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REPERTOIRES OF CONTENTION I N  AMERICA AND BRITAIN. 1750-1830* 

Boston i n  1773 

"I wrote  you t h e  8 t h  i n s t a n t  and inform'd t h e i r  Lordships  of t h e  

Rebel l ious  S t a t e  of t h e  People  of t h i s  Town on Account of t h e  Tea 's  expor- 

t ed  by t h e  Eas t  Ind ia  Company s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  Kings du ty  of t h r e e  pence i n  

t h e  pound, which was r e so lved  i n  t h e  Town meeting should no t  be  pa id ,  and 

on t h a t  account  an Arm'd Force  was appointed t o  Parade t h e  Wharf's where 

t h e  Tea Ships  l a y  t o  prevent  i t s  being Landed." The l e t t e r ,  da t ed  17 De- 

cember 1773, came from Rear Admiral Hontagu a t  h i s  base  i n  Boston. He was 

r e p o r t i n g  t o  t h e  agen t  of t h e  Lords of t h e  Admiralty i n  London. "I am now 

t o  des i r e . "  Admiral Montagu con t inued ,  

you w i l l  be  pleased t o  inform t h e i r  Lordships  t h a t  l a s t  Evening be- 

tween 6 6 7 O'c lock,  a l a r g e  Hob assembled wi th  Axes LC.. encouraged 

by M r .  John Hancocke. Samuel Adams, and o t h e r s ;  and marched i n  a 

Body t o  t h e  Wharfs where t h e  Tea Ships  l a y ,  'and t h e r e  des t royed t h e  

whole by s t a r t i n g  i t  i n t o  t h e  Sea. 
. . 

I must a l s o  d e s i r e  you w i l l  b e  pleased t o  inform t h e i r  Lordships. 

t h a t  du r ing  t h e  whole of t h i s  t r a n s a c t i o n ,  n e i t h e r  t h e  Governor, 

Mag i s t r a t e s .  Owners, o r  t h e  Revenue O f f i c e r s  of t h i s  p l a c e  eve r  

c a l l e d  f o r  my a s s i s t a n c e ,  i f  they had, I could e a s i l y  have pre- 

vented t h e  execut ion of t h i s  P l an ,  bu t  must have endangered t h e  

Lives  of many innocent  people  by F i r i n g  upon t h e  Town (C.O. 51120 

[ 0 Pub l i c  Record Of f i ce .  London, Co lon ia l  O f f i c e  Pape r s ,  s e r i e s  5. 

box 1201). 

* The Nat ional  Science Foundation provided f i n a n c i a l  suppor t  f o r  t h e  re-  

s ea rch  behind t h i s  paper.  I am g r a t e f u l  t o  R.A. Schwei tzer  and Martha Guest 

f o r  he lp  i n  t he  r e sea rch .  

The Boston Tea P a r t y ,  a s  t h e  even t s  of t h a t  December evening came t o  be 

known. had been i n  p repa ra t ion  f o r  about  tvo months. The Northend Caucus 

had voted on October 23 t o  r e s i s t  t h e  l and ing  of t h e  d u t i e d  t e a .  Ear ly  i n  

November h a n d b i l l s  began t o  appear  demanding t h a t  t h e  t en  consignees  r e s i g n  

and send t h e  t e a  back t o  England. Pub l i c  meetings nnd anonymous n o t i c e s  

both  r e s t a t e d  t h e  demand t h a t  t h e  consignees  r e s ign .  

The meeting of 29 November, c a l l e d  by Boston 's  Committee of Corres- 

pondence, l e d  t o  t h e  pos t ing  of t h e  "Arm'd Force" a t  G r i f f i n ' s  Wharf. A s  

Governor Hutchinson desc r ibed  t h e  ga the r ing :  

Al tho '  t h i s  Meeting o r  Assembly cons i s t ed  p r i n c i p a l l y  of t h e  Lower 

Ranks of t h e  People ,  6 even Journeymen Tradesmen were brought t o  

i n c r e a s e  t h e  Number 6 t h e  Rabble were no t  excluded y e t  t h e r e  were 

d i v e r s  ~ e n t l e m e n  of Good For tune among them. & I can s c a r c e l y  th ink  

they w i l l  p rosecu te  t h e i r  Had Resolves (Ilutchinson t o  Dnrtmouth 

2 December 1773. quoted i n  Hoerder 1971: 407). 
rn 

The t e a  consignees  f l e d  t o  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  of t h e  Cos t l e .  From t h e r e ,  a f t e r  

f u r t h e r  meetings and a d d i t i o n e l  t h r e a t s , .  they even tua l ly  s t a t e d  t h e i r  wi l -  

l i n g n e s s  t o  s t o r e  t h e  t e a  unsold ,  bu t  no t  t o  s h i p  i t  back. A t t e n t i o n  

s h i f t e d  t o  t h e  shipowners, who were r e l u c t a n t  t o  c a r r y  t h e  t e a  hack t o  

England, and unready t o  guarantee  no t  t o  land i t .  The o r d e r l y  d e s t r u c t i o n  

of t h e i r  ca rgo  on the  evening of 16  December decided t h e  i s s u e  f o r  them. 

At t h e  c o r e  of t h e  tea-dumping crowd were two groups of n c t i v i s t s  

who had gathered s e p a r a t e l y  b e f o r e  walking t o  t h e  vhnr f :  seventeen members 

of t h e  North End's Long Room Club. who were l a r g e l y  mnsters  and s h i p b u i l d e r s ;  

a l a r g e r  and more d i s p a r a t e  group from t h e  South End who had r a l l i e d  a t  

L ibe r ty  Tree ,  on t h e  co rne r  of Essex and Orange S t r e e t s  (Hoerder 1971: 

419-420). The p repa ra t ion  of t h e  event  drew on Boston 's  s t anda rd  a n t i -  



British coalition. The coalition included skilled workers and masters from 

the North End. workers,.masters and merchants from the South End, profes- 

sionala end merchants -- Hutchinson's Gentlemen of Good Fortune -- from the 
city as a whole. In the following years these three groups of activists 

played s major part in the widening campaign of non-cooperation and resis- 

tance. They contributed to the erect'ion of parallel institutions of govern- 

ment in Boston and in the rest of Massachusetts. They were the nucleus of 

a revolutionary coalition. 

By December 1773, some version of the revolutionary coalition had 

been at work in Boston for eight years. The Stamp Act crisis of 1765 had 

brought it into being. From that point on, the allied craftsmen and mer- 

chants repeatedly attacked the local "placemen" whom they regarded as 

profiting from a willingness to favor the interests of the British crown 

over those of the American colonists. 

~oston's activists etated their disapproval in more than one way. 

Over the decade from 1765 to 1775, we find them petitioning Parliament, 

sending delegates to England, organizing patriotic clubs, holding mock 

trials of their enemies, sacking the offices and houses of British agents, 

gathering for speeches at the Liberty Tree, marching through the streets 

to bonfires. tarring and feathering tea-drinkers, and more. By 1774, much 

of their effort was going into two complementary sets of activities: de- 

stroying the effectiveness of the official British governmental apparatus 

and its personnel; building a set of effective, autonomous, indigenous po- 

litical institutions. In the first category fell the economic and social 

boycott of the British troops sent to occupy Boston after the resistance 

to the tea duty, the forced resignation of Critish commissioners and agents, 

the sabotaging of royal courts. In the second category came the organiza- 

tion of such revolutionary organizations ss the Sons of Liberty, the 

addition of powers to the committees of correspondence. tlie holding of 

people's courts and unauthorized town meetings. As Vice Admiral Craves 

wrote to the Admiralty on 23 September 1774, " . . . they have obutructed, 
and are determined, let what will be the consequence, to oppose the Execu- 

tion of the Laws, and to stunt, and destroy every Person, who will not take 

an sctive part against Government" (C.O. 51120). By 1774 tlie people of 

Boston, and of all the American colonies, were creating an i~nat~thorized 

but effective parallel government. 

The Quality of Colonial Contention 

By the end of the year, indeed, colonists were not only boycotting 

and building, but attempting to seize control over portions of the existing 

British governmental structure. That emphatically included control of 

armed force. A letter from New Hampshire's Governor Wentworth, dated at 

Portsmouth on 14 December 1774, describes one such attempt: 

Yesterday in the afternoon one Paul Revere arrfved in this 

Town Express from a Committee in Boston to another Committee in 

this Town, and delivered his dispatch to Mr. Saml. Cutts a Mer- 

chant of this Town who immediately convened a Committee of which he 

is one. b as 1 lesrn laid it before them. 

This day about noon before any suspicions could be had of 

their Instructions, about five hundred Men were collected together, 

who proceeded to His Majestys Castle William and Mary at the Entrance 

of this llarbour and forcibly took Possession thereof. notwithstanding 

the best defence that could be made by Capt. Cochrsn C by violence 

carried away upwards of one hundred barrells of Powder belonging to 

the King deposited in the Castle. 1 am informed that expresses 

have been circulated throughout the neighbouring Towns to collect 



a number of People  tomorrow o r  a s  soon a s  p o s s i b l e  t o  c a r r y  away 

a l l  t h e  Cannon 6 Arms belonging t o  t h e  C a s t l e ,  which they w i l l  un- 

doubtedly  e f f e c t  u n l e s s  a s s i s t a n c e  shoud a r r i v e  from Boston i n  time 

t o  prevent  i t  (C.O. 51121). 

Th i s  a c t i o n  coincided wi th  e f f o r t s ,  o f t e n  unsuccess fu l ,  t o  s e i z e  cannons 

and r i f l e s  i n  o t h e r  g a r r i s o n  towns a long  t h e  American c o a s t .  I t  p a r a l l e l e d  

t h e  e f f o r t  t o  r e c r u i t  B r i t i s h  s o l d i e r s  and s a i l o r s  t o  t h e  American cause .  

I t  supplemented t h e  c r e a t i o n  of groups  of armed p a t r i o t i c  vo lun tee r s .  A 

r evo lu t iona ry  s i t u a t i o n  was i n  t h e  making. 

A twent ie th-century r eade r  of t h e  e ighteenth-century r e p o r t s  from 

t h e  co lon ie s  n o t i c e s  t h e  wide, c r e a t i v e  u s e  of s t r e e t  t h e a t e r :  s k i t s ,  

t ab l eaux ,  dumb shows, e f f i g i e s ,  s t y l i z e d  symbols of t h e  i s s u e s  and anta-  

g o n i s t s .  One example w i l l  g ive  t h e  f l a v o r :  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  of Guy Fawkes 

Day (known i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s  a s  Pope's Day) of 1774 i n  Char l e s  Town, South 

Carol ina:  

Saturday l a s t ,  being t h e  Anniversary  of t h e  Nat ion 's  happy d e l i v e r -  

ance from t h e  i n f e r n a l  Popish POWER-PLOT i n  1605, and a l s o  of t h e  

g l o r i o u s  REVOLUTION by t h e  Landing of King William i n  1688, two 

Events which our  Brethren i n  England seem of l a t e  t o  have too  much 

overlooked, t h e  Morning was ushered i n  w i th  Ringing of B e l l s ,  and 

a MAGNIFICENT EXHIBITION of EFFIGIES, des igned t o  r e p r e s e n t  Lord 

NORTH. Gov:HUTCHINSON, t h e  POPE, and t h e  DEVIL, which were placed 

on a r o l l i n g  Stage,  about  e i g h t  Feet  h igh and f i f t e e n  Feet  l ong ,  

near  Mr. Ramadge's Tavern i n  Broad-Street ,  being t h e  most f r e -  

h i s  S t a r .  Gar t e r .  LC. and shewing t h e  Quebec B i l l )  on h i s  r i g h t  

Iland; and covernor  Hutchinson on h i s  l e f t ,  both chained t o  Stakes;  

t h e  w, with  extended A r m s ,  behind t h e  Three, and e l eva ted  above 

them, holding i n  one Hand a J a v e l i n  d i r e c t e d  o t  t h e  llead of Lord 

North, and i n  t h e  o t h e r  a S c r o l l ,  i n s c r i b ' d  "RIVINGTON'S NEW YORK 

GAZETTEER;" on h i s  Arm was suspended a l a r g e  1.anthort1. i n  t h e  shape 

of a Tea C a n i s t e r ,  on t h e  s i d e s  of which was w r i t  i n  C a p i t a l s .  

"HYSON, GREEN, CONGO end BONZA TEAS." The E x l ~ i h i t i o n  was conn tan t ly  

viewed by an i n c r e d i b l e  Number of Spec ta to r s ,  amongst whom were 

most of t h e  Ladies  and Gentlemen of t h e  f i r s t  For tune and Fnshion. 

The Pope and t h e  Devil. were observed f r e q u e n t l y  t o  bow, i n  t h e  moat 

r e s p e c t f u l  complaisant  Manner, t o  sundry I n d i v i d u ~ l e ,  a s  I f  i n  

g r a t e f u l  Acknowledgement f o r  t h e i r  p a s t  Services. About 8 O'clock. 

A.M. t h e  whole was moved t o  t h e  Square be fo re  t h e  State-House. and 

back aga in  t o  Mr. Ramadge's, when Divine  Se rv ice  began i n  S t .  

Michael ' s  Church; i n  which S i t u a t i o n  i t  reniained throughout t h e  Day, 

wi thout  t h e  l e a s t  Appearance of Opposi t ion,  Tumult o r  Disorder  . . . 
In  t h e  Evening t h e  whole Machinery was c a r r i e d  t h r o '  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  

S t r e e t s ,  t o  t h e  Parade,  wi thout  t h e  Town Gate ,  where a Po le  50 Feet  

high was e r e c t e d ,  s t r u n g  wi th  and surrounded by a g r e a t  Number of 

Tar Ba r re l s .  The TEA c o l l e c t e d  by t h e  young Gentlemen t h e  Tuesday 

be fo re ,  being placed between t h e  Devil end Lord North, was s e t  on 

F i r e ,  and brought on our  Enemies in. E f f igy ,  t h a t  Ruin they had de- 

s igned t o  b r ing  on u s  i n  R e a l i t y  (South Caro l ina  Gaze t t e ,  2.1 No- 

vember 1774) .  

quented p l ace  i n  Town. The was exh ib i t ed  i n  a Chair of S t a t e ,  

superbly  d r e s t  i n  a l l  h i s  p r i e s t l y  Canonicals ;  Lord North (with  



The e x h i b i t  was complete w i th  h o m i l e t i c  p o s t e r s ,  such a s :  The forms of popular  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  pre-revolut ionsry  de- 

ROBBERS AND WHITE-ROB'D SAINTS. 

COMPARED TO TYRANTS. 

MAGNA CHARTA, AND THE OATHS OF KINGS 

ARE COBWEBS NOW; 

WITNESS, THE VIOLATION OF THE BOSTON CHARTER. 

Over Massachuset ts  Governor H i t ch inson ' s  head hung t h e  words HIC V I R  

PATRIAM VENDITIT AURO: t h i s  man s o l d  h i s  coun t ry  f o r  gold .  And on Hutch- 

i n son ' a  b r e a s t  were . these  l i n e s :  

Here i n  BOSTON, 

Loaded wi th  t h e  undeserved Honours of my Country, 

I chose  t o  be h e r  Curse;  

I forg 'd  her  Chains. 

The World s h e l l  know me: HUTCHINSON my Name, 

'Mongst T ray to r s  dsmn'd t o  e v e r l a s t i n g  Shame. 

Preferment comes n e i t h e r  from t h e  e a t ,  nor from t h e  

West. nor from t h e  South; bu t  from t h e  NORTH. 

The Devi l  t ake  America, i f  I can on ly  g e t  Preferment .  

Th i s  was t h e  t e x t u r e  of a  r o u t i n e  p a t r i o t i c  c e l e b r a t i o n  i n  t h e  America of 

1774. Desp i t e  t h e  angry words, t h e  f e s t i v i t i e s  went o f f  i n  calm, even i n  

good humor. But t h e  same iconography and t h e  same r h e t o r i c  a l s o  appeared. 

i n  many of t h e  v i o l e n t  even t s  of t h e  time: f o r c i b l e  s e i z u r e s  of t e a ,  a t -  

t acks  on agen t s  of t h e  Crovn, v i g i l a n t e  t r i a l s  of t r a n s g r e s s o r s  a g a i n s t  

t h e  r u l e s  of boycot t  and non-importation, t a r r i n g  and f e a t h e r i n g  of 

. B r i t i s h  sympathizers .  

cade a r e  no t  merely absorbing i n  themselves. They o r e  r e l e v a n t  t o  mnjor 

q u e s t i o n s  concerning t h e  o r i g i n s  of t h e  Revolution. Pnul ine  Mnier. f o r  

example, has  used t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of popular  a c t i o n  a s  evtdence f o r  her  

argument t h a t  t h e  i n i t i a l  impulse of t h e  p re - r evo lu t ions ry  mob i l i za t ion  

was de fens ive  -- an a t t empt  t o  mainta in  l i b e r t i e s  which t h e  c o l o n i s t s  r e -  

garded a s  embedded i n  t he  Engl ish  constitution. Richard Mnxwell Brown 

p l a c e s  t h e  crowd of t h e  1760s and 1770s a t  t h e  c ros s ing -po in t  of an ind t -  

genoua c o l o n i a l  t r a d i t i o n  of v i o l e n t  p r o t e s t  and t h e  e i a l~ t een th -cen tu ry  

B r i t i s h  p r a c t i c e  of bargaining by r i o t .  Gary Nasli o f f e r s  on a n a l y s i s  of 

crowd a c t i o n  t o  suppor t  h i s  p o r t r a y a l  of a  well-developed popular  r ad i ca l -  

i s m  among t h e  c o l o n i s t s .  Indeed, popular  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  such ns  t h e  

Stamp Act r e s i s t a n c e  is s o  v i s i b l e  and c r u c i a l  i n  t h e  I i i s tory .of  t h e  Ameri- 

can Revolut ion t h a t  t h e  advocate  of any p o s i t i o n  whntsoever must f i t  on 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h a t  a c t i o n  i n t o  h i s  general.  argument. 

Repe r to i r e s  of C o l l e c t i v e  Act ion 

My purpose h e r e ,  however, is n e i t h e r  t o  i n f e r  an account  of t h e  

American Revolut ion a s  a  whole from t h e  behavior  of crowdn nor t o  r e i n t e r -  

p r e t  crowd a c t i o n  i n  t h e  l i g h t  of a  gene ra l  t h e s i s  about  t h e  Revo l~ l t i on .  

I want i n s t e a d  t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  some g e n e r a l  f e a t u r e s  of popular  co l -  

l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  which t ake  on a  s t r o n g  r e l i e f  i n  t h e  g l a r e  of a  r e v o l l ~ t i o n a r y  

s i t u a t i o n .  TIie main p o i n t  is elementary: w i t h i n  any p n r t t c u l a r  t ime and 

p l ace ,  t h e  a r r a y  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n s  which people  employ is a )  well-de- 

f i n e d  and b)  q u i t e  l i m i t e d  i n  comparison t o  t h e  ran8e of a c t i o n s  whlcll a r e  

t h e o r e t i c a l l y  a v a i l a b l e  t o  them. In  t h a t  s ense ,  p a r t i c u l a r  t imes ,  p lnces  

and popu la t ions  have t h e i r  own r e p e r t o i r e s  of c o l l e c t l v e  a c t i o n .  On t h e  

wliole, t h e  e x i s t i n g  r e p e r t o i r e  only  changes s lowly.  A t  a  g iven p o i n t  i n  

time, it s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c o n s t r a i n s  t h e  s t r a t e g y  and t a c t i c s  of c o l l e c t i v e  



a c t o r s .  

I f  t h e  i d e a  of a  r e p e r t o i r e  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  is p l a u s i b l e ,  i t  

is not  s e l f - ev iden t .  It s t a t e s  a  p o s i t i o n  r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  from two o t h e r  

competing i d e a s  concerning popular  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n :  1 )  t h e  no t ion  of uni- 

v e r s a l  forms such a s  q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  crowd behavior  o r  s t anda rd  revolu-  

t i ona ry  a c t i o n s :  2 )  t h e  image of c a l c u l a t i n g  t a c t i c i a n s  who s e i z e  every 

oppor tun i ty  t o  p r e s s  t h e i r  advantage and t o  fend o f f  t h e i r  d isadvantage.  

In  c o n t r a s t  w i th  both  these  views, t h e  i d e a  of a  r e p e r t o i r e  imp l i e s  t h a t  

t h e  s tandard forms a r e  l ea rned ,  l i m i t e d  i n  number and scope,  s lowly chan- 

g ing  and p e c u l i a r l y  adapted t o  t h e i r  s e t t i n g s .  Pressed by a  gr ievance.  

i n t e r e s t  b r  a s p i r a t i o n  and confronted wi th  a n  oppor tun i ty  t o  a c t .  groups 

of people  who have t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  a c t  c o l l e c t i v e l y  choose among t h e  forms 

of a c t i o n  i n  t h e i r  l i m i t e d  r e p e r t o i r e .  That cho ice  i s  not  always c o o l  and 

premedi ta ted;  v i g i l a n t e s  sometimes grab t h e i r  guns and march o f f  on t h e  spu r  

of t h e  moment, wh i l e  angry women make food r i o t s .  Nor a r e  t h e  performances 

n e c e s s a r i l y  f rozen ,  regimented and s t e r e o t y p i c a l ;  demonstra tors  a g a i n s t  

t h e  Stamp Act and t h e  a r r i v a l  of d u t i e d  t e a  o f t e n  invented new ways of 

b roadcas t ing  t h e i r  message and r e g u l a r l y  responded t o  unan t i c ipa t ed  con- 

t i ngenc ie s  by improvising. The r e p e r t o i r e  is t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  of j a z z  o r  

c m e d i a  d e l l ' a r t e  r a t h e r  t han  of grand opera  o r  Shakespear ian drama. 

Never theless ,  a  l i m i t e d  r e p e r t o i r e  s e t s  s e r i o u s  c o n s t r a i n t s  on when, where 

and how e f f e c t i v e l y  a  group 'of  a c t o r s  can a c t .  

I f  t h e  idea  of a  r e p e r t o i r e  i s  more then a  convenient  metaphor, we 

should he  a b l e  t o  compare t h e  r e a l  world wi th  t h e  concept .  F igu re  1 

ske tches  o u t  fou r  p o s s i b l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  forms of a c t i o n  

which a r e  a l r eady  f a m i l i a r  t o  a  popu la t ion  and those  which i t  adop t s  when 

a  new oppor tun i ty  comes a long.  I f  t h e r e  is no r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  

p r o b a b i l i t y  of a  g iven  form of a c t i o n  and i ts s i m i l a r i t y  t o  t h e  forms of 
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F igu re  1. A l t e r n a t i v e  P o r t r a y a l s  o f  C o l l e c t i v e  Actl.on Repe r to i r e s  

A.  No Repe r to i r e  

S i m i l a r i t y  t o  

Known Action 

C. F l e x i b l e  Repe r to i r e  

B. Advantage of P a m i t i a r i t y  

d rl 
d 
e 
e 

Low 

S i m i l a r i t y  t o  
. . .  Known ACClOn 

D. Rigid Repe r to i r e  

S i m i l a r i t y  t o  

Known Action 

S i m i l a r i t y  t o  

Known Act ion 



a c t i o n  a l r e a d y  known t o  t h e  populat ion.  t h e  idea  of a  r e p e r t o i r e  is wrong. 

That could be  t r u e  e i t h e r  because  t h e  forms of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  were ran- 

dom and impuls ive ,  o r  because  a c t o r s  g e n e r a l l y  chose  t h e  e f f i c i e n t  means 

r e g a r d l e s s  of i t s  f a m i l i a r i t y .  I n  t h e  aecond case ,  f a m i l i a r  forms have 

an advantage f o r  such r easons  a s  t h e  g r e a t e r  e f f i c i e n c y  wi th  which groups 

use  them. To c a l l  t h e  f a m i l i a r  forms i n  t h i s  cask a  " r epe r to i r e "  i s  mis- 

, leading.  For t h e  word t o  be  use fu l .  a c t o r s  should  d i s p l a y  a  p re fe rence  f o r  

f a m i l i a r  forms which t o  some degree  o v e r r i d e s  ques t ions  of e f f i c i e n c y ,  

which i s  no t  simply a  func t ion  of t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of informat ion,  and 

which l e a d s  them t o  choose d i f f e r e n t l y  from o t h e r  a c t o r s  e lsewhere .  

Sketches  C and D p o r t r a y  c a s e s  i n  which t h e  i d e a  of a  r e p e r t o i r e  is 

u s e f u l .  A f l e x i b l e  r e p e r t o i r e  l e a v e s  some room f o r  innovat ion and f o r  t h e  

d e l i b e r a t e  adopt ion of r e l a t i v e l y  un fami l i a r  means of a c t i o n ,  bu t  s t i l l  

c a n t s  t h e  cho ice  s t r o n g l y  toward f a m i l i a r  means and s e t s  some l i m i t  of un- 

f a m i l i a r i t y  beyond which t h e  a c t o r  w i l l  n o t  go. A r i g i d  r e p e r t o i r e  con f ines  

t h e  a c t o r  t o  a l r eady- fami l i s r  performances: t h e  a c t o r  does  no t  innovate .  

and does n o t  d e l i b e r a t e l y  un fami l i a r  forms of a c t i o n  -- excep t ,  perhaps ,  

i n  c r i s e s  which a l t e r  t h e  e n t i r e  r e p e r t o i r e .  

One could employ t h e  fou r  t ypes  o r  t h e  continuum along which they 

f a l l  a s  a  taxonomy f o r  r e a l  a c t o r s ,  and a s  t h e  b a s i s  of specu la t ion  con- 

ce rn ing  t h e  determinanta  of an  a c t o r ' s  f l e x i b i l i t y .  It might be ,  f o r  

example. t h a t  t h e  l e s s  s p e c i a l i z e d  t h e  group end t h e  c l o s e r  i t  comes t o  

providing its members w i th  a  complete round of l i f e ,  t h e  more r i g i d  i ts 

r e p e r t o i r e .  For t h e  p re sen t .  I have a  s impler  po in t  i n  mind: t h e  sugges- 

t i o n  t h a t  f o r  popu la t ions  which have any s i g n i f i c a n t  capac i ty  f o r  col-  

l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  t h e  f l e x i b l e  r e p e r t o i r e  i s  t h e  normal s i t u a t i o n .  Why? 

Because any p a r t i c u l a r  a c t o r ' s  means grow ou t  of i t s  members' own previous  

expe r i ence  wi th  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  and its own s p e c i f i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  

o t h e r  s i g n i f i c a n t  a c t o r s  i n  its immediate environment.  

Descr ibing and Explaining Repe r to i r e s  

Th i s  p a r t i c u l a r i s m  s e t s  u s  two cha l l enges .  The f i r s t  ts b a s i c s l l y  

empi r i ca l :  t o  make a  f i rm.  r e l i o b l e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of a  particular n c t o r ' a  

e x i s t i n g  r e p e r t o i r e  be fo re  a t t empt ing  t o  exp la in  its c u r r e n t  a c t i o n ,  o r  

i nac t ion .  The second combinea theory and observat ion:  t o  account  f o r  

change and v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h e  r e p e r t o i r e s  of d i f f e r e n t  s o r t s  of oc to rn .  

Th i s  paper makes s sma l l  response t o  t h e  f i r s t  cha l l enge  by ske t ch ing  t h e  

va r i ed  r e p e r t o i r e s  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  America and England between 

1750 and 1830. As f o r  t h e  second, I have on ly  p re l imina ry  sugges t ions  t o  

o f f e r .  A c h e c k l i s t  of f a c t o r s  we must cons ide r  runs  1.ike t h i s :  

1. t h e  p a t t e r n  of r e p r e s s i o n  i n  tl ie world t o  which t h e  a c t o r  belongs;  

2.  t h e  r e l e v a n t  popu la t ion ' s  nccumulated exper jence wi th  p r i o r  

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n ;  

3. t h e  d s i l v  r o u t i n e s  and i n t e r n a l  o rgan iza t ion  of t h e  populat ion 

i n  ques t ion ;  

4. t h e  s t anda rds  of r i g h t s  and j u s t i c e  p r e v a i l i n g  i n  t h e  populat ion.  

The list is broad. Yet i t  exc ludes  a  number of f a c t o r s  v a r i o u s  s t u d e n t s  

have considered t o  be  important :  how angry o r  f r u s t r a t e d  o r  depr ived t h e  

populat ion is, whether mob i l i za t ion  is proceeding r a p i d l y  o r  s lowly,  nnd 

s o  on. 

Repress ion is probably t h e  most underra ted i tem on tlie list. Moat 

obse rve r s  concede some tendency f o r  r e p r e s s i o n  t o  lower t h e  level of col-  

l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  The controversy t h e r e  t u r n s  on tlie s t r e n g t h ,  cons l s t ency  

and contingency of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p :  Do long-reprepsed popu la t ions  even- 

t u a l l y  a c q u i r e  t h e  w i l l  t o  r e b e l ?  Does a  r ap id  i n c r e a s e  i n  r ep rens ion  tend 



t o  s t i m u l a t e  r e s i s t a n c e  be fo re  i t  has  a  dep res s ing  e f f e c t 7  We have l e s s  

controversy,  and fewer i n t e r e s t i n g  s p e c u l a t i o n s ,  about  t h e  e f f e c t s  of re-  

p re s s ion  on t h e  form of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  Yet we have reason t o  b e l i e v e  

t h a t  t hose  e f f e c t s  a r e  cons ide rab le .  

The f i r s t  r ea son  comes from t h e  h i s t o r y  of p a r t i c u l a r  forms of 

c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  Consider t h e  s t r i k e :  During t h e  n ine t een th  cen tu ry  

workers ,  employers end governments engaged i n  a  con t inu ing  s t r u g g l e :  i ts  

gene ra l  outcome was no t  only  t h e  l e g a l i z a t i o n  of some s o r t  of s t r i k e  a c t i -  

v i t y  b u t  a l s o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of sha red  unders tandings  concerning t h e  a c t i o n s  

which c o n s t i t u t e d  a  s t r i k e .  By no means a l l  concer ted wi thholding of l abo r  

q u a l i f i e d :  t h e  p a r t i e s  hammered o u t  d e t a i l e d  r u l e s  excluding i n d i v i d u a l  ab- 

senteeism,  occupat ion of t h e  premises ,  r e f u s a l  t o  do p a r t i c u l a r  j obs ,  and 

s o  f o r t h .  I t  is no t  simply t h a t  l e g i s l a t o r s  made some forms of s t r i k e  

l e g a l ,  and o t h e r  forms of s t r i k e  i l l e g a l .  That happened too.  But i n  t h e  

p rocess  t h e  a n t a g o n i s t s  c r e a t e d  -- i n  p r a c t i c e . a s  w e l l  a s  i n  theory -- a 

sha rpe r  d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e  s t r i k e  and o t h e r  forms of a c t i o n  wi th  which 

i t  had p rev ious ly  o f t e n  been a s s o c i a t e d :  sabotage,  slowdown, absenteeism,  

t h e  demonstra t ion.  A narrowed, conta ined s t r i k e  en te red  t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  

of workers '  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  P re s su re  from t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  shaped t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r  con tou r s  of t h e  nineteenth-century s t r i k e .  

The second reason f o r  s t t r i b u t i n g  importance t o  r e p r e s s i o n  is t h e  

apparent  succes s  gf a u t h o r i t i e s  i n  channel ing c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  from one 

form t o  another .  I n  e ighteenth-century B r i t a i n ,  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  t o l e r a t e d  

o r  even encouraged assemblies  f o r  t h e  pu rpose ,o f  p repa r ing  a  p e t i t i o n  f o r  

r e l i e f  of t h e  poor and t h e  unemployed, b u t  s e n t  t h e  m i l i t i a  a g a i n s t  crowds 

which gathered a t  an employer ' s  house t o  demand work o r  h ighe r  wages. I n  

t h e  s h o r t  run. t h e  p a t t e r n  of r e p r e s s i o n  channeled workers away from mobbing 

t h e  employer and toward p e t i t i o n i n g  t h e  Mag i s t r a t e s .  I n  tlie long run.  a  

p e r s i s t e n t  choice  of p e t i t i o n i n g  a l t e r e d  t h e  o rgan iza t ion  of workers nnd 

diminished t h e i r  c a p a c i t y  t o  mob when t h a t  might have been t h e  moat e f f ec -  

t i v e  choice .  

I f  t h e  i n t e r p l a y  between a u t h o r i t i e s  and o t h e r  n c t o r s  s i g n l f i c n n t l y  

a f f e c t s  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e - a c t i o n  r e p e r t o i r e ,  t h a t  f a c t  makes i t  hard t o  omoss 

independent evidence of t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of a  p a r t i c u l n r  r e p e r t o i r e .  I f  n  

group of Boston workers never  sack t h e  custom-house, i a  t h a t  because  custom- 

house-sacking has  no p l a c e  i n  t h e i r  r e p e r t o i r e ,  o r  because they never hnve 

t h e  oppor tun i ty  and i n c e n t i v e  t o  do so7 We s h s l l  u l t i m a t e l y  have t o  f a c e  

t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  by th ink ing  of a l l  p o s s i b l e  forms of nc t ion  a s  f a l l i n g  i n t o  

a  long rank-orderof  p re fe rence ,  t h e  h igh ly  p r e f e r r e d  forms c o n s t i t u t i n g  

t h e  r e p e r t o i r e .  Compared wi th  o t h e r  groups ,  o r  wi th  i t n e l f  a t  nnotlier po in t  

i n  time, we w i l l  f i n d  a  group employing a  p a r t i c u l a r  form of c o l l e c t i v e  ac- 

t i o n  when t h e  expected c o s t s  of u s ing  t h a t  form a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  high and t h e  

expected b e n e f i t s  of its u s e  r e l a t i v e l y  low. Occasional ly  t h e  s o r t s  of 

documents w i th  which I began t h i s  e s say  g ive  u s  evidence about  t h e  pre- 

ference:  l e t  u s  i n  on t h e  deliberations of a  group on I t s  way t o  a c t i o n ,  

show us  r e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e  news t h a t  some o t h e r  group has  ncted i n  a  woy 

which i s  f o r e i g n  t o  t h e  l o c a l  g roup ' s  r e p e r t o i r e .  and s o  on. 

For t h e  t ime being,  however, we s h a l l  have t o  s e t t l e  f o r  a  thought- 

f u l  i nven to ry  of t h e  means of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  whlch d i f f e r e n t  groups ac- 

t u a l l y  employ. A t hough t fu l  inventory ~ h o u l d  l ead  t o  c l e a r e r  i d e a s  con- 

ce rn ing  t h e  reasons  behind t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  mix of a c t i o n s  nbserved. and 

perhaps  t o  evidence conf i rming o r  denying t h e  importance of a  l ea rned  reper- 

t o i r e  a s  a  c o n s t r a i n t  on c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  I n  t h e  p re l imina ry  i n v e n t o r l c s  

which occupy t h e  remainder of t h i s  e s say ,  my hopes n r e  modest. The rnnue 

of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  under c o n s i d e r a t i o n  is narrow: I t  concen t r a t e s  on forms 



of con ten t ion  i n  which a t  l e a a t  one p a r t y  is making c la ims on ano the r  

pa r ty  -- cla ims which would, i f  r e a l i z e d ,  r e q u i r e  t h e  second p a r t y  t o  ex- 

pend va luab le  resources .  The e m p i r i c a l  work I have done . so  f a r  focuses .  

fur thermore,  on g a t h e r i n g s  i n  vh ich  a  number of people  assemble i n  t h e  

same p l a c e  and make such c la ims.  The r e p e r t o i r e s  i n  ques t ion ,  then,  a r e  

not  r e a l l y  r e p e r t o i r e s  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  g e n e r a l ,  bu t  t hose  p o r t i o n s  

of t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  which c o n a i s t  of con ten t ious  ga the r ings .  I f  heavy re-  

p re s s ion ,  f o r  example, encourages people  t o  s h i f t  away from any g a t h e r i n g s  

a t  a l l  toward t h e  coordinated appea l  t o  powerful pa t rons ,  t h a t  important  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i l l  tend t o  e scape  our  a t t e n t i o n .  

In s t ead  of fol lowing t h e  t e c h n i c a l  and t h e o r e t i c a l  problems which 

f a c e  any s t u d e n t  of r e p e r t o i r e s ,  l e t  us  make fou r  more quick s t o p s  i n  t h e  

a v a i l a b l e  evidence.  F i r s t ,  ano the r  look a t  America i n  t h e  Revolut ionary 

pe r iod ,  t o  g a i n  a  f i r s t  impress ion of t h e  e f f e c t  of t h e  p o l i t i c a l  c r i s i s  on 

t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  of con ten t ion  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s .  Next, a  g l ance  a t  t h e  United 

S t a t e s  f i f t y  yea r s  l a t e r ,  t o  g e t  some sense  of longer-range changes. Then, 

a  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  cen tu ry ,  bu t  t h i s  t ime t o  Great  B r i t a i n  i n  t h e  

pe r iod  of t h e  American Revolut ion.  F i n a l l y ,  some obse rva t ions  on conten- 

t i o u s  ga the r ings  i n  t h e  B r i t a i n  of t h e  1820s. 

Changing Repe r to i r e s  i n  America. 1750-1780 

I n  t h e  American c o l o n i e s ,  t h e  t h i r t y  y e a r s  from 1750 t o  1780 t ake  u s  

from a  pe r iod  of r e l a t i v e  calm through t h e  French and Ind ian  War, through 

the  Stamp Act c r i s i s  and f u r t h e r  c o n f l i c t s  between t h e  Colonies  and B r i t a i n ,  

i n t o  ' the outbreak of open war wi th  t h e  mother country .  Any inven to ry  of 

con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s  registers those  changes unmistakably. 

The Seven Years War -- known i n  America a s  t h e  French and Ind ian  War -- be- 

gan i n  1756. During t h e  y e a r s  be fo re  t h e  war, t h e  most f r equen t  con ten t ions  

of any s i z e  were no doubt t h e  m e e t i n g s ~ f l o c a l  and p r o v i n c i a l  assemhlies ;  

among t h e  moat common a c t i o n s ,  f o r  example, were a  t a r n  mee t ing ' s  p e t i t i o n -  

i ng  of a  p r o v i n c i a l  l e g i s l a t u r e  f o r  p r o t e c t i o n  o r  tax  r e l i e f .  and a  pro- 

v i n c i a l  l e g i s l a t u r e ' s  p e t i t i o n i n g  Par l iament  f o r  t h e  r i g h t  t o  i s s u e  money 

o r  l e v y  t axes .  I n  t hose  y e a r s ,  v i o l e n t  con ten t ion  o f t e n  took t h e  forms of 

a f f r a y s  between Ind ians  and wh i t e  s e t t l e r s  on t h e  f r o n t 4 e r .  s t r u g g l e s  be- 

tween a d j a c e n t  s e t t l e m e n t s  f o r  c o n t r o l  of f o r e s t s ,  f i e l d s  o r ' w o t e r ,  r e s i s -  

t ance  t o  impressment f o r  nava l  s e r v i c e ,  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  Crown's conman- 

dee r ing  of t a l l  t r e e s  f o r  mas t s ,  b a t t l e s  between customs men and c o l o n i s t s  

who wanted t o  evade t h e  payment of du t i e s , and  t h e  t r ack ing  down of runaway 

' s l aves .  Pub l i c  ceremonies such a s  Pope's Day were f r equen t  occas ions  f o r  

t h e  d i s p l a y  of suppor t  o r  oppos i t i on  t o  o f f i c i a l s  and p u b l i c  p o l i c y .  

With t h e  a r r i v a l  of 1756, I n d i a n l s e t t l e r  b a t t l e s  and m i l i t a r y  en- 

gagements between French and B r i t i s h  f o r c e s  became much more prominent 

than be fo re .  Let  u s  t ake ,  f o r  exsmple. t h e  con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  repor- 

t ed  du r ing  1756 i n  two important  weekly newspapers: t h e  Boston Gaze t t e  and 

t h e  South Caro l ina  Gaze t t e .  From January through Horch, t h e  fou r t een  re- 

por ted even t s  included e i g h t  v i o l e n t  encounters  between Ind ians  nnd wh i t e  

s e t t l e r s  i n  New York, New J e r s e y  and Pennsylvania ,  two g a l n  g r e e t j n g s  f o r  

famous g e n e r a l s  i n  New York and Boston, two meet ings  of ossemblies  and two 

e scapes  of p r i sone r s .  I n  t h e  q u o r t e r  from A p r i l  t h roug l~  June,  22 even t s  

included ano the r  n i n e  s e t t l e r l I n d i a n  a f f r n y s ,  s i x  r e l a t t v e l y  r o u t i n e  aasem- 

b l i e s  t o  t r a n s a c t  p u b l j c  bus ines s  and make demands on h ighe r  authorities, . 
t h e  welcoming of a  g e n e r a l  t o  New York and a  governor t o  Cl lor les ton,  two 

p a t r i o t i c  r i t e s  (one a  day of f a s t i n g  and prayer  f o r  t h c  p re se rva t ion  of 

t h e  government, t h e  o t h e r  a  c e l e b r a t i o n  of t h e  King's b i r t l~dccy) ,  a  meeting 

of back-country Pennsylvanians demanding a  m i l i t i a ,  nnd t h e  marching o f f  



of t h e  governor and gentlemen of Maryland t o  b u i l d  a  new f o r t .  J u l y  

through September brought ano the r  22 even t s :  e i g h t  Indian/whi te  b a t t l e s ,  

r a i d s  o r  sk i rmishes ,  two assemblies  of Ind ians ,  two conferences  o f  c o l o n i a l  

o f f i c i a l s  w i t h  Ind ians ,  s i x  p roces s ions  and r e c e p t i o n s  i n  honor of g e n e r a l s ,  

Boston's p u b l i c  demonstra t ion of suppor t  f o r  t h e  war, a  meeting of t h e  

gentlemen o f  South Caro l ina  f o r  t h e  purpose o f  forming an  a r t i l l e r y  com- 

pany, t h e  of a  p e t i t i o n  f o r  county c o u r t s  i n  South Carol ina .  

and but  one r o u t i n e  assembly: t o  a r r ange  t h e  inco rpora t ion  of Ph i l l i p s town ,  

Massachusetts.  The y e a r ' s  l a s t  q u a r t e r  produced only  fou r t een  accoun t s  of 

con ten t ious  ga the r ings :  seven i n s t a n c e s  of wh i t e l Ind ian  v io l ence ,  fou r  

p a t r i o t i c  c e l e h r a t i o n s ,  one conference between Ind ians  and c o l o n i a l  of- 

f i c i a l s ,  a  meeting of t h e  V i r g i n i a  l e g i s l a t u r e  t o  r a i s e  money f o r  t h e  sup- 

p o r t  of t h e  Cherokee and Catawba p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  war a g a i n s t  t h e  

French, a  s i n g l e  meeting of t h e  p r o p r i e t o r s  of Nottingham. Throughout t h e  

year  come m u l t i p l e  accounts  of t roop  movements, brushes  and b a t t l e s  among 

t h e  French, t h e  B r i t i s h  and d i f f e r e n t  groups of Ind ians .  

I f  you au toma t i ca l ly  d i smis s  t h i s  ca t a logue  a s  a  b iased enumeration 

of 1756 's  con ten t ious  ga the r ings ,  your impulse i s  a b s o l u t e l y  r i g h t .  The 

Boston Gazet te  and t h e  South Caro l ina  Gaze t t e  were s u r e l y  more l i k e l y  t o  -- 
l e a r n  of d i s t a n t  Ind ian  r a i d s  t han  of d i s t a n t  town meetings; they were a l s o  

undoubtedly more l i k e l y  t o  p r i n t  t h e  news of t h e  r a i d s  when they knew of 

them. Nonetheless ,  t h e  l i s t  g i v e s  a  s ense  of t h e  t e x t u r e  of t h e  more v i s i -  

b l e  types  of con ten t ious  ga the r ing  i n  1756, and can s e r v e  a s  a  b a s e l i n e  f o r  

comparisons wi th  o t h e r  sou rces ,  pe r iods  and p l aces .  

I n  1756, a c t s  of war dominated t h e  l i s t .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  a c t s  of 

war, meetings of w a r r i o r s  and meet ings  wi th  w a r r i o r s  s tand o u t .  War con- 

t inued t o  loom l a r g e  i n  American con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  f o r  t h e  next  seven 

yea r s .  But t h e  1756 ca t a logue  of even t s  a l s o  b r i n g s  o u t  o t h e r  i s s u e s ,  

only  i n d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  war, which became major hases  of con ten t ion  

l a t e r  on. I n  South Carol ina  and e lsewhere ,  people a t  t h e  f r o n t i e r  were 

making two s t r o n g  demands on t h e  o f f i c i a l s  i n  t h e  c o a s t a l  c a p i t a l s :  g i v e  

us  p r o t e c t i o n  from Ind ians  and out laws;  l e t  u s  have our  own c o u r t s ,  govern- 

ments and m i l i t a r y  u n i t s .  The two demands were p a r t l y  con t r ad ic to ry .  Out 

of t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  grew t h e  widespread v i g i l a n t e  and Regulntor movcments 

of t h e  1760s; l o c a l  people  took t h e  law i n t o  t h e i r  own hands. Other i m -  

p o r t a n t  i s s u e s  shaping up i n  1756 included t h e  powers of t h e  c o l o n t a l  l e g i e -  

l a t u r e s t o  t a x ,  r e g u l a t e  money and c o n t r o l  m i l i t a r y  a c t i v i t y .  Those i s s u e s  

p e r s i s t e d  t o  t h e  Revolution. 

Moving forward t e n  yea r s  t o  1766 b r i n g s  u s  i n t o  t h e  midst  o f  t h e  

Stamp Act c r i s i s .  That was t h e  o n s e t  of determined c o l o n i a l  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  

demands of t h e  B r i t i s h  crown. The war had ended i n  1763. B r i t a i n  had 

wrested Canada from t h e  French a t  g r e a t  expense. and had h n j l t  up i ts North 

American m i l i t a r y  e s t ab l i shmen t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  p r o t e c t  j t s  expanded empire. 

A s  t h e  war ended, t h e  B r i t i s h  sought  t o  he lp  pay f o r  t h e  war and t h e  ex- 

panded m i l i t a r y  expenses by i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  r e t u r n  from o ld  sou rces  of reve- 

nue and by inven t ing  new sources  of revenue. A t i g h t e n i n g  of s u r v e i l l a n c e  

over  customs was an  important  p a r t  of t h e  f i r s t  e f f o r t .  It l ed  t o  numerous 

c l a s h e s  between c o a s t a l  t r a d e r s  -- umugglers, from t h e  B r i t i s h  po in t  of 

view -- and customs o f f i c e r s .  The Stamp Act was a  c r i t i c a l  p a r t  of t h e  

e f f o r t  t o  r a i s e  new revenue. 

The Stamp Act r equ i r ed  t h e  use  of expensive  stamped paper f o r  a  

v a r i e t y  of l e g a l  and c o m e r c i a l  t r a n s a c t i o n s .  It went l n t o  e f f e c t  In  Bri- 

t a i n  months b e f o r e  i t s  a p p l i c a t i o n  i n  America; t h e r e  i t  exc i t ed  wfdespread 

grumbling and some l o c a l i z e d  r e s i s t a n c e ,  but  no th ing  l i k e  a  n n t i o i ~ n l  

movement of p r o t e s t .  I n  t h e  co lon ie s ,  i t  brought a  wide, determined c o a l i -  

t i o n  of p a t r i o t s  i n t o  being.  By t h e  s t a r t  of 1766, t h e  major c i t i e s  had 



a l r eady  been through fou r  months of mob i l i za t ion  and c o n f l i c t  over  t h e  

Stamp Act. By t h a t  t ime, organized groups of merchants,  a r t i s a n s  and o t h e r  

u r b a n i t e s  were a c t i v e l y  and e f f e c t i v e l y  b lock ing  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  Act 

anywhere i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s .  The i r  e f f o r t s  focused on coe rc ing  r o y a l  o f f i c i a l s  

and des igna ted  stamp agen t s ,  t o  keep them from even s e t t i n g  up stamp o f f i c e s  

o r  p u t t i n g  t h e  stamped paper on s a l e .  They organized ex t r avagan t  s p e c t a c l e s ,  

i nc lud ing  t h e  e r e c t i o n  of gal lows and t h e  hanging, parading and burning of 

e f f i g i e s .  On occasion,  they a t t a c k e d  t h e  persons  o r  p rope r ty  of o f f i c i a l s  

and stampmen. The a c t i o n  included t h e  famous sacking of Massachuset ts  Lieu- 

tenant  Governor Hutchinson's mansion on 26 August 1765. By t h e  end of t h a t  

y e a r ,  most stnmp agen t s  had p ruden t ly  r e s igned ,  and t h e  activists had en- 

t i r e l y  blocked t h e  Ac t ' s  a p p l i c a t i o n  i n  t h e  co lon ie s .  

The a c t i o n  cont inued up t o  t h e  r e p e a l  of t h e  Stamp Act i n  1766. 

There were p u b l i c  b o n f i r e s  of stamps, mock t r i a l s ,  more pub l i c  tableaux.  

Repeal i t s e l f  was t h e  occasion of major p u b l i c  c e l e b r a t i o n s  wi th  much of t h e  

same s t r e e t  t h e a t e r .  In  Cha r l e s ton ,  according t o  t h e  South Caro l ina  Gaze t t e  

of 9 June: 

Wednesday l a s t  be ing  t h e  b i r t h  day of our  most g rac ious  and good 

Sovereign. King George I11 now i n  t h e  29th year  of h i s  age,  t h e  

same was observed h e r e  wi th  a l l  p o s s i b l e  demonstra t ions  of a f f ec -  

t i o n ,  l o y a l t y  and joy ;  t o  t h e  l a s t  of which t h e  remarkable i n c i d e n t  

of t h e  r e p e a l  of t h e  stamp-act a r r i v i n g  t h a t  very  day, added n o t  a  

l i t t l e .  The morning was ushered i n  wi th  t h e  r i n g i n g  o f  b e l l s ,  and 

a  g e n e r a l  d i sp l ay  of c o l o u r s  on a l l  t h e  b a s t i o n s  and v e s s e l s .  The 

Char les  Town regiment of m i l i t i a ,  conunanded by t h e  hon. Col.  O thn ie l  

Beale, t h e  a r t i l l e r y  company commanded by Capt. Chr is topher  Gndsden, 

and a  new company, of l i g h t  i n f a n t r y ,  commanded by Capt. Thomas 

Savage, were a l l  a f t e r v a r d s  drawn up i n  Broad S t r e e t ,  and reviewed 

by h i s  honours t h e  L ieu tenan t  governor, a t t ended  by h i s  c o u n c i l ,  

t h e  members of assembly and p u b l i c  o f f i c e r s ,  who was pleased t o  ex- 

press g r e a t  s a t i s f a c t i o n  wi th  t h e  appearance and behaviour of t h e  

whole; and i t  must be  pa r t i cu l . a r ly  observed, t o  t h e  honour of Cnpt. 

Savage 's  company, t h a t  they exceeded a l l  expec ta t ion  from t h e  s h o r t  

t ime they had been formed. At noon r o y a l  s a l u t e s  were f i r e d  from 

t h e  f o r t s . 6 ~ .  And h i s  honour gave a  ve ry  e l e g a n t  en t e r t a inmen t  t o  

t h e  counc i l ,  assembly, and p u b l i c  o f f i c e r s ,  a t  Efr. D i l l o n ' s ,  where 

many l o y a l  and c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  t o a s t s  were drank,  amongst which t h e  

b e s t  f r i e n d s  t o  B r i t a i n  and America were no t  o m i t t e d  -- The a r t i l -  

l e r y  and l i g h t  i n f a n t r y  companies l i k e w i s e  hnd nn en te r t a inmen t  i n  

honour of t h e  day a t  Mr. Di l lon ' s .  -- A t  n i g h t  t h e  i l l u m i n a t i o n s  

were grand and gene ra l ,  bu t  t h e  weather proving bad, many c u r i o u ~  

e x h i b i t i o n s  were prevented.  

In  Massachusetts:  

On t h e  f i r s t  news of t h e  r e p e a l  of t h e  stnmp a c t ,  i n  New England. 

t h e  b e l l s  were s e t  r i n g i n g  a t  Boston. t h e  s h i p s  I n  t h e  harbour d i s -  

played t h e i r  co lou r s ,  guns were every where f i r e d  on a t 1  t h e  bnt- 

t e r i e s ,  and i n  t h e  evening bonf i r e s .  A t  t h e  same time a  day of 

gene ra l  r e j o i c i n g  was appointed;  t h e  morning of which was ushered 

i n  w i th  music, r i n g i n g  of b e l l s ,  and t h e  disc l inrge  of cnnnon; t h e  

s h i p s  i n  t h e  harbour d i sp l ayed  t h e i r  c o l o u r s ,  nnd on mnny of t h e  

houses were ho i s t ed  s t r eamers .  At one i n  t h e  a f t e rnoon ,  t h e  c a s t l e ,  

and b a t t e r i e s ,  and t r a i n  of a r t i l l e r y .  d ischarged t h e i r  ordnance; 

and a t  n i g h t  t h e  whole town was most b e a u t i f u l l y  i l l uminn ted .  On 

t h e  common, a  magnif icent  pyramid. i l l umina ted  wi th  280 ( t h e  number 



t h a t  voted f o r  t h e  r e p e a l )  lamps were e r e c t e d ,  t h e  fou r  upper s t o -  

r i e s  of which were ornamented wi th  t h e  f i g u r e s  of t h e i r  Ma jes t i e s ,  

and fou r t een  of t h e  worthy p a t r i o t a  who d i s t i ngu i shed  themselves by 

t h e i r  l ove  of l i b e r t y  (Gentlemen'a Magazine, J u l y  1766. p. 341). 

So i t  went throughout t h e  co lon ie s .  The Stamp Act was and i ts r e p e a l  were 

no t  t h e  only  o b j e c t s  of con ten t ious  ga the r ings  i n  1766, but  they were t h e  most 
I 

v i s i b l e .  Otherwise, t h e  p a t t e r n  was much l i k e  t h a t  of 1756, minus t h e  war. 

By 1776. a  new war had begun. Now t h e  c o l o n i e s  were i n  more o r  

. l e s s  open r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  Crown, a f t e r  s e v e r a l  yea r s  of g radua l ly  de- 

t ach ing  themselves from t h e  e f f e c t i v e  c o n t r o l  of t h e  roya l  agen t s  i n  America. 

In  a l l  t h e  co lon ie s  o u t s i d e  of Canada, fu l l - f l edged  r evo lu t iona ry  committees 

and p r o v i s i o n a l  governments completed t h e  displacement  of t h e  o l d  au tho r i -  

t i e s .  During t h e  yea r ,  d f s c i p l i n e d  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e s  pushed unsuccess fu l ly  

i n t o  Quebec, then withdrew i n t o  New England: ano the r  army evacuated t h e  c i t y  

of New York a f t e r  a  B r i t i s h  l and ing  on S t a t e n  I s l a n d .  Meanwhile provin- I 
c i a 1  l e g i s l a t u r e s  and a  Con t inen ta l  Congress d e l i b e r a t e d ,  pronounced, de- 

c ln red  independence and made t h e  p r o v i s i o n s  necessary  f o r  t h e  support  of I 

t he  m i l i t a r y  o p e r a t i o n s  and f o r  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of new, independent i n s t r u -  1 

ments of government. These f e v e r i s h  a c t i v i t i e s  absorbed o r  b lun ted  almost i 
a l l  o t h e r  i n t e r e s t s  and d i v i s i o n s .  I n  one way o r  ano the r ,  almost a l l  of I 
Americn's con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  l i nked  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  r evo lu t iona ry  s t rug -  

g l e  f o r  power. This  s t a t e  of a f f a i r s  -- a  high l e v e l  of mob i l i za t ion ,  t h e  
1 

dominance of m i l i t a r y  a c t i v i t y  and s ta temaking,  t h e  abso rp t ion  of most l o c a l  I 
c o n f l i c t s  i n t o  one l a r g e , c o n f l i c t  -- cont inued f o r  ano the r  s i x  yea r s .  

Th i s  cu r so ry  review of American con ten t ious  ga the r ings  i n  t h e  t h i r t y  

yea r s  a f t e r  1750 on ly  h i n t s  a t  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  change: t h e  s t e a d i l y  i n c r e a s i n g  

con tac t  and coord ina t ion  among t h e  a c t i v i s t s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  co lon ie s .  We 

no t i ced  e a r l i e r  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  Char l e s ton ' s  p a t r i o t s  gave t o  Bonton du r ing  

t h e i r  Pope's Day c e l e b r a t i o n s  of 1774. As t h e  f r o n t  s t a g e  of con f ron ta t ion  

wi th  t h e  B r i t i s h  a u t h o r i t i e s .  Boston g e n e r a l l y  a t t r a c t e d  more a t t e n t i o n  than 

o t h e r  c o l o n i a l  c i t i e s .  But t h e  phenomenon was much more gene ra l .  With 

t h e  Stamp Act mob i l i za t ion  and t h e  format ion of a  web of l o c a l  p a t r i o t i c  

c l u b s  and committees, t h e  people  o f  one colony i n c r e a s i n g l y  drew i d e a s  and 

informat ion from t h e  o t h e r  co lon ie s :  news flowed, and s o  d i d  r h e t o r i c ,  sym- 

b o l s ,  t h e  very form of ga the r ings .  L ibe r ty  t r e e s ,  g o l l o w ~ ,  e f f i g i e s ,  pr in-  

ted  s logans  and b o n f i r e s  became t h e  s t anda rd  accouterments  of n n t i - B r i t i s h  

d i s p l a y s .  

Throughout t he  per iod.  t h r e e  main c l a s s e s  of con ten t ions  g a t h e r i n g s  

p reva i l ed :  1 )  a c t s  of war, some of which cons i s t ed  of a t t a c k s  by armed fo r -  

c e s  on members of t h e  gene ra l  populat ion:  2) r e s i s t a n c e  by wel l -def ined 

groups ,  such a s  c o a s t a l  t r a d e r a ,  a g a i n s t  t h e  e f f o r t s  of c o n s t i t u t e d  alltho- 

r i t i e s  t o  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  r e g u l a r  a c t i v i t i e s  o r  t o  t ake  valued r e sources  away 

from them; 3) assemblies  au tho r i zed  by law and p u b l i c  o f f i c i n l s ,  i n  t h e  

cour se  of which o rd ina ry  c i t i z e n s  o f t e n  a r t i c u l a t e d  gr ievances .  demands o r  

p o l i t i c a l  p re fe rences ;  t h i s  t h i r d  category included p u b l i c  hol.'days, cere-  

monial e n t r i e s  of d i g n i t a r i e s ,  markets and t h e  openings  of c o u r t s  and l e g i s -  

l a t u r e s .  From a  twent ie th-century po in t  o f  view, i t  is s u r p r i s i n g  how 

much con ten t ion  appeared i n  t h e  midst  of du ly  s u t h o r l t e d  gatheri.nga, and 

how l i t t l e  through 9 u t h o r i z e d  e f f o r t s  t o  assemble and make demands. Not 

t h a t  t h e  Americans o f . t h e  1750s were s e r v i l e  o r  qu ie scen t ;  t h e i r  r ead ines s  , 

t o  b a t t l e  customs agen t s  and m i l i t a r y  r e c r u i t e r s  allows t h e  con t r a ry .  When 

faced wi th  moral r ep roba te s ,  fur thermore,  they were prepnred t o  mock them 

i n  t h e  s t r e e t s , ' t o  burn them i n  e f f i g y ,  t o  t a r  and f e a t h e r  them, t o  r i d e  

them o u t  of town on r a i l s .  But when o rd ina ry  Americans themselves d i r e c t e d  



a demand or complaint at holders of power, they were very inclined to do so 

- either through a display of sentiments st an already-authorized public occa- 

sion or through the petition of a regularly-constituted deliberative body. 

That trait of American contentious gatherings changed somewhat in 

the two decades after 1756. With the struggle over the Stamp Act we see a 

trio of related alterations in the pattern: an increasing readiness of ordi- 

nary citizens to organize their own ceremonies, symbolic displays and demon- 

strations of sentiment without prior authorization; a rising importance of 

special-purpose associations such as the Sons of Liberty; an increasing em- 

ployment of the forms and symbols of moral reprobation in large-scale po- 

litical conflicts. To be sure, elite organizers such as Samuel Adams and 

John Hancock often stood behind the scenes. To be sure, the coalition -- 
implicit or explicit -- between substantial merchants and established 
craftsmen frequently underlay the newly independent shows of force. That 

change in the structure of parer helped transform the character of conten- 

tious gatherings. 

A Brief Glance at America in 1828 

A half-century after the Revolution, the United States were steadily 

filling up the land from the Atlantic Coast to the Mississippi, and pushing 

on beyond. Although farming was the predominant economic activity, manufac- 

turing was growing rapidly in the Northeast. The manufacturers of New 

England sought protection from foreign competition, while the cotton-growers 

of the South prospered by shipping their product to the rival manufacturers 

of Great Britain. Regularly-elected deliberative assemblies of various 

kinds were doing a major part of public business. 

. In that America, Niles' Register for 1828 reports a somewhat dif- 

ferent mixture of contentious gatherings frob the mixture we have noticed 

in the eighteenth-century papers. Of the mere 21 gatherings mentioned 

unambiguously in the 1828 Niles', nine were deliberately-called meetings. 

The wool growers and manufacturers of ~ssachusettu met in Boston to resolve 

Protection. The acting committee of the New Jersey Society for Promoting 

Manufactures and Mechanic Arts met in Peterson, likewise to plead for Pro- 

tection. So did a group of manufacturers in Philadelphia. Anti-tariff 

meetings, on the other hand, took place in Oxford. North Carolina, in Abbe- 

ville, Columbia and Waterborough. South Carolina, and In Athens, Georgia. 

Only one of the reported meetings did not directly concern tariffs, and 

that one still had a protectionist flavor: it was s Baltimore gnthering 

which issued a memorial opposing the suction system. which allegedly gave 

foreign merchants control of American trade. All nine meetings either 

brought together members of particular~specisl-purpose associations or 

were sponsored by special-purpose associations. 

The other twelve cventa were more diverse. There were four battles 

between Indians and whites; they now took place in the zone from Tndiann 

to New Mexico rather than close to the East Coast. There were three actions 

by workers as workers: a turnout by laborers on the Charlestown, Elnsanchu- 

setts drydock; a series of battles between weavers and the watch in Phila- 

delphia; a "riot" of stevodores, riggers end others in New York. Two gath- 

erings were authorized public ceremonies -- one the assembly of n large 
crowd to greet Ilenry Clay on his arrival in Philadelphia, another a cele- 

bratory dinner for a free-trade congressman from South Carolina, nnd still 

another the burning in effigy of s New York state senator who lrnd voted 

against a local canal'bill. 

All these events had their eighteenth-century cquivalents. The 

smaller list is obviously short on electoral meetings and rallies. The 

magazine's strong protectionist stance probnbly led it to emphasize gsther- 

ings dealing with the tariff. Nevertheless, the reports in the 1828 Niles' 



b r i n g  u s  i n t o  a  d i f f e r e n t  world from t h e  1756 Boston Gazet te .  I n  t h a t  

world, au tho r i zed  pub l i c  ceremonies p l ay  a  d iminished r o l e  a s  t h e  s e t t i n g s  

f o r  t h e  s ta tement  of demands and g r i evances .  Special-purpose a s s o c i a t i o n s  

appear  t o  be  important .  And we have some s i g n s  t h a t  workers a r e  pursuing 

t h e i r  w n  c o l l e c t i v e  i n t e r e s t s  a s  workers t o  a  g r e a t e r  degree  than i n  t h e  

e i g h t e e n t h  cen tu ry .  

I n  terms of r e p e r t o i r e s  of con ten t ion ,  t h e  comparison between t h e  

e igh teen th -  and nineteenth-century sou rces  h i n t s  a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  changes. 

A l l  s o r t s  of s t r e e t  t h e a t e r  appear  t o  have dec l ined .  (Although t h e s e  cur- 

so ry  compila t ions  do n o t  show i t ,  t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  n i g h t  r i d e r s ,  v i g i l a n t e s  

and d i sgu i sed  avengers  probably s u b s t i t u t e d  t o  some degree  f o r  t h e  a c t i o n s  

of mocking crowds.) The d i s c i p l i n e d  meet ing,  p rev ious ly  announced, spon- 

so red  by a  p a r t i c u l a r  a s s o c i a t i o n  o r  s e t  of a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  organized around 

an announced agenda and p re s ided  by a  temporary o r  permanent s e t  of o f f i c e r s ,  

became s common v e h i c l e  f o r  t h e  s t a t emen t  of complaints  and c la ims.  The 

s t r i k e  was on its way. The t r end  toward a s s o c i a t i o n s  end meet ings  was a l -  

ready v i s i b l e  i n  t h e  pre-revolut ionary mob i l i za t ion .  An obse rve r  of t h e  

two decades be fo re  t h e  Revolut ion,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, would have had no 

good grounds f o r  a n t i c i p a t i n g  t h e  d e c l i n e  o f  e f f i g i e s ,  gal lows,  mock c o u r t s  

and dumb shows a s  t h e  pa raphe rna l i a  of c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n .  

A Quick Glance a t  Eighteenth-Century B r i t a i n  

On t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  of t h e  A t l a n t i c ,  some of t h e  same t r ans fo rmnt ions  

were occu r r ing .  The p a t t e r n  of con ten t ious  ga the r ings  i n  e ighteenth-century 

B r i t a i n  is b e t t e r  k n w n  than  t h a t  of e ighteenth-century America because 

George ~ u d 6 ,  E.P. Thompson and o t h e r  s o c i a l  h i s t o r i a n s  have l av i shed  st- 

t e n t i o n  on t h e  B r i t i s h  crowd and i ts  con tex t .  As a  r e s u l t ,  my summary can 

be  b r i e f .  

The e igh teen  con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  desc r ibed  i n  t h e  1756 Gcntle- 

men's Magazine g i v e  u s  some f l a v o r  of t h e  time. Eleven of them were food - 
r i o t s  i n  which l o c a l  people  s e i zed  p rov i s ions  from t h e  s t o c k s  of hake r s ,  

g r o c e r s  o r  merchants.  I n  two c a s e s ,  a  crowd e s s e t i t i a l l y  took t h e  lnw i n t o  

its own hands: f o r c i b l y  c l o s i n g  t h e  shops which were i l l e g a l l y  open, a t t a c -  

k ing  two d e t e s t e d  c r i m i n a l s  wh i l e  they were i n  t h e  s tocks .  The r e m i n i n g  

even t s  were a  mutiny, a  b a t t l e  between s a i l o r s  and s p res s  gang, t h e  

hanging of an unv ic to r ious  admi ra l  i n  e f f i g y ,  a  miners '  r i s i n g  and a  ce l e -  

b r a t i o n  of Lord Mayor's Day i n  London. 

Those few even t s  of 1756 were c l i s r n c t e r i o t i c  o r  t h e  time. When 

W.A. Smith enumerates " r i o t s "  ( exac t  d e f i n i t i o n  unspec i f i ed )  from 1740 t o  

1775, 96 o u t  of 159 even t s  he f i n d s  a r e  Food r i o t s .  end ano the r  twenty a r e  

i n d u s t r i a l  d i s p u t e s ;  most of t h e  remainder c o n s i s t  of concer ted r e s i s t a n c e  

t o  some governmental a c t i o n  (Smith 1965: 29-33). The food r i o t ,  sppnret l t ly  

r a r e  i n  e ighteenth-century America, was a  f r equen t  occurrence i n  B r i t a i n .  

When p r i c e s  r o s e ,  s u p p l i e s  dwindled and l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  d i d  no t  tlrem- 

s e l v e s  r e g u l a t e  t h e  l o c a l  food supply,  crowds o f t e n  d i d  it f o r  them. T h i s  

s u b s t i t u t i o n  of a  crowd f o r  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  was a  common p n t t c r n  i n  efgh- 

teenth-century B r i t i s h  con ten t ious  ga the r ings .  Another common f e a t u r e  was 

t h e  d e l i b e r a t e  c o l l e c t i v e  e x e r c i s e  of d i spu ted  r i g h t s  -- f o r  example , i n  

t h e  even t s  which t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  c a l l e d  poaching 3n t1ewl.y-created hun t s  ( s ec  

Thompson 1975). The predominant o r i e n t a t i o n  of t h e  pe r fod ' s  con ten t ious  

g a t h e r i n g s  was, i n  f a c t  de fens ive :  groups of o rd ina ry  people  r e s i s t e d  what 

they saw a s  o t h e r  peop le ' s  a s s a u l t s  on t h e i r  r i g h t s ,  p r i v i l e g e s  and posses- 

s i o n s .  

Two comon  c h a r a c t e r i s t j c s  of e ighteenth-century B r i t i s h  con ten t ious  

g a t h e r i n g s  we have a l r eady  encountered i n  America. One of them is t h e  use  

oE pageantry  and s t r e e t  t h e a t e r  t o  dramntize  t h e  c o n f l i c t s  a t  iascle. R i t c t s l s ,  



mocking songs, e f f i g i e s ,  dumb showsprovided t h e  t e x t u r e  of many a  r i o t o u s  

assembly. The o t h e r  was t h e  prominence of sponsored pub l i c  ceremonies: Guy 

Pawkea' Day, Lord Mayor's Day, t h e  e n t r i e s  of d i g n i t a r i e s ,  p u b l i c  hangings. 

When i t  came t o  formulat ing new demands o r  complaints .  i t  was r a r e  -- and 

dangerous -- f o r  o rd ina ry  people  t o  assemble on t h e i r  own i n i t i a t i v e .  

We must,  however, s e p a r a t e  t h e  con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  of London 

from those  of t h e  r e s t  of t h e  country .  The con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  of t h e  

c a p i t a l  were o f t e n  l a r g e .  They showed o  l e v e l  of pre-planning which was 

r a r e  elsewhere. The presence of Par l iament  and t h e  Court produced many 

even t s  wi th  s i g n i f i c a n t  l i n k s  t o  n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s .  London crowds had an 

unmatched r e p u t a t i o n  f o r  independence and de t e rmina t ion .  

During t h e  pe r iod  from 1750 t o  1780, London a l o n e  produced s i g n i f i -  

c a n t  a l t e r a t i o n s  i n  t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  of con ten t ion .  A s e r i e s  of major po l i -  

t i c a l  and economic movements s t i r r e d  t h e  c a p i t a l .  The S p i t a l f i e l d s  s i l k  

weavers and o t h e r  London c r a f t s  were o rgan iz ing  on an unprecedented s c a l e .  

Sometimes they ac t ed  a g a i n s t  p a r t i c u l a r  masters .  But i n  t h e  1760s they be- 

gan a  campaign of p e t i t i o n i n g  Par l iament  f o r  such b e n e f i t s  a s  t h e  exc lus ion  

of f o r e i g n  s i l k s .  P e t i t i o n i n g  i t s e l f  was an o l d  form, bu t  when thousands 

of weavers marched through t h e  s t r e e t s  t o  p re sen t  a  p e t i t i o n ,  i t  was a  

nove l ty .  

At about  t h e  same time, gent leman-publ isher  John Wilkes was ga in ing  

a  fol lowing through h i s  a t t a c k s  on t h e  government. Wilkes himself f i r s t  

went t o  j a i l  f o r  h i s  w r i t i n g s  i n  1763. He spen t  s e v e r a l  yea r s  t h e r e a f t e r  i n  

e x i l e ,  a  popular  hero .  Whether he  was i n  B r i t a i n  o r  n o t ,  t h e  W i l k i t e s  began 

developing t a c t i c s  p a r a l l e l  t o  t hose  of t h e  craf tsmen:  showing up a t  t r i a l s  

and p u b l i c  punishments a s  an  i d e n t i f i a b l e  group, and i n  ex t r ao rd ina ry  num- 

be r s ;  bending t h e  long-es tabl ished r i g h t  of p e t i t i o n  t o  i nc lude  mass marches 

through t h e  c i t y .  The t a c t i c s  cont inued through Wilkes'  campaigns f o r  Par- 

l iament  between 1768 and 1774. Wilkea cont inued t o  l ead  p e t i t i o n  mnrclles 

a f t e r  becoming Lord Uayor i n  1774. A new form of e l e c t o r a l  p o l i t i c s  nnd a  

new way o f  demonstra t ing a  movement's s t r e n g t h  were emerging. The W i l k i t e s  

were coming c l o s e  t o  c r e a t i n g  t h e  demonstrnt ion a s  a  distinctive form of 

con ten t ion .  

Wilkes had begun h i s  pub l i c  l i f e  a s  a  c r i t i c  of ~ o v e r n m c n t a l  incom- 

pe t ence ,  c o r r u p t i o n  and tyranny.  A s  t h e  Stamp Act c r i s i s  and i t s  a f t e rma th  

made American p o l i c i e s  s a l i e n t  i s s u e s  i n  B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c s ,  lie becnme on ad- 

voca te  of American r i g h t s .  Besides  a  s e r i e s  of p roposa l s  f o r  i n c r e a s i n g  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  government w i t h i n  B r i t a i n .  Wilkes'  1774 e l e c t o r a l  program 

included a  number of g r i evances  which l a t e r  appeared i n  t h e  American Decla- 

r a t i o n  of Independence. 

The London Radical  movement, w i th  which t h e  Wi lk i t c  movement over- 

lapped,  l i k e w i s e  developed a  g r e a t  sympathy f o r  t h e  American cause. The 

Rad ica l s  mainta ined c o n t a c t  w i th  t h e i r  American c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  and a t t acked  

t h e  government's a r b i t r a r y  r u l e  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s  a s  a  proxy and proof f o r  

its a r b i t r a r i n e s s  a t  home. Thomas Paine  came from t h e  London Radical  ml l i cu .  

Although t h e  m i l i t a n t  Rad ica l s  themselves were l a r g e l y  middle c l a s s ,  they 

included a  number of r a d i c a l  craf tsmen,  and maintained a  l oose  a l l l a n c e  

wi th  t h e  organized workers of t h e  c i t y .  They, too,  took p a r t  i n  mass marches 

and shows of s t r e n g t h .  

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  popular  ant i -Cathol ic ism of t h e  l a t e r  1770s employed 

many of t h e  same means. The an t i -Ca tho l i c  Lord George Cordon l ed  huge 

marches t o  l a y  p e t i t i o n s  be fo re  Par l iament .  H i s  P r o t e s t a n t  Assoc ia t ion  

held  mass meetings. I n  1780, h i s  fo l lowers  went beyond marching, shou t ing  

and meeting a s  they fiacked t h e  c i t y ' s  C a t h o l i c  chape l s .  The cause ,  t h e  

t a r g e t s  and -- t o  some e x t e n t  -- t h e  s o c i a l  base  were d f f f e r e n t ,  b u t  t h e  

an t i -Ca tho l i c  forms of con ten t ion  had a  good d e a l  i n  common wi th  those  of 



t h e  W i l k i t e s  and t h e  Rad ica l s .  

The P r o t e s t a n t  Assoc ia t ion  wan i t s e l f  an  important  example of a  

major innovet ion:  t h e  d e l i b e r a t e  format ion of an  a s s o c i a t i o n  devoted t o  

t h e  p u r s u i t  of a  s i n g l e  cause .  The Americans. w i th  t h e i r  g e n e r a l  Associa- 

t i o n  t o  r e s i s t  B r i t a i n ,  t h e i r  Committees of Correspondence and t h e i r  l o c a l  

p a t r i o t i c  s o c i e t i e s ,  became important  models f o r  t h e  B r i t i s h .  The Soc ie ty  

f o r  t h e  Support of t h e  B i l l  of R igh t s ,  formed i n  t h e  17608, s t a r t e d  wi th  t h e  

pat ronage of g r e a t  l o r d s ,  but  foreshadowed t h e  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  and mass- 

membership p re s su re  groups of subsequent  c e n t u r i e s .  Other a s s o c i s t i o n s  pro- 

l i f  e r a t e d  . "By 1792." remarks Eugene Black, 

i 
! 

p o l i t l c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  had a r r i v e d .  The d i s c e r n i n g  read t h e  f u t u r e  i 
? 

i n  o rgan iza t ion .  Even a s  a s s o c i a t i o n  was t h e h a l l m a r k o f  growing 

n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  m a t u r i t y ,  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  exp res s ion  of popular  

i n t e r e s t s ,  s o  p o l i t i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  educsted t h e  pub l i c ,  both  en- 

f r anch i sed  and unenfranchised,  on ques t ions  of moment. Myster ies  

of s t a t e  became l e s s  myster ious .  As t h e  Commons s lowly discovered 

i t s  own p o t e n t i a l  power i n  Par l iament ,  t h e  p u b l i c  began t o  i n t e r v e n e  

i n  a  manner which would prove d e c i s i v e  through p o l i t i c a l  a s soc i a -  

t i o n  (Black 1963: 279). 

The coun te rpa r t  of t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  change, a s  we have seen was a  s h i f t  

i n  t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  of con ten t ion .  

B r i t a i n  i n  1828 

Even i n  1792, however, a  l ong  road sepa ra t ed  t h e  B r i t i s h  forms of 

con ten t ion  from those  of our  own time. A move forward t o  t h e  1820s w i l l  

he lp  u s  d e t e c t  t h e  f u r t h e r  changes which were i n  s t o r e .  We a r r i v e  he re  a t  

' t h e  f i r s t  t r u l y  sys t ema t i c  enumeration of con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  r epor t ed  

i n  t h i s  paper.  My re sea rch  group i s  enumerating and d e s c r i b i n g  a  l a r g e  s e t  

o f  even t s  which occurred i n  Great  B r i t a i n  from 1828 through 1833. Thc 

pe r iod  is i n t e r e s t i n g  i n  i t s  own r i g h t .  It included t h e  g r e a t  mob i l t zn t ion  

and c o n f l j c t  surrounding t h e  Reform B i l l  of 1832. During t h e  same pcr iod.  

B r i t a i n  exper ienced important  s t r u g g l e s  over  Ca tho l i c  Emancipation, p a r i s h  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  and t h e  Corn Laws. 1830 brought t h e  movement of l a n d l e s s  

l a b o r e r s  which we sometimes c a l l  t h e  Swing Rebe l l i on ,  a s  we l l  a s  i n t e n s e  in-  

d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t .  It seems t o  have a c t e d  a s  gateway t o  t h e  l a rge - sca l e  

movements exempli f ied  by Chartism and t h e  Anti-Corn Lnw League. Tt  a l s o  

seems t o  have brought t h e  l a s t  major round of o l d e r  forms of con ten t ion  such 

a s  food r i o t  and machine-breaking. It i n  a  promising pe r iod  f o r  t h e  a tudy 

of con ten t ion .  

The even t s  we a r e  enumerating a r e  occas ions  on which t en  o r  more 

persons  o u t s i d e  t h e  government g a t h e r  i n  t h e  same p lnce  and mnkc a  v l a i b l e  

c l a im which, i f  r e a l i z e d .  would a f f e c t  t h e  i n t e r e s t 0  of some s p e c i f i c  

person(s)  o r  group(s)  o u t s i d e  t h e i r  own number. The sample i n c l u d e s  1111 

such even t s  r epo r t ed  i n  t h e  London Times, Morning Chronic le .  I lanssrd 's  

Par l famentary  Debatea, Annual R e g i s t e r ,  Gentlemen's Mngnzine and/or  The 

Mirror  of Par l iament  which began anywhere i n  England, Scot land o r  Wales on 

any d a t e  from 1 January 1828 through 31  December 1833. At t h i s  wr i t i ng .  

i t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  sample w i l l  i nc lude  some 25,000 e n t r i e s .  

The work is a t  an  e a r l y  s t a g e .  Here I can on ly  r e p o r t  some frog- 

mentary, p re l imina ry  impress ions  of 1828. Table  I l a y s  o u t  a  p r o v i s i o n a l  

count of q u a l i f y i n g  even t s  r epo r t ed  i n  our  s i x  sou rces  i n  t h e i r  1828 i s s i ~ e s .  

Some even t s  f i r s t  appear  i n  our  sou rces  months a f t e r  they occur .  For exom- 

p l e ,  a number of con ten t ioua  g a t h e r i n g s  show up f i r s t  i n  t h e  cour se  of par- 

l iamentary  deba te s  concerning t h e  p e t i t i o n s  which t h e  g a t h e r i n g s  s e n t  o f f  

t o  Westminster.  At t h e  moment, i t  looks  a s  though ano the r  f o r t y  o r  EiCty 

events .  concen t r a t ed  i n  t h e  l a t e r  months of 1828. w i l l  emerge from our  1829 



reading.  The expected t o t a l  of 400-odd con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  w i l l  s t i l l  

make 1828 one of t h e  l e a s t  c o n t e n t i o u s  of our  s i x  yea r s .  1830 and 1831 w i l l  

each y i e l d  many t imes t h a t  number. 

To g e t  a s ense  of t h e  t a b l e ' s  meaning, l e t  u s  f i r s t  examine a list 

of t h e  3 1  even t s  we have enumerated i n  May. 1828, grouped according t o  t h e  

t a b l e ' s  c a t e g o r i e s :  

v i o l e n t  encounters :  a f t e r  a conv ic t ion  f o r  r i o t ,  a group of men 

from near  Shrewsbury k i n d l e s  a f i r e  i n  f r o n t  of t h e  p rosecu to r ' s  

house, and throw s t o n e s  and b r i c k b a t s  a t  h i s  house; i n  t h e  Hu l l  

barracks-yard s o l d i e r s  a t t a c k  c i v i l i s n  s p e c t a t o r s  a t  a parade and 

t h e  c o n s t a b l e s  s e n t  t o  a r r e s t  some of them f o r  a p r i o r  o f f ense ;  

unplanned pa the r ings :  Kidderminster  weavers bond toge the r  t o  block 

one of t h e i r  number who app l i ed  f o r  work a t  s b l a c k l i s t e d  low-wage 

shop ; 

au tho r i zed  c e l e b r a t i o n s :  none; 

de l ega t ions :  a depu ta t ion  from t h e  g e n e r a l  meeting of country  bankers  

meets t h e  Duke of Wel l ington a t  t h e  Treasury,  t o  t ake  a s t and  on 

t h e  renewal o f  t h e  Bank Char t e r ;  a d e l e g a t i o n  of H a v e r h i l l  weavers 

gocs to  t h e i r  Mag i s t r a t e  t o  comploin of being ob l iged  t o  buy i n f e r i o r  

p rov i s ions  from t h e i r  mas t e r s ;  

pa rades ,  demonstra t ions  and assemblies :  none; 

s t r i k e s ,  t u rnou t s :  inmates  of t h e  House of Correct ion.  Clerkenwel l ,  

r e f u s e  t o  do t h e  work a s s igned  t o  them; 

pre-planned meetings: seven d i f f e r e n t  groups ,  such a s  t h e  municipal  

o f f i c e r s  of Nottinghom and t h e  P r o t e s t a n t  Soc ic ty  f o r  t h e  Protec-  

t i o n  of Re l ig ious  L ibe r ty ,  meet t o  t ake  p o s i t i o n s  of t h e  r e p c n l  of 

t h e  Tes t  and Corporat ion Acts; bondholders of South American s t n t e s  

meet t o  r eques t  government a c t i o n  on t h e i r  b e h a l f ;  a d inne r  a t  t h e  

C i t y  of London Tavern c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  inaugura t ion  of t h e  new s h e r i f f ;  

t h e  Anti-Slavery Soc ie ty  meets  a t  Freemnson'n Hal l ;  journeymcn dye r s  

of Manchester meet behind A l l  S a i n t s  Church t o  p repa re  wage demands; 

l i censed  v i c t u a l l e r s  meet a t  London Tavern t o  appo in t  a permanent 

committee t o  defend them a g a i n s t  government i n t e r f e r c n c e  i n  t h e i r  

t r a d e ;  t h e  p a r i s h i o n e r s  of S t .  Gilea-in-the-Yield and S t .  George's 

Bloomsbury meet a t  Angel Inn ,  High S t r e e t .  t o  comploin nbout t h e  

s e l e c t  v e s t r y ' s  u se  of t h e i r  funds;  i n h a b i t a n t s  of t h e  Word of 

Bridge meet a t  S t .  Hognus' Church t o  t ake  n p o s i t i o n  on t h e  pro- 

posed new London Bridge; a g e n e r a l  meeting of t h e  mc t ropo l i t on  

t r a d e s ,  a t  t h e  Crown C Anchor i n  Bethnol Green, t akes  a s t and  on 

t h e  d i s p u t e  between t h e  Macclesf ie ld  s i l k m a s t e r s  and t h e i r  workmen; 

t h e  P i t t  Club meets a t  t h e  London Tavern t o  c e l e b r a t e  William P i t t ' s  

b i r thday ;  t h e  e l e c t o r s  of Ayleabury meet t o  support  pnr l famentory 

reform; t h e  Soc ie ty  f o r  Superseding t h e  Necess i ty  of Climbing Boys 

i n  Sweeping Chimneys meets a t  t h e  Egyptian l l n l l  oE t h e  Mansion 

House; t h e  F r i end ly  Soc ie ty  of Carpenters  meets a t  Ilole-in-the-Wall, 

F l e e t  S t r e e t ,  t o  p repa re  a p e t i t i o n  t o  Par l inment  a g a i n s t  t h e  

F r i end ly  S o c i e t i e s  B i l l ;  a p u b l i c  meeting i n  Liverpool  (sponsors  

unspec i f i ed )  p e t i t i o n s  a g a i n s t  t h e  burning of widows i n  I n d i a ;  

Roman C a t h o l i c s  of t h e  chape l  of S t .  Swi th in ' s ,  Norwich, meet Lo 

p e t i t i o n  f o r  Ca tho l i c  Emancipation; par ishionerf i  of S t .  John 's ,  

Norwlch, do l i kewise ;  t h e  Chamber of Commerce of Ncwcnstle-upon-Tyne 



meets t o  p e t i t i o n  Par l iament  f o r  r e p e a l  on t h e  l i m i t a t i o n  of one- 

pound banknotea; t h e  congregat ion of D i s sen te r s  a t  Providence 

Chapel,  Gray'a Inn Lane, meets  t o  s t and  a g a i n s t  f u r t h e r  concess ions  

t o  Ca tho l i c s ;  t h e  F r i end ly  Soc ie ty  of t h e  B u l l  Inn ,  Northampton, 

g a t h e r s  t o  p e t i t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  F r i end ly  S o c i e t i e s  B i l l .  

Regardless  of t h e  group 's  t i t l e  o r  p ro fe s sed  aims, none of t hese  g a t h e r i n g s  

en te red  t h e  aample unleaa  t h e  accoun t s  conta ined some evidence t h a t  t h e  

group had made c l a ims  of some s o r t  a t  t h i s  s p e c i f i c  meeting. Hundreds of 

a d d i t i o n a l  meet ings ,  and some o t h e r  k inds  of g a t h e r i n g s ,  f a i l e d  t o  q u a l i f y  

on t h a t  ground. 

The ca t a logue  i t s e l f  g i v e s  a s ense  of t h e  t e x t u r e  of con ten t ion  i n  

t h a t  t ime. W c  s e e  t h e  importance of toverna and coffeehouses  a s  meetlng- 

p l a c e s ,  t h e  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  of specia l -purpose  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  t h e  f r equen t  con- 

f r o n t a t i o n s  of journeymen and maaters .  The e v e n t s  a l s o  provide a rough in -  

ventory of t h e  day ' s  major p u b l i c  i s s u e s .  I n  1828 a s  a whole, t h e  s t anda rd  

i s s u e s  were t h e  p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s  o f  D i saen te ra  and Roman Ca tho l i c s ,  t h e  pro- 

pe r  o rgan iza t ion  of p a r i s h  government ( e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  use  of e l i t e  S e l e c t  

V e s t r i e s ) ,  t h e  r e g u l a t i o n  of F r i end ly  S o c i e t i e s  and t h e  wage demands of 

i n d u s t r i a l  workers.  A l l  of them show up somehow i n  May's con ten t ious  

ga the r ings .  

The c a t e g o r i e s  of Table  1 r e s u l t  from t h e  needs of our  i n i t i a l  

enumeration r a t h e r  t han  from t h e  requirements  of sound a n a l y s i s .  Regre t t ab ly ,  

they g i v e  a somewhat clouded p i c t u r e  of t h e  s p e c i f i c  forms of a c t i o n  involved.  

Violent  encounters ,  f o r  example, c o n s i s t  e s p e c i a l l y  of a f f r a y s  between poach- 

e r a  and gamekeepers; they a l a o  inc lude  a t t a c k s  on t o l l k e e p e r s ,  b a t t l e s  be- 

tveen smugglers and customs o f f i c e r s ,  and those  brawls  i n  which we can de- 

t e c t  a t  l e a s t  one pa r ty  making a well-defined c la im.  Unplanned g a t h e r i n g s  

Table  1: Rough Breakdown of Content ious  Gather ings  i n  Great  Br i to in .  1828. 

January- Apr i l -  July-  Octoher- 

9 k E  - Uarch . J u n e  - September December T o t a l  

V io len t  Encounters 1 5  9 14 1.2 50 

Unplanned 
Gather ings  

Authorized 
Ce leb ra t ions  0 I .  0 1 2 

Delegat ions  1 3 0 0 4 

Parades. 
Demonstrations. 
Assemblies 4 1 2 0 7 

S t r i k e s ,  
Turnouts  

Pre-planned 
Meetings 71  126 36 36 269 

T o t a l  100 144 59 60 363 
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run from s t r e e t  crowds t o  markets  t o  arguments on t h e  hus t ings ,  j u s t  s o  

long a s  t h e  c la ims a t  i s s u e  a r e  n o t  on t h e  previously-announced agenda of 

t h e  ga the r ing .  Pre-planned meetings, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, u s u a l l y  t ake  p l a c e  

i n  en  enclosed space  under t h e  sponso r sh ip  of a named and previously-orga- 

nized a s s o c i s t i o n .  They t y p i c a l l y  have an  announced agenda. At t h a t  time. 

indeed,  i t  was common p r a c t i c e  t o  u se  a sma l l  newspaper adver t isement  t o  

announce a forthcoming meeting and s t a t e  i t s  purpose. 

The l a r g e  number of meet ings  i n  t h e  p r o v i s i o n a l  sample, however, 

does  no t  r e s u l t  from t h e  p r a c t i c e  of a d v e r t i s i n g  meet ings  i n  advance; we do 

no t  i nc lude  an  announced meeting u n l e s s  we f i n d  evidence t h a t  i t  a c t u a l l y  

took place .  I f  tlie sample ove r rep resen t s  meet ings  (which i s  q u i t e  p o s s i b l e ) ,  

i t  is f o r  o t h e r  r ea sons .  C e r t a i n l y  t h e  number of meet ings  is impress ive .  

The 269 meet ings  r epor t ed  i n  Table  1 amount t o  t h r e e  q u a r t e r s  of a l l  t h e  

con ten t ious  g a t h e r i n g s  i n  1828. 

Even i f  t h e  o v e r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of meet ings  is cons ide rab le ,  t h e  

evidence remains pe r suas ive .  By t h e  18208, a s t anda rd  way -- probably  the 

s t anda rd  way -- of a c t i n g  toge the r  on a g r i evance  o r  an  un rea l i zed  i n t e r e s t  

was t o  form some s o r t  of a s s o c i a t i o n ,  t o  assemble under i ts ausp ices ,  and 

t o  i s s u e  demands and complaints  i n  its name. We saw t h i s  form of a c t i o n  

emerging i n  t h e  1760s. I t  on ly  r e g u l a r i z e d  and r o u t i n i z e d  l a t e r .  The r i s e  

of t h e  meet ing,  t h e  r i s e  of t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  and t h e  r i s e  of e l e c t o r a l  po l i -  

t i c s  occurred i n  tandem. They depended on each o t h e r  i n  ways we do no t  

f u l l y  unders tand;  one o f  t h e  o b j e c t s  of my inqu i ry  is t o  deepen t h a t  under- 

s t and ing .  

By c o n t r a s t ,  both  unplanned g a t h e r i n g s  and au tho r i zed  c e l e b r a t i o n s  

appear t o  have dec l ined  i n  importance a s  t h e  o r i g i n s  of con ten t ious  gs the r -  

i ngs .  That v a r i e s  wi th  t h e  yea r ,  t h e  group and t h e  i s s u e .  For example, our  

f i r s t  exp lo ra t ions  of 1830 sugges t  t h a t  r o u t i n e  markets  produced a good d e a l  

of t h a t  y e a r ' s  con ten t ion .  Never theless ,  t h e  assembly of t h e  gene ra l  popu- 

l a t i o n  pa t ron ized  by t h e  e l i t e  and nuthor ized by l o c a l  o f f i c i a l a  seems t o  

have been much l e s s  important  i n  tl ie 1820s than i t  had heen a Iialf-century 

e a r l i e r .  S t r i k e s .  too,  v a r i e d  cons ide rab ly  i n  prominence from one year  t o  

t h e  next .  Yet i t  is c l e a r  t h a t  i n  t h e  1820s they hod no t  acquired any th ina  

l i k e  t h e  s a l i e n c e  they would have i n  t h e  decades t o  come. Most puzz l ing  

is t h e  pauc i ty  of parades ,  demonstra t ions  and a s semhl i e s .  Given t h e  near-  

c r e a t i o n  of t h e  demonstra t ion tovard t h e  end of t h e  e igh teen th  cen tu ry ,  we 

might have expected i t  t o  be  a prominent form of a c t i o n  by t h e  1820s. S ince  

t h e  Reform and e l e c t i o n  campsigns of 1831 d i d  inc lude  a number of pa rades ,  

demonstra t ions  and assemblies ,  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  1828 l a  simply an excep- 

t i o n a l  yea r  i n  t h a t  regard.  For such ref inements ,  we s l i a l l  have t o  awa i t  

f u r t h e r  evidence.  

Conclusions  

Th i s  essay has  resembled a n  a r c h e o l o g i s t ' s  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of an 

a n c i e n t  po t ,  u s ing  a few s h a r d s ,  some previous  expe r i ence ,  and a l o t  of 

imaginat ion.  I f  t l ie a r c h e o l o g i s t  is c l e v e r ,  and has  linppened on t h e  r ig l i t  

f ragments ,  he may produce a good f i t .  More o f t e n ,  t l ie r econs t ruc t ion  is 

erroneous:  t h e  model is t h e  wrong shape,  t h e  f rsgments  r e a l l y  came from 

two d i f f e r e n t  p o t s ,  o r  they came from no po t  a t  a l l .  Yet even an  i n a c c u r a t e  

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  i s  h e l p f u l .  I t  i n v i t e s  comparison, i n s p i r e s  n l t e r n n t i v e  

ske t ches ,  and l e n d s  i t s e l f  t o  r e f u t a t i o n  o r  improvement when t h e  next  

shard appears .  

We have a c t u a l l y  been a t t empt ing  two r e c o n s t n l c t i o n s  st once: of t h i s  

p a r t i c u l a r  p o t ,  of e l l  po t s .  Th i s  p n r t i c u l a r  po t :  we have examined t h e  pre- 

v a i l i n g  r e p e r t o i r e s  of con ten t ion  i n  England snd America du r ing  t h e  cen tu ry  

a f t e r  1750. The examinat ion,  t o  he  s u r e ,  lion been cu r so ry  and p rov ie iona l ;  

i t  has  concentra ted on con ten t ious  ga the r ings  t o  t h e  neg lec t  of l e s s  v i s i b l e  



forms of contention, and has drawn on limited sources for selected periods. 

The provisional examination has, however, yielded interesting conclusions. 

It points to a significant relationship between the forms of contention 

which flourished in the nineteenth century -- the demonstration, the strike. 
the meeting and so on -- and two changes which were underway in the later 
eighteenth century: the growth of special-purpose associations and the rise 

of electoral politics. It gives us indications of a common Anglo-American 

heritage affecting the forms of contention. In both countries we witness a 

decline of street theater as a tool of contention, and an associated dwin- , 

dling of the relative impoktance of authorized public ceremonies as the 

settings for the statement of claims and grievances. The material suggests 

that the pattern of government and the associated structure of power in the 

two areas shaped the entire pattern of contention, whether or not it had 

to do specifically with influencing the government. It gives us some rea- 

son to believe that major mobilizations and conflicts such as those preceding 

the American Revolution on both sides of the Atlantic themselves reshaped 

the patterns of collective contention in Britain and America; Samuel Adams 

and John Wilkes helped invent forms of action which subsequently altered 

the choices available to aggrieved or ambitious groups of citizens. Finally, 

although we have barely discussed governmental repression, it looks as though 

the differential response of authorities to the various forms of contention 

'significantly affected the prevailing repertoires. 

All pots: we have also been reflecting on the nature of repertoires 

of contention in general. The fragmentary evidence on Britain and America 

gives some encouragement to the idea of a flexible repertoire, with room 

for innovation and the occasional deliberate adoption of unfamiliar means 

of action. After the fact, it is not difficult to see the recurrence of a 

limited number of slowly-changing forms of action in British and American 

contentious gatherings. We see Englishmen innovating within the llmits 

set by the petition march, Americans adapting the devices of moral repro- 

bation such as tarring and feathering or the mocking serenade to political 

ends. That is the easy part of the job. 

The hard part has two phases. The firat is to estahlisli wl~ether the 

existing repertoire itself constrains the pattern of collective action: 

after all, whatever recurrence of contentious forms exists could well result 

from the recurrence of the interests, organizations and opportunities which 

produce contention. The second part is to explain the variation and 

change. What are the relative contributions of repression, tacticnl ex- 

perience and organizational changes? How do they interact7 These questions, 

fortunately, drive us back from the analysis of repertoires for their own 

sake to the analysis of contention as a whole. 
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