rural Catholic electorate. By that time, however, each major party had at-
tached itself to a single religious segment. Catholic-based parties had 
committed themselves decisively to Irish autonomy or independence. A 
combination of civil war, deadly ethnic-religious conflict, and revolution 
was in the making.

After multiple anti-British risings over the previous sixty years, the 
question of military service on behalf of the United Kingdom split Ireland 
profoundly during World War I. At first Irish people collaborated with the 
war effort. To be sure, Ulster’s Protestants collaborated much more enthu-
siastically than the rest of the Irish population. The prewar Ulster Volun-
teer Force, a Protestant paramilitary unit opposing Irish home rule that 
organized in 1913, joined the British army en masse. Meanwhile, the Brit-
ish maintained twenty thousand troops and police in the rest of the island 
to contain popular militias of Irish Catholics that started forming in 1914.

By that time, Ireland contained five distinct armed forces: not only the 
British army and the Ulster Volunteers but also their opponents: the Irish 
Volunteers, the Citizen Army, and the Irish Republican Brotherhood. Still, 
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serious opposition to the British cause did not crystallize until the war 
had been going on for almost two years. The abortive Easter Rebellion of 
1916—organized in part from New York, supported by German agents, 
backed by German bombardment of the English coast, and suppressed 
brutally by British troops—slowed the cause of Irish independence tem-
porarily. Nevertheless, Irish nationalists began regrouping in 1917.

The parliamentary election of 1918 brought a victory for Sinn Féin, a 
party popularly identified with the Easter Rebellion and the republican 
cause. When the UK government decreed military conscription for Ireland 
in April 1918, all Irish members of Parliament (MPs) except the Protes-
tant representatives of the North withdrew from the UK Parliament. Re-
turned MPs led organization of opposition back home. In December 1918, 
Irish nationalists won southern Ireland’s votes in a parliamentary elec-
tion handily, with thirty-four of the sixty-nine successful candidates 
elected while in prison. The newly elected MPs decided to form their own 
Irish parliament instead of joining the UK assembly. On meeting in Janu-
ary, 1919, they chose New York-born Eamon De Valera, then still in prison, 
as their parliamentary president. De Valera soon escaped from prison, but 
after four months of activity in Ireland, he left for the United States.

Soon the British government was actively suppressing Irish nationalist 
organizations. Nationalists themselves mobilized for resistance and at-
tacked representatives of British authority. By the end of 1919, Ireland 
reached a state of civil war. As Peter Hart (1998) sums up for County Cork:

Sinn Fein won and guarded its new political turf with the obligatory mini-
mum of street-fighting and gunplay. However, in the course of the revolution 
the familiar exuberance of party competition turned into killing on an un-
precedented, unimagined scale. The political arena was transformed into a 
nightmare world of anonymous killers and victims, of disappearances, mas-
sacres, midnight executions, bullets in the back of the head, bodies dumped in 
fields or ditches. Over 700 people died in Cork in revolutionary or counter-
revolutionary shootings or bombings between 1917 and 1923, 400 of them at 
the hands of the Irish Volunteers—soon rechristened the Irish Republican 
Army. (50)

The British painfully established military control but also began nego-
tiating with Irish representatives. Within two years, the negotiations led 
to an agreement: partition of Northern Ireland (Ulster less Counties 
Cavan, Donegal, and Monaghan) from the rest, and dominion status sim-
ilar to that of Canada and South Africa for a newly created Irish Free State 
outside the North. Although hard-line Irish republicans refused to accept 

5?AA - A C: ?:C 5 D -DCI CI?D 2DA?I? 1 D : 6C? ?I 2 0C D ED I : 2 D I /8DD - CI A
IIE 8DD CI A E D I D A?8 CDII?C= : I ?A I?DC :D 0.

- I : D CDII?C= DC   

-
DE

?=
IO

1
D

:
6

C?
?I

2
0C

D
ED

I
:

,
AA

?=
I

:



C O N T E N T I O N I N H Y B R I D R E G I M E S [ 79 ]

the settlement and raised an insurrection in 1922, the arrangement lasted 
in roughly the same form until the 1930s.

Within Northern Ireland, anti-British forces never gave up. Partly in-
spired by the example of American civil rights, a new round of conflicts 
began with Catholic marches in 1968, violent confrontations with police, 
struggles with Protestant counterdemonstrators, and more scattered at-
tacks of each side on the other’s persons and property. In 1972, British 
paratroopers trying to break up an unarmed but illegal march through 
Derry by the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association fired on the dem-
onstrators, killing thirteen of them. The uproar following that “Bloody 
Sunday” induced a worried British government to take back direct rule of 
the province.

After a bilateral cease-fire declared in 1994, raids and confrontations 
(including some quite outside Ireland) actually accelerated. A further 
treaty in 1998 (the so-called Good Friday agreement) initiated serious 
talks among the major parties and terminated most public standoffs be-
tween the sides, but it did not end guerrilla action by all paramilitary 
units or produce full disarmament of those units. Even as negotiations 
proceeded, paramilitary groups on both sides repeatedly broke the peace. 
Support of Catholic militants by the well-armed Irish Republican Army 
(IRA), based in independent Ireland and extensively supported by Irish 
overseas migrants, certainly sustained the conflict. But militant Catholics 
native to Ulster repeatedly challenged equally militant Ulster Protestants. 
One of Europe’s longest runs of large-scale intergroup violence continued 
into the new century.

The toll has been serious. Between 1969 and 1982, Northern Ireland’s 
collective violence laid down the following records: 2,268 persons killed, 
including 491 military, 187 police, and 1,590 civilians; 25,120 persons in-
jured; 29,035 shooting incidents; 7,533 explosions; 4,250 malicious fires; 
9,871 armed robberies; 153 tarrings and featherings; and 1,006 kneecap-
pings (Palmer 1988: 2). The numbers bespeak political actors at each oth-
er’s throats. Although the intensity of violence waxed and waned with the 
more general rhythms of intergroup struggle in Northern Ireland, mutual 
attacks continued into the 1990s. Even the tentative settlement of 1998 
did not end them.

Yet Britain/Northern Ireland remained a hybrid system with compos-
ite forms of contention: All through the post-World War II conflicts, 
elections continued to be held, Orange (Protestant) supporters marched, 
the families of victims demonstrated, and political dialogue continued 
in some forms. Even at the height of the violence, British agents were 
meeting secretly with representatives of the IRA to try to work out an 
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accommodation. By the time of the Good Friday accord, political parties 
were slowly asserting their power over their paramilitary allies. The 
2005 declaration of the IRA that it would abandon collective violence 
largely ended lethal conflicts, but we cannot yet be sure.

British people, Irish people, and observers of British-Irish conflict have 
often described relations across the Irish Sea as the outcome of fierce, an-
cient, irreconcilable hatreds. The actual history of the long conflict, how-
ever, reveals that such apparently ancient hatreds are negotiable. Once 
most of Ireland became independent, the levels of ethnic and religious 
conflict declined, and the sites of violence concentrated in Northern Ire-
land. Even the Northern Irish struggle narrowed, became less violent, and 
showed signs of settlement after 2000, as the IRA began to disarm, its 
leaders became internationally recognized negotiators, and even North-
ern Ireland’s Protestant leaders searched for paths to a longer-term settle-
ment (Maney 2006).

The political processes that produced changes in British-Irish relations 
did not come from a separate realm unique to ancient hatreds and ethnic-
religious conflict. On the contrary, the story of Ireland shows us familiar 
effects of shifting political opportunity structure, mobilization, polariza-
tion, brokerage, and repression—in short, of contentious politics at large. 
It also shows us how ordinary politics continues to be played alongside the 
lethal conflicts that dominate the headlines.

Settlers into Nationalists

England/Ireland became a hybrid regime because the British “planted” 
Protestants in its Irish colony and then found they had to use repressive 
means to protect their survival in a largely Catholic society. Settler colo-
nies are inherently hybrid and unstable. We can see this in an even more 
intractable conflict that combines democratic practices with repressive 
rule: the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, in which rival nationalist movements 
took root in the same territory, each with an equally credible claim to the 
land, and both with significant support from abroad (Avineri 1971).

The violent history of the relations between the predominantly Jewish 
population of the state of Israel and the Muslim/Christian population of 
the territories west of the Jordan River is very different from the history 
of sectional conflict in the United Kingdom. Yet here too, a structural dis-
juncture between the regions’ politics and peoples has produced a stale-
mate in their political relations, and created a composite between con-
tained electoral contention and social movement politics in Israel proper, 
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and political violence on its fringes. We cannot review the long and tor-
tured relations between these two peoples here, but the evacuation of 
Jewish settlers from the Palestinian enclave of Gaza in 2005, the election 
of the militant Islamist group, Hamas, in 2006, and the repeated military 
invasions by the Israeli Defence Force (IDF) after that takeover, reveals 
the parallels between the two cases.

Homeless in Gaza

In 2004, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, who had masterminded the plant-
ing of Israeli settlements among the Arab populations of the West Bank in 
the 1980s, announced the evacuation of some seven to eight thousand 
settlers from Jewish enclaves in the Gaza strip, home to over 1.3 million 
Palestinians. These Israeli citizens responded to Sharon’s move with a 
wide array of actions from what we have called “the social movement rep-
ertoire.” Their actions intersected with the forms of lethal politics more 
typical of the authoritarian and semiauthoritarian regimes we studied in 
the last chapter.

Jewish settlements emerged in the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip 
after 1967 as an extension of the pre-independence Zionist practice of 
“planting Jews” strategically amid the majority Arab population. But pri-
vate motivations were at play as well: Families that could not afford the 
high living costs in Israel proper and religious Zionists who were uncom-
fortable living in Israel’s largely secular society were eager to accept the 
generous subsidies that the Israeli state offered to take up residence in the 
territories. Under increasing international pressure and in the face of the 
ruinous financial and military cost of maintaining isolated settlements, 
Prime Minister Sharon decided in 2004 to evacuate Gaza’s approximately 
eight thousand Jewish settlers.

While the creation of the state of Israel resulted from a policy of “settle-
ment” that qualified as a social movement, Gaza was unusual in this re-
spect: Israel had wrested the region from Egyptian control in a 1967 war. 
Israel settled it largely with religious Zionists, inspired both by the desire 
for subsidized housing and by the desire to bring redemption to the land 
of Israel. Most were farmers who hired Palestinian labor to produce fruits 
and vegetables for urban markets along the Mediterranean coast. Israeli 
authorities surrounded those prosperous enclaves with barbed wire and 
protected them against the surrounding Arab population with a substan-
tial military presence. Periodically, violent Palestinian groups, both secu-
lar Marxists and Muslim activists such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad, set 
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off bombs and lobbed mortars into the Jewish enclaves, which led to retal-
iation from the IDF. These militants also used the southern boundary of 
the Gaza Strip to bring arms and ammunition across from Egypt.

By the turn of the new century, the Gaza settlements had become a 
running sore for Israeli rulers and for their relations with Egypt and the 
Palestinians. Sharon’s government sympathized with the settlers’ plight. 
But the government wanted to find a way to break the regional stalemate 
without giving up its claim to the West Bank—what it had come to call by 
the historic Hebrew names “Judea” and “Samaria.” As relations with the 
weak and divided Palestinian Authority stalled and the prospect of a gen-
eral settlement retreated, the evacuation of a small number of Jewish 
families from the seething slum of Gaza seemed a sensible way of showing 
progress in relation to the Palestinians and lowering the tension between 
Israel and its allies.

Composite Contention in Israel/Palestine

The evacuation of the Jewish settlements in the Gaza Strip was embedded 
in a hybrid regime. Listen to what longtime left-wing critic of the Israeli 
occupation Uri Avneri had to say about it:

The present struggle is a kind of civil war, even if—miraculously, again—no 
blood will be spilled. The Yesha people [i.e., the settler movement] are a revolu-
tionary movement. Their real aim is to overturn the democratic system and 
impose the reign of their rabbis. Anyone who has studied the history of revolu-
tions knows that the role of the army is the decisive factor. As long as the army 
stands united behind the regime, the revolution is condemned to failure. Only 
when the army is disintegrating or joins the rebels, the revolution can win. 
(Avneri 2005)

Civil wars, revolutionary movements, armies? Avneri’s prognosis 
makes it sound as if Israel had begun to resemble a revolutionary situa-
tion. Yet on Freedom House’s rankings, Israel ranks in the highest cate-
gory for political rights and in the third category for civil rights. Of 
course, these rankings exclude the occupied territories, where the rank-
ings were close to the bottom for both political and civil rights. And it 
ignores the fact that the Israeli government used the national security 
regulations of the former British colonial power to govern its Palestinian 
subjects (Berda 2013). The disjunction reminds us that regimes can vary 
internally in terms of their degree of democracy. That internal variation 
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leads to variations and intersections between their forms of contentious 
politics. In the Gaza settler’s movement we find a social movement cam-
paign overlapping with civil strife.

Let’s put this analysis in terms of explanations from earlier chapters. 
Israel/Palestine’s political opportunity structure divides sharply between 
Israeli citizens and Palestinian subjects. (The Arab population of Israel 
proper stands somewhere in between, but this may be changing as an in-
creasingly rightwing Israeli regime insists more and more on the “Jewish” 
nature of the state). Gaza’s settlers occupied an uneasy transition zone 
between two kinds of politics: the civil politics that regularly produce 
robust social movement campaigns among Israelis and the uncivil politics 
that produce lethal conflict both within Israel and in the West Bank and 
Gaza. If this is not the revolutionary situation that Avneri predicted, it did 
produce a composite politics of contention in response to the Sharon gov-
ernment’s plans to evacuate Gaza in 2004–2005.

In its factual details, the settlers’ campaign had little in common with 
the actors, the performances, and the targets of the social movements we 
will examine in chapter 7. But it embodied many of the properties of the 
politics we have seen elsewhere. The settlers used nonviolent perfor-
mances from the inherited repertoire of contention. But they innovated 
around its edges. For example, some of them—notoriously for survivors 
of the Holocaust—marched out of their settlements wearing yellow stars 
of David on their clothing. That gesture scandalized most Israelis by hint-
ing that the IDF soldiers accompanying them resembled Hitler’s SS.

The stars of David were no mere costume ornaments. They drew on Is-
raeli’s founding myth to maneuver between the majority of Israelis who 
supported Sharon’s move and the intense minority who opposed it. Their 
campaign followed a clear trajectory of mobilization and demobilization, 
first bringing in supporters from outside the borders of Gaza to organize 
resistance and then losing steam as the IDF and the government com-
bined facilitation of resettlement with careful repression of those who re-
fused to leave.

The settlers also built on a social movement base: the organizations of 
West Bank settler communities and their religious Zionist supporters 
both in Israel and the United States. Their actions could not hope to stop 
the evacuation, but they were successful in furthering the split in the 
ruling party. In the midst of the evacuation, Finance Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, Sharon’s rival for power, made a dramatic move. Supported by 
a majority of the Likud Party, Netanyahu resigned from the cabinet and 
prepared to try to wrest control of Likud from Sharon. As settlers and 
their allies demonstrated at the Wailing Wall and used the imagery of the 
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Holocaust to protest their government’s actions, they were innovating in 
the repertoire of contention and helped to influence the country’s institu-
tional politics.

As their differences from Prime Minister Sharon sharpened, the set-
tlers also activated a new boundary between religious and realist conserv-
ative Zionism. They sought certification for their cause by identifying it 
with the traditions of frontier Zionism and with the horrors of the Holo-
caust. West Bank militants who filtered into the Gaza Strip brokered the 
settlers’ alliance with far-right elements in Israeli politics. Their resist-
ance shifted upward in scale to Israeli national politics when thousands 
flocked to the Wailing Wall to protest the evacuation.

Reciprocal Polarization

But no social movement operates in a vacuum. Creation of Israel as a state 
had produced a vast Arab refugee population, part of it living in refugee 
camps in the West Bank and Gaza. Another part dispersed in a broad dias-
pora that fed what Benedict Anderson (1998) calls “long-distance nation-
alism.” At first secular Arab leaders, inspired by conventional Marxist and 
nationalist models, led the liberation movement this displacement fed. 
After the Iranian revolution in 1979, however, Islamist groups became 
more influential, both at home and in the diaspora. As the Palestine Liber-
ation Front, which had piloted the violent resistance to Israeli rule through 
the 1980s, turned into the institutionalized Palestinian Authority, the 
movement to liberate Palestine took on an increasingly apocalyptic tone. 
In 1981, militants started using suicide bombing in Lebanon. During the 
1990s, it became a preferred tool of religious militants in authoritarian 
situations (Berman and Laitin 2008; Gambetta 2005; Pedahzur and Per-
liger 2006). From that point on, suicide bombers killed increasing num-
bers of Israelis and provided a model for the wider Islamist movement that 
gave birth to Al Qaeda and other clandestine groups (See chapter 9).

Polarization infested both communities. After the death of longtime 
Palestinian Liberation Organization leader Yassir Arafat, a new Palestin-
ian Authority government in the West Bank began to seek accommoda-
tion with Israel. But the Israeli government demanded more—a retreat 
from violence to advance the peace process. For this to happen, Palestin-
ian president Mahmoud Abbas would need to suppress Hamas and the 
other Islamist groups, a capacity he lacked. Lethal violence recurred 
within the Palestinian community, culminating in shoot-outs in Gaza 
during and after the evacuation (Usher 2005).
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The radical fringe of the Palestinian resistance had no monopoly of vi-
olence. In part in reaction to that resistance, but in part as an offshoot of 
the military nature of the settlement process, a growing strand of apoca-
lyptic religious Zionists emerged, both in the settlement communities and 
in Israel proper (Lustick 1988; Sprinzak 1999). In the course of the 1990s, 
attacks on Palestinians by Jewish militants multiplied. Conflicts sharp-
ened between them and the secular majority of Israeli society. This proc-
ess of mutual radicalization culminated in the assassination of Prime 
Minister Yitzhak Rabin by a religious fanatic at a Tel Aviv peace rally in 
1995 (Peleg 2002; Sprinzak 1999). In the same period, attacks by Jewish 
militants on West Bank Arab farmers increased. Lethal politics had mi-
grated from the occupied territories to Israeli society itself.

By the time Israel evacuated its settlers from Gaza, this double radical-
ization had hardened relations between Arabs and Jews as well as within 
both communities. While the majority of Israelis had wearied of living in 
a state of civil war, the pro-settlement minority moved inexorably toward 
extremism (Hirsch-Hoefler 2008; Alimi and Hirsch-Hoefler 2012).

Not only that: the much-vaunted restraint of the Israeli Defense Force 
hardened into vicious violence as it retaliated for unselective mortar at-
tacks on Jewish communities coming from the Gaza strip (Levy 2012).

Simultaneously, while the Palestinian Authority under Abbas reluc-
tantly accepted the necessity of coexistence with Israel, the religious mili-
tants of Hamas and Islamic Jihad intensified their attacks on them and on 
Israel. Hamas, which won the first elections in the Gaza Strip after the 
settlers’ evacuation, itself became a hybrid—trying to govern both as a 
political party and as a militant movement, bringing in arms through tun-
nels from Egypt and using home-made mortars to bombard Israeli com-
munities in the Negev.

As often occurs when the possibility of peace appears, after the Gaza 
evacuation, tensions developed within Israeli and Palestinian politics. On 
the one hand, as the Palestinian Authority prepared to take control of 
Gaza, Hamas militants were taking credit for the pullout and looking for-
ward to governing the “liberated” territory (Usher 2005). In response, in-
creasingly nationalistic Israeli governments punished Hamas for mili-
tants’ mortar attacks on Israel proper with military invasions in 
2008–2009, 2012, and 2014. Each operation inflicted deadly destruction 
on the civilian population, left the Palestinian Authority helpless, and 
made the chances of a peace agreement look increasingly impossible. The 
hybrid nature of the Israeli regime produced two kinds of contentious pol-
itics: the social movement politics we saw in the Gaza evacuation and 
lethal politics within and between the two communities.
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HYBRID DICTATORSHIPS

Despite the lethal politics found in these two hybrid regimes, Great Brit-
ain and Israel are nevertheless constitutional democracies. But in the de-
cades since the end of World War II—and especially after the fall of the 
Soviet dictatorship in 1991—hybrid rule has been experienced in the ma-
jority of countries of “the global South.” Some of these uneasy hybrids vac-
illated between more democratic and less democratic mechanisms of rule 
and shifted back and forth between contained and transgressive forms of 
contention, while others are divided between autorititarian and participa-
tory forms of contention. Consider Venezuela as an example of the first 
type and Hong Kong’s conflicts as exemplary of the second.

Venezuela Vacillates

From 1972 to 2000, Venezuela never entered the zone of the highest 
rankings on civil liberties and political rights, but according to Free-
dom House, it vacillated constantly between the two poles. Between 
1972 and 1976, political rights expanded. The two-party system contin-
ued to operate, with some openings in political opportunity structure. 
In that period, the government was simultaneously benefiting from 
OPEC-backed oil price rises, taking steps toward nationalization of the 
industry, engaging in large public works projects, and making conces-
sions to organized workers and peasants. Then came the caracazo, a 
wave of unrest which took its name from the country’s capital, in 1989, 
as the result of falling oil prices and government reform efforts (López-
Maya 2002).

Between those events and 2002, there was a rapid decline in political 
rights, and an attempted coup by Hugo Chavez, a popular general who was 
jailed but eventually freed and who took power by electoral means. A 
slight revival of political rights appeared between 1992 and 1996, and 
held through 1997 and the election year of 1998. After 2000, according to 
Freedom House, civil liberties declined to a record level, even as political 
rights were climbing slightly. When Chavez died in 2012, his successor, 
Nicolás Maduro, responded to heightened opposition by jailing opponents 
and reducing civil rights still further. Figure 4.1 tracks the changes in po-
litical rights and civil liberties there between 1972 and 2010.

The caracazo was not the only time when contained contention burst its 
bounds in Venezuela. The research by Margarita López-Maya and her 
team adopted the same methods for Venezuela that had been used by 
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Charles Brockett in Guatemala, Hanspeter Kriesi in four European de-
mocracies, Sarah Soule on American campuses, and Mark Beissinger in 
the former Soviet Union. The López-Maya team looked at the situation in 
Venezuela from 1983 to 1999 and encountered these sorts of episodes:

t� Legal: assemblies, caravans, press releases, concentrations of people, 
strikes, marches, rallies, collection of signatures

t� Illegal but tolerated: go-slows, civil servant strikes, national go-slows
t� Illegal but sometimes tolerated: street closings, building invasions, land 

invasions, invasion of businesses
t� Repressed: disturbances, sackings, sequesterings
t� New: turning off of lights, banging pots and pans in the streets, human 

chains, whistling, taking off of clothing in public (Lopez-Maya, Smilde, 
and Stephany 2002: 50)

Altogether, over the seventeen years that their research covered, they 
counted 1,219 conventional events, 1,108 confrontational ones, and 708 
violent encounters. That yielded 178 per year, or 3 to 4 per week.
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Figure 4.1:
Freedom House Rankings for Venezuela, 1972–2012
Source: Freedom House (2012)
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But more important than the total numbers were the fluctuations 
over time. Each turn of the clock from quasi-authoritarian to quasi- 
democratic politics was marked by increases in the intensity and the vio-
lence of contention. Figure 4.2 tracks these fluctuations. The graph’s top 
line shows the total number of episodes; the space between the lines the 
number of episodes in each category. Violent episodes grew each time the 
regime was entering a shift from more authoritarian to more democratic 
politics and gave way to more conventional episodes during election cam-
paigns. In each crisis, confrontational episodes rose visibly in absolute 
number and share of all public contention. The evidence from Venezuela 
shows us that the prevailing mix of claim-making performances—the 
contentious repertoire—changes over time in resonse to shifts in the 
national regime.

Like many hybrid states, Venezuela’s regime was held together by 
the charisma of its leader, Hugo Chavez, and by the massive revenues 
of its petroleum reserves. But both oil exports and charismatic leader-
ship are unstable foundations for regime stability, as Venezuelans 
learned after Chavez’s death and the decline of petroleum prices in 
2014. Chavez’ successor, Nicolás Maduro, has struggled to maintain 
the country’s economy faced by falling oil prices, galloping inflation, 
and an enraged middle class encouraged by the political opportunity 
offered by Chavez’s passing. Since Chavez’s death, he has maintained 
the institutions of democracy, but has increasingly cracked down on 
opponents.
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Figure 4.2:
Protest Events in Venezuela, 1983–1999
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Enduring Hybrids

Unlike Venezuela, many countries in the Global South and in the former 
Soviet space have developed enduring hybrid practices. Why? For one 
thing, international institutions like the World Bank and the United Na-
tions pushed them to adopt the rule of law and democratic practices. For 
another, citizens have demanded the right to vote and to be represented 
by governments of their choice. But for another, dictators have learned 
that providing opportunities for electoral participation helps them to 
identify supporters, isolate enemies, and distribute patronage to those 
who turn out to support the regime.

These regimes are unstable compounds of democracy and undemoc-
racy. Their authoritarian elements lead them to periodically crack down 
on dissent, but their democratic institutions give challengers opportuni-
ties to continue to make claims on the regime. Some of these regimes 
survive in this uneasy compound for decades, while others ultimately 
transition in one direction or the other. One territorially-divided hybrid 
regime is the largely authoritarian Communist Chinese state and its 
quasi-democratic enclave, the city-state of Hong Kong.

The “Umbrella Revolution,” 2014

Settled by British imperialists in the nineteenth century, Hong Kong 
evolved from an outpost of British imperialism to a key economic actor link-
ing China to international markets. Using the term “One Country, Two Sys-
tems” to describe its ambivalent status in relation to China, the British gov-
ernment signed a treaty with the People’s Republic, maintaining for the city 
a separate status and the political privileges and civil liberties that Britain 
had granted it over the previous decades. In return, Beijing agreed to uni-
versal suffrage for the region by 2017. But by 2014, although some of the 
members of the legislature were elected directly, only a limited number of 
Hong Kong citizens could participate in the election of the Chief Executive.

Decolonization was never a smooth process. Following the Chinese rev-
olution, which ended in 1949, waves of riots, beginning in 1956 and cul-
minating in 1967, convinced the British that they needed to provide wel-
fare benefits and political participation to the residents of the city-state. 
The result was that when the British decided to give up their claim to con-
trol of the island and its surrounding territory, residents had both the 
habit and practice of political participation, and a legislative council to 
represent their interests.
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In the meantime, the island’s elite was using its proximity to China to 
develop its economy into one of the “Asian tigers.” By the 1980s, it formed 
an integral link in the emerging Asian economic miracle, serving as an 
outlet for Chinese manufactures and a financial center for international 
capital. But while Hong Kong’s development spawned a generation of mil-
lionaires, it also produced great inequality between rich and poor. While 
8.5 percent of Hong Kong’s population has an annual income of over a 
million dollars, its Gini coefficient, which measures the ratio between the 
richest and the poorest citizens, is one of the most unequal in the devel-
oped world. The population also possesses a high level of education, levels 
of Internet usage that surpass that of the United States, and a dense fabric 
of political parties and NGOs (Lam 2014).

The combination of rapid economic development, an educated middle 
class, a poorly-paid working class, political and civil rights and a lively 
press all under the ultimate control of authoritarian China was bound to 
produce a high level of contentious politics. In 2003, when the Beijing gov-
ernment tried to impose a rigid national security law that would have con-
stricted civil liberties, thousands filled the streets and succeeded in per-
suading the Legislative Council to retract the bill. In 2011 there were mass 
protests against a new education law that was intended to instill Chinese 
patriotism in Hong Kong children. In 2013 there were even greater pro-
tests against the Chief Executive and in favor of universal suffrage, which 
the island’s residents had been promised by the British.

But none of this equaled either the massive level of participation or the 
conflict that broke out in 2014, first on the part of dock workers striking 
for higher wages and better benefits; and then by students and a group 
calling itself “Occupy Central for Peace and Democracy” calling for univer-
sal suffrage. The protests were triggered by an announcement by the legis-
lative body of the Chinese government that the promised universal suf-
frage for Hong Kong would be qualified by two caveats. First, the region’s 
Chief Executive would be an individual who “loves the country and loves 
Hong Kong,” and, second, that the Chief Executive would be nominated by 
a nominating committee whose composition would mirror the existing 
electoral college, which heavily favored elites close to Beijing. The protest-
ers felt that these stipulations would overturn Beijing’s promise of univer-
sal suffrage for Hong Kong by 2017.

In August, the Chinese government had promised to accord the city-state  
universal suffrage in 2017 with one hand, but with the other they limited 
candidacies to candidates vetted by the committee of notables approved by 
Beijing. In September, Occupy Central and two different student groups 
converged on the downtown business district with encampments that  
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recalled the repertoire used by the Occupy Wall Street movement in the 
United States two years earlier. The police at first responded with violence, 
which enraged the protesters and expanded their ranks. At one point, a 
large majority of the Hong Kong public approved of the occupation. In re-
sponse, the authorities took a more placatory tone and invited a delegation 
of students to meet with them in a well-publicized meeting in October. The 
problem was that the Hong Kong Chief Executive, while he was the elected 
face of Hong Kong’s political authority, ultimately answered to Beijing.

The problem for the Chinese authorities was a double one: they could 
not engage in the kind of violent repression they had used in the Tienan-
men Square massacre of 1989 without scaring off international capital; 
and they could not accord meaningful rights of universal suffrage to Hong 
Kong without risking the diffusion of the movement to cities in the main-
land. Already in October, Beijing was straining to prevent news of the pro-
tests from spreading on social media to China’s increasingly astute gener-
ation of Internet users, The students, their adult allies, and the authorities, 
both local and in Beijing, remained locked in a political stalemate until the 
end of 2014, when the Hong Kong police gradually dismantled their pro-
test sites.1 Figure 4.3 traces the rise and decline of the protest wave 
through the number of Google searches for these events from August 24 
to December 23, 2014.

There are plenty of reasons why you might be interested in this explosive 
episode of contentious politics on the border of authoritarian China: the 
role of students at the heart of the protests; the parallels with the Occupy 
Wall Street movement in 2011; the centrality of social media in mobilizing 
the protesters; and the tug-of-war between the Internet-savvy Hong Kong 
population and the censors of the People’s Republic. But what is most inter-
esting from the standpoint of contentious politics was the relationship be-
tween the throbbing democratic politics of the city-state and the authori-
tarian politics of the People’s Republic. In the contentious relations 
between Beijing and Hong Kong there was a structural disjunction that led 
to an unstable mix of conventional, confrontational, and violent behavior, 
which made resolving the conflict especially resistant to solution.

CONCLUSION

What do British/Irish conflicts, the enduring conflict in Israel/Palestine, 
elective authoritarianism in Venezuela, and the Hong Kong/Beijing rela-
tionship have in common? All four, of course, combined social movement 
politics with lethal conflict. All four involved institutional elites and 
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ordinary people. And in all four, the mechanisms we have emphasized 
earlier—diffusion, boundary activation, brokerage—could be seen. All 
four also exhibited a process we have seen before—polarization—that is 
difficult to reverse once it takes hold.

Polarization had particularly devastating effects in antebellum Amer-
ica because it was buttressed by the doctrine of states’ rights that was en-
shrined in the Constitution. While Whig and Democratic politicians in 
antebellum America tried to keep the Union together by balancing the 
entry of slave and free states to the Union, ultimately, the structural dif-
ferences between the regions and the polarization of their political forces 
drove the two regions apart.

Similarly, polarization between Irish Catholics and the mostly Protes-
tant British and their Irish allies made the English/Irish conflict difficult 
to resolve, not only because of “ancient hatreds,” but because there were 
electoral incentives for political leaders to seek support from the extremes. 
Under situations of polarized hybrid regimes, “contained” politics worked 
to support the transgressive politics of the militants.

The same has been true in Israel/Palestine, where both the Zionist and 
Palestinian movements believe with equal justice that they have a claim 
to the same land. As a result, each time the moderates appeared close to a 
convergence, radicals in one or both communities seized the opportunity 
to repolarize the situation.

Venezuela’s and Hong Kong’s hybrid politics are still in flux as this book 
goes to press. In the former, it is the country’s dependence on the interna-
tional economy that will bring about a resolution in one direction or an-
other and, in the latter, the vast weight of the People’s Republic against 
the tiny island enclave the produces a more stable outcome. As we write, in 
early 2015, there are breadlines in a Venezuela with a galloping rate of in-
flation, and the veterans of the “Umbrella revolution” are trying to restart 
their movement. If the other cases of hybrid regimes we have sketched are 
any precedent, the conflict will endure for years—perhaps generations.

NOTES

1. This brief examination of the Hong Kong protests is based largely on the reporting 
of the South China Morning Post, Hong Kong’s daily newspaper of record, which 
maintains a timeline of “Occupy Central” events called “How Occupy Central’s de-
mocracy push turned into an Umbrella Revolution,” available at http://www.scmp.
com/news/hong-kong/article/1612900/timeline-how-occupy-centrals-democracy-
push-turned-umbrella?page=all. Also see Victoria Tin-bor G=Huim “Hong Kong’s 
Umbrella Movement: The Protests and Beyond” at http://live-jod.pantheon.io/ 
article/hong-kong%E2%80%99s-umbrella-movement-protests-and-beyond.

5?AA - A C: ?:C 5 D -DCI CI?D 2DA?I? 1 D : 6C? ?I 2 0C D ED I : 2 D I /8DD - CI A
IIE 8DD CI A E D I D A?8 CDII?C= : I ?A I?DC :D 0.

- I : D CDII?C= DC   

-
DE

?=
IO

1
D

:
6

C?
?I

2
0C

D
ED

I
:

,
AA

?=
I

:



5?AA - A C: ?:C 5 D -DCI CI?D 2DA?I? 1 D : 6C? ?I 2 0C D ED I : 2 D I /8DD - CI A
IIE 8DD CI A E D I D A?8 CDII?C= : I ?A I?DC :D 0.

- I : D CDII?C= DC   

-
DE

?=
IO

1
D

:
6

C?
?I

2
0C

D
ED

I
:

,
AA

?=
I

:


