
PART THREE

Interaction and Mobilization
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Parisian demonstrators supporting free speech after the murder of the French journal-
ists of “Charlie Hebdo” by Islamist radicals in January 2015. (Photo by AP Photo/Thibault 
Camus).
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CHAP TER 5

Contentious Interaction

As we pointed out in chapter 1, this book takes an interactive approach 
to contentious politics. Instead of studying “protest,” “collective 

action,” or “social movements,” we examine the interaction among chal-
lengers, their opponents, third parties, the media, and more. So far, we 
have focused on the forms of collective action that people use (perfor-
mances and repertoires), the contexts of their action (different regimes), 
and the opportunity structures that encourage or constrain them. We 
have also introduced some key mechanisms, including brokerage, diffu-
sion, and coordination, that link challengers to others. But we have not 
yet delivered on our promise to connect challengers to the other actors in 
contentious politics. This chapter begins that task. We start where many 
people have found the heartland of contentious politics—in the city of 
Paris.

PARISIAN CONTENTIOUS INTERACTION

In any given year, writes Olivier Fillieule (1997), Parisians protest over 
practically everything, from war, civil rights, and racism to wages, em-
ployment, and working conditions, all the way to the weight of the ba-
guette produced by neighborhood bakers. Although Parisians’ repertoire 
is wide and deep, the street demonstration—la manifestation, in French—
is their favored instrument. Regularly, but most often on weekends, Pa-
risians assemble in habitual venues such as the square in front of the 
Gare de l’Est. Organized by the parade marshals of their services d’ordre, 
they array themselves behind colorful banners proclaiming the names of 
their organizations and their goals. Often chanting, they march down a 

O .?8 I 8D 5 D O 8 E .ED D E I 3E :I 2 =E D I O 3 II 1D:E E 8 3 E I 09EEA . D 8
? 9EEA: D 8 E I :EC 9 DE D ?8C 8 8: ED, E:1/

. 8 = EC DE D ?8C ED   

.
E

O
?

P
2

=E
D

I
O

3
II

1D
:E

E
8

-
?

I
I



[ 98 ] Contentious Politics

broad avenue to a prearranged destination where prestigious speakers 
stir them.

Well-organized marchers representing parties, interest groups, and 
particular localities are not alone among the demonstrators. Although 
most demonstrations organize around a central claim, they often attract 
sympathizers, makers of cognate claims, curious onlookers, occasional 
opponents, and others with private axes to grind. From their interactions 
within the enthusiasm and solidarity of the demonstration, a unified “we” 
may even emerge.

Interaction does not occur only among those who demonstrate. On the 
margins of demonstrations appear onlookers, sympathetic, hostile, or in-
different. In an important sense, the task of the demonstrators is to turn 
sympathizers into participants, neutralize opponents, and turn indiffer-
ent onlookers into sympathizers. At a discreet distance, and often in civil-
ian clothes, stand the police. Snapping photos and taking interviews are 
reporters from the press and television. Leading the parade are often ce-
lebrities, local officials, and party leaders. Bringing up the rear are lines of 
bright green garbage trucks sent to clean up the debris of pamphlets, 
handouts, and fast food that participants and spectators will leave behind. 
Officials of the prefecture who are responsible for public order and public 
officials at whom demonstrators direct their claims remain out of sight 
but keep themselves informed.

So modular has the demonstration become in France that it was publi-
cally organized by the French government after the “Charlie Hebdo” and 
“Hyper Casher” murders by Islamist terrorists in December, 2014. We will 
return to this massacre in chapter 9, but here it is enough to point out that 
it brought together advocates of free speech, opponents of Muslim immi-
gration, opponents of anti-Semitism, and many French people who were 
simply appalled by the cruelty of the attacks. So widespread was opposi-
tion to the murders that it led to a surprising upward jolt in the popularity 
of the President, to police sweeps against those who had expressed sympa-
thy for Islamism, and to a new set of measures aimed at Islamist sympa-
thizers but also threatening other Muslims.1

Pierre Favre (1990) made the demonstration the subject of his book, La 
Manifestation. The book offers an interactive portrait of the demonstra-
tion; the actors include not merely the demonstrators but those who join 
them, oppose them, and observe their progress. Figure 5.1 reproduces Fa-
vre’s schematic map of the actors in and around a typical demonstration. 
Favre’s diagram separates those on the side of the demonstrators (e.g., or-
ganizations, ordinary participants) from those who oppose them (e.g., the 
targets of protest, the forces of order) and from various third parties (e.g., 
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C O N T E N T I O U S I N T E R A C T I O N [ 99 ]

unaffiliated groups, the press). The important point is that, for Favre, the 
demonstration is not just an action but a collective interaction among all 
these different actors. The same is true of contentious politics in general. 
That is this chapter’s organizing theme.

As in the demonstration, other sorts of contentious episodes often 
bring together actors who know little or nothing of one another at the 
outset, yet sometimes emerge from their participation as a unified actor 
with an identity, with boundaries separating them from others, and with 
a set of unified claims that they put forward against significant targets. In 
doing so, they become collective political actors (McAdam et al. 2001: ch. 
11). This constitution of collective actors is the most remarkable feature of 
contentious politics.

How do such things happen? Let us unpack that big question into five 
smaller, more manageable ones:

t� )PX�EP�QPMJUJDBM�BDUPST�GPSN�DIBOHF�BOE�EJTBQQFBS 
t� )PX�EP�UIFZ�BDRVJSF�BOE�DIBOHF�UIFJS�DPMMFDUJWF�JEFOUJUJFT 
t� )PX�EP�UIFZ�JOUFSBDU�XJUI�PUIFS�QPMJUJDBM�BDUPST� JODMVEJOH�IPMEFST�PG�

power?
t� )PX�EP�FYJTUJOH�JOTUJUVUJPOT�QSPNPUF�JOIJCJU�PS�TIBQF�BMM�UIFTF�QSP-

cesses?
t� 8IBU�LJOET�PG�FĊFDUT�EP�DPMMFDUJWF�DMBJNT�QSPEVDF�BOE�IPX 
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Figure 5.1:
Typical Actors in a Demonstration
Source: Favre (1990:19)
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[ 100 ] Contentious Politics

This chapter answers the five questions, drawing on evidence from a major 
social rebellion in Mexico and from the rise of ethnic nationalisms in the 
former Soviet Union.

ACTOR CONSTITUTION IN CHIAPAS

On New Year’s Day 1994, the day the North American Free Trade Associa-
tion (NAFTA) went into effect, a previously unknown group startled 
Mexico by announcing a program of liberation for Mexico’s indigenous 
people. Soon people all over the world were paying attention to the Zapa-
tista Army of National Liberation (EZLN in Spanish). Led by a masked 
man calling himself Subcomandante Marcos, the group had seized the 
governmental palace in San Cristóbal, Chiapas. From the palace’s balcony, 
they read a vivid declaration to the Mexican people. It declared that a 
long-suffering people had endured centuries of oppression and depriva-
tion, but, finally, hoy decimos ¡basta! (today, we say enough). At various 
points in the declaration, the authors identified themselves in these 
terms:

t� "�QSPEVDU�PG�mWF�IVOESFE�ZFBST�PG�TUSVHHMF
t� 1PPS�QFPQMF�MJLF�VT
t� 1FPQMF�VTFE�BT�DBOOPO�GPEEFS
t� )FJST�PG�PVS�OBUJPO�T�USVF�NBLFST
t� .JMMJPOT�PG�EJTQPTTFTTFE
t� iɥF�QFPQMFw�BT�EFTDSJCFE�JO�"SUJDMF����PG�UIF�.FYJDBO�OBUJPOBM�DPOTUJ-

tution
t� ɥF�;BQBUJTUB�"SNZ�PG�/BUJPOBM�-JCFSBUJPO
t� 3FTQPOTJCMF�GSFF�NFO�BOE�XPNFO
t� 1BUSJPUT

They denied that they were “drug traffickers, or drug guerrillas, or ban-
dits, or whatever other characterization our enemies might use.” They op-
posed themselves explicitly to these groups:

t� ɥF�EJDUBUPSTIJQ
t� ɥF�QPMJUJDBM�QPMJDF
t� "�DMJRVF�PG�USBJUPST�XIP�SFQSFTFOU�UIF�NPTU�DPOTFSWBUJWF�BOE�BOUJOB-

tional groups
t� ɥF�.FYJDBO�GFEFSBM�BSNZ
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C O N T E N T I O U S I N T E R A C T I O N [ 101 ]

t� ɥF� QBSUZ� JO� QPXFS� 	13*
� XJUI� JUT� TVQSFNF� BOE� JMMFHJUJNBUF� MFBEFS�
Carlos Salinas, installed in the federal executive office (Salinas was 
then president of Mexico)

Announcing a revolution on behalf of Mexico’s poor, dispossessed, indige-
nous people of Mexico, they called for “us” to rise against “them.”

The revolution did not take place. But the Zapatistas soon made an 
impact on Mexican politics. Within Chiapas, they held off threatened sup-
pression by the army and forced the national government to start negotia-
tions over peasant property rights. On a national scale, they started a 
much more general campaign for indigenous rights. During the spring of 
2001, they staged a colorful march from Chiapas, Mexico’s southernmost 
state, to Mexico City itself. The march publicized demands for enforce-
ment of the local autonomy laws that the legislature had passed in re-
sponse to concerted pressure from organizations of indigenous people, 
backed by international activists.

The Zapatistas quickly acquired an impressive international reputation 
and following. Electronic web sites and mailing lists, operated mainly by 
foreign supporters, broadcast their messages across North America and 
Europe. Those connections brought activists, funds, and enthusiastic 
statements of solidarity to Chiapas from as far away as Western Europe 
(Hellman 1999). Many outsiders interpreted the Zapatista mobilization 
as a form of resistance to the recently enacted NAFTA. For that reason, 
they saw it as a welcome addition to worldwide antiglobalization efforts. 
In 1996, the Zapatistas drew thousands of supporters to a “First Intercon-
tinental Encounter for Humanity and against Neoliberalism” in the jungle 
of Chiapas. One observer argued that “the interest and attraction gener-
ated by the EZLN beyond its national borders is matched by no other 
movement in the post-Cold War period” (Olesen 2005: 12).

Constitution of a Zapatista identity did not come out of the blue; it built 
on what chapter 1 called a social base. Indigenous identity is hardly a new 
idea in a country such as Mexico, which has literally hundreds of indige-
nous groups. Many of its military and political heroes came from indige-
nous roots. Its 1905 revolution was, in part, the struggle of indigenous 
peasants to assert their rights to the land. It was no accident that the lead-
ers of the Chiapas rebellion named their organization after revolutionary 
leader Emiliano Zapata (Womack 1971). Though of mixed background, 
Zapata became best known as the representative of indigenous peasants.

But the mobilization of an identity does not follow automatically from 
the existence of a social base to which it corresponds; if it did, indigenous 
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[ 102 ] Contentious Politics

uprisings would have occurred constantly throughout Latin America. The 
fact that such uprisings are sporadic and usually short-lived turns our 
attention from their social bases to their constitution as actors. Mexico’s 
native peoples have still not achieved the liberation their Zapatista advo-
cates called for in 1994. Still, they have gone from near-invisibility to 
significant political prominence. They have become a weighty interest in 
national politics, an internationally recognized model for political mobi-
lization, and frequent participants in contentious interaction throughout 
Latin America, where governments in Bolivia and Ecuador came to power 
with significant indigenous support. The Zapatistas created a significant 
political actor on regional, national, and international stages. Their suc-
cess in doing so leads us to the first of our five questions: How do political 
actors form, change, and disappear?

FORMATION, CHANGE, AND DISAPPEARANCE OF POLITICAL ACTORS

Remember how chapter 1 described political actors: recognizable sets of 
people who carry on collective action in which governments are directly or 
indirectly involved, making and/or receiving contentious claims. Political 
actors include governments and agents of governments, such as presi-
dents and police. But they also include a wide range of nongovernmental 
actors, from neighborhood groups to worldwide organizations. They qual-
ify as political actors by making claims, receiving claims, or both. Political 
actors regularly form, change, and disappear. How does that happen?

The most general answers are quite simple. Political actors form through 
mobilization, by increasing the resources available for collective making 
of claims. They change by participating in contention. They disappear by 
demobilizing. Of course, the complexities start there—in exactly how mo-
bilization, participation, and demobilization work and produce their 
effects.

Chapter 2 introduced the simple process of new coordination, in which 
the mechanism of brokerage activates the mechanism of diffusion, and the 
two mechanisms jointly produce coordinated action. We saw a similar proc-
ess with different actors in Argentina, as human rights workers, lawyers, 
courts and international human rights groups converged to pressure the 
government to take seriously the prosecution of military criminals in the 
Dirty War.

Zapatista brokers brought together a motley coalition of indigenous 
communities, religious activists, urban radicals, and guerrilla fighters in a co-
ordinated large-scale actor that announced itself as the unitary Zapatista 
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Army of National Liberation. Its language, symbols, and practices then dif-
fused widely among opponents of the current Mexican regime. The new 
actor then collected allies elsewhere in Mexico for even larger-scale making 
of collective claims. The Zapatistas of 1994 and afterward combined bro-
kerage with diffusion, ultimately creating a coalition of participants, sup-
porters, and sympathizers at a much higher scale than the jungles of Chia-
pas (Olesen 2005, Tarrow 2005: ch. 7).

The Zapatistas benefited from a mechanism we met briefly in chapter 2: 
certification. Certification occurs when a recognized external authority 
signals its readiness to recognize and support the existence and claims of 
a political actor. If the authority has international visibility and heft, its 
signal broadcasts the likelihood that the authority would intervene to 
support the new actor in future claims. Certification thus changes both 
the new actor’s strategic position and its relation to other actors that could 
become its oppressors, rivals, or allies. (The opposite process of decertifi-
cation withdraws recognition and commitments of future support, while 
often threatening repression.) The Zapatistas gained leverage within 
Mexico both from the country’s long indigenista tradition and from their 
extensive certification by external organizations—NGOs, the foreign 
press, even some governments urging the Mexican government to avoid a 
bloodbath. Those external organizations could and did exert pressure on 
that government to recognize and bargain with the Zapatistas.

Here is another way of seeing the same point. Remember the compo-
nents of political opportunity structure from chapter 3: (1) the multiplic-
ity of independent centers of power within the regime, (2) the regime’s 
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, and (6) decisive changes in items 1 to 5. Changes in political op-
portunity structure shape the ease or difficulty of mobilization, the costs 
and benefits of collective claim making, the feasibility of various pro-
grams, and the consequences of different performances in the available 
repertoire. In all these ways, changes in political opportunity structure 
affect the attractiveness of different collective action strategies.

Activist groups rise, fall, and change as a function of political opportu-
nity structure, of their programs’ success or failure, and of their effective-
ness in mustering support from patrons, allies, and social bases. As a 
result, political actors spend some part of their time and energy doing 
other things than making collective claims. They build on existing re-
sources and gather new ones, maintain solidarity, manage internal dis-
putes, recruit followers, provide services to members, and so on, through 
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[ 104 ] Contentious Politics

a wide variety of sustaining activities. Even ferociously activist groups 
devote plenty of effort to building, maintaining, and repairing their 
organizations.

Making collective claims always depletes available resources in the 
short run, even if it attracts new resources in the longer run. Because of 
that, political organizers necessarily balance two kinds of activity that 
sometimes contradict each other: on one side, making collective claims; 
on the other side, building up their organization and its access to sustain-
ing resources. Struggles among activists often spring up over precisely 
that division of labor: Are our leaders spending too much time raising 
money for themselves and too little on forwarding our interests? Have 
they destroyed our activist group by spending all their energy making 
claims and not enough energy on recruiting new members and drumming 
up financial support?

By identifying different kinds of political actors, you can untangle com-
plicated contentious episodes. You can detect the arrival and departure of 
actors from contention, trace how their claim making changed, look for 
coalitions and divisions among them, and see whether they moved up or 
down the continuum from intermittent actors to established interests to 
activist groups. You can even understand why groups that appeared to be 
insignificant at one point in time seem unstoppable at the next and shrink 
to a small cadre at a third. Changes in political opportunity structure 
often return intermittent activists to their ordinary lives, give pause to 
established interests, and turn activists into a small but militant sect. In 
the simplest version, you make a list of the major political actors at point 
1 in time, sketch connections and divisions among them, do the same 
thing for point 2 in time, and then try to explain the appearances, disap-
pearances, and realignments from time 1 to time 2.

Nationalism in the Former Soviet Union

Here is a simplified example from Mark Beissinger’s (2002) work on na-
tionalist activism in the former Soviet Union. An experienced analyst of 
Soviet politics, Beissinger wanted to explain the enormous rise of separa-
tist nationalism in the Soviet Union after 1986. Successful bids for inde-
pendence on the part of former Soviet republics blew the union apart by 
1991. Using methods very similar to those we saw in the study of “shanty-
towns” in Chapter 2, Beissinger centered his analysis on two large catalogs 
of episodes from the beginning of 1987 to August 1991: one of 5,067 pro-
test demonstrations with at least one hundred participants, the other of 
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2,173 incidents in which at least fifteen people attacked persons or prop-
erty. In preparing those two catalogs, he and his collaborators consulted 
150 different sources, including Russian-language newspapers, wire serv-
ices, compilations by Soviet dissidents, émigré publications, and reports 
of foreign monitoring services. Figure 5.2 shows how contention rose and 
fell in the Soviet Union and its successor states around the collapse of the 
Soviet regime in 1991.

Beissinger’s data show several other things as well: that as contention 
rose, the proportion of violent events rose as well, a phenomenon we will 
turn to in chapter 8. It also reveals how a growing proportion of the events 
were organized by many regionally organized nationalities across the 
USSR who used the opportunity of the crumbling regime to make collec-
tive claims for autonomy or independence. By 1992, fifteen of them had 
managed to secede from the union and gain international certification as 
sovereign states.

The Soviet Union had built these categories and their boundaries into 
its governing structure, for example by treating Ukraine and Lithuania as 
distinct units of rule with some degree of autonomy on such questions as 
language and cultural expression. As a result, all existed as established 
interests. They easily created activist groups claiming to speak for all 
Ukrainians, all Lithuanians, and so on, down the list. Brokerage brought 
together different clusters within a given nationality into a temporarily 
unified actor. On the union’s edge and supported by powerful neighbors, 
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Demonstrations and Violent Events in the Soviet Union and its Successor States, 1987–
1992
Source: Data supplied by Mark Beissinger.
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Armenians and Estonians acted early and successfully, securing quick 
outside support for their claims to become independent states. Then the 
rush began. It peaked at the end of 1990. Of these major actors, all but the 
Tatars of the Crimea (who ended up inside Ukraine) eventually won 
independence.

If we looked closer, we would distinguish many more actors and begin 
to see crucial realignments among them. Within Estonia, for example, we 
would find a group of ethnic Russians who feared and resisted Estonian 
independence. We would also see multiple alliances and divisions. Start-
ing in 1987, before either Armenia or Azerbaijan came close to independ-
ence, Armenians and Azerbaijanis were engaging in violent confronta-
tions over the disputed territory of Karabakh, geographically inside 
Azerbaijan but with about three-quarters of its population ethnically 
 Armenian (Beissinger 2002: 64–69, 342–347, 375). In 1992, newly inde-
pendent Armenia invaded the territory between its border and Karabakh. 
A 1994 cease-fire left Armenia in de facto control of the territory, but 
without international certification of its claims. This takes us to our 
second key question: How do actors acquire and change their collective 
identities?

POLITICAL IDENTITIES

Once we turn the magnification up far enough to see individual episodes, 
we begin to notice that crude categories such as “Armenian” and “Azerbai-
jani” do not capture the self-presentations of the actors or their relations 
to each other. In Karabakh alone, activists of Armenian heritage did not 
simply identify themselves as Armenians but as Karabakh Armenians. In 
order to deal with that complication, we need a better understanding of 
political identities and the boundaries on which they build. Us-them 
boundaries play crucial parts in contention. Boundaries themselves com-
monly take shape outside contentious politics, as a result of a complex, 
consequential process we call, accordingly, boundary formation. Once they 
exist, however, political actors regularly use them as part of contentious 
politics. Then the mechanisms of boundary activation and boundary deac-
tivation come into play. Once formed, they are difficult to dislodge, as the 
persistence of ethnic boundaries in many parts of the world shows.

You bump into social boundaries every day. You observe or participate 
in boundaries that separate news vendors from newspaper buyers, stu-
dents from teachers, owners from employees, and patients from doctors 
or nurses. Every one of these boundaries identifies a social relationship 
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you have little trouble recognizing and, if necessary, negotiating. In all 
these cases, the combination of a boundary with relations inside and 
across it always generates some shared sense of the boundary’s meaning 
on one side and the other. Workers and bosses may not see eye to eye on 
the meaning of the boundary between them, but they negotiate some 
common recognition of the boundary’s existence and importance.

When activated, the combination of boundary, relations, and under-
standings attached to them constitutes a social identity. Seen from one 
side of the boundary or the other, it provides varying answers to the ques-
tions “Who am I?,” “Who are we?,” “Who are you?,” and “Who are they?” 
The political identities that concern us here always involve plurals, espe-
cially “us” and “them.”

The word identity sounds tones from very interior to quite exterior. At 
the interior extreme, we find our sense of yourself as someone unique, 
complicated, and secret, not completely known by anyone else. At the ex-
terior extreme, we discover the identity of data banks and identity theft, 
where some stranger needs no more than a name and number to place you. 
In contentious politics, most of the social identities that count lie between 
these extremes. They depend on and give meaning to relations with other 
people. Political identities include boundaries, relations across the bound-
aries, relations within the us and within the them, plus accumulated 
meanings assigned to the boundaries and relations.

Identities center on boundaries separating us from them. On either 
side of the boundary, people maintain relations with each other: relations 
within X and relations within Y. They also carry on relations across the 
boundary: relations linking X to Y. Finally, they create collective under-
standings about the boundary, about relations within X and Y, and rela-
tions between X and Y. Those understandings usually differ from one side 
of the boundary to another, and they often influence each other. Together, 
boundaries, cross-boundary relations, within-boundary relations, and 
shared understandings make up collective identities. Changes in any of 
the elements, however they occur, affect all the others. The existence of 
collective identities, furthermore, shapes individual experiences—for ex-
ample, by providing templates for us “good” Karabakh Armenians and dis-
tinguishing us from those “bad” Karabakh Azerbaijanis.

Identities, then, have four components: (1) a boundary separating me 
from you or us from them, (2) a set of relations within the boundary, (3) a 
set of relations across the boundary, and (4) shared understandings of the 
boundary and the relations. Through the Soviet Union’s history, Karabakh 
Armenians and Karabakh Azerbaijanis had maintained distinctive every-
day identities despite sometimes settling together, working together, and 
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intermarrying. As the USSR fell apart, however, the paired identities po-
liticized. As of 1992, Karabakh Armenians and Karabakh Azerbaijanis 
each had extensive internal relations, fought each other across the bound-
ary between them, and offered competing accounts concerning the his-
tory of their region as well as the territorial rights that history implied.

Identities become political identities when authorities become parties 
to them. In Karabakh, the governments of Armenia and Azerbaijan backed 
the people they claimed as their countrymen and denied the opposing 
claims.2 As late as 2015, lethal conflict persisted between Armenians and 
Azerbaijan over the Nagorny-Karabakh area and both government were 
piling up munitions to use against the other side.3 Leaders of both regions 
manipulated and controlled permissible answers to the questions “Who 
are you?,” “Who are we?,” and “Who are they?”

These questions do not arise in remote corners of the world alone. After 
the Al Qaeda attacks of September 2001, the US government activated a 
boundary that already existed but now became more salient. Identities of 
Americans as patriotic or subversive became more political as the US gov-
ernment became a party to us-them boundaries separating patriots from 
terrorists and their sympathizers (Margulies 2013). This affected the 
thousands of Arab-Americans who live in places like Brooklyn, New York, 
or Dearborn, Michigan (Akbar 2013). But the first to feel the bite of 
boundary-erection were several hundred Arab immigrants in the New 
York area who were locked up in the New York City Metropolitan deten-
tion facility well beyond the statutory limit for immigration investiga-
tions. Many were physically abused and their religion ridiculed by their 
jailors.4

Europeans maneuver around similar questions, not only in deciding 
whether to align with US military policy but also in deciding whether 
Turks are Europeans and whether Muslims in general lie on the opposite 
side of the us-them boundary. The November 2005 wave of riots triggered 
by youths of North African Muslim origin deepened that boundary in 
France. It was rendered almost impassable by the murder of twelve people 
in the offices of the humor magazine, Charlie Hebdo, which had satirized 
Islam, in January 2015, and of four Jewish shoppers in a kosher super-
market the next day. The war against terror, Europe’s open borders, and 
mass immigration have activated new boundaries and deactivated others.

Boundaries change and new boundaries form largely as a result of pro-
cesses outside contentious politics—for example, the reorganization of 
work and the migration of major populations. Most contention does not 
create and activate new boundaries. On the contrary, most contentious 
politics activates or deactivates existing boundaries. Think of the conflicts 
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that exploded over the police murder of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Mis-
souri, in 2014 (see chapter 2): it did not create a new boundary but acti-
vated the deepest cleavage in American society—the one between blacks 
and whites.

Boundaries between social classes, ethnic groups, religious faiths, 
neighborhoods, and other categories organize some of routine social life. 
But contention typically activates one of these boundaries while deacti-
vating others that could have been relevant. The Zapatista rebellion acti-
vated the broad boundary of indigenous identity while deactivating 
boundaries of the distinct ethnic groups that uneasily cohabit in the state 
of Chiapas (Hellman 1999). That activation also brought ethnicity into 
play, while pushing other differences, such as gender, locality, class, or oc-
cupation, into the background. Once that happens, conflicts between 
ethnic groups are almost sure to follow. As both the savage wars in the 
Balkans after the collapse of communism, and the Islamization of the Pal-
estinian resistance showed, nonethnic identities commonly give way to 
ethnic identities as ethnicity X and ethnicity Y begin attacking each other 
(Johnston and Alimi 2012).

The overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq in 2003 had a simi-
lar effect on identities. As long as the dictator and his Baath Party were in 
power, religious and ethnic conflicts remained mainly in check within 
Iraqi society. Once coalition forces destroyed the repressive regime that 
had held Iraq in its grip and launched the process of constitution making, 
the identities of Shia, Sunni, and Kurds activated both in institutional 
politics and through intersectarian violence. The same occurred in Syria 
after the outbreak of the Arab Spring. What had begun as a democratiza-
tion movement degenerated into a civil war, with Christians, different 
sects of Muslims, and Kurds lining up on different sides.

Many people regard identity claims primarily as a form of self- 
expression or even self-indulgence—what others do when they are too 
comfortable, too confused, or too distressed for serious politics. On the 
contrary, identity claims and their attendant stories constitute serious 
political business. At various points in US history, social movements 
helped to establish opponents and supporters of slavery, teetotalers, 
women, African Americans, gays, Vietnam veterans, survivors of 9/11 
victims, families of children with cancer, and indigenous peoples as viable 
political actors. When they mobilized effectively and made successful 
claims, they received certification from authorities and from other politi-
cal actors. Throughout American history, the shift toward established in-
terests and activist groups promoted the emergence of general, indirect, 
and modular claim-making performances.
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Political analysts often describe identities as if they were essential 
properties of individuals, but other scholars reject this essentialism. They 
see identities as infinitely malleable. We, too, think identities shift, as 
should by now have become obvious. But individuals cannot adopt a new 
identity as simply as they put on a new suit of clothes or change their hair-
style; identities appear and mobilize through interaction (Viterna 2013). 
This takes us to our third key question: How do political actors interact 
with other actors, including holders of power?

CONTENTIOUS INTERACTIONS

Political identities take their meaning from contentious interaction: we 
make claims on them. They (whoever “they” are) often respond with coun-
terclaims: We demand our rights, but the government replies that we have 
no such rights and, in fact, that we do not even constitute a recognized 
identity. In the conflict between Armenians and Azerbaijanis, Armenians 
claimed they had rights to political autonomy or even to annexation by 
the Armenian state. But Azerbaijan’s leaders replied that Karabakh and its 
populations belonged to sovereign Azerbaijani territory. Later, the Arme-
nian army bid up the claim making by occupying the part of Azerbaijan 
between Armenia and Karabakh. It remains there under the terms of the 
1994 cease-fire, with both countries claiming ownership of the border 
strip and of Karabakh. At the Armenia-Azerbaijan border, contentious in-
teraction continues.

Collective claims fall into three categories: identity, standing, and 
program.

t� Identity claims, as we have seen, declare that an actor exists. That actor 
may have existed as a recognized actor before the episode began (e.g., 
the category of indigenous groups is a traditional one in Mexican poli-
tics), or it may be constituted in the course of the episode. Actor consti-
tution is a crucial part of contentious politics (McAdam et al. 2001: 
315–321).

t� Standing claims say that the actor belongs to an established category 
within the regime and therefore deserves the rights and respect that 
members of that category receive. The Zapatistas made a number of 
standing claims, but the most salient was to be valid representatives of 
Chiapas’s indigenous people. (In fact, some indigenous leaders in Chia-
pas itself later disputed that claim.) They underlined their standing 
claims, furthermore, by denying that they were drug traffickers, or 
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drug guerrillas, or bandits, or whatever other characterization our en-
emies might use.

t� Program claims call for their objects to act in a certain way. The Zapatis-
tas called on the Mexican government not only to recognize their iden-
tity and their standing as valid representatives of indigenous people 
but also to change its policy toward indigenous people by protecting 
their land and defending them against rapacious outsiders. In other 
kinds of contentious politics, programs range across an enormous vari-
ety of claims, such as the following:

t� 0WFSUISPX�UIF�QSFTFOU�HPWFSONFOU�
t� 4VQQPSU�PVS�DBOEJEBUF�GPS�DJUZ�DPVODJM�
t� %PO�U�CVJME�UIBU�SPBE�UISPVHI�PVS�OFJHICPSIPPE�
t� (JWF�PVS�TUBSWJOH�QFPQMF�GPPE�
t� .BLF�PVS�CPTTFT�QBZ�VT�B�MJWJOH�XBHF�
t� &YUFSNJOBUF�PVS�FOFNJFT�

Although political actors often emphasize one type of claim over 
others, we see few “pure” cases of identity politics, a politics of standing, 
or programmatic politics. The Zapatistas first caught international atten-
tion by their simple claim to existence. In the elaborate declaration of New 
Years Day 1994, they said, in effect, “Pay attention to us, because we’re a 
new actor, we mean business, and the boundary between you and us mat-
ters.” Soon they were also making standing and program claims. But, of 
course, they made all those claims by speaking concretely—and often 
negatively—about Mexican institutions. Claims and counterclaims do not 
occur randomly; they take their shape from surrounding regimes, cul-
tures, and institutions. They respond to a regime’s opportunities, threats, 
and constraints. This takes us to our fourth key question: How do existing 
institutions promote, inhibit, or shape processes of actor constitution, 
identify activation, and contentious interaction?

INSTITUTIONS AND CONTENTION

Every regime limits possible claims in three ways. First, every regime’s po-
litical opportunity structure affects what claims resonate with people and 
can be transformed into programs. It does so by determining whether es-
tablished political actors are or are not available as allies for new political 
actors such as the Zapatistas. If multiple independent centers of power 
exist within a regime (which means that political opportunity structure is 
more open in that regard), the chances increase that at least one power 
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center will support and certify a set of identity, standing, or program 
claims. If political alignments are changing fast, a claimant has more op-
portunities to join coalitions and to escape repression.

Second, every regime divides known claim-making performances into 
prescribed, tolerated, and forbidden. A regime’s government and other au-
thorities enforce the prescribed performances, facilitate or at least do not 
block the tolerated performances, and act to suppress forbidden perfor-
mances. Contained contention occurs within the limits set by prescribed 
and tolerated performances. Transgressive contention breaks out of those 
institutional limits into forbidden or previously unknown territory. Like 
the Mexican state, almost any state of medium or high capacity forbids 
the formation of actors having autonomous military power such as war-
lords’ militias and guerrilla bands.

In most regimes in most periods, any group that decides to make inde-
pendent claims by force of arms soon faces repression. Regimes also chan-
nel claims at the prescribed end of the range. Any government that makes 
its citizens assemble for patriotic ceremonies, for example, runs the risk 
that some hardy soul will disrupt the proceedings by shouting seditious 
slogans or assaulting a political leader. Since regimes also vary greatly in 
what forms of claim making they tolerate and forbid, top-down channel-
ing of claims occurs all the time.

Third, from the bottom up, the available repertoire strongly limits the 
kinds of claims people can make in any particular regime. No one knew 
how to stage a street demonstration before social movements became 
standard forms of contentious politics. Although these days the news 
media have made the demonstration a familiar image across most of the 
world, even now suicide bombing only belongs to the repertoires of very 
small terrorist circles in a few world regions. Like the demonstration, sui-
cide bombing depends on shared knowledge of a complex set of relations 
and routines. Contentious interaction takes place within limits set by po-
litical opportunity structure, regime controls, and available repertoires.

Political strategists themselves do not think in terms of political oppor-
tunity structure, regime controls, and available repertoires. But they do 
commonly take existing institutions into account. Within any particular 
regime, institutions include established, organized, widely recognized 
routines, connections, and forms of organization employed repeatedly in 
producing collective action. If you initiate politically contentious interac-
tion in a parliamentary democracy such as France or Japan, you will almost 
certainly have to consider the presence of a legislature, an executive, and a 
judiciary, but also think about the relation of your claim making to politi-
cal parties, labor unions, voluntary associations, economic organizations, 
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religious congregations, and educational institutions, as well as to such 
routines as electoral campaigns, national holidays, television watching, 
and sporting events. Every one of them establishes some kind of audience, 
opportunity, or threat for your contentious claims.

In a theocracy such as today’s Iran, in contrast, potential claim makers 
face quite a different institutional environment. There, they have to make 
their way through complex religious hierarchies and divisions but give 
less weight to voluntary associations and labor unions. Still other institu-
tions prevail and channel contention in oil sheikhdoms such as Kuwait, 
military regimes such as Myanmar (formerly Burma), and fragmented 
warlord regimes such as Somalia. Both inside participants and outside 
analysts need institutional maps to navigate a regime’s contentious 
politics.

Identity, standing, and program claims and their certification all vary 
tremendously as a function of prevailing institutions within one regime 
or another. In Iran, Baha’is once constituted a substantial religious mi-
nority. The Muslim victors of the 1979 revolution slaughtered some of 
them, sent others into exile, and drove the rest underground. These days 
some Iranian Baha’is surely exist and connect in private. But in a regime 
dominated by Shiite Muslims, Baha’i activist groups would have no 
chance of recognition for their distinctive identity, much less opportu-
nity to firm standing within the regime or advancement of programs for 
religious reform.

The institutional context for identity, standing, and program claims 
looks quite different in the United States. In the United States, the (par-
tial) successes of women’s rights and civil rights advocates institutional-
ized the recognition of excluded populations as being deprived of rights 
to equal treatment. That model eventually facilitated identity and stand-
ing claims on behalf of gay and lesbian rights, Indian rights, rights of the 
disabled, and rights of those not yet born. It also promoted program 
claims on behalf of remedial action in recognition of minority rights. To 
be sure, in the United States, programs based on rights claims never suc-
ceed fully, often fail, and sometimes generate fierce counterclaims. For 
example, demands for the rights of animals have largely hit the brick 
wall of livestock producers and processors. Claims to abortion rights and 
the right to life clash every day. The point is not that regimes automati-
cally grant certain kinds of identity, standing, and program claims. In-
stead, what sorts of identity, standing, and program claims are even pos-
sible varies remarkably from one regime to another. This variance occurs 
because institutional contexts differ so dramatically from regime to 
regime.
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HOW CLAIMS PRODUCE EFFECTS

Now we can address our fifth question: What kinds of effects do collective 
claims produce, and how? Identity, standing, and program claims produce 
their effects in different ways. In each case we must distinguish between 
immediate and longer-term effects. Identity claims announce a boundary, 
a set of relations within the boundary, a set of relations across the bound-
ary, plus some meanings attributed to relations and boundary. Conten-
tious interaction frequently triggers attempts to change those boundar-
ies. The American civil rights movement did not simply produce a wave of 
policy changes; it also triggered a process of identity reassessment in the 
black community. After the Montgomery Bus boycott, Martin Luther 
King asserted a new definition of Montgomery’s “Negroes.” Said King, “In 
Montgomery we walk in a new way. We hold our heads in a new way” 
(Burns 1997: 244). This was but the first in a broad process of claiming not 
only new boundaries between whites and blacks, but creating a new Afri-
can American identity distinct from old white-enforced stereotypes.

The implication was clear: The civil rights movement was more than an 
instrumental effort to change bus seating laws, establish voting rights, or 
improve educational access for African Americans; it was the expression 
of a new collective identity among southern blacks, a clear and highly con-
sequential example of identity shift as an outcome of contentious interac-
tion (McAdam et al. 2001: 319–320).

Standing claims generally produce their effects on a smaller number of 
actors that have some power to certify. Members of the general public may 
have opinions about the claims of an actor to membership in an estab-
lished political category, and individual politicians may oppose or support 
those claims. However, in most cases a limited number of elite actors ac-
tually have effective power to certify the claim.

Since World War II, for example, thousands of self-identified spokes-
persons for different peoples around the world have made standing claims 
for recognition of their populations as distinctive nations deserving polit-
ical autonomy. But only about a hundred of them have actually received 
certification from the United Nations as recognized independent states. 
As state recognition illustrates, successful standing claims can produce 
serious effects, including authorization in such weighty matters as creat-
ing armies and contracting international loans.

Program claims take very diverse forms. For that reason, tracing their 
effects takes us into the heart of analyzing contentious politics in general 
(Giugni, 1998, 1999; Meyer et al. 2005). The effectiveness of program 
claims depends in part on the prior effectiveness of identity and standing 
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claims: Is this a recognizable, credible actor that has the right to make 
such demands? If the answer is yes, the struggle has just begun. Could and 
would the objects of program claims actually make the changes or yield 
the resources the contentious actor is demanding? How will third parties, 
including governments, react to the claims? These questions take us into 
the thick of contentious negotiation.

Notice what has been going on in this chapter. It has provided more 
detail on the basic descriptive concepts of political actors and political iden-
tities, which you first met in chapter 1. At the same time, it has brought into 
play all the other descriptive concepts: government, contentious perfor-
mances, contentious repertoires, social movements, regimes, institutions, 
and political opportunity structure. From the book’s basic explanatory con-
cepts, it has drawn especially on mechanisms and processes, such as certi-
fication and mobilization. But it has also connected these concepts with:

t� sites of contention—for example, Armenia and Azerbaijan
t� conditions—for example, relations of Armenia and Azerbaijan to the 

disintegrating Soviet Union
t� streams of contention—for example, interactions among the Zapatistas, 

their domestic allies, their international supporters, and the Mexican 
government between 1994 and 2001

t� outcomes—for example, the success of the Zapatistas in maintaining a 
previously forbidden form of organization

t� episodes—for example, the occupation of western Azerbaijan by Arme-
nian troops

In a very preliminary way, the chapter has also tried out the basic 
steps in the mechanism-process approach to explaining contention: de-
scribing sites of contention by means of the major descriptive concepts, 
describing conditions at those sites in the same terms, identifying the 
streams of contention that need explaining, specifying which outcomes 
of those streams deserve attention, breaking the streams into episodes 
of contention, searching the episodes for crucial mechanisms, recon-
structing the processes containing those mechanisms, and (using analo-
gies or comparisons with similar processes elsewhere) combining condi-
tions, mechanisms, and processes into explanations of the specified 
outcomes. The small sketches of Parisian demonstrators, of Mexico’s Za-
patistas, of nationalist mobilizations in the disintegrating Soviet Union, 
and of Armenian-Azerbaijani struggles over Karabakh give no more than 
a forecast of the more extended explanatory work of later chapters. But 
at least they recall our basic explanatory strategy.
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Two opposite processes have repeatedly shown up in the chapter’s anal-
yses: mobilization and demobilization. They matter so much to conten-
tious politics, however, that they deserve a special discussion of their own. 
That is the next chapter’s mission.

NOTES
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Young antigovernment protesters wave flags as they pose for photographs on top of an 
army vehicle at Tahrir Square in Cairo, February 12, 2011. (Photo by Dylan Martinez/
Reuters).
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CHAP TER 6

Mobilization and Demobilization

We begin this chapter with a little-known episode: occupation of a 
church in the French city of Lyons by a group of irate sex workers 

whom the police were badgering. We use it to describe the most central 
process in contentious politics—mobilization—taking that process apart 
to examine its component mechanisms, especially interactive ones that 
connect challengers to opponents, third parties, and the public. Next we 
turn to more complex episodes of contention: first to the protest cycle of 
Italy in the 1960s and the 1970s, and then to civil war cycles in Central 
America, before turning to the revolutionary upsurge in the Arab world 
beginning in 2011.

Let us start with some key definitions which will serve us in this chap-
ter and the next one:

Cycles of contention consist of many episodes in the same or related 
polities, some of them intersecting, but many responding to the 
same changes in opportunities and threats. In most such cycles, 
contention begins moderately and in interaction with institu-
tions. (Almeida 2003; Brockett 2005; Koopmans 2004; Kriesi et 
al. 1995; Mueller 1999; Tarrow 1989). Although it sometimes 
produces reform, and sometimes revolution, it usually ends with 
the main challengers being reintegrated within the system.

Civil Wars we can define, with Michael Doyle and Nicholas Samba-
nis, as armed conflicts within the boundaries of a recognized 
state between that state and a group that challenges its sover-
eignty, and produces at least 1,000 battle deaths (Doyle and Sam-
banis 2000)1;
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Revolutions we define as uprisings that transform economic and 
social structures as well as political institutions, such as the 
French Revolution of 1789–1799, the Russian Revolution of 1917, 
or the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979 (Tilly 1993: 16).

Composite Contention: the above forms sometimes merge in waves of 
contention that combine individual campaigns, cycles, civil wars, 
and revolutions. The world experienced such a “tide” of conten-
tion in Europe during 1848–1849 (Weyland 2009); a second, 
during and after the Russian Revolution of 1917; a third in the 
late 1960s; and a fourth in the breakup of the Soviet empire in 
1989–1991 (Beissinger 2002). We will see a recent example in the 
“austerity” protests following the 2008 financial breakdown and 
in the so-called “Arab Spring” of 2011–2015, with which we will 
end this chapter.

Mobilization we define as an increase of the resources available to a 
political actor for collective making of claims; demobilization is a 
reduction of this aggregation of resources.

Each one of these episodes began with processes of mobilization. The 
successful ones were driven by a key process that distinguishes these 
major episodes of contention from local ones like the sex workers’ protest 
in Lyons—scale shift. They end with demobilization. Here too, we find 
many differences in the scale, the impact, and the outcomes of contention. 
But despite the differences, we find a surprising number of common 
mechanisms among (1) simple streams of contention like the Lyonnais 
protest in France, (2) cycles of contention like those that occurred in Italy, 
(3) civil war cycles like those in El Salvador and Guatemala, (4) and major 
tides of contention like the one that has upended the entire Muslim world 
from Turkey in the Northeast to Tunisia in the West.

A FAILED OCCUPATION IN LYONS

Sex workers would seem to be an unlikely group from whom to expect mo-
bilization into contentious politics. Working illegally and under the “pro-
tection” of procurers, they maintain tense relations with the police and 
public authorities. Much of the public, furthermore, shuns them. Indeed, 
even when they organize on behalf of their claims, sex workers remain 
vulnerable to repression and defection—and ultimately to demobiliza-
tion. Lilian Mathieu’s (2001) analysis of the occupation of a church in 
Lyons emphasizes the unusual properties of sex workers’ protests, but it 
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also reveals modal patterns of contentious trajectories that we will find 
elsewhere.

Following the exposure of a clamorous case of police corruption involv-
ing prostitution in Lyons in August 1972, French police ratcheted up the 
level of suppression of sex workers and closed down the hôtels de passe to 
which they took their clients, some of which were owned by corrupt police 
officers. In response, a small group of sex workers organized a march 
against the penalties, which they claimed had more to do with cleaning 
house in a corrupt police force than protecting the morals of the public. In 
a hallowed routine from the Lyonnais repertoire, the march was supposed 
to end at the state prefecture. But the unsuspecting women, led by an ap-
parently friendly squad of police, allowed themselves to be led to the police 
station instead. Dispersion, recrimination, and humiliation at the hands 
of the media followed (Mathieu 2001: 110).

For several reasons, it was hard for the Lyonnais sex workers to gear 
themselves up for public protest. First, like many other unpracticed actors, 
they suffered from what economist Mancur Olson (1965) calls the “collec-
tive action problem.” Olson holds that, except in small groups, most people 
with claims prefer to leave it to those with a larger stake in those claims to 
represent them. Our more relational way of putting this is that their pro-
test triggered neither brokerage nor diffusion, and led to very little new 
coordination. It takes strong organization (McCarthy and Zald 1977), de-
termined leadership, or the onset of new opportunities and threats for 
ordinary people to overcome their collective action problem. The Lyonnais 
women possessed none of these.

Second, many social actors face cultural, economic, and social impedi-
ments to engaging in public politics. Think of the Saudi Arabian women 
who tried, and failed, to gain the right to drive a car by actually doing so 
after the Gulf War of 1991. Police sent them home and warned their hus-
bands to keep their women under tighter control. Sex workers work in the 
shadow of the law, their profession frequently hidden from families and 
friends, and their lives closely controlled by their procurers. Participating 
in a public march or demonstration would expose them to the ridicule of 
the press, the condemnation of public authorities, and possibly beatings 
from their pimps.

Nevertheless, when police pressures on the Lyonnais sex trade intensi-
fied after the failed protest, a group of the women created an informal 
collective. They gained the support of a progressive Catholic group, “Le 
Nid” (the nest)—what John McCarthy and Mayer Zald (1977) would call 
“conscience constituents.” By this term, McCarthy and Zald mean those 
who support a group or a cause, not because they would profit if its claims 
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were realized, but out of sympathy, solidarity, or ideological commitment. 
Le Nid offered legal services and helped to legitimate and publicize their 
cause. Encouraged by the recent appointment of two prominent women to 
the national government, they also sought the support of France’s fledg-
ling feminist movement. Braced by the support of these allies and by the 
favorable publicity it brought them, the Lyonnais women moved from con-
tained to transgressive contention.

That transition occurred gradually. Like many claim makers, the sex 
workers first approached public authorities with a letter. But the Prefect of 
the Rhône rebuffed them. When some of their number received prison 
sentences, a small group decided to abandon institutional channels and 
chose a more transgressive performance—the occupation of a church 
(Mathieu 2001: 115). For members of a despised minority, the church con-
stituted a free space in which to build solidarity. Second, it allowed the 
women to demonstrate their claims without revealing their identities. 
Such a performance had achieved success in France when illegal migrants 
used it a few years before. Nevertheless, the occupation of the church of 
Saint-Nizier failed. Breaking with long-standing precedent, the police 
burst into the building without the prior permission of the local bishop 
and escorted the occupiers out.

Once outside the “free space” of the church, demobilization came rap-
idly and bitterly. Despite efforts at concealment, the identities of many of 
the occupants became known, tensions with their pimps rose, and several 
of the leaders used their newfound notoriety to leave the profession. The 
episode also divided the fledgling feminist movement between those who 
wanted to defend the rights of exploited women, whoever they are, and 
others who opposed prostitution for its exploitation of women. Soon the 
allies who had sustained and guided the occupation moved off into more 
conventional causes, and most of the women were back on the street. As 
in many episodes of contention, what began with enthusiasm and soli-
darity ended in disillusionment and recrimination (Mathieu 2001: 129; 
Zolberg 1972).

In this brief episode we find several of the mechanisms with which you 
are already familiar: brokerage and diffusion were not present, but new 
coordination was, as the women moved from the streets to the church, 
where they enjoyed the protection of a sympathetic group of Catholics; 
competition emerged between different sectors of the women’s move-
ment; and one key mechanism—repression—was selectively employed 
here, but not in all episodes of contention, as we will see below.

The occupation of the church of Saint-Nizier did not fail completely. 
First, a national conference on the rights of sex workers took place in a 
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renowned Parisian meeting hall, and the women met with a magistrate 
who had been charged by the government to write a report about their 
problems. What was really new was their newfound capacity to frame 
their status as exploited workers instead of as social parasites. In doing so, 
they slightly shifted the boundary that divided them from the rest of so-
ciety. Subsequent protests like these in France and elsewhere would all be 
framed as claims on behalf of workers.

THE PROTEST CYCLE IN ITALY, 1966–1974

Italy in the 1950s experienced a period of rapid economic growth as the 
result of possessing reservoirs of labor with a high level of skills, entrepre-
neurial abilities, and proximity to European markets, where its low labor 
costs gave it a strategic advantage. It had Communist and Socialist parties 
that both claimed the mantle of Marx, neither of which was interested in 
violent revolution, but participated in parliamentary and electoral poli-
tics. It also had a strong labor movement, which was, however, divided 
among Communist, Catholic, and Social Democratic unions. But by the 
early 1960s, as its supply of cheap labor dried up and labor costs increased, 
Italy’s postwar political-economic miracle began to implode. Its Christian 
Democratic political leaders won a brief reprieve by bringing the Socialists 
into the government, leaving their communist allies isolated in opposi-
tion (Ginsborg 1990: ch. 8). Reforms followed, but each attempted reform 
either triggered a conservative backlash (as did the nationalization of 
electricity) or opened the floodgates to broader contention (as did the pas-
sage of a modern industrial relations law).

When, in the late 1960s, the explosion came, it came from the middle-
class student movement, surprising those who had feared a communist-
led working-class onslaught. It was significant of the new identities 
emerging in the Italian student population that the earliest outbreaks 
took place in both the secular Universities of Turin and Pisa and at Catho-
lic centers of learning in Milan and Trento. Reflecting the remaining po-
tency of Italy’s Marxist subculture, the insurgents framed their demands 
in “workerist” terms. But their links to the industrial working class re-
mained more symbolic than real.

By 1969, the main force of university-based rebellion had subsided 
(Tarrow 1989). But a second wave of contention began even before the 
first had spent itself. Stimulated by the students’ example, by a tight 
labor market, and by a new industrial relations law, contention spread to 
the factories (Franzosi 1995). The “Hot Autumn” of worker insurgency 
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first stayed concentrated within the North’s large factories. Then it 
became especially violent among the new wave of semi-skilled mass 
workers who had entered the workforce in the miracle years of the 
1950s. Skilled and white-collar workers who had enjoyed higher wages 
responded to the successes of these mass workers by demanding the 
preservation of wage differentials. Militant workers used a variety of 
new forms of contention that the unions had not dared to employ. The 
unions, anxious not to be outflanked, quickly took hold of working-class 
insurgency and moved sharply to the left in their demands and their 
ideology.

In the Italian cycle, we find many of the mechanisms of mobiliza-
tion we saw on a smaller scale in earlier episodes: challengers perceiv-
ing and seizing political opportunities, appropriating organizations 
and social networks, and innovating in the inherited repertoire. They 
also formed alliances across the secular/religious divide, shifting 
boundaries and forging new collective identities. New organizations, 
such as Potere Operaio and Lotta Continua, tried to broker ties between 
worker and student contention. Occupation of university buildings 
mimicked performances that the students had observed in Berkeley 
and at Columbia, but it also revived an Italian tradition of factory oc-
cupations (Spriano 1975). When students went home on vacation in 
the summer of 1968, they diffused the message of their claims to 
others, including younger brothers and sisters in the secondary school 
system, who started their own acts of protest during the following ac-
ademic year.

Of course, students and workers interacted in different ways within 
the structure of political opportunities. For both, splits in the elite cre-
ated opportunities for contention. And the presence of allies within 
and outside government helped to convince both groups that their 
claims might be well received: The Socialist Party in government re-
strained police repression, while the communists in opposition tried to 
profit from the new climate of contention by putting reform proposals 
on the agenda. For the students, opposition to the Vietnam War and 
debates about educational reform opened up opportunities. For the 
workers, inflation and full employment expanded their leverage. But 
these factors alone do not explain why contention in Italy lasted as 
long as it did. Why, for example, did it not simply diffuse from city to 
city as the student lunch counter sit-ins we saw in chapter 2 did? Our 
concept of “scale shift” helps us to see the differences between a simple 
episode of contention of diffusion, and more substantial cycles of 
contention.
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SCALE SHIFT

Most episodes of contention begin locally. If some process were not ex-
panding contention upward, there would be no national or international 
waves of contention. Scale shift is a complex process that not only diffuses 
contention across space or social sectors, but creates instances for new co-
ordination at a different level than its initiation. Downward scale shift is the 
coordination of collective action at a more local level than its initiation. In 
contrast, upward scale shift involves coordination of collective action at a 
higher level (whether regional, national, or even international) than its 
initiation. A general strike touched off by a dramatic or successful local 
action is a common example of upward scale shift. Another was the expan-
sion of suicide bombing in the Middle East from a local tactic of insurgents 
in Lebanon to an important weapon of Islamist militancy (Pedahzur and 
Perliger 2006). We saw upward scale shift in the British antislavery cam-
paign, when thousands of local petitions were forwarded to Parliament.

Upward scale shift is one of the most significant processes in conten-
tious politics. It moves contention beyond its local origins, touches on the 
interests and values of new actors, involves a shift of venue to sites where 
contention may be more or less successful, and can threaten other actors 
or entire regimes. In the France of May 1968, arrest of a small group of 
student activists from the University of Nanterre triggered a major na-
tional explosion of strikes and protests that threatened the stability of the 
republic. In Latin America, there has been an almost constant shift in the 
scale of contention between the local, national and transnational levels 
(Silva 2013). In chapter 5 we saw how contention in the Soviet Union 
shifted in scale from Armenians and Estonians in 1988 to Moldavians in 
1989, Crimean Tatars, Ukrainians, Latvians and Lithuanians, and Rus-
sians themselves in 1990s, to Georgians, and to the breakup of the entire 
Soviet space in 1991.

Figure 6.1 describes two main routes through which upward scale shift 
can operate: a direct diffusion route that passes through individuals and 
groups whose previous contacts or similarities help to spread mobiliza-
tion, and a mediated route through brokers who connect people who would 
otherwise have no previous contacts. We saw an example of the first route 
in Ukraine, where pro-Russian nationalists took over the east of the coun-
try following the Russian takeover of the Crimea. We saw the second route 
when Clarkson connected local antislavery groups in England into a na-
tional movement through the press. Both examples of scale shift began 
with local actions; each ended with new coordination at higher levels of 
the polity (Tarrow and McAdam 2005).
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Scale shift involves many of the mechanisms we have met before: diffu-
sion, as people learn about episodes of contention elsewhere and adopt 
their methods; brokerage, as movement missionaries or opportunistic po-
litical entrepreneurs make connections among groups that would other-
wise be isolated from one another. It also involves two new mechanisms: 
emulation, as people imitate the performances that early risers have in-
vented, and the attribution of similarity among people who did not know 
one another earlier or may have seen each other as strangers. In other 
words, scale shift can create new identities.

Contentious actors often deliberately “venue shop” in order to seek 
coordination at a level more favorable to them. In Italy, as wildcat strikes 
spread from large factories in the North to smaller ones and to central 
and southern Italy, coordination shifted upward to collective bargaining 
within entire industrial sectors and to the national level. As student 

Brokerage

Attribution of Similarity

Emulation

Relational Diffusion

Attribution of Similarity

Local Action

Coordinated Action

Figure 6.1:
Alternative Routes to Upward Scale Shift
Source: Tarrow and McAdam (2005: 128).
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occupations spread from major universities in the North to the rest of 
the country and to the high schools, the parties of government and op-
position pieced together a new educational reform. The factory occupa-
tion, the university sit-in, and the assembly in the place of work were 
eventually routinized. But some trends within the movement organiza-
tions engendered by the 1967–1969 period escalated the scale of conten-
tion and exacerbated conflicts between groups.

The Italian events were part of a broader cycle of contention in 
Europe, which had its epicenter in what came to be called the “Events of 
May” in France in 1968. The French events arose suddenly, paralyzed 
the whole country, and were rapidly reversed by the regime of President 
Charles de Gaulle. In both countries, demobilization followed the peak 
of contention in the late 1960s. Demobilization came quickly in France 
and was complete; by 1969, the country was back in the hands of the 
autocratic de Gaulle and his center-right party. But in Italy, the process 
of demobilization was more long-lasting. The state, networks of clan-
destine militants, and groups of institutionalized movements inter-
sected as the cycle wound down through mechanisms of demobiliza-
tion. Using the Italian case as our example, we turn to these mechanisms 
of demobilization.

MECHANISMS OF DEMOBILIZATION

From decades of research on social movements, we know a great deal 
about the conditions and dynamics of mobilization, but we know far less 
about how contentious actors demobilize. Do they simply disperse after 
their claims are made, from either satisfaction or disillusionment? Do 
governments repress them or co-opt them into tranquility? Or do internal 
divisions lead to factional splits and to polarization? How inevitable is de-
mobilization? Do claim makers inevitably give up when the enthusiasm of 
the struggle wanes or when political opportunities disappear? Or do they 
turn to more institutional forms of participation when the initial flush of 
enthusiasm has passed (Piven and Cloward 1977)?

Most mobilization processes eventually reverse themselves. How, and 
how soon they do so depends on the initial conditions of mobilization, on 
the strategy of elites and authorities in response to challengers’ claims, 
and on the degree to which they provide themselves with enduring struc-
tures to maintain their solidarity. The Italian case illustrates these factors 
with particular force because of the great degree of scale shift that the 
cycle of contention had reached by the early 1970s.
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Three facts about Italian student and worker mobilization made a dif-
ference to demobilization, especially when compared to the contemporary 
French Events:

t� ɥF�*UBMJBO�.BZ�TUBSUFE�FBSMJFS�MBTUFE�MPOHFS�DBVTFE�HSFBUFS�NBZIFN�
and brought about more death and destruction than in any other west-
ern country, with the exception of Northern Ireland (see chapter 5).

t� 8IJMF�UIF�'SFODI�&WFOUT�PG�.BZ�IBE�UIF�JOEJSFDU�FĊFDU�PG�FSPEJOH�UIF�
republic’s tight central control and ushered in the fall from power of the 
Gaullist party, Italy’s more volatile and longer period of disorder left 
the Christian Democratic Party in power until it lost out in the political 
earthquake of the 1990s.

t� #Z�UIF�NJE�����T� MJUUMF�XBT� MFGU�PG�UIF�JOJUJBM�FOUIVTJBTN�TPMJEBSJUZ�
and utopianism typical of initial episodes of contention—what the late 
Aristide Zolberg called “moments of madness”(1972).

What explains this pattern of longer duration and less political 
impact of the Italian cycle? When Tarrow disaggregated the Italian 
cycle into its component performances, he discovered some striking 
differences in the incidence of different kinds of performances over the 
near-decade from 1966 to 1974. The majority of the events he uncov-
ered were conventional. They included routine performances of peti-
tions, audiences, strikes, marches, and demonstrations—the latter 
often performed in ways calculated to attract the attention of the media 
(Tarrow 1989). But systematic analysis of Italian events over a period of 
years also showed that large minorities of the events were disruptive—
innovative direct actions intended to inhibit or upset the lives of tar-
gets, objects, and third parties. Another minority were deliberately  
violent—attacks on property, on opponents of the claimants, state 
actors, or third parties.

Figure 6.2 traces the trajectories of these three forms of Italian conten-
tion through the years of the “long Italian May.” It shows data on all forms 
of contention gathered from Italy’s major newspaper of record, the Corri-
ere della Sera, from 1966 through 1973. Notice how, at its emergence in 
1968–1969, the Italian cycle contained a relative majority of disruptive 
events—creative, “in your face” performances designed to draw attention 
to the protesters, enhance their solidarity, and gain new adherents. The 
typical disruptive protest was the faculty or factory occupation—exactly 
the sort of eye-catching performance we saw in Lyons during 1975. This 
was the period in which students and workers attempted to construct new 
collective identities, formed loosely coupled informal organizations, and 
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Figure 6.2:
Italian Contention, 1966–1973
Source: Tarrow (1989: 70).

challenged authorities with demands that could not easily be negotiated 
but could not be ignored (Pizzorno 1978).

The disruptive part of the cycle soon gave way to a wave of more con-
ventional events and to the routinization of 1968’s innovative perfor-
mances. Conventional events reached a peak of more than five hundred 
events during the first half of 1971, only to fall off significantly during the 
next two years. Many involved the heirs of the 1967–1968 period, but 
they were more organized, more routinized, and aimed at achieving spe-
cific programmatic claims. This infuriated the extreme sectors of the 
former student movement, which led them to form new extraparliamen-
tary groups that sought to outflank the institutional parties of the left. It 
also outraged right-wing youth groups, which began to organize clandes-
tinely to oppose what they saw as the threat from the left. From this 
mutual radicalization, violent clashes between extreme left-wing and ex-
treme right-wing groups resulted.

The tempo of these violent events started slowly but reached over 
four hundred per year by 1970. Violence first appeared in clashes with 
the police and wars over turf between rival groups of left-wing and 
right-wing students. The extraparliamentary groups’ “services of order,” 
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created to discipline marchers and fend off opponents, spawned mili-
tant cells that specialized in violence. Out of these experiences came the 
organized “armed struggle” of the 1970s and such militarized groups as 
the Red Brigades (della Porta 1995, 2013). Once police began to pursue 
them, they went underground, where their only possible form of action 
was “the propaganda of the deed.” By 1973, the number of violent events 
had declined. But they had become ever more lethal, shifting from street 
fights between rival left-wing and right-wing gangs to clandestine vio-
lence (della Porta 2013). The dynamic of the protest cycle lay exactly 
here: How did the cycle end?

The answer turns on the interaction among three mechanisms: repres-
sion, the institutionalization of protest, and escalation. Donatella della 
Porta and Tarrow (1986) traced the pathways from mobilization to demo-
bilization. Combining Tarrow’s protest event data set with della Porta’s 
data on organized terrorism, they developed the following explanation:

Masses of ordinary people who erupt into the streets and out of the 
factories are eventually discouraged by the repression, boredom, and 
desire for a routine life that eventually affects most protesters. Those who 
lead them respond in one of two opposing ways:

t� #Z� institutionalization: the substitution of the routines of organized 
politics for the disorder of life in the streets, buttressed by mass organ-
ization and purposive incentive

t� #Z�escalation: the substitution of more extreme goals and more robust 
tactics for more moderate ones in order to maintain the interest of 
their supporters and attract new ones

In Italy, institutionalization turned off those whose interest in public 
life was unsatisfied by the routines of everyday politics, leading to aliena-
tion from politics or defection to the extremes. Escalation, inevitably met 
by repression, scared off timid souls and motivated them to move into in-
stitutional politics or the relative safety of private life. The result was  
polarization—increasing ideological distance between the wings of a once 
unified movement sector, divisions between its leaders, and, in some 
cases, terrorism. The Italian protest cycle ended in a paroxysm of organ-
ized violence but it also ended in the institutionalization of protest in the 
form of political party, trade union, and interest group activism.

Notice the role of repression in this bifurcation: the Italian state was 
brutal towards the more extreme agents of contention, but it reacted more 
moderately to those who used less aggressive forms of action. What this 
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meant was that the state’s actions divided the protest movement into an 
extreme minority which sank deeper and deeper into clandestine violence 
(della Porta 1995, 2013), and the more moderate majority whose members 
either ended up in more pacific forms of contentious action or disappeared 
into the party system or into private life, disillusioned with the risks and 
costs of life in the streets (Tarrow 1989: ch. 9).

In the United States, there was a similar bifurcation, though with less 
escalation and more targeted repression. Critics of the “sixties” like to tell 
stories about former activists who turned into pillars of the establish-
ment. But major cycles of contention lead to much more than disillusion-
ment and defection. First, many who earned their spurs in the “high-risk 
activism” of the civil rights and anti-Vietnam movements entered more 
conventional activist careers (McAdam 1988). Second, the themes of the 
cycle imprinted the routines of future activists with the frame of “rights”—
expanding its meaning in the process (Snow and Benford, 1992). Third, a 
small minority of both white and black militants entered the shadowy 
world of clandestine violence, where they were sysematically repressed. It 
is through such processes of demobilization, reintegration, and some-
times violence, that major protest cycles end.

CENTRAL AMERICAN CIVIL WAR CYCLES

Not all protest cycles end with reintegration as in Italy: in some, especially 
where autocratic regimes employ indiscriminate and brutal repression, 
cycles of contention escalate into civil wars.

Charles Brockett’s (2005) study of Guatemalan contention reveals this 
process dramatically. Between 1974 and 1981, as we saw in chapter 2, a 
cycle of protest arose across Guatemalan society, culminating in a major 
rural insurgency and in organized violence by and against the Guatema-
lan regime.

Figure 6.3 combines Brockett’s data for four broad types of contention: 
strikes and student strikes, peaceful demonstrations, occupations and 
other illegal acts, and organized violence.2 Brockett’s data show that, under 
some conditions, what begins as a cycle of mobilization can escalate into a 
civil war. What explains the difference between these central American 
civil wars and Italy’s more contained cycles of contention? Guatemala’s 
neighbor, El Salvador, experienced a similar cycle that widened into civil 
war too. Between 1927 and 1930 and again between 1962 and 1982, Paul 
Almeida has shown that what began as reformist labor and peasant protest 
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escalated into wholesale insurgencies against the state (Almeida 2003, 
2008). Almeida’s work provides an explanation that turns on different 
state responses to contention. In El Salvador in the early 1960s, conflict 
began when the government was engaged in tentative reforms that opened 
the opportunity structure to peasants, middle-class reformers, and urban 
workers. Using largely nonviolent protest performances, a plethora of re-
formist organizations arose to take advantage of these opportunities. But 
the elite took fright at the loss of power it might suffer if reform went too 
far, and reversed the process. The result was indiscriminate repression, 
professionalization of dissidence, and a wholesale radicalization of the 
movement sector that had developed in response to the opening of the 
regime. By 1981, the spiral of violence and counter-violence that followed 
led to a civil war. Figure 6.4, drawn from Almeida’s reconstruction of Salva-
doran contention, shows that the reformist organizations that had devel-
oped early in the cycles were transformed into—or were replaced by—
more radical groups that turned the protest cycle into a civil war.

Of course, there were major differences between the underlying condi-
tions leading to conflict in Italy and Central America. Italy in the 1960s 
was a developed capitalist economy with a sophisticated ruling group that 
represented a coalition of social forces, well established unions and parties, 
and modern political institutions. El Salvador, in contrast, was a largely  
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Figure 6.3:
Different Forms of Contentious Politics by Year in Guatemala, 1968–1984
Source: Brockett (2005:176–183)
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agrarian country with an unenlightened ruling class and an authoritarian 
government that reflected the narrow class interests of the elite. But what 
mattered most was the political interaction between protesters and the 
state: where Italian repression was partial and selective, isolating the radical 
branch of the 1960s movement in a clandestine ghetto as its moderate 
branches moved into conventional politics, the Salvadoran crackdown at-
tacked the entire movement sector, radicalizing it and leading to a civil war.

In still other conditions, even these boundaries are broken as new or 
resurgent movements develop in the course of contention and give rise to 
waves of contention that combine to destroy the existing polity. We call 
these major waves of contention revolutions. To see how those three forms 
of lethal conflict interact and overlap, let us turn to the wave of conflict in 
the Middle East and North Africa in the beginning of the second decade of 
the twenty-first century.

THE ARAB SPRING: A TRANSNATIONAL TIDE OF CONTENTION

In December 2011, a young street vendor named Mohamed Bouazizi was 
roughed up by the Tunisian police for refusing to pay a bribe. Bouazizi 
committed a ghastly suicide by setting himself on fire, thereby touching 
off the most remarkable protest cycle since the movements of the 1960s in 
Europe and North America (Lynch 2013; Alimi et al.2015; Ketchley 2014 
and forthcoming). But unlike the civil war in El Salvador, this wave of pro-
test was not limited to a single country. The events surrounding Bouazizi’s 
suicide touched off a shift in scale to major protests in Bahrain, Egypt, 
Libya, Syria, and Yemen and eventually to almost every country in North 
Africa and the Middle East. The map in Figure 6.5 provides a simplified 
picture of the type and degree of contentious outcomes in the countries of 
the Middle East and North Africa between 2011 and 2014.

Tunisia’s corrupt government was overthrown, and after three turbu-
lent years, the conflict gave way to a new constitution and to a shaky truce 
between secular and Islamic parties in an incipiant parliamentary democ-
racy. But this was not the outcome in Tunisia’s neighbors, Egypt, Libya, 
and Yemen:

In Egypt, when thousands of protesters gathered in Tahrir Square in 
Cairo and fraternized with elements of the police and the army, the regime 
of President Hosni Mubarak appeared to be on its way out. In March, the 
Prime Minister, Ahmed Shafik, resigned following continued protests. 
Under pressure from the protesters and the army, in June the Mubarak 
regime fell, and Mubarak himself was arrested. (Ketchley 2014)
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At the same time, protests broke out against Muammar Gaddafi’s per-
sonalistic regime in Libya. Gaddafi employed his elite guard and African 
mercenaries to defeat the protesters but in August, after he refused to 
step down, they organized as an insurgent army and seized control of 
Tripoli. Fear for the lives of the civilian population and the growing 
number of refugees brought western intervention in the form of air strikes 
against Gaddafi’s forces and, in June, Gaddafi was captured and summar-
ily murdered by a group of rebels. His son and some loyalists fought on.

In June President of Yemen, Ali Abdullah Saleh, was forced out by an 
urban insurgency against his corrupt government. The presence of Al 
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula in the country, as well as Shia tribal 
unrest, led the United States to urge Saleh to step down in favor of his Vice 
President, after an assassination attempt left him wounded. 

In 2012, contention appeared to be slowing, as political parties were 
formed throughout the region, elections were held in Egypt and Libya, a 
new constitution came into force in Tunisia and contention appeared to be 
moving from the streets to the party system. Some of these parties—like 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt or Ennedi in Tunisia—were seasoned 
campaigners whose leaders had been jailed under the previous regimes, 
while others—especially the secular liberal parties favored by the West—
were new and inexperienced. In Egypt, in June, Mubarak was sentenced to 
life in prison and the Egyptian people voted in the first free presidential 
election in their history. But the secular forces that had empowered the 
January revolution were divided and disorganized, and the electorate 
chose the inexperienced and divisive Muslim Brotherhood leader, Mo-
hammed Morsi as their president.

Soon there were signs that the joy and solidarity of the Arab Spring 
were dissolving into conflict and violence. In February, President Bashar 
al-Assad of Syria blamed the Syrian uprising on foreigners and called for 
Syrians to stop the rebels. In July, the army carried out a massacre in the 
village of Tremseh and the International Red Cross declared the uprising 
to be a civil war. By September, the rebels had taken over the city of 
Aleppo, and the largest rebel group, the Free Syrian Army, had moved its 
command post from southern Turkey, which had taken up the opposition 
to al-Assad, to northern Syria.

The year 2013 brought more worrying signs that the spring was turning 
colder. In January, massive protests developed all over Egypt against 
Morsi; in July, he was deposed by an army coup, followed by armed clashes. 
The army, which had aided the rebel cause by easing Mubarak out of power, 
now emerged as the core of the regime, attacking activists of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and clearing protesters from the square. The military launched 

O .?8 I 8D 5 D O 8 E .ED D E I 3E :I 2 =E D I O 3 II 1D:E E 8 3 E I 09EEA . D 8
? 9EEA: D 8 E I :EC 9 DE D ?8C 8 8: ED, E:1/

. 8 = EC DE D ?8C ED   

.
E

O
?

P
2

=E
D

I
O

3
II

1D
:E

E
8

-
?

I
I



M O B I L I Z AT I O N A N D DE M O B I L I Z AT I O N [ 137 ]

a dual campaign of elimination against both the Brothers and many of the 
liberal and secular forces that had played a key role in the January revolu-
tion. In the year following the coup, there were 40,000 arrests and 3,000 
killed, as well as the passage of a draconian protest law. Supporters of the 
Muslim Brotherhood tried to protest against the growing repression, but 
they were forced from the squares and boulevards to lightning protests in 
the back streets to avoid the assaults of the restored power of the security 
police (Ketchley forthcoming, ch. 5).

The year 2014 marked the almost complete reversal of the Arab Spring. 
As the Egyptian army leader took over the Presidency in a doctored elec-
tion and restricted civil liberties, Libya eruped into conflict between the 
weak government and Islamic militias that had emerged from the fight 
against the Gaddafi dictatorship, and the government of Yemen fell to in-
surgents. In September Islamic militants attacked the American diplo-
matic mission in Benghazi, killing Ambassador Chris Stevens and three 
other members of the mission. This led to a more cautious American role 
in the country as President Obama and his Secretary of State, Hillary 
Rodham Clinton, were accused of failing to protect their representatives 
in Libya. In mid-2014, a group of Houthi rebels took over capital of Yemen, 
Sana, ejecting the weak President, Abed Rabbo Mansour Hadi. Hadi set up 
a temporary government in Aden before fleeing, in March 2015, to Saudi 
Arabia, as the Houthis advanced southward. Almost immediately, Saudi 
Arabia and other Gulf nations intervened, turning Yemen into an interna-
tionalized civil war.

But the most sustained fighting raged in Syria, where conflict erupted 
within the rebel coalition between the secular opposition and the expand-
ing “Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant” (ISIL). By the middle of the year, 
that group had joined forces with Jihadi groups in Iraq, where they rapidly 
overpowered the corrupt Iraqi army and took over important sectors of 
the country and important oil installations, before taking advantage of 
the chaos in Syria to establish a foothold in that country, too. By Septem-
ber ISIL had declared itself to be the Islamic Caliphate, beheaded British 
and American prisoners, and began to build a government that included 
parts of both Syria and Iraq. Only the panicked decision of the United 
States and its allies, and the determined resistance of the Kurdish 
Peshmurga fighters from Northern Iraq and Syria, held back the jihadist 
onslaught.

Of the high hopes and transnational solidarity that were triggered 
across the region and in the West three years before, only little Tunisia 
remained as a holdout of the hopes of the Arab Spring. At the end of 2014, 
new parliamentary elections brought a secular coalition to power under a 
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liberal constitution and the Islamic Ennahda party that had played a key 
role in the overthrow of the old regime seemed willing to accept a role as 
the loyal opposition. The Arab Spring ended where it began—in little  
Tunisia—while most of the region either remained under authoritarian 
control or was convulsed by violence and chaos.

READING THE ARAB SPRING

The western press quickly dubbed what was happening in the region “the 
Arab Spring,” recalling the uprisings that had swept across Europe in the 
“Springtime of Peoples” in 1848. But no one was quite sure what to call the 
forms of contention that emerged: the terms “protest,” “riots,” “demon-
strations” did not quite suffice; they soon gave way to “revolution,” in part 
because of the aspirations of the protesters who filled the streets to over-
throw their oppressive regimes; in part because many of these uprisings 
soon gave rise to violence; and in part because reporters were looking for 
a story line that would make sense to western readers. But by now, as stu-
dents of contentious politics, you should be able to detect familiar political 
mechanisms and processes at work in the escalating struggles of the Arab 
Spring.

First, behind vague words such as rioting, marauding, and unrest, 
we can detect innovation by members of different groups. At 
first, the prevailing claim-making repertoire resembled contem-
porary Western social movement campaigns for dignity and 
against inequality. But with the governments of the region re-
sponding with repression, and lethal weapons widely available, 
organized political actors regularly deployed them, and set up a 
logic of radicalization (Alimi et al. 2015);

Second, we witness the operation of a fluctuating political opportu-
nity structure with diffusion to different states in the region and 
multiple independent centers of power within the territories of 
the North African and Middle Eastern states;

Third, there was a process of actor constitution, as established polit-
ical actors proved incapable of managing the transition and soli-
darity grew out of contention;

Fourth, there was an availability of influential allies and supporters 
(both inside and outside the country) for challengers and defec-
tion from within the regimes;

Fifth, there were day-to-day changes in all these regards.
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Together, these circumstances amounted to a volatile, open political 
opportunity structure. They offered huge incentives and opportunities for 
mobilization on the part of the regions’ challengers but they also offered 
opportunities for struggling opposition parties and to defecting elements 
within the tottering regimes of the Middle East. At a dizzying pace, polit-
ical actors mobilized and demobilized by means of such mechanisms as 
diffusion and brokerage. External actors such as the United Nations and 
the United States intervened in those processes by certifying some of the 
domestic actors and decertifying others. Us-them boundary activation oc-
curred repeatedly as Muslims and non-Muslims coalesced against repres-
sive governments, producing temporary unity within normally frag-
mented populations, unity that came apart as one group or the other took 
power. Through combinations of brokerage and diffusion, actors on both 
sides created new forms of coordination—for example, the now-legendary 
encampments in Tahrir Square in Cairo, but also, the terrible destruction 
wreaked on the Syrian population caught between the government of 
Bashar al-Assad and the rebels who tried to depose him. Finally, polariza-
tion between the two sides scooped out the middle ground between them 
over and over, snapping the fragile strands of collaboration that had 
begun to form in the heady atmosphere of 2011.

Behind these processes, notice the signs that we are dealing with low-
capacity undemocratic regimes. More so than any other set of conflicts we 
have looked at with any care so far, most of the Middle East’s regimes in-
volved military organizations that formed the core of central states but 
did not rule consistently and effectively across the national territory. The 
only regimes that consistently held their ground against the rising tide of 
contention were those—like Saudi Arabia, the Gulf States, Jordan, and 
Morocco—that were ruled by traditional monarchies. Except for Tunisia, 
and briefly in Egypt, contentious politics did not resemble the social move-
ment politics we have seen in Western Europe and the United States.

Notice too that the Arab Spring was a study in radicalization: it began 
with a low-level conflict between corrupt police and a street vendor and 
escalated as first neighbors, then student and reform groups, took up his 
cause, and shifted its scale to the national—and then to the transnational 
level. The Arab Spring culminated in civil strife across the region, but it 
wasn’t born that way: it escalated into organized civil strife through the 
interaction between and among protesters, the citizens groups that sup-
ported them, vacillating governments, and repressive militaries (Aronson 
et al. 2014).

Notice, finally, that although the map in figure 6.5 gives different path-
ways distinct labels, the reality was much more mixed. Take the case of  
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Syria, where peaceful protest gave way to civil war, passing through conflicts 
among Alawites, Christians, and Sunnis, Arabs, and Kurds, and ultimately 
the resurgence of Islamist insurgency in the form of the self-declared Islamic 
State that—at this writing—controls important parts of the north of the 
country as well as parts of Iraq and is attempting to spread its influence across 
the same region that engendered the Arab Spring. Despite the way scholars 
have divided them up, there are no solid lines separating “civil wars,” “ethnic 
or religious strife,” or “revolutions.” Each of these lethal forms developed out 
of less lethal forms—like the social movements we saw in the last chapter; 
each one grew through the process of radicalization that we saw in Italy, with 
the difference that once contention crosses a line into armed insurgency, 
challengers come to think of themselves as warriors and seldom wish to turn 
back until stalemate or defeat stares them in the face (Aronson et al. 2014).

CONCLUSION

Let us pause briefly to summarize the broad range of cases and mecha-
nisms we have seen in this chapter. First, we saw that a number of the 
same mechanisms appeared in contentious episodes of increasing scope 
and significance. Minor episodes such as the occupation of the church of 
Saint-Nizier, major cycles such as the Italian protest wave, civil war insur-
gencies as in Central America, and continental cataclysms such as the con-
flicts in the Middle East and North Africa resembled each other in many 
ways. In all four, people used preexisting networks and identities, devel-
oped new ones to express their claims, build solidarities, and challenge 
opponents. In all four episodes, we saw diffusion, brokerage, and new co-
ordination. In all of them demobilization combined escalation, institu-
tionalization, defection, disillusion, and repression.

Do not mistake our message: These were very different contentious 
phenomena. Elites responded very differently to the occupation of a 
church in Lyons, the cycle of student and worker protests in Italy, rural 
insurgencies in Guatemala and El Salvador, and the tide of contention in 
the Middle East and North Africa. The nature of the claims people were 
making varied enormously, from the demand to be left alone by Lyons sex 
workers, to the much broader but still negotiable claims of most students 
and workers in Italy, to the demand for land and regime change in Central 
America, to the call for the overthrow of authoritarian regimes in North 
Africa and the Middle East. There were also great differences in the degree 
and nature of repression, from the simple ejection of a group of women 
from a church in Lyons to the selective repression of extemist groups in 
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Italy, to the wholesale repression of the movement sector in El Salvador, to 
the genocidal campaign of the Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria.

In all four cases, however, people perceived and seized opportunities, 
identified and framed claims, mobilized consensus, formed coalitions, 
and adopted new and innovative forms of collective action. In all four, 
elites responded with different combinations of repression and facilita-
tion. If these episodes ended differently—failure for the Lyonnais prosti-
tutes, reintegration for Italian students and workers, civil wars in Central 
America, and the collapse of the regimes of Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia and 
the civil wars in Syria, Libya, and Yemen—that was because their claims-
making interacted with very different regimes.

Note the implications of our discovery. It means that regularities in 
trajectories lie elsewhere than in standard sequences, whether scripted 
episodes, protest cycles, or otherwise. Regularities lie in the mechanisms 
that bring in new actors, eliminate old ones, transform alliances, and 
shift the strategies of critical actors. By identifying which mechanisms 
and processes put an episode of contention in motion and where they take 
it, we can better understand why some episodes are brief, while others are 
protracted and lead to the implosion of some regimes and the creation of 
new ones.

A key combination of mechanisms in our cases was the process we 
called upward scale shift. It largely determined the relative capacity of the 
actors to create broader social movements out of initial episodes of con-
tention. Even simple episodes sometimes spread widely. Recall how pros-
titutes in other French cities soon copied the occupation of the Saint- 
Nizier church; how, in Italy, contention diffused from a few major univer-
sities and large factories to provincial universities and high schools as well 
as to smaller firms throughout the economy; how it spread in El Salvador 
from land claims and moderate urban sector reforms in a few areas to a 
national insurgency; how it shifted from an isolated self-immolation in 
Tunisia to the overthrow of entire regimes and the changing configura-
tion of power in the entire Middle East.

Not all contentious episodes give rise to such sequences of mechanisms, 
and few of those that do so endure beyond the end of the cycle. The ones 
that are most likely to survive draw on preexisting social networks or 
create self-sustaining organizations. Those networks and organizations 
sustain their claims and recruit new supporters. When these claims in-
volve sustained campaigns, concerted displays of identity, and such means 
as demonstrations and public meetings, they become powerful social 
movements. Chapter 7 looks closely and directly at two such movements: 
Polish Solidarity and the American women’s movement.
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NOTES

1. The use of the figure of 1,000 battle deaths is entirely arbitrary, but since it has 
been adopted by the majority of scholars of civil war, we adopt it conventionally.

2. Note that the record of organized violence that Brockett traced cuts off in 1980, 
because the conditions of civil war in that decade made it impossible to collect 
even approximate data for that period.
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