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Foreword 

Over the last two decades, historians in different countries have 
increasingly shifted their attention from the political impact of 
organized street protest to studying its various forms. But while 
the organizers of demonstrations have begun to operate within a 
more transnational framework, scholars interested in demonstra-
tions have so far rarely crossed national or academic boundaries 
to discuss their various approaches and compare the results of 
their work. 

To bring these different strands of research together and to 
discuss the history of protest marches in an interdisciplinary as well 
as international comparative perspective, the German Historical 
Institute London held a conference at its premises in Bloomsbury, 
London, on 25-6 February 2005. During these two days, scholars 
from Germany, Austria, Britain, France, Switzerland, Bulgaria, 
Latvia, and the United States working in the fields of history, 
political science, sociology, anthropology, social psychology, and 
geography, as well as people with practical experience in the 
organization and managing of demonstrations, discussed the 
changing forms, elements, and outcomes of organized street 
demonstrations since the nineteenth century. The results of this 
stimulating conference are published in this volume. 

The interdisciplinary character of the conference is reflected in 
the first three chapters. Clifford Stott presented the keynote 
speech at the conference and, with Stephen Reicher, authored the 
chapter on crowd psychology. David Gilbert chaired a panel and 
contributed an essay on the geography of demonstration marches. 
Dieter Rucht, the author of the chapter on the sociology of protest 
marches, commented on the papers of the panel discussion on 
'Protest in the Twenty-First Century', which concluded the 
conference. 

The historical case studies in this volume are based on papers 
presented at this conference with the exception of the contribu-
tions by Sven Reichardt and Simon Hall. Reichardt examines 
the use of violence by fascist demonstrators between the world 
wars, which had a lasting effect on how organized street protest 
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was perceived after 1945. With Fabian Virchow's study, his 
contribution also provides a long-term perspective on street 
protest of the extreme right. In contrast, Simon Hall deals with 
two non-violent demonstrations in Washington DC during the 
1960s. Nevertheless, both the 1963 March on Washington and 
the 1967 Anti-War Demonstration were also of seminal impor-
tance for subsequent patterns of protest marches on both sides of 
the Atlantic, and especially the 1963 event provided iconic 
images and the perception that peaceful change could be 
achieved through mass protest. Reichardt's and Hall's contribu-
tions thus complete the comparative chronological and spatial 
framework of this volume, which ranges from the US to Eastern 
Europe and from the 1830s to the early twenty-first century. 

Apart from the contributors, I would like to thank a number of 
individuals who helped to make the conference a success and had 
a vital role in completing this volume.Jon Lawrence (Cambridge), 
Richard Bessel (York), David Gilbert (London), Irina Novikova 
(Riga), and Dominik Geppert (London/Berlin) not only acted as 
chairs, but made invaluable contributions to the discussion 
throughout the conference. Bertold Baur (Frankfurt/Main) from 
the German Metalworkers' Union IG Metall and Felix Kolb 
(Dorverden) from A TT AC Germany provided an insight into the 
practical problems of organizing public street protest today. Anita 
Bellamy handled the organizational details of the conference with 
her usual efficiency and enthusiasm. Special thanks to Angela 
Davies, who undertook the strenuous task of translating the 
German and revising the English manuscripts, and preparing the 
volume for publication. Without her meticulous and tireless efforts, 
this book could not have been completed as quickly as it was. The 
German Historical Institute has a long tradition of successful co-
operation with Oxford University Press, for which I would like to 
express my gratitude to Anne Ashby and Sarah Holmes. With the 
exception of the Map of the Great National Hunger March, the 
maps in this volume were drawn by Miles Irving from the 
Department of Geography, University College London. Matthias 
Reiss organized the conference and edited this volume, and I 
should like to express my special thanks to him. 

London 
August2006 

Hagen Schulze 
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1 
Introduction 

MATTHIAS REISS 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, organized street 
demonstrations-a nineteenth-century invention-are still widely 
used and have, indeed, become a global phenomenon. After the 
publication of a series of cartoons on the Prophet Muhammad in 
the Danish daily Jylland-Posten at the end of September 2005, later 
reprinted in a number of other Western European newspapers, 
Muslims all over the world marched for weeks in protest against 
the perceived insult to their religion. 1 The largest and most 
violent of these demonstrations took place in predominantly 
Muslim countries in Asia at the beginning of 2006, and while the 
anger of the participants was often directed against embassies and 
other local foreign institutions, the true addressee of the crowd 
was the Western public. 

While these demonstrations attempted to convey emotions 
and demands across different continents, demonstrations by the 
global justice movement continue to bring people from all over 
the world together at sites of international economic conferences. 
Transnational issues, such as war or global poverty, have created 
a similarly transnational network of protest movements which 
organizes co-ordinated protest events on a global scale. Huge 
protest marches are often at the core of these events. During the 
weekend of 15-16 February 2003, for example, between six and 
ten million people in up to sixty countries protested for a peaceful 
solution to the growing crisis between the USA and Iraq. In 
London alone, between 750,000 and one million people took to 
the streets to stop the impending armed conflict. In Barcelona, 
police estimated that 1.3 million people participated in the 
protest. From San Francisco to Rome and Sydney, hundreds of 
thousands of people marched to express their opposition to a 

1 <http://www.lpb.bwue.de/aktue1l/karikaturenstreit.php3>, accessed 24 Oct. 2006. 



2 MATTHIAS REISS 

looming war in a part of the world to which most of them had 
never been. 2 

Protest marches are not the only way to focus global media 
attention on pressing issues. The GB Summit at Gleneagles in 
Scotland was accompanied by ten Live 8 concerts held simulta-
neously on four continents on 2July 2005, watched by hundreds 
of millions of people all around the world. Yet even on this occa-
sion, the momentum of the concerts was transformed into politi-
cal pressure by Make Poverty History. Its Long March to Justice 
brought some 225,000 demonstrators from different countries to 
Edinburgh on that day, many of them dressed in white. At 3 p.m. 
local time, the procession stopped and the marchers held hands 
in silence to make a human version of the white band, the 
campaign emblem of Make Poverty History.3 

For the marchers in Edinburgh and so many other participants 
in demonstrations around the world, the street is a stage on which 
feelings and convictions can be expressed, issues addressed, 
demands presented, and support solicited. Yet organized street 
demonstrations are a relatively new phenomenon. This form of 
public protest developed in the nineteenth century out of a 
variety of other forms of public representation, and as many 
authors in this volume show, its various roots in monarchical, 
clerical, bourgeois, and military forms of public representation 
still showed in the twentieth century and later. This diversity is 
also reflected in the multitude of terms used for this phenomenon 
in this volume-for example, procession, march, parade, expedi-
tion, triumph, festival, pilgrimage, and manif. In the context of 
this study, protest marches are understood as organized and 
choreographed processions of groups in the public sphere with 
the aim of making a statement. They usually also feature a rally at 
the beginning or end, or both. In fact, some marches are remem-
bered more for the static rally than the moving procession which 
preceded it. As is shown below by Simon Hall, for example, the 
defining moment of the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom was Martin Luther King's 'I have a dream' speech 
given in front of the Lincoln Memorial. Public rallies and proces-
sions are therefore examined together here, although the focus is 
predominately on the latter. 

2 <http://news.bbc.co.ukh/hi/europe/2765215.stm>, accessed 24 Oct. 2006. 
3 <http://news.bbc.co.uk/I/hi/uk/ 4642053.stm>, accessed 24 Oct. 2006. 



Introduction 3 

Although rallies and marches usually exist in the same context, 
they nevertheless have a different character. At rallies there is 
usually little visible distinction between supporters and onlookers. 
Participation in a march, however, is a deliberate and open act of 
support, and the march, through its movement, creates a bound-
ary between the static onlookers and the marching participants. 
The marchers embody not only the issue they represent, but often 
also the movement behind it. Usually this is expressed through 
certain symbols and rituals. Processions are thus much more than 
just mobile protest meetings or 'wandering assemblies'.4 They are 
opportunities during which social or political movements show-
case themselves to the public in various ways and solicit support, 
while the turnout and reaction to the march is used as a baro-
meter of the interest they create and the backing they enjoy. As a 
legal commentary on West Germany's Demonstration Law of 
1953 put it: 'Demonstrations are localized plebiscites.'5 But 
demonstrations can also serve as indicators of more fundamental 
social and political transformation processes. This was the case, 
for example, with the student demonstrations in West Germany 
during the late 1960s and 1970s, and in recent years in Northern 
Ireland since the founding of the independent Parades Com-
mission. Finally, public protest also generates a wealth of sources 
and can thus serve as a 'tracer' of hidden social conflicts in the 
past, although it has to be stressed that not every social problem 
automatically generates protest. 6 

Despite their various and important functions, organized street 
demonstrations have received relatively little attention from 
historians, except as an indicator of social tensions. Those histori-
ans interested in the meaning and forms of protest action have 
predominately focused on the pre-industrial and early industrial 
period. Influenced by E. P. Thompson's thesis of the moral 
economy of the crowd in 1971, scholars turned to the riot as the 

4 'Foreword', in BemdJiirgen Wameken et al. (eds.), Als die Deutschen demonstrieren 
lernten: Das Kulturmuster 'friedliche Straßendemonstration' im preußischen Wahlrechtskampf 1908-19w 
(Tiibingen, 1986), 3. 

5 Alfred Dietel and Kurt Gintzel, Demonstrations- und Versammlungsfreiheit Kommentar zum 
Gesetz über Versammlungen und Aufzüge vom 24. Juli 1953 (9th rev. edn.; Cologne, 1989), 47, 
quoted from Thomas Kleinknecht and Michael Sturm, ' "Demonstrationen sind punk-
tuelle Plebiszite": Polizeireform und gesellschaftliche Demokratisierung von den 196oer-
zu den 1980er-Jahren', Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 44 (2004), 181-218, at 181. 

6 Manfred Gailus and Heinrich Volkmann (eds.), Der Kampf um das tägliche BroL· 
Nahrungsmangel Versorgungspolitik und Protest 1770-1990 (Opladen, 1994), 21-2. 
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primary object of study during the 1970s and 1980s. Later forms 
of more organized protest were largely treated as a subfield of 
labour history and often seen has having little impact on social 
and political change. 7 Sociologists and political scientists, by 
contrast, have largely focused on the study of social movements, 
often neglecting the specific historical context of individual 
protest action in favour of broader patterns and theoretical 
models. 

After 1990, the academic prestige and fortune of the tradi-
tional discipline of protest studies with its focus on class and 
social conflict declined, as Manfred Gailus recently observed, 
due also to the increasingly conservative and neo-liberal climate 
after the end of Communism. The interest of those who still did 
research in this field shifted from the instrumental aspects of 
public protest to the use of symbols, rituals, space, and narratives 
to create and foster social identity. Instead of examining the often 
limited direct sociopolitical impact of organized public protest 
action, the new focus was on its various forms and meanings. 
This approach has been highly successful, and as the bibliogra-
phy below shows, there has been a steady stream of publications 
on this topic since that time.8 Nevertheless, there has so far been 
little exchange between researchers in different countries and 
disciplines, and this volume is an attempt to change this. 

All protest marches share certain basic features, most notably 
the involvement of crowds, the occupation of space, navigation 
of-usually urban-landscapes, and, as events in the public 
sphere, interaction with society. Each of these aspects has been 
studied by disciplines other than history. Social psychologists 
researched 'the crowd' long before historians followed E. P. 
Thompson down this path, as Stephen Reicher and Clifford 
Stott remind us in their contribution to this volume. Itself a 
product of the turmoil experienced by French society at the end 
of the nineteenth century, crowd psychology uses historical case 

7 Manfred Gailus, 'Was macht eigentlich die historische Protestforschung? Riickblicke, 
Resiimee, Perspektiven', jáííÉáä Ö ä~íí=des ä íáí í = ê=ç á~äÉ=Bewegungen, 34 (2005), NOTJRQI=
esp. 132-40; Thomas Lindenberger, píê~ É éçäáíá W=:{.ur pç á~äÖÉ á íÉ=der É íäá É =Ordnung 
in Berlin 1900 bis 1914 (Bonn, 1995), 23-31; Berndjiirgen Warneken (ed.), Massenmedium 
píê~ ÉW=:{.ur Kulturgeschichte der Demonstration (Frankfurt am j~á I=1991), NNJNOK=

8 Gailus, 'Was macht eigentlich die historische Protestforschung?', NQMJPX=Warneken 
(ed.), Massenmedium píê~ ÉI=12. See also: 

<http://www.hca.uni-heidelberg.de/de/?q=node/view/234>, accessed 24 Oct. 2006. 
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studies to explain how people can act together in socially mean-
ingful ways. Reicher and Stott argue that crowds are critical to 
an understanding of change and continuity in history and that 
what happens in them has an impact beyond those who actually 
participate. Crowds provide the common people with agency 
and enable them to become subjects of history. 

Within the broader field of geography, critical geopolitics and 
historical geography have also both paid close attention to public 
manifestations of protest, as David Gilbert points out. Geo-
graphers are interested not only in the geographical scope of 
protest, but also in interrelations between processes and networks 
which are seemingly on different scales, the intersection of differ-
ent traditions of protest and their fusion to create new forms, the 
struggle over the nature of certain spaces, and the experiences 
which these spaces embody. The overlap between these fields of 
research and the questions historians are increasingly interested 
in is so close that some have even spotted a 'spatial turn' in the 
humanities and human sciences. 

Likewise, sociologists taking a macro-sociological view do not 
differ significantly in their approach from structural historians, as 
Dieter Rucht points out in his article. Yet in contrast to histori-
ans, sociologists look for general patterns behind protests and try 
to identify the structural conditions which are responsible for 
them. While historians stress the space-time contingency and 
offer 'thick descriptions' of individual acts of protest, sociologists 
focus on protest event analyses. 

As this short synopsis shows, historians can benefit greatly 
from the work being done in the fields of social psychology, geog-
raphy, and sociology when studying social protest in general and 
protest marches in particular. The first three essays in this 
volume show the reader in what way practitioners of these three 
disciplines are interested in protest marches and what questions 
they pursue, while also introducing some of the most important 
figures in their respective fields. Their general thoughts on the 
crowd, space, and society in relation to demonstrations also 
provides a theoretical backdrop against which the case studies by 
the historians and political scientists in this volume should be 
read. 

As Dieter Rucht points out in his essay, the march entered the 
standard repertoire of many protest movements in Europe and 
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the USA at the end of the nineteenth century. It was also 
adopted by protest movements outside the Western world in the 
twentieth century because of the special opportunities it offered 
in contrast to many other possible forms of protest. While no 
single volume can take all the major protest marches into 
account, this study offers a cross-section of case studies of organ-
ized marching activities in the USA and different European 
countries. Each essay in itself takes a comparative perspective 
and deals with more than one demonstration. While it would 
have been interesting also to feature non-Western marches, it 
was felt that the limited space available justified focusing on the 
area where this form of protest originated instead of attempting a 
broader cultural and geographical scope. This has made it possi-
ble to explore the various cross-references between the marches 
featured in this volume in more depth. As a result, only one 
essay, that by David Gilbert, deals with a march outside Europe 
or North America. 

Part II opens the series of case studies and deals with the emer-
gence of organized public demonstrations in the long nineteenth 
century. After surveying the protest activity in Europe in the first 
half of the nineteenth century, Pia Nordblom describes how a 
number of highly disparate traditions came together to shape the 
modern protest form of the demonstration in that period. The 
Hambach Festival of 1832 was at the crossroads of this develop-
ment and, in the words of Hartwig Brandt, as 'the first big 
demonstration of the period', it provides a fitting starting point. 
Likewise, Hugh LeCaine Agnew examines the period between 
1867 and 1875 when the return of constitutional rule in the 
Habsburg Empire allowed the Czech nationalist movement to 
transform itself into a mass-based political phenomenon. In a 
similar way to Hambach, the Czech nationalists appropriated 
established public festivals, ceremonies, and processions, with 
their respective symbolisms, for their own cause, thus successfully 
involving the broader masses for the first time through a new 
form of organized street politics. Birgitta Bader-Zaar completes 
this part on the emergence of public protest marches with a 
comparative view of women's suffrage demonstrations in Britain, 
the USA, Germany, Austria, and France from 1906 to the First 
World War. Among other things, Bader-Zaar highlights the diffi-
culties women faced when they first started to demonstrate in the 
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public sphere, although male processions had by that time 
already become an established feature of political life. 

Part III focuses on the period between the two world wars, 
when economic crisis and the totalitarian challenge dominated 
much street protest. Adam Seipp highlights the character of the 
First World War as a watershed and demonstrates the connec-
tion between the war experience and the extent and form of 
street protest during the demobilization period in Munich and 
Manchester. In Britain, the discontent of the unemployed was 
channelled into spectacular marches from the fringes of the 
country to the capital, in which the presence and the memory of 
war veterans featured prominently. These marches, which 
became the trade mark of the left-wing unemployed movement 
in the 1920s and 1930s, are the subject of Matthias Reiss's essay. 
In contrast, Sven Reichardt compares fascist demonstrations in 
Italy and Germany during the same period, stressing especially 
the central role of political violence in these events. 

As organized street demonstrations quickly became a largely 
urban phenomenon, the essays in Part IV examine protest activ-
ities in certain cities. Christian Koller takes a long-term look at 
the changing character of demonstrations in Zurich between 
1830 and 1940, tracing their development from bourgeois protest 
rallies and labour marches to fascist attempts to contest the 
labour movement's long monopoly of street protest. Simon Hall 
compares two of the seminal protest marches in modern 
American history, the 1963 March on Washington and the 1967 
Anti-War Demonstration in the same city. Nikola Dimitrov looks 
at the use of urban space during the eighty-two days of daily 
street protest in Belgrade and the thirty days of continuous 
protest in Sofia in 1996-7, while Neil Jarman examines the 
parades in Northern Ireland in the context of the peace process 
in that region, paying special attention to the Orange Order 
parade in Drumcree. 

The final part of the book turns to new models of protest 
marches after the Second World War. Holger Nehring compares 
the marches for nuclear disarmament in Britain and West 
Germany between 1958 and 1964, which were the strongest of 
their kind in Western Europe. Fabian Virchow looks at the 
diverse uses and important role of street processions for the 
extreme right in the Federal Republic of Germany since the mid-
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1990s, thus reminding us, with Sven Reichardt, that demonstra-
tions are not employed only for laudable causes. Danielle 
Tartakowsky, finally, examines the history of protest marches in 
France and their development in the light of increasing globaliza-
tion and the crisis of political representation in Europe. Her 
paper thus provides a fitting conclusion to this volume, as it high-
lights the end of the traditional national protest march of the 
nineteenth century in the increasingly globalized world at the 
end of the twentieth century. 

Although they deal with a broad range of marches in different 
countries over a period of some 170 years, the case studies 
presented here are bound together by a number of common 
themes. To start with, they underline Gilbert's point that even 
though today's anti-globalization movement represents a new 
form of worldwide network, earlier protests did not occur in isola-
tion from the wider world, but were often connected through 
transnational events and networks. The Hambach Festival of 
1832, as Nordblom stresses, was already embedded in a larger 
landscape of opposition, protest, and revolution in Germany and 
Europe, and those who took part in it came from all over the 
German Confederation as well as from Poland, France, and 
Britain. According to Agnew, Czech nationalists in Bohemia in 
the 1860s and 1870s modelled their open-air mass meetings on the 
Irish monster meetings of the 1840s, even initially calling them 
'meetingy', based on the English word. After the international 
labour movement had introduced demonstrations as we know 
them today as a feature of public political life in Europe and 
North America at the end of the nineteenth century, the British 
suffrage movement adopted and modified this form of protest for 
its own purposes at the beginning of the twentieth century. In her 
essay, Bader-Zaar shows how the use of these marches, which 
often featured international guests, spread from Britain within the 
transnational suffrage network before the First World War. In his 
study on Zurich, Koller also stresses that demonstrations in this 
city were international events even before the First World War. 
Since the early 1980s Zurich has also been a favourite destination 
of demonstration tourists. Transnational events such as the First 
World War and the Great Depression of the 1930s inspired 
similar protest marches in many countries, as did the Cold War. 
The British Aldermaston marches for nuclear disarmament 
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directly inspired the Easter Marches in West Germany. Both 
events featured international guests and were part of a worldwide 
movement against nuclear weapons. In fact, as Tartakowsky 
observes, most of the increasing number of demonstrations in 
European countries since the end of the 1960s have been 
concerned with international issues. Even when the protest was 
directed against domestic opponents, an international connection 
was often established. During the demonstrations in Belgrade and 
Sofia in 1996-7, for example, messages of support from all over 
the world were read to the protestors in both cities, and the 
extreme right in contemporary Germany tried to establish a link 
with worldwide anti-globalization protest at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, as Virchow points out. In fact, television, the 
worldwide web, and international migration have led to a world-
wide exchange of tactics, symbols, and markers between demon-
strators in different countries in recent years. According to 
Tartakowsky, this put an end to the existence of the specific 
national repertories of collective action which had developed 
since the nineteenth century. 

The importance of space and place is stressed by all contribu-
tors to this volume. The ruins ofHambach castle almost instantly 
served as a focal point for commemorating or rejecting the 
memory of the Festival and what it-supposedly-stood for. In 
fact, Nordblom questions whether the memory of the festival 
would have remained alive to the same extent without the ruins. 
In nineteenth-century Bohemia places of historical, mythical, or 
symbolic significance became gathering points for nationalist 
demonstrations and in some cases were the sources of 'sacred' 
stones, thereby reinforcing the Czech nationalists' claim to the 
landscape. Such lieux de mémoire remained important focal points 
for demonstrations even in the twentieth century. The West 
German Easter Marchers, for example, incorporated concentra-
tion camp sites into their routes, thereby enlisting the memory of 
the Nazi Holocaust to warn against a nuclear holocaust. The 
extreme right, in contrast, used military graveyards or the burial 
place of Rudolf Hess for their demonstrations. 

Because space is so important, it is also often contested. As 
early as 1868, angry Czech crowds prevented a German torch-
light parade in Prague, thus defending their claim to the 
Bohemian capital. Workers in Zurich defended their quarter of 
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the Swiss city against a right-wing demonstration in 1933, while 
at the same time making a point of passing through bourgeois 
districts when marching themselves. Likewise, fascist demonstra-
tions in Italy and Germany between the world wars included 
regular marches through working-class quarters and even the 
full-scale occupation of villages and small towns to show that they 
had captured command of their opponent's territory. The unem-
ployed marchers from the depressed fringes of the British Isles 
during the same period invaded the more prosperous regions of 
'inner' Britain when marching on the capital, despite repeated 
government attempts to stop them and to prevent others from 
copying their example. Most recently, the insistence of the 
Protestant Orange Order on parading through predominantly 
Catholic areas in Northern Ireland and the attempts of the resi-
dents to block these parades have once again stressed the impor-
tance of territory and boundaries for defining communities and 
asserting hegemony in the public sphere. Yet space and bound-
aries could also have a non-spatial meaning. The Easter Marches 
expanded the political space in the Federal Republic of Germany 
and the 'space to be weird' in Britain, as Nehring points out, and 
Virchow shows that the extreme right in contemporary Germany 
successfully attacked and crossed the legal, political, and organi-
zational borders which had long prevented it from marching in 
the public sphere. 

While territory and its boundaries have huge symbolic impor-
tance, so do landmark buildings. Parliament, ministries, town 
halls, police stations, prisons, and other symbols of state power 
provide natural focal points for urban marches to the present 
day, and were often the site of unrest. Protesting women and the 
unemployed, for example, reacted to their perceived lack of 
representation in the British Parliament by attempting to storm 
it. The unemployed and the Easter Marchers also targeted 
Ininistries, and the protestors in Bulgaria occupied and set fire to 
the parliament building in January 1997. Strongholds of their 
movement or of the political enemy also served as landmarks for 
demonstrations. From 1910 on, May Day marches in Zurich, for 
example, always started from or ended at the People's House 
(Volkshaus), while fascist marchers in Italy systematically attacked 
the institutions of the labour and socialist movement, and protes-
tors in Bulgaria set fire to the headquarters of the Communist 
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Party in August 1990. In the age of mass media after the Second 
World War, TV and radio stations as well as newspaper build-
ings were also included on the routes of marches. At the same 
time, the Easter Marches in Britain and Germany added nuclear 
weapons depots to the list. 

Places of consumption and commerce were also an obvious 
target because of their symbolism and disruptive value. Demon-
stration routes of Swiss workers in Zurich included the city's 
financial institutions, while female protestors against high food 
prices in Munich in 1920 brushed past police under orders to stop 
them and marched past inner-city shops. The Hunger Marchers 
to Edinburgh always marched-and once even slept-in Princes 
Street, and demonstrators in Belgrade and Sofia marched 
around and through the commercial centres of their respective 
city in 1996-7. Protestors of the global justice movement in South 
America targeted banks and stock exchanges, while their 
European counterparts focused on the offices of multinational 
companies. And the extreme right in Germany staged a demon-
stration in the city of Frankfurt am Main in 2001 because of its 
significance as a financial centre. 

As many demonstrations consisted of a rally as well as a march, 
public spaces were also important. The street had to be supple-
mented by a field or square. The ruins of Bambach castle offered 
a public space of this sort, while traditional urban places of politi-
cal and social protest, such as Hyde Park or Trafalgar Square in 
London, were natural choices for protest marchers in Britain. The 
equivalent in Washington DC was the Mall, which was framed 
not only by the nation's most important political buildings, but 
also by its most significant monuments, allowing protestors to 
position themselves between the nation's idealized past and less 
than perfect political present. In Sofia, the square in front of the 
nation's biggest Orthodox cathedral was the endpoint of the daily 
processions inJanuary 1997, as this distanced the opposition from 
the atheism of the Communist Party and placed it in the context 
of an older tradition. West Germany provided a special case, as its 
provisional capital Bonn could not serve as a central political 
space for the nation. In contrast, according to Tartakowsky, Paris 
is so saturated with the history of demonstrations that it is difficult 
to find innovative new ways of appropriating space in this city. 
Even the French capital has experienced a relative decline as 
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political centre stage for demonstrations in recent years, as protest 
marches in other French cities have increased and Brussels and 
Strasburg have also become important places for demonstrations. 
The increasing dominance of transnational issues at demonstra-
tions combined with the growth of the anti-globalization move-
ment has resulted in an increasing 'geographical dispersal of 
demonstrations', as Tartakowsky points out. 

The occupation of public space, the crossing of boundaries, the 
invasion of territory, and the marking of landscape are not the 
only symbolic and ritualistic aspects of the demonstrations 
described in this volume. Marching itself also belongs in this cat-
egory. The movement of the marchers symbolizes the progress of 
their respective causes and provides them with agency. Denial of 
the right to move therefore always leads to tension and often to 
violence. In addition, public protest marches are also bonding 
rituals and initiation rites. To appear together in public under the 
banner of a common cause or organization and endure hardship, 
scorn, or even more serious opposition creates and strengthens a 
social identity. A number of authors in this volume see this as the 
most important outcome of the marches they examine, and these 
effects were enhanced further by the use of rituals· and symbols. 

Music and songs featured at almost every demonstration, and 
songs in particular expressed a group's identity and programme. 
The Easter Marches, for example, developed a whole repertoire 
of songs over the years, and the West German police once even 
prohibited the singing of a certain song regarded as inappropri-
ate for an Easter weekend. Italian and German fascists used 
songs provokingly by singing popular workers' tunes with new 
mocking or nationalistic words. In the 1960s concerts of popular 
music became a regular feature of public rallies and in the 1990s 
processions such as the Street Parade in Zurich fused the march 
with the pop concert. The noise-making of the protestors in 
Belgrade and Sofia in 1996-7 is a relatively new aspect which can 
be seen as a modem adaptation of the use of music at marches. 

Colours can also have huge symbolic meaning. They may 
indicate affiliation with a party or organization, or express feel-
ings such as mourning or hope, or virtues like innocence. Flags 
also featured prominently as displays of identity, such as, for 
example, the Slavic flag in nineteenth-century Bohemia, or 
support for a cause, like the Polish flag at Hambach, or the flag of 
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the Spanish Republic in demonstrations of Swiss workers during 
the Spanish Civil War. The absence of certain flags was equally 
telling, such as that of the Bavarian flag at Hambach, or the 
Swiss national flag at May Day demonstrations in Zurich for 
much of the inter-war period. Flags became such an expected 
feature of marches that during the street protest in Belgrade 
1996-7 people brought whatever flag they could find, regardless 
of what it was. However, other marches, such as the neighbour-
hood marches mourning the victims of violence in France, 
consciously refrain from carrying flags and maintain strict 
silence, thus expressing their mourning. West German Easter 
Marches also used silence to mark the seriousness of their cause. 

Olive branches and flowers handed to onlookers, or even put in 
soldiers' gun barrels, were universally recognized as symbols of 
peace in 1914 and 1967, as the contributions by Bader-Zaar and 
Hall both show. Other symbols, however, have gone out of 
fashion. At Hambach, for example, the cockades of the revolu-
tionary period still figured prominently. They lived on in the 
rosettes and ribbons of the suffragette and labour movements, but 
rarely feature en masse at demonstrations today. Monarchical 
symbols and rituals are likewise rarely used anymore, and the 
pageantry which made the suffrage demonstrations, for example, 
such spectacles before the First World War has also largely disap-
peared. While banners still feature in almost every protest march, 
the tradition of elaborate banners created by the English labour 
movement and the suffragettes lives on only in the banners of the 
Orange Order in Northern Ireland. 

In demonstrations of homogenous groups, clothes and acces-
sories also signal belonging. The most obvious example is that of 
the fascist marchers between the world wars. Their uniforms and 
other accessories created a boundary between themselves and the 
onlookers. Today's fascists in Germany similarly express their 
shared ideology in a stylistic way, while the press turned the 
duffel coat into an icon of the Easter Marches. The formal dress 
code of the Protestant marchers in Northern Ireland, especially 
the bowler hat, should also be mentioned in this context. 

The dates of demonstrations also often have a symbolic 
meaning and make a statement. The Hambach Festival, for 
example, deliberately did not start on Bavaria's Constitution Day, 
as initially proposed, but one day later, on 27 May 1832. This still 
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allowed the organizers to place the event into the tradition of the 
medieval Frankish May Field and the Polish May Constitution of 
1791. For the international labour movement, May Day became 
the most important occasion for taking to the streets. Probably no 
other date has had a similar significance for the development of 
organized street processions since it was first celebrated in 1890, 
and May Day has even become a regular occasion for marches of 
the extreme right in contemporary Germany. Yet anniversaries of 
pivotal historic events such as the Battle of the Boyne in 1690, the 
Peterloo demonstration of 1819, or the Easter Rising in Dublin in 
1916 were also important opportunities for public marches. The 
first International Women's Day on 19 March 1911invented its 
own tradition by commemorating the anniversary of the 1848 
revolution. Church festivals with an already established festive 
tradition and symbolism, such as St Patrick's Day in Ireland, or 
Easter, were also sometimes chosen. Monarchical ceremonies, 
such as the return of the Bohemian coronation regalia and the 
visits of the Austrian Emperor to Prague, or the coronation of 
George V, provided other occasions for public demonstrations. 
Parliamentary events, such as the opening of the British Parlia-
ment, elections, or the inauguration of the American President, 
likewise served as focal points for nationalist, suffragette, and 
unemployed protest in different countries. These occasions not 
only ensured heightened publicity, but also made the point that 
the protestors were insufficiently represented by the political 
establishment. 

Such tactics explain another point stressed by a number of 
authors in this volume. Although public protest marches were 
firmly established in the protest repertory of many countries by 
the end of the nineteenth century, they were long viewed with 
deep suspicion by the state. Demonstrations were regarded as an 
attempt to establish an alternative and popular form of political 
representation which bypassed the traditional political institu-
tions and elites, and threatened to replace orderly parliamen-
tarism with revolutionary mob rule. As Reicher and Stott point 
out, 'the crowd' was often pathologized, viewed as a threat to 
public order and civilization itself. As the crowd was seen as 
mindless, demonstrations were not regarded as expressions of 
public opinion, but as instruments of anti-democratic and often 
'foreign' groups manipulating the masses. 
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In France, for example, distrust of demonstrations prevailed 
until long after the Second World War, according to 
Tartakowsky, and as late as 2003, the French Prime Minister 
dismissed street protest against proposed pension reforms with 
the words 'the street does not rule'. Nehring also points out that 
in the 1960s protest marches were still associated with undemoc-
ratic practices in West German political culture. While the atti-
tude in West Germany sprang from the experience of National 
Socialist and Communist street violence during the Weimar 
Republic, it was especially the charge of Communist subversion 
which was levelled against marchers from the end of the First 
World War on, as Seipp and Reiss, for example, show. This 
pattern continued during the Cold War, as the essays on the 
demonstrations in Washington DC and the Easter Marches 
reveal. According to Nehring, 'Communist subversion' provided 
'a heading under which to subsume supposed illicit sexual behav-
iour, allegations of rowdyism, taste in music, and bad behaviour'. 
In the Yugoslavia of Slobodan Milosevic, however, the opposi-
tion demonstrators were called 'hooligans' by state television. 

Partly because public protest marches were long associated 
with mob rule and revolution, they were also seen as a form of 
activity that was not respectable. The problem was especially 
severe for women, as Bader-Zaar points out. Suffragette 
demonstrations not only created fears of insurrection but also 
violated accepted notions of female behaviour. One attempt to 
solve this problem was to recognize social rank, status, and 
origin in the processions, thereby re-creating social and 
geographical order and using the social capital of some partici-
pants to defend the rest of the marchers against slander. The 
demonstrations at Hambach and in Bohemia were well-ordered 
affairs of this sort, as were the marches of the British suffragettes 
before the First World War. After the suffragette Mud March 
on 9 February 1907 in London, for example, The Times noted 
favourably that 'ladies of title and of social distinction' had also 
participated. The flip-side of this tactic was the decision to have 
a separate contingent for black women in the national suffra-
gette parade in Washington DC in 1913 in order to avoid 
offending southern sentiment. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
the Easter Marches to Aldermaston used this approach by 
having the most famous members of the Campaign for Nuclear 
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Disarmament marching at the front of the procession, thereby 
giving it social prestige. 

Another and more frequently chosen solution to the problem 
of respectability was to adopt military-style order and discipline 
while marching. The German labour movement in particular 
adopted this tactic before the First World War, but other organi-
zations also used it. The suffragette organization went so far as to 
have a 'general' in military uniform on horseback heading their 
parades. The military style of demonstrations was adopted by 
many political camps after 1918. Service and sacrifices made 
during the war were frequently stressed by protestors in order to 
emphasize their deservingness and, according to Seipp, triggered 
a 'crisis ofreciprocity' after the First World War. 

Even after 1945, respectability remained an important issue 
which could determine the success or failure of a march, as Hall 
and Nehring, for example, show in their respective essays. 
Communist participation and influence remained important cri-
teria in this regard, but clothes and appearance also still played a 
part, as the attention paid by the British press to the beards and 
duffel coats of the Easter Marchers testifies. Nor has the tactic of 
military appearance gone out of use, as the Orange Order parades 
in Northern Ireland and the marches of the extreme right in 
Germany show. 

However, alternative forms of protest emerged in the late 1930s, 
stressing ironic action, creativity, and humour instead of rank and 
discipline to create media interest. In Britain, the National 
Unemployed Workers' Movement developed such publicity stunts 
shortly before the Second World War, when it lacked the strength 
for more traditional mass protest. Yet a more permanent shift in 
this direction occurred only in the 1960s. Political cabaret and gags 
began to appear at Easter Marches in Germany from 1963-4, and 
the anti-war protests of 1967 in Washington DC also strongly 
featured elements of counter-culture, climaxing in an attempt to 
levitate the Pentagon. Protest marchers in Belgrade and Sofia used 
creative and unusual forms of protest, such as mock funerals, 
theatricalized forms of protest, noise-making, puppets, and even 
the building of a brick wall. Such forms of creative protest not only 
recognized the increasing importance of attracting media atten-
tion; they also defused tension and played on the subversive power 
of humour vis-a-vis the repressive power of the state. 
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The pathologization of the crowd and the association of street 
demonstrations with 'mob rule' often led the state to take meas-
ures against marchers which produced the very violence they 
were designed to prevent, as Reicher and Stott point out in their 
essay. Demonstrations per se, with the notable exception of the 
Italian and German fascists between the world wars, were 
predominately peaceful forms of protest. From Hambach to the 
labour movement and suffragette demonstrations, the civil rights 
march in Washington DC, and the protests in Yugoslavia and 
Bulgaria, the organizers went to great lengths to ensure peaceful 
protest, as many of the essays in this volume show. If demonstra-
tions turned into unrest, as Koller and Dimitrov point out, this 
was a sign that the leadership had lost control over the masses. 

That is not to say that labour marches did not aim to intimi-
date the opponent, or that speakers and deputations refrained 
from issuing threats. As Seipp observes, a new language of rad-
icalism emerged during the First World War, and such rhetoric 
could lead to violence. Yet during the inter-war period only the 
fascists in Italy and Germany planned the use of violence as a 
permanent feature of their propaganda demonstrations. For 
them, as Reichardt points out in detail, violence was a positively 
charged symbol of political power. In fact, it was an expression of 
their lifestyle and formed an integral part of the identity of their 
movement. Nowadays, marches of the extreme right in Germany 
rarely feature open attacks on opponents, but, in Virchow's 
words, they attempt to intimidate by consciously creating an 
'aura of violence'. Violence is also 'a traditional part of the 
marching season' in Northern Ireland, according to Jarman, as 
especially the Protestant parades provoke heated reactions from 
the Catholic population. 

The obviously asymmetrical distribution of power between 
marchers on the one hand and police and army on the other did 
not make violence a promising strategy, even if the protestors 
were ready for it. As the Lord Mayor of Manchester pointedly 
responded to threats by the unemployed in 1919, 'all the injured 
would be on one side' if these were carried out. While this was 
not true-police and army usually suffered their share of casual-
ties when clashing with demonstrators-even armed protestors 
could not hope to conquer the streets by violent means if the state 
mobilized the police or army to defend them. Where, as in Italy 
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in the 1920s, both institutions collaborated with fascist demon-
strators, the latter were able to suspend the rule of law. But even 
the Nazi storm troopers (SA) in Germany were no match for the 
police if the political will to stop them existed. 

Yet the case studies in this volume also suggest that often the 
state's problem was how and when to use its repressive power 
without furthering the demonstrators' cause. As Reicher and 
Stott point out, extensive security measures might be counter-
productive, and not only because they can unify a divided crowd. 
The massive backlash on the part of the Bavarian government 
and the German Confederation after the Bambach Festival 
contributed to the outbreak of violence and greatly increased its 
retrospective impact. British suffragettes received increased press 
coverage while being manhandled by the police, and when 
American police did not intervene to stop attacks on suffragette 
marchers during a national demonstration in Washington DC 
the marchers experienced unprecedented public sympathy. 
Police violence against the Hunger Marchers of 1932 and the 
arrest of two of their leaders under a 600-year-old law also 
created widespread support for the unemployed demonstrators 
and led to the creation of the Council for Civil Liberties. Police 
brutality against a march in Belgrade in February 1997 revital-
ized public support for the opposition and their daily protest 
marches, while the violence used by the police against the 
demonstrators at the parliament in Sofia on 10January 1997 trig-
gered large protests in the capital as well as the rest of the 
country. The use of force can increase the profile of protest 
marches, cast the usually structurally inferior protesters into the 
role of victims, and thereby increase public support for them. As 
one aim of demonstrations is to increase support for a particular 
cause or movement, the use of force by the state, even if 
provoked by lawless behaviour on the part of the protestors 
themselves, can therefore backfire. 

The success or failure of organized street protest is usually 
measured by the turnout and the extent and tone of public reac-
tion. As a result, information about the number of participants is 
often contested, as many of the case studies show. Austrian offi-
cial sources, for example, played down the number of partici-
pants in demonstrations in Bohemia, frequently citing only half 
as many as Czech newspapers. Around 1900, the Swiss socialist 
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press usually gave a figure for participants in labour movement 
demonstrations that was two or three times higher than that 
given by the bourgeois Neue Zürcher Zeitung. According to the 
Metropolitan Police in London, 8,000 to 10,000 people attended 
the welcome demonstration for the sixth National Hunger 
March to London on 8 November 1936, while the labour move-
ment's Daily Herald newspaper counted 250,000 participants. 
According to TV Belgrade, only a few thousand people took part 
in the first mass demonstration against Slobodan Milosevic's 
regime on 9 March 1991, but independent media reports counted 
over 50,000 participants. And as Virchow points out, the papers 
of the extreme right in Germany also pay close attention to, and 
inflate, the number of participants while a low turnout of 
counter-protestors is noted with scorn. 

The media, in fact, provide the forum in which the meaning 
and outcome of a demonstration is negotiated. The German 
press commented widely on the Hambach Festival in 1832, and 
for a long time newspapers and other print media remained the 
most important vehicle for multiplying the effects of a demon-
stration by informing those who did not participate, or see it for 
themselves. The suffragettes acknowledged this by giving 
advance notice of planned events to newspapers to ensure cover-
age. In the 1960s, television added a new dimension. While the 
unemployed marchers in inter-war Britain had tramped country 
roads and urban streets to provide the population with first-hand 
images and reports of the effects of unemployment, television 
could now do this better and create an almost limitless audience 
for demonstrations. Martin Luther King's speech on the steps of 
the Lincoln Memorial on 28 August 1963, for example, was 
watched not only by the 250,000 demonstrators but also by 
millions on television. Many more saw (and heard) excerpts from 
this speech in historical documentaries years after the event, and 
King's 'I have a dream' has come to dominate the memory of 
this day, overshadowing the other speakers and more militant 
voices. The central role of the media is also shown by the fact 
that the demonstrators in Belgrade and Sofia began to target 
newspaper buildings and television stations to protest against 
their coverage of the protest marches. 

The turnout as well as the extent and tone of media coverage 
are two ways of determining the success of a demonstration. The 
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degree to which the marchers are able to achieve their immediate 
political agenda is another way of determining success or, in the 
case of most case studies presented in this volume, failure. 
Nordblom regards the Hambach Festival as ineffective, and 
neither the Czech nationalists nor the suffragettes achieved their 
political aims by demonstrating. Nor are the political results of 
the demonstrations in Munich and Manchester after the First 
World War very impressive, and the same can be said for the 
unemployed marches in Britain during the 1920s and 1930s. In 
the case of Zurich, only the bourgeois protest rallies of 1830 and 
1867-8 initiated far-reaching constitutional changes, while the 
later socialist demonstrations were largely ineffective. Both the 
1963 March on Washington and the 1967 anti-war demonstration 
failed to achieve their immediate goals, and Hall suspects that the 
latter was probably even harmful to the anti-war cause. Nor did 
the Easter Marches in Britain and Germany succeed in their 
demand for nuclear disarmament. From the point of the Orange 
Order, the results of its march through Drumcree in 1995 can 
also be described as counter-productive, as the subsequent 
violence and creation of an independent Parades Commission 
prevented it from marching along this traditional route again. 

Among the more successful marches discussed below are those 
of the fascists in Italy and Germany between the world wars and, 
unfortunately, of the extreme right in Germany since the mid-
199os. However, the main aim of these marches was not to 
achieve a specific political goal, but to generate publicity, to 
intimidate, and to strengthen the group's internal cohesion. By 
contrast, most demonstrations in France between 1984 (and 
earlier) and 1995 were successful in achieving their respective 
political demands, according to Tartakowsk:y. This observation is 
emphasized by the successful street protests of March-April 2006 
in France against a new labour law which was to have made it 
easier to fire young employees under the age of 26 so that 
employers would be less hesitant to hire them. In addition, 
Dimitrov points out that the regime changes which have taken 
place in Eastern Europe since 1989 were initiated on the streets, 
and he considers the demonstration series both in Belgrade and 
Sofia in 1996-7 a success, as many of their immediate demands 
were fulfilled. 

Street demonstrations can therefore achieve concrete aims and 
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even far-reaching political change, although often they seem to 
fail to achieve their immediate political goals. However, this does 
not mean that they had no consequences. As the essays in this 
volume show, their impact on public opinion, long-term political 
and social change, and the internal cohesion and identity of a 
movement is substantial, and represents much more than a 
passing side effect. Demonstrations are more than a means to an 
end or just another weapon in a movement's repertory of protest. 
They are complex rituals that are loaded with meaning and 
interconnected across temporal and spatial borders by common 
causes and intents. They have their own dynamic, as the organiz-
ers of protest marches can attempt to influence, but never hope 
to control, the reaction of the state, press, and public. Nor can 
they be sure of controlling the mass of the marchers themselves, 
who by joining the crowd are provided with agency. Public 
demonstrations and protest marches are therefore moments in 
history when identity and ideas are transformed into collective 
action in the public sphere with an unpredictable outcome. 
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Interdisciplinary Approaches 



2 
Becoming the Subjects of History: 

An Outline of the 
Psychology of Crowds 

STEPHEN REICHER AND CLIFFORD STOTT 

Classic Crowd Psychology: The Roots of 'The Mob' 

The more the masses clamour at the gates of history, the more 
elites seek to have them shut out. Crowd psychology has, tradi-
tionally, done sterling service as one of the gatekeepers. This 
much is evident from even a cursory examination of the context 
in which the discipline arose. Like many of the social sciences, 
social psychology (and crowd psychology in particular) was the 
product of industrialization, of the birth of a mass society, and of 
the key social question that this posed: how could the (dominant) 
social order be preserved when the masses were concentrated 
and physically separated from their erstwhile masters? 1 What 
mass society theories did was to ideologize these questions by 
turning a contest between different class visions of the social 
order into a contrast between society and chaos. 2 The mass was 
characterized as inherently mindless and, rather than promising 
an alternative future, as threatening a reversion to a primitive 
past-a state before human history began. 

If the masses were an imminent threat to order, then the 
crowd was the mass in action. It encapsulated the moment when 
potential turned to actuality and the existing order would be 
smashed apart. Accordingly, the crowd acted as a repository of 
all the elite social fears of the nineteenth (and twentieth and 
twenty-first) century. If hierarchy in general was seen to be 

1 See Serge Moscovici, Âge des Foules (Paris, 1981); Robert A. Nye, The Origins ofCrowd 
Psychology: Gustave Le Bon and the Crisis ofMass Democracy in the Third Republic (London, 1975); 
Jaap van Ginneken, Crowds, Psychology and Politics, 1871-99(Cambridge, 1992). 

2 Salvador Giner, Mass Society (London, 1976). 
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vulnerable to such diverse phenomena as the independent 
woman and the inebriated proletarian so, both metaphorically 
and literally, the worst crowds were characterized as feminine 
and drunkards. 3 The ultimate symbol of these fears can be found 
in Zola's Germinal, where the massed women of Montsou chase 
the grocer Maigrat (a representative of the system) until he falls 
to his death. But still they are not done. They gather around his 
body, castrate him and hold their 'abominable trophy' aloft in 
triumph. Patriarchy could have no worse nightmare. 

These fears were current throughout western Europe but they 
were particularly current in France. It is often supposed that this 
can be put down to the revolution of 1789, and that certainly 
played a part. However, the revolution shaped perceptions of the 
crowd as refracted through Taine's conservative historiography.4 

Taine was writing a century later, in the aftermath of the Paris 
Commune of 1871 where the ruling classes had briefly lived 
through their nemesis, and during the fledgling Third Republic. 
This was a regime assaulted from all sides by mass challenges: the 
monarchism and clericalism of the right, the populism of General 
Boulanger, and, most acutely perhaps, a rising tide of anarchism, 
syndicalism, and socialism. All this was encapsulated in a frenzy 
offear leading up to the first May Day demonstration of 1890.5 

Would this be the moment of apocalypse? Would crowds sweep 
away civilization as the gentlemen observers and scholars knew 
it? This was the stuff out of which crowd psychology was formed. 

Not surprisingly, then, the first debate in crowd psychology 
between the Frenchman Gabriel Tarde and the Italian Scipio 
Sighele centred on how best to repress the crowd-by holding all 
responsible or by a 'decapitation strategy' which targeted the 
ringleaders. Many writers entered the debate, but one name 
towers over all the others: Gustave Le Bon. Le Bon's book on the 
crowd, first published in 1895, has been described as the most 
widely circulated psychology text of all time and has even been 
credited with the formation of modern mass politics. 6 

The book is masterly in its vision and its clarity. It combines the 
concerns of mass society theory with the fashions of contemporary 

3 Susanna Barrows, Distorting Mirrors: Visions of the Crowd in Late Nineteenth-Century France 
(New Haven, 1981). 

4 Hippolyte A. Taine, Les Origins de la France contemporaine, 6 vols. (Paris, 1876-g4). 
5 See Barrows, Distorting Mirrors. 
6 Moscovici, Âge des Foules. 
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science in order to create a coherent and compelling case. In 
brief, Le Bon argues that, in the anonymity of the crowd, people 
lose their individual identity and hence their capacity for reason 
and judgement. This means that they are incapable of resisting 
any passing idea or, especially, emotion (contagion). Moreover, 
because the loss of individual identity means reversion to an 
atavistic collective unconscious or group mind, this means that the 
impulses and hence behaviours which predominate in the crowd 
will be correspondingly primitive and violent. Thus, for Le Bon, 
the crowd member is 'a barbarian' who has descended several 
rungs on the ladder of civilization and crowds 'are only powerful 
for destruction'. 7 

What marked Le Bon out from his contemporaries, however, 
was his eye for turning a crisis into an opportunity. If crowd 
members were mindless brutes, the astute leader could turn this 
to his advantage (the gendering is Le Ban's-like his predecessors 
he saw crowds as feminine but leaders as masculine). As long as 
one stuck to flattery and replaced argument with assertion (or 
rather, used simple, declarative, and repetitive language) then a 
crowd could be moved to do almost anything. Le Ban's own 
project was to tum the masses from radical to nationalist, to use 
them as a defence of the nation rather suffer them as a threat. 
Indeed, for all the success of The Crowd he declared himself 
proudest of another and much more obscure book, Le Defence 
Sociale, written in 1915.8 

'Mob' Psychology as Ideology 

There are many ways of challenging what Le Bon said, but 
perhaps the most telling criticism has to do not with what he 
wrote, but with what he omitted. 9 Le Bon was concerned with the 
struggle between groups-that between strikers and demonstra-
tors on the one side, police, army, or private guards on the other; 
more generally, that between the different social forces of late 

7 Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of thePopular Mind (1895; London, 1947), 32 and 
19. 

8 Nye, Origins ofCrowd Psychology. 
9 Stephen Reicher and Jonathan Potter, 'Psychological Theory as Intergroup 

Perspective: A Comparative Analysis of "Scientific" and "Lay" Accounts of Crowd 
Events', Human Relations 38 (1985), 167-89. 
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nineteenth-century France. Yet in his account only one of these 
sides-'the crowd'-ever appears. Their acts, their anger, and 
their violence can therefore never be related to the repression they 
experienced during mass protests, or to the wider injustices that 
characterized the society of their time. As a consequence the 
meaning of action (and, specifically, of violence) in context cannot 
be appreciated. Such action inevitably comes to be represented as 
senseless, as the reflection of an inner essence and therefore a 
characteristic of all crowds in all times and all places. In short, the 
decontextualization of crowd behaviour led to a pathologized and 
reified crowd psychology. 

Moreover, if crowd violence reflects the crowd nature then 
there is no point in looking for the reasons why people might be 
moved to protest and fight, there is no need to place responsibil-
ity for disorder anywhere else but the crowd, and the only possi-
ble way of dealing with crowds is through repression. Le Bon's 
psychology is a potent ideological mix! But there is still more to it 
than that. For Le Bon crowd members lose all agency. They are 
inert matter that can be directed at will by the powerful leader. 
This was an idea eagerly taken up by many of the dictators of Le 
Bon's age and of subsequent decades-notably Mussolini and 
Hitler. Both subscribed to an aestheticized politics in which the 
leader shaping the masses is like a sculptor moulding clay. 10 The 
influence of Le Bon on both can be easily traced. Hitler's Mein 
Kampf has been described as a poor person's The Crowd 11 -

although in many places a plagiarized The Crowd would be more 
accurate. Mussolini went so far as to state that the principles of 
the Italian fascist state were based on the ideas of Le Bon. 12 All in 
all, Le Bon's psychology underpins the most extreme 'great man' 
view of history. 

Of course, today there are thankfully few people who would 
happily embrace these implications of Le Bon's psychology. None 
the less, there remain many who share his assumptions without 
realizing the consequences. Most fundamentally, Le Bon's decon-
textualization of the crowd is underpinned by a desocialized char-
acterization of the human self. Thus, an individual identity is 

10 Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectale: The Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini's Italy 
(Berkeley, 2000); Frederic Spotts, Hitler and the Power of Aesthetics (London, 2002). 

11 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Aspects of Sociology (London, 1973), 77. 
12 Moscovici, Âge des Foules, 93. 
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characterized as the sole basis of controlled action. The operation 
of this identity may be affected by social factors (most obviously, 
crowd situations lead to a loss of identity and hence of control); 
however, the identity itself is sovereign and independent of society. 
It is not constituted out of the social. Hence there is simply no 
psychological process that can link behaviour to society, and no 
way in which crowd behaviour could be socially patterned. Crowds 
can act only randomly and crowd action must be meaningless. 

These assumptions are still prevalent. In psychology, 'deindivid-
uation' theories suggest that the individual self becomes occluded 
through anonymity in groups, and that behaviour becomes uncon-
trolled as a result. 13 In society at large (and perhaps more worry-
ingly, amongst institutions such as the police) many still aver that 
everyone in the crowd, especially a demonstrating crowd, is prone 
to mindless destruction. l 4 

There is a very simple problem with such views. After the 
routine political condemnation, the cries of 'criminality', and 
denunciations of 'mad mobs', closer examination of crowds 
always seems to reveal a pattern of action and a meaningful one 
at that. Consider what might appear to be the simplest and most 
atavistic form of crowd-the food riot. Surely, people simply get 
crazed with hunger, storm the granaries, and run off to devour 
the spoils? Not at all. Closer inspection (such as Thompson's 
landmark studies of such riots in eighteenth-century England, or 
Reddy's study of similar phenomena in France) shows a much 
more sophisticated pattern. 15 Food was taken only when its 
distribution violated popular norms, and even then the forms of 
seizure and treatment of the merchants also reflected traditional 
agreements as to what was proper (what Thompson calls the 
'moral economy' of the crowd). 

13 For a review and a critique see Stephen Reicher, Russell Spears, and Tom Postmes, 
'A Social Identity Model of Deindividuation Phenomena', European Review of Social 
Psychology, 6 (1995), NSNJVUX=Tom Postmes and Russell Spears, 'Deindividuation and Anti-
Normative Behavior: A Meta-Analysis', m çäçÖá ~ä=Bulletin, 123 (1998), 238-59. 

14 Stephen Reicher, Clifford Stott, Patrick Cronin, et al., 'A New Approach to Crowd 
Psychology and Public Order Policing', Policing, 27 (2004), 558-72; Clifford Stott and 
Stephen Reicher, 'Crowd Action as Intergroup Process: Introducing the Police 
Perspective', European Journal Social m çäçÖ I=28 (1998), 509-30. 

15 Edward P. Thompson, 'The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
Eighteenth Century', Past and Present, 50 (1971), 76-136; id., Customs in Common 
(Harmondsworth, 1991); William M. Reddy, 'The Textile Trade and the Language of the 
Crowd at Rouen, 1752-1871', Past and Present, 74 (1977), 62-89. 
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But surely this is clef erring the matter. Instances of crowd 
atavism are easily found. Take, for instance, one of the seminal 
moments of modern history, the St Bartholomew's Day massacres 
of 1572-the moment (according to Anthony Marx) when the 
French nation and thence the European system of nation-states 
was born. 16 The descriptions of the day and its aftermath, during 
which up to 30,000 people were massacred, are truly gruesome: 
innocents mercilessly killed, their bodies desecrated or else left 
purposefully to be gnawed by dogs-all things that invite, and 
have received, a Le Bonian explanation. However, as Natalie 
Davis herself has shown though detailed analysis, in these 
confrontations between Catholics and Protestants, the precise 
actions of each drew on their respective theologies of heresy. 17 

The forms of killing and the treatment of bodies reflected rituals 
of purification. Crowd members acted on what they saw as right 
and proper and their behaviours were reflections of, not excep-
tions from, the norm. Certainly both priests and politicians acted 
to incite their constituencies, but these people were no dupes. 
Indeed, at times they compelled their leaders to observe what they 
saw as the beliefs of the group. So even here, in the midst of 
massacre, we find nothing of the mindless and passive mob. 
Rather we find social actors knowingly, purposefully, and 
creatively enacting collective world-views and doing what they see 
as right. The task for crowd psychology is not to obscure these 
patterns but rather to explain just how people can come to act 
together in such socially meaningful ways. 

A New Approach to Group Psychology 

If the roots of Le Bonian crowd psychology lie in a desocialized 
conception of the self, then a challenge to his portrait of the crowd 
must start with a resocialized conception of selfhood. This is the 
aim of the social identity tradition in social psychology which, by 
now, is probably the dominant perspective on group processes. 18 

According to this tradition, the self is always defined in social 

16 Anthony Marx, Faith in Nation: Exclusionary Origins of Nationalism (Oxford, 2003), 88. 
17 See Natalie Z. Davis, 'The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixteenth-Century 

France', Past and Present, 59 (1978), 51-91. 
18 For the original models see Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, 'An Integrative 
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relation to the other, but this can happen at different levels of 
abstraction. Hence, sometimes we might define ourselves in terms 
of what makes us distinct from other individuals ('I' v. 'you': 
personal identity), and sometimes in terms of what makes our 
group distinct from other groups ('us' v. 'them': social identity). 

The shift from personal to social identity is the psychological 
mechanism that underpins the shift from interpersonal to inter-
group behaviour. Or, rather, social identity is the psychological 
mechanism that makes group behaviour possible. 19 The impor-
tance of this lies in the fact that a social identity is something that 
is, simultaneously, intensely personal and irreducibly social. 
Thus, on the one hand, our social identities ('I am French') are 
something we care passionately about, something for which we 
are prepared to kill, to die, and even feel that it is sweet to do so. 
On the other hand, what it means, say, to be French, cannot be 
reduced to any single individual. It is something that is rooted in 
history, codified in textbooks and museums, and continually 
debated in the public domain. In assuming a social identity, then, 
the individual acts as a social subject. 

To put it slightly differently, where Le Bon envisages a singular 
identity which is lost in the group (resulting in a loss of control) 
social identity envisages a complex system of identity and a shift to 
a different level of identity in the group (resulting in a shift to a 
socially defined basis of control). What is more, we all have multi-
ple social identities corresponding to the different social categories 
with which we identify (for example, I am not only French but also 
an academic, a woman, a Catholic, a socialist). These may be 
salient in different contexts (in the lecture theatre I am an 
academic, at the rally I am a socialist) and consequently the social 
shape of my behaviour may also vary from context to context. 

Theory oflntergroup Conflict', in William G. Austin and Stephen Worchel (eds.), The 
Social m çäçÖ =Intergroup Relations (Monterey, Calif., 1979); andJohn C. Turner, Michael 
A. Hogg, Penelope J. Oakes, et al., Rediscovering the Social Group: A Seif-Categorization Theory 
(Oxford, 1987). For more recent reviews see Alexander Haslam, Psyclwlogy in Organizations: 
The Social ldenti!}I Approach (London, 2001); and Naomi Ellemers, Russell Spears, and 
Bertjan Doosje (eds.), Social Identi!JI: Context, Commitment, Content (Malden, Mass., 1999). For 
statements of principles see Stephen Reicher, 'The Context of Social Psychology: 
Domination, Resistance and Change', Political Psychology, 25 (2004), 40-62; andJohn C. 
Turner, 'Some Current Issues in Research on Social Identity and Self-Categorization 
Theories', in Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje (eds.), Social Identity, 6-34. 

19 John C. Turner, 'Towards a Cognitive Redefinition of the Social Group', in Henri 
Tajfel (ed.), Social Identity and Intergroup Relations (Cambridge, 1982), 15-40. 
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There are a number of aspects of the social identity tradition 
which are particularly important to the issues that concern us 
here. First, it is important to distinguish between a physical group 
(which henceforth we shall call a 'gathering') and a psychological 
group or crowd. The distinction can best be illustrated by an 
experience with which most people will be all too familiar. You 
are packed on a commuter train, but despite the numbers and 
density, each person remains, psychologically, an individual. 
Everybody reads his or her own paper and tries to ignore eye 
contact with everyone else. Physical contact is avoided even more 
assiduously and experienced with nausea. Then the train stops. 
After a seemingly interminable delay, the loudspeakers provide 
an inadequate excuse and a warning that it will be some time 
before the train starts again. Now people begin to shift psycho-
logically. They start to see themselves collectively (as aggrieved 
commuters against the train company) rather than individually. 
They change their very postures, turning to others, talking to 
them, perhaps even sharing their sandwiches. The shift from a 
gathering with no shared social identity to a psychological group 
with a shared social identity leads to a fundamental change in the 
nature (and, particularly, the collectivity) of action. 

Of course, this is not the only shift that can take place. In some 
gatherings there may be multiple psychological groups (this is 
typically the case of demonstrations which involve different polit-
ical groups, trade unionists, students, and so on) which in some 
circumstances may shift to becoming a single group. We will 
address the processes through which this occurs in due course. 
For now, though, the example we have just provided points to a 
second relevant aspect of social identity theorizing. That is, 
shared social identification transforms the interpersonal relations 
between people and thereby creates the conditions for co-ordi-
nated collective action. Those who view others as belonging to 
the same group as themselves are more likely to trust them, 
respect them, co-operate with them, act in solidarity with them, 
help them, and seek agreement with them. 20 What is more, when 

20 Alexander Haslam, Penelope]. Oakes,John C. Turner, et al., 'The Group as a 
Basis for Emergent Stereotype Consensus', European Review qf Social Psychology, 8 (1998), 
203-39; Mark Levine, Claire Cassidy, Gemma Brazier, et al., 'Self-Categorization and 
Bystander Non-Intervention: Two Experimental Studies', Journal qf Applied Social 
Psychology, 32 (2002), 1452-63; Mark Levine, Amy Prosser, David Evans, et al., 'Identity 
and Emergency Intervention: How Social Group Membership and Inclusiveness of 
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people believe that they share fundamental beliefs and values in 
common, it becomes possible to choose representatives who can 
further their shared concerns. In other words, social identifica-
tion makes leadership possible.21 Thus a psychological group is 
one in which people can align their efforts and sustain the organ-
ization which can direct these efforts to the best effect. In large 
groups, the combination of numbers and co-ordination means 
that shared social identity provides a basis for social power.22 

Third, as we have already intimated, when people see them-
selves as members of a group, they seek to behave in terms of the 
norms, values, and beliefs that define the relevant category. More 
formally, social identification entails a process of self-stereotyping 
whereby people seek out information about the core meanings 
('criteria! attributes') associated with the group and conform to 
them. They do so not because they are coerced or because they 
simply seek approval from others. They do so because of a 
genuine process of conversion whereby the group ideology comes 
to define what is right and proper for them, as group members, 
to do. 23 The implication of this process is that group members 
will only conform to ideas and proposals which are seen as 
instantiating the group ideology into practice. Moreover, they 
will only conform to suggestions coming from those who are seen 
as being in a position to know and interpret the group ideology-
notably, typical group members. In effect, the notion of self-
stereotyping forms the basis for a model of social influence which 
explains how group and crowd members can act together as 
social subjects. As we shall see in due course, it also provides the 
basis for a model of how leadership operates which does not 
substitute the agency of leaders for that of their followers. 

Group Boundaries Shapes Helping Behavior', Personality and Social Psychology BuUetin, 31 
(2005), 443-53; Stephen Reicher, Claire Cassidy, Nick Hopkins, et al., 'Saving Bulgaria's 
Jews: An Analysis of Social Identity and the Mobilisation of Social Solidarity', European 
Journal ef Social Psychology, 36 (2006), 49-72; Tom R. Tyler and Steven L. Blader, 
Cooperation in Groups: Procedural Justice, Social ldenti!J, and Behavioral Engagement (Philadelphia, 
2000). 

21 Haslam, Psychology in Organizations; Stephen Reicher and Alexander Haslam, 
'Rethinking the Psychology of Tyranny: The BBC Prison Study', British Journal ef Social 
Psychology, 44 (2006), 1-40, at 30. 

22 John C. Turner, 'Examining the Nature of Power: A Three-Process Theory', 
European Journal ef Social Psychology, 35 (2005), 1---22. 

23 Id., 'Towards a Cognitive Redefinition of the Social Group'; id., Social Influence 
(Milton Keynes, 1991). 
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Social Identity and Crowd Action 

Thus far we have dealt with general principles of the social iden-
tity approach which can apply to a wide variety of gatherings. 
Now let us consider their application to specific types of large 
face-to-face groups, such as demonstrations, rallies, and protests, 
which typically involve an antagonistic relationship with others-
either rival groups (counter-demonstrators) or state representa-
tives (the army or police). This is what we mean when we talk of 
the crowd. 24 

Much of our collective life is routinized and predictable. We 
know exactly how to behave as group members. The implica-
tions of social identity for behaviour in context is clearly specified 
and, if it is not, there are formalized procedures (meetings, votes, 
formal structures of authority) for deciding what to do. The 
crowd, however, is marked by indeterminacy. Crowd events are 
often novel, unexpected, ambiguous. Moreover, one cannot stop 
for a debate in the midst of a riot. One must act immediately. 
The problem, then, is how to decide the best way of confronting 
an unprecedented situation when the normal processes of deci-
sion-making are blocked. More formally, what are the ways in 
which a specific set of norms can be developed which apply the 
broader social identity in situ? The problem of crowd psychology, 
then, is the problem of the contextual interpretation of identity. 

This problem can be resolved in two ways. One is to infer 
group norms from the actions of 'typical' crowd members-what 
is sometimes referred to as the 'inductive' aspect of categoriza-
tion. 25 This is not to suggest that people will follow anything such 
people do-that would be close to a Le Bonian 'contagion' 
model. The act must be seen as at least potentially consonant 
with shared understandings of identity. None the less there may 
still be a range of actions that fulfil these criteria. Thus, for 
instance, a pacifist civil rights group confronting a racist police 
force would not follow one of their number who threw a brick, 
but they might follow a group member who sat down in protest, 
or who started a freedom song, or who proposed that all link 

24 Stephen Reicher, 'The Determination of Collective Behaviour', in Henri Tajfel 
(ed.), Social Identity and Intergroup Relations (Cambridge, 1982), 41-83. 

25 Ibid. 
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arms and carry on marching. This suggests that it is best to think 
of crowd action in terms of limits to action rather than specified 
behaviours. Within those limits behaviour may well be volatile, 
but, conversely, volatility is always within limited boundaries. 26 

A second process involves deliberate attempts to achieve influ-
ence and to harness the power of the crowd to the aims of the 
speaker. That is, it is a process of (attempted) leadership. In order 
to convince fellow crowd members, however, the content of what 
is said is every bit as important as the form in which it is deliv-
ered. To be more precise, the leader must first convince people 
that she or he is typical of the group and hence able to interpret 
their social identity ( or even distinctively typical-prototypical-
and therefore more able than others to play this role). Secondly, 
effective leaders must convince people that their specific propos-
als are consonant with the broad terms of this shared identity. 
This involves a complex set of rhetorical skills orientated around 
the definition of the category, the self-characterization of speak-
ers, and the description of their proposals. As we have argued, 
effective leaders must be adept entrepreneurs of identity. 27 Yet, like 
civil servants to ministers, crowd leaders can only propose their 
visions of identity. It is up to crowd members to dispose of such 
suggestions as they will. This involves an active process of inter-
pretation. Overall, then, the relationship between leaders and 
followers is not one of master and slave. Rather, as Haslam has 
put it, both are mutually implicated in a social-categorical rela-
tionship-that is, in determining the meaning of a common 
'we'.28 

There are times, however, when the indeterminacy of crowd 
events takes a more radical form, and where the response is not 
to elaborate social identity but to redefine it. This has to do with 

26 Stephen Reicher, 'St. Pauls: A Study in the Limits of Crowd Behaviour', European 
Journal <if Social Psychology, 14 (1984), 1-21; Stephen Reicher, 'Crowd Behaviour as Social 
Action', injohn C. Turner, Michael A. Hogg, Penelope]. Oakes, et al., Rediscovering the 
Social Group: A Seif-Categorization Theory (Oxford, 1987), 171-202. 

27 Stephen Reicher, Alexander Haslam, and Nick Hopkins, 'Social Identity and the 
Dynamics of Leadership: Leaders and Followers as Collaborative Agents in the 
Transformation of Social Reality', Leadership Quarter/y, 16 (2005), 547-68, at 556-64; 
Stephen Reicher and Nick Hopkins, Seif and Nation: Categorization, Contestation, and 
Mobilization (London, 2001); eid., 'On the Science of the Art of Leadership', in Daan van 
Knippenberg and Michael A. Hogg (eds.), Leadership and Power: Identity Processes in Groups 
and Organizations (London, 2003), 197-209. 

2a Haslam, Psychology in Organizations. 
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the fact that these events involve intergroup interactions. Therefore 
it is impossible not only to predict with certainty what others will 
do, but also to anticipate the outcomes of one's own actions, 
since that will depend upon how they are understood and 
reacted to by the other. Indeed, crowd events can constitute one 
of the rare events in peoples' lives where they find themselves in 
new social positions that they neither desired nor anticipated. In 
this way, crowds can be a gateway to personal, collective, and 
societal change. 

For instance, we have repeatedly found an empirical pattern of 
crowd interaction whereby crowd members initially see them-
selves as liberal, democratic subjects who are antagonistic to 
radical elements in the crowd but not to the police. 29 However, 
because the police see them as dangerous ( due in large part to the 
Le Bonian perceptions we described above) and have the means 
to treat them as dangerous, they come to find themselves in 
alliance with radicals and in opposition to the authorities. In the 
immediate context this changes the categorical structure of 
events from multiple psychological crowds with different rela-
tions to the police to a single psychological crowd united in 
antagonism to the police. In the longer term, it initiates a shift 
towards a social conflict view of the world and a self-positioning 
as oppositional within this world. 

As Therborn has noted, a revolutionary process hardly ever 
starts with people intending to overthrow the system. 30 Rather, it 
involves a process of radicalization which depends upon the reac-
tion of the authorities and their agents to initial limited demands. 
This process, we suggest, is primarily an outcome of collective 

29 John Drury and Stephen Reicher, 'Collective Action and Social Change: The 
Emergence of New Social Identities', British]oumal efSocial Psychology, 39 (2000), 579-604; 
eid., 'Explaining Enduring Empowerment: A Comparative Study of Collective Action 
and Psychological Outcomes', European Journal ef Social Psychology, 35 (2005), 35-58; 
Stephen Reicher, 'The Battle of Westminster: Developing the Social Identity Model of 
Crowd Behaviour in Order to Deal with the Initiation and Development of Collective 
Conflict', European Journal efSocial Psychology, 26 (1996), u5-34; Reicher, Stott, Cronin, et 
al., 'A New Approach to Crowd Psychology'; Clifford Stott, Paul Hutchison, andJohn 
Drury, ' "Hooligans" Abroad? Inter-Group Dynamics, Social Identity and Participation 
in Collective "Disorder" at the 1998 World Cup Finals', British Journal efSocial Psychowgy, 
40 (2001), 359-84; Clifford Stott and John Drury, 'Crowds, Context and Identity: 
Dynamic Categorization Processes in the "Poll Tax Riot"', Human Relations, 53 (2002), 
247,3; Clifford Stott and Stephen Reicher, 'How Conflict Escalates: the Inter-Group 
Dynamics of Collective Football Crowd "Violence"', Sociowgy, 32 (1998), 353,7. 

30 Goran Therborn, The Ideowgy ef Power and the Power ef ldeowgy (London, 1980). 
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experience and of the intergroup dynamics of crowd events. In 
the examples detailed above we have focused on the way in 
which an asymmetry in the categorical perceptions of crowd and 
police can change the social relations between people and 
authorities, and thereby forge new oppositional identities. 

But even where people are already oppositional, crowd events 
can change the power relations between people and the state. 
Hence they can affect the popular sense of collective efficacy and 
thereby provide people with the confidence to act on their (new) 
beliefs.31 In part this derives from the unification of people in the 
crowd and the sense of power that we have already alluded to. 
But equally, it can derive from the disunification of repressive 
forces during such events. Leon Trotsky, for instance, in his 
magisterial History of the Russian Revolution, describes in detail the 
critical moment during the July days of 1917 when the Cossacks 
refused to charge the mass working-class demonstrations. That, 
for him, was the moment when revolution became certain. 32 

There is one final point to be made here. Our argument 
concerning societal change implies that what happens in crowds 
has an impact far beyond those who actually participate. In a 
mass society, where many of the categories which are fundamen-
tal to us (class, gender, nation, and so on) have to be imagined 
since they are far too large for us ever to know or meet with all 
other members, the crowd is the 'imagined community' made 
manifest. 33 What happens in crowds can therefore be read as 
emblematic for all those who identify with the social identity 
shared amongst crowd members. Thus, to take a pertinent 
example, a conflict between black people and the police in 
Brixton impacts upon the views of all those who identify as black 
in Britain. 34 That is why even fairly small crowd events can have 
societal implications and why, so often, crowds are central to the 
historical process. 

31 Drury and Reicher, 'Collective Action and Social Change'. 
32 Leon Trotsky, The History ef the Russian Revolution (London, 1977). 
33 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections ef the Origin and Spread ef 

Nationalism (London, 1983). 
34 On 10-u April 1981, a serious riot erupted in Brixton (London), in which police 

forces clashed with black youths. 
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Conclusion: Crowds as History 

For far too long crowds have been treated as an aberration of 
and from history. In this essay we have suggested that this argu-
ment is less a description than an aspiration by those who are all 
too aware of the potential of the mass to make their own history 
and who wish to stop them from so doing. It is high time, then, 
that we reappraise the contribution of crowds to history and the 
implications of crowd psychology for understanding the historical 
process. 

Our first conclusion is that crowds are critical to an under-
standing of historical change-and also historical continuity. For 
if we have focused on crowds that disturb the social equilibrium, 
it is equally true that many crowds-coronation crowds, jubilee 
crowds, crowds at the funerals of Lady Diana and the Queen 
Mother-serve to consolidate existing identities and stabilize the 
role of authority as emblematic of the imagined community. 

Our second conclusion is that, in order to understand the 
historical role of crowds, it is important to reconsider how 
human agency is affected by mass participation. We suggest that, 
far from agency being obliterated in the crowd, the crowd actu-
ally provides people with agency. It both defines the norms, 
values, and moral sensibilities that shape what people want to do, 
and also provides the power that enables them to do it. In crowds 
people cease to be mere 'objects' whose fate is manipulated by 
others, and become subjects who, jointly, determine their own 
fate. 35 Indeed, that sense of agency is one of the central joys of 
being in a crowd and does much to explain why people want to 
participate. 

Our third conclusion is that we must equally consider the rela-
tionship between leaders and the crowd. These leaders neither 
dominate a prone crowd, nor are they mere ciphers of the crowd. 
Rather, both leaders and followers are actively involved in defin-
ing and evaluating versions of identity. The skilled entrepreneur 
of identity may well draw on existing beliefs, traditions, and other 

35 Reicher and Haslam, 'Rethinking the Psychology of Tyranny', 31; eid., 'On the 
Agency of Individuals and Groups: Lessons from the BBC Prison Study', in Tom Postmes 
andJolandaJetten (eds.), Individuality and the Group: Advances in Social Identity (London, 2005), 
237-57. 



Psychology of Crowds 39 

historical resources, but these are selectively invoked and 
creatively woven into a fresh narrative for the present. Equally, 
crowd members draw on these narratives for their own purposes 
and actively appropriate or resist them. Neither side can use the 
other as an excuse for their actions. Both are knowing and 
responsible for what they do. 

Our final and overall conclusion echoes Lefebvre's famous 
essay on crowds in the French revolution.36 To paraphrase him 
loosely, perhaps it is only in the crowd that people forget their 
petty day-to-day concerns and become the subjects of history. 
We suggest that this is a two-way street. The subject of history 
would benefit greatly by paying more concern to crowd 
processes. 

36 Georges Lefebvre, Études sur la Revolution Française (Paris, 1954), 277. 



3 
The Geographies of 

Protest Marches 
DAVID GILBERT 

At the end of July 1999 a protest march took place in the 
Narmada Valley in India's Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, and 
Gujarat states. The 'Rally for the Valley' was organized by the 
Narmada Bachao Andolan (or 'Save Narmada Movement') and 
fronted by the novelist Arundhati Roy as a protest against the 
construction of a series of massive dams and reservoirs along the 
river and the consequent submergence of hundreds of villages. 
The rally took the form of a journey of around 550 km, with 
major events and demonstrations at each village stop. Substantial 
sections of the route were completed on buses, trucks, and jeeps, 
but there were also sections where the rally involved long collec-
tive walks, and other places where the protest took to the waters 
of the river. As the march reached Pathrad, it was greeted by 
dozens of traditional naavdees (sailing boats) staging an aquatic 
version of a protest march, with slogans daubed on their sails. At 
villages on the route there were marches within the longer 
march. At Nisarpur in Madhya Pradesh, 
the rallyists and locals spontaneously form a procession that dances and 
drums its way around and through the village. It is stirring and infec-
tious. It takes a full hour to reach the market square. The rallyists range 
from Mumbai socialites to Rajansthani labourers, Delhi students to 
Kerala activists, French environmentalists to American scholars. They 
sing, recite poems and make speeches. The locals respond. It continues 
well into the night. 1 

For the final part of the route, the rally was forced onto boats as 
the Gujarat authorities had blocked the land route. The final 
destination was the site of a different tradition of protest at 

1 Sumir Lal, 'Arundhati Hears a Loud Whisper', Hindustan Times, 6 Aug. 1999, 6. 
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Jalsindhi. Here the rallyists were welcomed by the participants in 
a satyagraha, a form of Gandhian protest that emphasized immo-
bility rather than movement (the word 'satyagraha' combines 
Hindi words for 'truth' and for 'holding firm'). 2 

The British geographer Paul Routledge (noted in the Indian 
press for his abilities on the clarinet) was an active participant 
in the Rally in the Valley. In subsequent writings about the 
Narmada campaign, Routledge has shown the ways in which the 
events provoke questions that are centrally geographical, that ask 
about the spatial characteristics of the protests, about the ways in 
which they cut across different scales of action and activity, and 
about their relationship with particular places and landscapes. 3 

Routledge's work on resistance (he has also written, for example, 
on road protests in Britain) forms part of a wider movement 
within the discipline of Geography that has been styled 'critical 
geopolitics'. 4 Critical geopolitics has explicitly positioned itself in 
contradistinction to an older tradition of geopolitical thought, 
associated above all with the work of Halford Mackinder, one of 
the founding fathers of British academic Geography. Mackinder's 
geopolitics, expressed most famously in his 1904 paper to the 
Royal Geographical Society, 'The Geographical Pivot of History', 
was concerned with the strategic significance of physical geo-
graphy and the configuration of land masses for the fortunes of 
states and empires. (His ideas about the significance of the 
Eurasian 'heartland' as the critical space for global geopolitical 
superiority had significant influence on US Cold War strategic 
thought.) Critical geopolitics seeks to go beyond this narrow 
concern for the interrelationship of geography and statecraft, 
shifting attention to other scales of political activity, to include 
supranational networks and organizations, and to problematize 
political actions and events conventionally thought of as local. 
At the same time, drawing upon the work of influential spatial 

2 Judith Brown, Gandhi: Prisoner ofHope (New Haven, 1989), 55. 
3 Paul Routledge, 'Voices of the Damned: Discursive Resistance Amidst Erasure in the 

Narmada Valley, India', Political Geography, 22 (2003), 243-70; id., 'Convergence Spaces: 
Process Geographies of Grassroots Globalisation Networks', Transactions ofthe Institute of
British Geographers, 28 (2003), 333-49. 

4 Id., 'The Imagineering of Resistance: Pollock Free State and the Practice of 
Postmodern Politics', Transactions of theInstitute ofBritish Geographers, 22 (1997), 359-76 For 
discussion of the emergence of critical geopolitics see Gear6id Ó Tuathail, Critical 
Geopolitics (Minneapolis, 1996); Klaus Dodds, 'Critical Geopolitics after Ten Years', 
Progress in Human Geography, 25 (2001), 469-84. 
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theorists such as Henri Lefebvre, critical geopolitics has argued 
that geography or space cannot be regarded as a fixed pre-given 
stage on which political action takes place, but is actively consti-
tuted and contested in social action. In turning to address social 
movements and social protest, critical geopolitics has emphasized 
both how events such as protest marches are shaped by geograph-
ical circumstances-to put it another way, how they are place-
specific-but also how they may often be regarded as being 
struggles over the understanding or definition of places. 

These emphases in critical geopolitics have some connection 
with historical work on protest and resistance undertaken by 
geographers. Here there has been an emphasis on the signifi-
cance of spatial movement in protest, considering both the char-
acter of formal protest marches, and the role that travel played in 
the development of political movements such as Chartism in 
Britain. 5 This work, for example, treated the long-distance 
British hunger marches of the inter-war period as a particularly 
forceful form of protest in a society characterized by uneven 
development and massive regional disparities in wealth and 
employment prospects. While in direct political terms the hunger 
marches were of very limited success, in so publicly and dramati-
cally crossing the borders between what contemporaries knew as 
'outer' and 'inner' Britain, they made a lasting impression on the 
geographical terms of political debate in the post-war period. 
Thejarrow March in particular drew attention to those places 
that were being left behind in the recovery of the late 1930s, and 
in the longer term became a symbol of the divisions created by 
unemployment. 6 

These two strands of work, in critical geopolitics and historical 
geography, do not amount to a comprehensive disciplinary 
canon of work on protest or protest marches by geographers. 
Geography is a wide and sometimes rather disparate discipline 
(perhaps even an 'indiscipline'); the literal definition of 'geogra-
phy' as 'earth writing' gives some indication of its problems of 
scope. Geography can perhaps best be thought of not so much as 

5 Andrew Charlesworth, David Gilbert, Adrian Randall, Humphrey Southall, and 
Chris Wrigley, The Atlas ofIndustrial Protest 1750---1990 (London, 1996); Humphrey Southall, 
'Agitate! Agitate! Organise! Political Travellers and the Construction of a National 
Politics, 1839-1880', Transactions of theInstitute of British Geographers, 21 (1996), 177-93.

6 David Gilbert, 'The National Hunger Marches 1921-36', in Charlesworth et al., Atlas 
of Industrial Protest, 158-65, and David Gilbert, 'Thejarrow Crusade of 1936', ibid. 166-9. 
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a particular subject as a set of questions that can be asked of 
the human world, what Derek Gregory, echoing the sociologist 
C. Wright Mills, has described as the geographical imagination. 7 

This geographical framing of analysis and interpretation is not 
restricted to the discipline. Indeed, across the human sciences 
and humanities, questions of spatiality have come to the forefront 
in recent years, prompting some to write of a more general 
'spatial turn'.8 Sociology, anthropology, and cultural studies have 
all been marked by a turn to spatial language, sometimes indicat-
ing little more than the adoption of a new terminology (such as 
the widespread co-option of the suffix '-scape' as in 'ethnoscape' 
or 'technoscape'), but elsewhere showing an increased sensitivity 
to the significance of flows, trajectories, and routes, and to the 
characteristics of places and the interrelations between them. 9 In 
terms of the study of political and social movements, this perspec-
tive turns attention to what Doreen Massey has described as the 
'geometries of power', addressing the ways in which both power 
and resistance have complex geographies. 10 This shift stands in 
contrast with an older tradition of analysis in political science in 
which the distinctively geographical was often conceptualized in 
terms of a residual variable, a neighbourhood or locality effect 
left unexplained by other factors. 

These ideas have been applied particularly to the understand-
ing both of neo-liberal globalization and of anti-globalization 
social protests. 11 However, they can also inform longer-term 
comparative analysis of social movements and protest in general, 
and protest marches in particular. We can, perhaps, identify a 
number of themes or kinds of geographical question that may 
inform such studies. The first of these asks questions about the 
geographical scale of protest. This is not just to make the rather 
obvious point that there are clear differences in organization, 
ambition, and purpose between long marches that connect 

7 Derek Gregory, Geographical Imaginations (Oxford, 1994). 
8 Ian Cook, David Crouch, Simon Naylor, and James Ryan (eds.), Cultural 

Turns/ Spatial Turns (London, 2000 ). 
9 Examples of such work in the human sciences are widespread. For a review of these, 

and a wider meditation on the character of space, see Doreen Massey, For Space (London, 
2005). 

10 Ead., 'The Geography of Power', in Barbara Gunnell and David Timms (eds.), After 
Seattle: Globalisation and its Discontents (London, 2000 ). 

11 See Paul Routledge, 'Anti-Geopolitics', inJohn Agnew, Katharyne Mitchell, and 
Gear6id Ó Tuathail (eds.), A Companion to Political Geography (Oxford, 2003), 236-48. 
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together different places, such as the Rally for the Valley and the 
J arrow March, and shorter protests that remain limited in time 
and space to a single day and city. Geography also poses ques-
tions about the interrelations of processes and networks that seem 
to operate on different scales. Writing on the Narmada protest, 
Paul Routledge argues both that it was an intensely local event, 
drawing upon the resources of villagers from the valley, but also 
that it was situated within increasingly globalized networks of 
protest. Routledge draws attention to the emergence of People's 
Global Action (PGA) which he describes as not so much a formal 
organization as a 'convergence space' or network of social move-
ments, resistance groups, and individuals from around the world. 
The N armada Bachao Andolan drew upon this network for 
support, personnel, publicity, and advice about tactics. Although 
this form of global anti-globalization network is relatively new, 
questions about the nature of the relationship between local 
activists and wider networks of influence have been central to the 
study of earlier protest marches, notably, of course, in discussions 
about the significance of the international labour movement for 
particular protests. To place recent forms of protest in this 
longer-term context challenges both a teleological argument that 
social movements have necessarily become more globalized and 
extensive, and any simple dualism between local and global or 
international events. 

Routledge also describes the Narmada protest march as a 
'globile' event. By this he refers to the ways in which the protest 
was deliberately staged for an international audience using the 
power of the media. The presence of Arundhati Roy was used to 
increase the news value of the event, and a documentary film 
unit for Spanner Films (itself linked to PGA) followed the 
marchers. A long march has much more power to create a 
sustained news story than a single demonstration. There are 
again interesting parallels with earlier events. Thejarrow March 
was closely followed by British newspapers, radio, and cinema 
newsreels over the course of twenty-seven days, and the organ-
izer, Ellen Wilkinson, drew upon her national profile (and the 
news value of her gender) in promoting the march. Charles Tilly 
has recently drawn attention to the significance of the develop-
ment of communications technologies for the organization of 
social movements, while warning against simple technological 
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detenninism. 12 We need to think not just about the development 
of communications and media as a part of the organization of 
protests, but also as an important element of their performance. 

Long-term consideration of the march as a part of the reper-
toire of protest also draws attention to geographical questions 
of diffusion, adaptation, and cultural exchange. Charles Tilly's 
recent synoptic history of social movements and associated 
protest forms (including protest marches) acknowledges the 
importance of local adaptation, but is also strongly diffusionist in 
its overall structure. Tilly argues that social movement organizers 
outside the West had no option but to employ at least some 
locally 'familiar idioms, display some known symbol, and draw 
on existing forms'. At the same time, Tilly argues, there were 
strong elements of commonality, as social movement perform-
ances (such as the protest march or the demonstration) provided 
models for emulators everywhere. 13 In Tilly's account of the 
repertoire of social movement protest, there is a danger of an 
overemphasis on the modernization of collective action, tracing 
the expansion of Western forms through a series of static local 
cultures. Recent work in geography and elsewhere cautions 
against such singular narratives. Massey calls for an opening up 
of 'the imagination of the single narrative to give space (literally) 
for a multiplicity of trajectories' .14 In terms of the study of the 
protest march perhaps one task is not to leave it as the single 
object of study, to be studied in different contexts, but to think 
about intersections with different traditions of protest and the 
development of new, hybrid forms. Thus the opening example of 
the Rally in the Valley is significant not so much as a protest 
march in the context of late twentieth-century India, as in the 
intersection of different histories and repertoires of protest-
marches, carnivalia, saryagrahas-and their future influence on 
protest in other places ( channelled in part through the kinds of 
extended network discussed above). 

A further set of geographical questions concerns the role of 
place and landscape in protest. Many of the essays in this collec-
tion draw attention to the significance of what might be described 
as the micro-geographies of protest marches. The very precise 

12 Charles Tilly, Social Movements, 1768-2004 (Boulder, Col., 2004), 84-9. 
13 Ibid. 90. 
14 Massey, For Space, 5. 
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details of the routes of marches are revealing of these struggles 
over the nature of place. A number of geographers have focused 
on marches as acts of simultaneous political and spatial transgres-
sion, using what Tim Cresswell describes as being 'out of place' 
or 'ananchorism' as a strategy of protest. 15 The protest marches 
of Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires from 1977 
onwards worked as a challenge to the dominant meanings of 
place. The precise location of the protests of mothers who had 
lost children in the Argentine state's 'Dirty War' on its people was 
vitally significant. While peaceful and ostensibly unthreatening-
a group of silent women walking in a circle-the protest under-
mined claims to authority that were built into the architecture of 
the Plaza de Mayo. In circling the central Pyramid, the first 
monument built to celebrate and commemorate the Argentine 
revolution of 1810, the protest used the Square to challenge the 
legitimacy of the junta's claims on the narratives of national liber-
ation.16 This form of contestation over the symbolic meaning 
and 'ownership' of places is an important aspect of many urban 
marches, where overt symbols of national or civic power are often 
concentrated (in a British context, we might point to the 
contested history of Trafalgar Square as the central site of both 
national ceremony and of protest). 17 The Rally for the Valley 
draws attention to contestation over the meanings of other kinds 
oflandscape. 

A final set of geographical questions draws upon both the disci-
pline's traditions of fieldwork and empirical experience of the 
world first-hand, and a much more recent theoretical shift that 
has sought to move beyond the textual and representational as 
key objects of study. This perspective concentrates on the embod-
ied experience of places and events. 18 This prompts a distinctly 
different understanding of the protest march, one that draws 
attention both to the actual physical experience of walking, and to 

15 Tim Cresswell, In Place/ Out ofPlace: Geography, Ideology and Transgression (Minneapolis, 
1996). 

16 Sarah Radcliffe, 'Women's Place/el lugar de mujeres: Latin America and the 
Politics of Gender Identity', in Michael Keith and Steve Pile (eds.), Place and the Politics of
Identity (London, 1993), 102-16.

17 See Rodney Mace, Trefalgar Square: Emblem ofEmpire (London, 1976); Felix Driver 
and David Gilbert, 'Heart of Empire: Landscape, Space and Performance in Imperial 
London', Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 16 (1998), 11-28.

18 See Nigel Thrift, 'Summoning Life', in Paul Cloke, Phillip Crang, and Mark 
Goodwin (eds.), Envisioning Human Geography (London, 2004), 81-w3. 
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the meanings given to that physical effort. Charles Tilly uses the 
rather unlovely acronym WUNG to describe the key components 
of the protest repertoire of social movements that he claims devel-
oped in the West from the late eighteenth century onwards. 
WUNG stands for events or strategies of protest (of which the 
march is perhaps the most significant) that combine the attributes 
of worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment. Tilly suggests 
that the display and performance of commitment often works 
through physical effort, discomfort, or danger: 'braving bad 
weather; visible participation by the old and handicapped; resist-
ance to oppression; ostentatious sacrifice'. 19 Tilly leaves his explo-
ration of the significance of embodied physicality in protest here, 
but this geographical theme is picked up by Rebecca Solnit in her 
history of walking. As Solnit argues, there are many ways of meas-
uring the effectiveness of protest, in terms of its impact on a wider 
public, or its influence on the objects of protest, in shaping the 
reactions of states or companies. But, she suggests, 'what's often 
forgotten is its impact on the protestors, who themselves suddenly 
become a public in literal public space, no longer an audience, 
but a force'. 20 Solnit aside, relatively little has been written, either 
historically or in contemporary analysis, that thinks of the protest 
march as an action of bodies in space, as neither pilgrimage nor 
military campaign, but as a distinctive combination of physical 
movement and political consciousness. Much of the recent writing 
on 'non-representational theory' has been characterized by rather 
vapid existential and psychological musings on the nature of 
embodied experience, but there is real potential for more detailed 
and contextual studies of the physicality of protest, by both histo-
rians and geographers. 

19 Tilly, Social Movements,+ 
20 Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust· A History of Walking (London, 2001), 227. 
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Protest Marches 
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In theory, a broad spectrum of possible actions is available to 
protest groups whose aim is to influence public opinion and polit-
ical decision-makers. It ranges from the moderate appeal and 
peaceful forms of street protest to the use of extreme violence. 
illustrative material can be drawn from media reports, and some-
times also from personal experience as an eyewitness of, or 
participant in, protests. Selective impressions of this nature, 
however, cannot replace systematic observation and analysis in 
establishing the patterns behind protests and the structural 
conditions which are responsible for them. To answer these ques-
tions is the task of social scientists. In the quest for social regular-
ities, they compare a large number of cases and try to understand 
their forms, the course they took, the prerequisites, and their 
consequences. Inspired, for example, by the theories of symbolic 
interactionism, social scientists may take a micro-sociological 
perspective, or they may look at larger social contexts. When 
taking a macro-sociological view, their approach does not differ 
significantly from that of structural historians, although historians 
tend to stress the space-time contingency of social action, while 
sociologists aim to identify and explain general patterns of behav-
iour. This sometimes leads them to make generalizations that 
leave historians who specialize in time and space gasping. 

The following three sections will look briefly at how much the 
sociology of protest and social movements has achieved in 
addressing the questions mentioned above. The fourth section 
will examine in more detail the sociology of protest marches 
themselves. 

Translated by Angela Davies, GHIL. 
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On the Conceptualization ofForms ofProtest 

Not only the content and forms, but also the organizational 
structures, the participants, and other features of protest can vary 
enormously. Protest can be initiated by individuals, governments, 
and masses; it can be expressed in bars, on the street, in factories 
and businesses, and in a diplomatic context. However, to the 
extent that it involves collective protest addressed by non-state 
actors to the public, the spectrum of forms it can assume is 
bounded, though extremely varied. 

Over long periods of time, distinct patterns of protest have 
emerged, and, as such, are present in public awareness, includ-
ing, for example, petitions, strikes, demonstrations, blockades, 
and arson attacks. These specific forms can be subsumed under 
larger categories. Various dual typologies have been proposed for 
this purpose (such as conventional v. unconventional; peaceful v. 
violent; legal v. illegal), but they are hardly suitable for use in 
sociological analysis. Instead, other generally more differentiated 
typologies take their place, such as the contrast between expres-
sive and instrumental protests, or the distinction between peti-
tions, demonstrative, confrontational, and violent protests. 1 

Building on this, I have used a typological scheme in my own 
work categorizing forms of protest as appellative, procedural, 
demonstrative, confrontational, or violent. 2 

Most forms of protest can be associated with highly varied 
content and diverse participants. This applies to demonstrations, 
for example. In other forms of protest, by contrast, specific 
connections are obvious. Thus the strike is a classic weapon of 
the working classes. Many forms of protest are linked by name 
with particular protest groups, such as consumer boycotts, 
prayers for peace, and terrorist attacks. 

The concept of 'repertoires of contention', first proposed by 
Charles Tilly in 1977 and subsequently used widely, draws our 
attention to the fact that protestors use a limited spectrum of 
forms of action that functions rather like the repertoire of an 

1 Hanspeter Kriesi et al., New Social Movements in Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis
(Minneapolis, 1995). 

2 Dieter Rucht (ed.), Protest in der Bundesrepublik: Strukturen und Entwicklungen (Frankfurt 
am Main, 2001). 
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actor or singer: 'The word repertoire identifies a limited set of 
routines that are learned, shared, and acted out through a rela-
tively deliberate process or choice.'3 Other forms of action are 
precluded, whether for reasons of principle, or out of moral, 
ideological, or tactical considerations because they have in the 
past resulted in negative experiences, or because particular 
actions seem unrealizable or inopportune in view of internal or 
external circumstances. 

The Empirical Classification and Description ofForms ofProtest 

Detailed 'thick description' of individual acts of protest, along 
with the examination of their expressive symbolism, is prim-
arily the concern of ethnographers and historians. Sociological 
research on protest, by contrast, has gained a reputation for 
'protest event analysis'. 4 This makes use of existing stocks of infor-
mation, such as police files or newspaper reports, as sources from 
which to compile databases on a large number of protests that are 
classified by specific criteria (including location, time, duration, 
demands, number of participants, and organizational structure). 
This type of analysis seems appropriate when studying a large 
number of protests over a long period of time and covering a large 
territorial space. It is necessary, of course, to be aware of the selec-
tivity of the sources, which always convey only excerpts of the 
reality of the protest, and are by no means representative. In the 
case of newspaper reports, however, we are dealing with a slice of 
reality which is, or can become, relevant for the public and for the 
political decision-makers. In particular, the media takes note of 
protests that are large and/ or violate the rules, while the many 
smaller protests that are not reported simply do not exist for the 
wider public. 

Protest event analyses have been undertaken both for events 
that took place in distant historical periods and for present-day 
societies. One such study compares protest events in four 

3 Charles Tilly, 'Contentious Repertoires in Great Britain, 1758-1834', in Mark 
Traugott (ed.), Repertoires and CyclesofCollectwe Action (Durham, NC, 1995), 15-42, at 26. 

4 Ruud Koopmans and Dieter Rucht, 'Protest Event Analysis', in Bert Klandermans 
and Suzanne Staggenborg (eds.), Methods in Social Movement Research (Minneapolis, 2002), 
231-59. 
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TABLE 4.1. Distribution offorms ofprotest and participants in Germany, 
1950-1997 (%) 

Form ofProtest Protests Participants 

petition, open letters etc. 19.5 35.7 
press conference 1.0 0.0 
flyer 2.3 0.1 
assembly, teach-in 3.4 1.9 
non-verbal protest 2.6 0.1 
march 18.0 21.4 
static demonstration 15.6 34.0 
appeal 0.2 0.3 
legal proceedings 3.7 0.1 
defamation 0.1 0.0 
disturbance, obstruction 4.5 0.7 
blockade, sit-in 2.6 0.2 
strike 12.0 5.1 
occupation 3.2 0.1 
larceny, break-in 0.1 0.0 
damage to property 1.5 0.0 
serious damage to property 5.5 0.0 
brawl, mêlée 1.6 0.1 
assault 1.0 0.0 
manslaughter, murder 0.1 0.0 
hunger strike 1.2 0.0 
other 0.3 0.0 
TOTAL(%) 100 100 
TOTAL (no.) 14,686 68,156,452 

Sources: Prodat Project; Dieter Ruehl (ed.), Protest in der Bundesrepublik: Strukturen und 
Entwicklungen (Frankfurt am Main, 2001 ). 

European countries in the period from 1975 to 1989.5 Another 
research project, which continues to the present day and is enti-
tled 'Dokumentation und Analyse von Protestereignissen in der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland' (documentation and analysis of 
protest events in the Federal Republic of Germany, or 'Prodat', 
standing for 'protest data'), focuses on protests which were held 
in the Federal Republic of Germany between 1950 and 1997 
(since January 1989 the project has also included protests in the 
GDR or the new Länder of the Federal Republic). Protests are 

5 Kriesi et al., New Social Movements. 
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registered and analysed on the basis of comprehensive random 
sampling from the Siiddeutsche Zeitung and the Frankfurter Rundschau 
(excluding its local and regional sections).6 A second, associated 
project has been identifying protest events from the pages of the 
tageszeitung (in its entirety, including the local section for Berlin) 
since 1993. Table 4.r, drawing on the Prodat project, documents 
the protest forms categorized and their distribution for all regis-
tered protests. 

These forms of protest can be related to other features of 
protest (demands, number of participants, location, etc.). On this 
basis, it is possible to draw up a comprehensive picture of the 
structures of protest, and of how it changed. 

Conditional Factors ofProtest Repertoires 

The ability to correlate features of protest and the additional 
possibility of associating protest data with external data (for 
example, the actual development of the problem, public opinion) 
allows us to cast light on the factors that influence protest. For 
example, it proves to be the case that protest in several West 
European countries is more frequent under conservative than 
other governments. 7 It also emerges that the objective develop-
ment of problems, but also the subjective perception of problems 
by the people do not have a direct impact on protest behaviour. 
This finding is theoretically plausible. Many studies have shown 
that the absolute degree of oppression and disadvantage bears 
little relation to the extent and intensity of protests. Much more 
important in preparing the ground for protests is relative depriva-
tion, that is, the perception of current or expected problems by 
comparison with the past, and/ or in relation to other groups. 
However, even the perception of serious problems is not enough 
to instigate a collective protest. In addition, social networks, 
mobilizing groups, a belief that the protest will be noticed, and 
perhaps even the prospect of success, must be present in order for 
a latent protest to be transformed into an active one. 

6 Rucht (ed.), Protest in der Bundesrepublik. 
7 Ruud Koopmans and Dieter Rucht, Social Movement Mobilization under Right and Le.ft 

Governments: A Look at Four West European Countries, Discussion Paper FS III 95-106
(Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung, 1995). 
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The conditional factors for the general profile and the space-
time actualization of the protest repertoire, by contrast, have 
hardly been investigated so far. One exception is the question of 
the origins of violent protest, including uprisings in ghettos. 
However, we still lack well-founded suppositions and empirical 
studies on, for example: 

• which groups have a wide repertoire of protest, and which 
have a narrow one, and why this is so; 

• how the strategies of the opposition influence the repertoire 
of protest; 

• whether, as is suspected, forms of protest are becoming 
increasingly 'modular', that is, separated from their original 
content; 

• how a division of labour in protest (radical v. moderate) is 
achieved within larger networks and social movements. 

On the Analysis of Protest Marches 

Protest marches (Demonstrationsmarsche) are, as we have said, only 
one form of protest among many. As a rule, they are character-
ized by the fact that the protesters move on foot. It is very rare 
for horses, wagons, bicycles, cars, motorbikes, or boats to be 
used. The route to be covered can be a few hundred metres long, 
or hundreds ofkilometres, with the result that the duration of the 
march varies widely. Marches may also assume many physical 
shapes. For example, there is the star march which starts at 
several different points and converges on one common goal. 
Marches can also take the form of a loose crowd, or a strictly 
ordered formation divided into blocs and rows. They can be 
silent, or like a carnival procession. They may simply offer the 
physical presence of people, perhaps with some distinctive items 
(such as banners, torches, particular clothing, accompanying 
vehicles). The immediate triggers are equally variable: an inci-
dent that arouses indignation, an imminent political decision, a 
summit meeting of statesmen, or a historical commemoration 
which establishes a connection with battles or victories of the 
past. 

As the protest data for Germany demonstrate, the march is a 
form of protest that is relatively frequently selected, and involves a 
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large number of people. One particular advantage of the march, 
especially before the mass media were fully developed, is the 
constant change of location it involves. It allows the protestors to 
show themselves to a much larger number of people in the course 
of their procession than if they merely assemble in one place. 
The people who live in the places along the route thus become 
very close observers of something that might not otherwise have 
attracted them. Secondly, the march provides opportunities to 
speak to sympathizers on the way and, if the circumstances are 
favourable, to integrate them into the procession. Long marches, 
in particular, enabled close contact with supporters at stops along 
the way, where announcements were made or information 
imparted, food was provided or overnight accommodation 
offered. Third, long marches are also associated with making 
sacrifices. To march for hours or even weeks requires time and 
strength, demonstrates the resolution of the participants, and thus 
commands the respect of observers. Fourth, long marches make it 
possible for the participants to get to know each other and to grow 
together as a feeling of 'us' develops. Fifth, marches convey the 
symbolic sense of moving forward and approaching a goal. This 
increases the tension among participants, those to whom the 
protest is addressed, and the public, until the climax and ending is 
attained when entering the capital after weeks of effort, or when, 
after a short march, the town hall, the ministry, or the villa of a 
factory owner is reached. 

Given the special opportunities they offer, it is not surprising 
that, at least since the end of the nineteenth century in Europe 
and the USA, protest marches are among the standard repertoire 
of many political campaigns and social movements. Well-known 
examples are the marches and demonstrations which the labour 
movement has held on 1 May every year since 1890; the Gay 
Pride Parades which have been organized since 1970; the protest 
marches held by the civil rights movement (Biirgerbewegungen) in the 
German Democratic Republic in 1989 and 1990; the Million Man 
March of African Americans to Washington DC in 1995; the 
White March in Brussels in 1996; the Monday Demonstrations 
held in numerous German towns in 2004; and the 'refugee cara-
vans' and marches put on by anti-globalization groups, such as 
the 'caravans' of People's Global Action and the international 
Long Walk to Justice to encourage the G8 nations to grant 
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impoverished nations debt relief in 2005. Further examples, which 
are described in greater detail in this volume, are the Protestant 
marches in Northern Ireland, the often long Hunger Marches by 
the unemployed in Britain between the wars, the Easter marches 
organized since 1959, and the march of civil rights groups to 
Washington DC in 1963. In the course of the twentieth century, 
protest marches achieved a worldwide distribution, as demon-
strated by the 240-mile-long march by Mahatma Gandhi and his 
supporters in 1930 to protest against Britain's colonial salt monop-
oly; the protest march by the Nigerian Ogoni in 1993 against 
political oppression, economic exploitation, and ecological 
damage in connection with oil production; and the Zapatista 
rebels' march to Mexico City in 2001. 

The basic form of the complex, large-scale march had already 
emerged by 1894, in the context of Coxey's Army. This 700-mile-
long march was intended to draw attention to the plight of 
workers, those who were hungry, and the unemployed. Carefully 
targeted symbolic, political, and organizational components were 
deployed in order to gain attention and support. These included 
linking to historical tradition, such as the Christian pilgrimages, by 
the choice of time (departing Easter Sunday from Ohio) and name 
(Commonweal of Christ), as well as references to the workers' day 
of battle (arriving in Washington on 1 May). In addition, current 
political events and developments were included. For parts of the 
route, horses and bicycles were used. Support groups along the 
way, but also in far distant places (for example, Montana), gave the 
march added weight. In addition, the attempt to present a 
respectable, disciplined, and patriotic appearance should be 
emphasized, as should the close-and mostly highly critical-
commentary on events by the press. New techniques such as the 
wire service and the style of a serial story enhanced the impact. 
Under these conditions, the march achieved national significance. 
The climax and end was marked by the arrival of between 600 and 
1,000 participants at the Capitol in Washington, a spectacle which 
had attracted 30,000 curious onlookers. However, the action was 
denied direct success in the form of concrete improvements in the 
situation of the poor and the hungry. The two main organizers of 
the march were imprisoned for several weeks because of the 
infringement of a police order; some of the marchers stayed in 
Washington for weeks; the rest had already dispersed in all 
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directions. 'Nevertheless, they established the precedent for a new 
type of national public protest. '8 

However, to the present day, marches such as this, which last 
for weeks and are full of privations, are the exception. Over 
recent decades, most protest marches have taken place within 
cities, and their duration was generally only two to three hours. 

For the Federal Republic of Germany, some features of 
protest marches can be extrapolated from the protest event data 
of the Prodat project. Accounting for 18 per cent of all protests 
reported (see Table 4.1), marches occupy a significant place 
within the spectrum of protest events between 1950 and 1997. 
This share, however, has varied greatly over the decades: 7.0 per 
cent (1950-9); 13.0 per cent (1960-9); 16.9 per cent (1970-9); 23.9 
per cent (1980-9); and 19.5 per cent (1990-7). According to the 
data drawn from media reports, a total of 14.6 million people 
took part in marches, many fewer than signed petitions (24.4 
million) and participated in static demonstrations (23.2 million). 
As these figures are based on random samples, the actual level of 
participation will have been much higher. 

The main thematic focus of protest marches is the widely 
defined area of 'democracy' (human and civil rights, participa-
tion, national self-determination, etc.), accounting for 30 per 
cent, followed by 'peace' (14.7 per cent), 'labour' (12.3 per cent), 
'ethnicities/minorities' (10.5 per cent), 'education' (6.2 per cent), 
and 'infrastructure' (6.3 per cent). Other thematic areas (such as 
the economy, women, farmers) are marginal by contrast, or play 
a significant part only at certain periods within the timeframe. 

Such findings can be expanded and differentiated further on 
the basis of information from protest event analysis, but in 
essence, they are limited to external features. They tell us little or 
nothing about the organizational effort of preparing and staging 
protest marches, the tactical considerations of the organizers, the 
socio-structural composition of the group of participants and 
their attitudes, and the direct and indirect impact of the marches. 
These require other sociological methods, such as participant 
observation, the questioning of organizers and participants, 
detailed case studies looking at themes and conflict, media analy-
ses, and finally, analyses of political decision-making processes. 

8 Lucy G. Barber, Marching on Washington: The Forging ofan American Political Tradition 
(Berkeley, 2003), 40. 
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I 

Europe in the early nineteenth century, here understood as the 
period from the end of Napoleonic rule to the revolutionary 
years of 1848-9, displayed an unusually high frequency of resist-
ance, protest, and revolutionary behaviour, especially in the 
years after 1830. Actors expressed their dissatisfaction in very 
different forms, ranging from spontaneous local unrest to broad 
social protest movements, from criticism of political conditions to 
political demands articulated on a mass scale, which could 
trigger revolutions. Consequently, two main strands of research 
have developed. While both deal with resistance and its impact 
on the public sphere, there is little overlap in terms of content. 
One strand, the more recent, originated in France, Britain, the 
USA, and, belatedly, in Germany. This investigates protest and 
conflict, and its practitioners are mainly interested in mass move-
ments and the lower classes. The other strand is older, and deals 
more with political resistance and issues relating to its legality. Its 
advocates concentrate on the middle classes, looking mostly at 
bourgeois individuals in conflict with state authorities on issues of 
legality and legitimacy against the background of constitutional 
conflicts. For the early nineteenth century, it could be rewarding 
to break down this boundary and attempt a broader approach to 
protest and resistance, encompassing both directions. By consid-
ering both bourgeois and sub-bourgeois protesters, it should be 
possible to take a wider perspective on forms of protest and resist-
ance, and on attempts to define them in the twentieth and 
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twenty-first centuries. Similarly, it would allow us to examine 
collective forms of action in the context of criticism, protest, and 
resistance. 

The Bambach Festival of 1832, which will be discussed here in 
the context of Europe's landscape of protest, resistance, and 
revolution, is particularly suitable for reconciling these two 
strands of research because it brought together political and 
social, individual bourgeois and mass protest in a movement that 
went beyond the local, regional, and even the national sphere. 
My concentration on this event, however, must not be misunder-
stood as 'empathetic understanding' which reduces the general 
political situation to the dimensions oflocal history, or interprets 
it primarily in terms of regional history. 1 Rather, I am interested 
in using a case study of the Bambach Festival to look at the 
conditions governing contradictions in the Vormärz (the period 
before March 1848) and to examine the staging of collective 
protests in public spaces from the point of view of continuity and 
change in forms of communication, and thus to examine the self-
image of those involved. 

II 

The Bambach Festival was embedded in a larger landscape of 
opposition and protest in the German and European context. 
Since 1815 the Holy Alliance, comprising Russia, Austria, and 
Prussia, had made restoration the principle of its rule. While the 
Congress of Vienna had enshrined the notion that constitutions 
were to be granted in the states of the German Confederation, 
Prussia and Austria resisted keeping the promises they had 
made, and the first wave of constitutionalization took place in 
the German south-west. However, the desire for political 
freedom and German unity, which had already motivated parts 
of the population in the struggle against Napoleon, remained 
unfulfilled. It was mainly the student fraternities (Burschenschaften) 

1 In relation to sharp increases in the incidence of protest, Manfred Gailus, for 
example, warns against seeing these as 'epiphenomena of grand politics' and placing 
them 'in the shadow of big historical events'. Manfred Gail us, Straj]e und Brot: Sozialer 
Protest in den deutschen Staaten unter besonderer Berücksichtigung Preuj]ens, 1847-1849 (Giittingen, 
1990), 76. 
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which kept this objective alive in the public awareness, for 
example, in the festival on the Wartburg in 1817, or in the polit-
ical murder, perpetrated by the student Karl Sand, of the 
Russian Councillor of State (Staatsrat) August von Kotzebue in 
1819. The German Confederation responded by passing the 
Karlsbad decrees on 20 September 1819. This completed the 
first intensive, though still weak, cycle of social protest in 
Germany between 1815 and 1820,2 which in Baden, for example, 
had been partly inspired by anti-Semitism. 3 For a decade, the 
political atmosphere was characterized by a deathly quiet, 
despite the fact that many Germans inwardly supported move-
ments for national independence in other parts of Europe. Their 
support was expressed, for example, in the effusive Philhellenism 
of the 1820s. 

In Germany, the early 1830s brought a cluster of social 
protests whose incidence, in the whole of the nineteenth century, 
was exceeded only in the years from 1847 to 1849.4 The extraor-
dinary level of resistance activity and protest behaviour through-
out Europe was largely stimulated at political level by the July 
revolution in France. In the view of the Austrian Chancellor, 
Klemens Prince von Metternich, its impact on Europe 'was like 
that of a dam breaking', for he believed that 'the revolutionary 
tide inundated the states which had long been prepared for a 
flood'.5 

A pictorial broadsheet produced in Nuremberg illustrates the 
stylized contemporary perception of the July revolution in France, 
an event that shaped the whole of Europe.6 The deposing of 
Charles X after three days of street battles in Paris in July 1830 
unleashed unrest all over Europe. Charles's successor, the Duke of 
Orléans, Louis Philippe, who was ultimately trusted neither by 

2 Charles Tilly, 'Sozialer Protest als Gegenstand historischer Forschung', in Richard 
H. Tilly, Kapital, Staal und sozialer Protest in der deutschen Industrialisierung: Gesammelte Aufsätze
(Göttingen, 1980), 175-96, at 176; Gailus, Straße und Brot, 74. 

3 Rainer Wirtz, Wulersetzlichkeiten, Excesse, Cra:walle, Tumulte und Skandale: Sozia/e Bewegung 
undgewalthafler sozialer Protest in Baden 181s-1848 (2nd edn.; Baden-Baden, 1998), 60. 

4 Gailus, Stref]e und Bro~ 74-5; Tilly, 'Sozialer Protest', 176. 
5 Metternich to the Austrian Legation Councillor in Berlin, Baron Werner, Vienna, 31 

July 1831. Richard Mettemich-Winneburg (ed.), Aus Mettemich's nachgelassenen Papieren, 8 
vols. (Vienna, 1882), v. 19ot, at 192. 

6 Hambacher Fest 1832. Freiheit und Einheit. Deutsch/and und Europa: Eine Ausstellung des Landes 
Rheinland-lfalz zur Geschichte des Hambacher Festes. Hambacher Schw.JJ Neustadt an der Weinstref]e, 
exhibition catalogue (5th edn.; Neustadt an der WeinstraBe, 1990), go. 
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legitimists nor republicans, faced repeated uprisings, conspiracies, 
and assassination attempts. The French Resurrectionsbazillus spread 
rapidly. In Brussels, then in other Belgian towns, there were 
uprisings against the Netherlands at the end of August 1830, with 
the result that Belgium seceded from the Kingdom of the 
United Netherlands and achieved independence. At the end of 
November 1830, an attempt to assassinate the Russian governor 
in Warsaw failed. In the months that followed, this escalated into 
a rebellion, but Russia put it down it in the autumn of 1831 and 
from then on ruled its province of Poland with an iron fist. Many 
rebels thereupon fled westwards, in the direction of France. In the 
south-west of Germany, where they went avoiding Prussia, they 
were generally received with sympathy by the people, who also 
provided material support. In addition to constitutional conflicts 
in Switzerland and failed uprisings in Italy, there was also unrest, 
rebellion, and insurrection in many of the states of the German 
Confederation. For example, Prussia witnessed a workers' rebel-
lion against social injustice in Aachen at the end of August 1830, 
unrest among tradesmen, and the expulsion of the Duke of 
Saxony and the Prince Elector of Hesse, and rebellions in the 
Grand Duchy of Hesse and in the Kingdom of Hanover (1830-1). 
In Austria, where the Liberals were unable to express their ideas 
of reform freely because of the restoration and new areas of 
conflict were created by the emergence of national movements in 
the non-German lands, there were numerous protests, instances 
of unrest, and rebellions from 1830. This social protest took the 
form of peasants' revolts, for example, or workers' unrest, and, 
especially in the years from 1845 to 1847, food riots in the wake of 
crop failures. 7 Britain, too, experienced turbulent times between 
1830 and 1832. Mass mobilizations led the Whigs, who had been 
strengthened since November 1830, to adopt a course of constitu-
tional reform. The resulting reform of the electoral law two years 
later was seen by one of its supporters as 'our best security against 

7 Helmut Reinalter, 'Die friihe liberale und demokratische Bewegung in Deutschland 
und Osterreich 1815-1848/ 49 (Einftihrung)', in id. (ed.), Die Anfänge des Liberalismus und der 
Demokratie in Deutsch/and und Österreich 1830--1848/ 49 (Frankfurt am Main, 2002), 9-19, at 
15-16. This essay draws largely on id., 'Einleitung, Schwerpunkte, Tendenzen und 
Perspektiven der Forschung', in id. (ed.), Demokratische und soziale Protestbewegungen in 
Mitteleuropa 1815-1848/ 49 (Frankfurt am Main, 1986), 9-33; id., 'Die biirgerliche und 
demokratische Opposition in der Habsburgermonarchie nach 1815', ibid. 77-104, esp. 
87-g1 and 97-104. 
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a revolution'. The year 1830 also witnessed an intensive phase of 
rural unrest in southern England, in the form of the Swing riots, 
followed in 1839 by the Rebecca riots in Wales, directed against 
agricultural conditions and tolls. 8 And in Ireland, the Catholic 
Daniel O'Connell used mass movements to support his advocacy 
of Catholic emancipation, which was finally achieved in 1829. 
Some years later, he organized a number of peaceful Monster 
Meetings, each with more than 100,000 participants, in support of 
a repeal of the Union, but without success.9 

On the Iberian peninsula, the 1830s were characterized by 
dynastic power struggles. In Spain, Ferdinand VII ruled as an 
absolute monarch from the overthrow of the Liberals in 1823 to 
his death in 1833, and the Carlist wars of succession convulsed 
the land, while in Portugal the reactionary Dom Miguel lost his 
throne in 1834 and the country experienced serious unrest and 
uprisings in the 183os. 10 The wars of independence in the 
Balkans in the 183os-for example, in Greece, Albania, and 
Bosnia-were a sign of a weakening Ottoman Empire. 11 

The forms of action which the elites and the masses selected 
for these protests, uprisings, and expressions of resistance varied 
enormously, as did the degree of violence used in each case. 
Studies of Britain from 1790 to 1819 and of Germany in the first 
half of the nineteenth century have shown that urban protests 
outnumbered rural protests. This has been interpreted as a 
reflection of 'more favourable conditions for protest in towns', 
but some regional clusters had more protests than others. 12 

Regardless of all the differences in European protest and 
resistance behaviour in the first third of the nineteenth century, 
common to all was the offensive differentiation of group interests. 
It differed from the dominant idea of other cultures, such as 
the Chinese, for example. Chinese law during the imperial 
period (until 1911), like European natural law, recognized the 

8 George Rudé, Die Volksmassen in der Geschichte: England und Frankreich 1730--1848 
(Frankfurt, 1977), 138-52; originally published as The Crowd in History: A Stut!Ji ef Popular 
Disturbances in France and England 1730--1848 (1964); Charles Tilly, Popular Contention in Great 
Britain 1758-1834 (Cambridge, 1995), 321, 338~ among others. The quotation is from an 
MP speaking in Parliament on 2 Mar. 1831, ibid. 337. 

9 Michael Maurer, Kleine Geschichte lrlands (Stuttgart, 1998), 197, 202, 208. 
10 Charles Tilly, Di£ europiiischen Revolutionen (Munich, 1993), 134-g; originally published 

as European Revolutions, 149:,1992 (Oxford, 1993). 
11 Ibid. 144, 147. 
12 Gailus, Strq/Je und Brot, 90-1, 97; quotations at 91, 97. 
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right to resist a ruler who had lost the 'mandate of heaven'. 
Beyond this, group interests lacked any legitimacy under the 
Confucian ethical system. Thus, unlike Europe in the early nine-
teenth century, China could not aspire to institutionalize plural-
ism as conflicts were generally regarded as the expression of an 
imperfection. 13 

III 

In the first half of the nineteenth century people made use of 
tried and tested forms to express protest, resistance, and their 
attitudes to their rulers, but they also developed new forms of 
expression which could merge with the traditional ones. Charles 
Tilly has pointed to the change which took place in the repertoire 
of collective action in the course of the nineteenth century. 14 

Taking France as an example, he has shown that the adaptation 
of new forms of collective protest continued until well into the 
1850s, and that the forms used since then are still in use to the 
present day. These include, for example, demonstrations, elec-
tion rallies, public meetings, and strikes, while between 1650 and 
1850 festivals provided the stage for protests, taking the place, for 
instance, of expulsions of tax officials, charivari or serenades, and 
the seizure of grain or hunger riots as expressions of collective 
protest. On the whole, according to Tilly, the targets of the 
protests changed. Dissatisfaction was no longer concentrated on 
a narrow region, or sometimes even a single parish, and it was no 
longer directed at powerful patrons. Rather, it had become 
autonomous, as it were, and in its opposition to power and 
capital it was directed at the national level. 15 For the Iberian 
peninsula, Tilly establishes that a direct dialogue between 
national authorities and groups of ordinary people started from 
1840, that is, somewhat later than in France. Thus mediators 
such as assemblies, demonstrations, strikes, or public meetings 
were circumvented. 16 

13 On China see Frank N. Pieke, 'The Use of Making History: Chinese Traditions of 
Protest', Issues and Studies, 30 (1994), 13-36, here 15-17, quotation at 16. The essay concen-
trates on Chinese patterns of protest in the twentieth century. 

14 Charles Tilly, The Contentious French (Cambridge, Mass., 1986), 390-1. 
15 Ibid. 391, 395. 
16 Charles Tilly, Contention and Democrtu)! in Europe, 1650-2000 (Cambridge, 2004), 87. 
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In France, demonstrations developed as a new and striking 
form of protest from 1830. Until the middle of the century, they 
were regarded as the sign of a pre- or post-revolutionary situa-
tion, but the revolutionary spring of 1848 was considered the real 
hour of their birth. 17 As in Germany, demonstrations existed 
long before the word appeared in dictionaries from the mid-
186os.18 Thus as late as 1860, the German dictionary by Jacob 
and Wilhelm Grimm lacked an entry for 'demonstration' or its 
composites, although the term, meaning 'the making of a public 
announcement, a mass march or procession or similar with the 
purpose of articulating the (mostly) political ideas of a group', is 
attested from the first half of the nineteenth century, and exam-
ples of its use exist from 1846 and 1851. 19 

Both the term and the phenomenon 'demonstration' must be 
regarded as a form of political communication newly created in 
the first third and the middle of the nineteenth century. As it was 
appropriated by different social and political groups, its shape 
changed. Hoffmann-Axthelm, a man of letters from Berlin, puts 
it thus for the present: demonstrations are 'a difficult midway 
stage between procession and riot'. 20 The external form of the 
demonstration, the movement of a procession of people through 
the public space of the street draws, among other things, on 
earlier traditions which are not tied to protest. We can think of 
the religious procession, 'the connection between what is being 
symbolized and the community',21 of the corteges of pre-revolu-
tionary times, which were often aristocratic and took place in 
private buildings, or of military or Freemasons' défilés. In the USA 
in the early nineteenth century, marches demonstrated identity 
in public; they proclaimed integration by displaying assent to the 
values of the nation of immigrants, while participation or non-
participation made inclusion and exclusion visible. Marches or 

17 Vincent Robert, 'Aux origines de la manifestation en France (1789-1848)', in Pierre 
Favre (ed.), La Manifestation (Paris, 1990), 69-89, at 82, 86. 

18 Pierre Favre, 'Introduction: Manifester en France aujourd'hui', ibid. u-65, at 17 n. r. 
19 Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, Deutsches Wiirterbuch, 16 vols. (Leipzig, 1854), i. cols. 

919-im; Article: 'Demonstration', in eid., Deutsches Wo'rterbuch, revised edn., 9 vols. planned 
(Leipzig, 1983), vi. cols. 632 and 635. 

20 Dieter Hoffmann-Axthelm, 'StraBe: Ritus und Aufruhr', Asthetik und Kommunikation, 
99/28 (1997), 15-21, at 17. 

21 Manfred Hettling and Paul Nolte, 'Biirgerliche Feste als symbolische Politik im 19. 
Jahrhundert', in eid. (eds.), Biirgerliche Feste: Symbolische Formen politischen Handelns im 19. 
Jahrhundert (Gottingen, 1993), 7-S6, at 12. 
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processions emphasize hierarchy and repetition, whereas demon-
strations contain inherently subversive dimensions in that they 
break open the codified sign systems of space and time by peace-
fully putting on the stage a number of people that only becomes 
significant when it is large. 22 

The procession of people through an open space could be part 
of a differentiated festive culture, which was richly developed in 
revolutionary France,23 whereas in Tuscany, for example, a festive 
culture independent of monarchy and court did not develop until 
the second half of the 1840s. 24 In Germany, however, (bourgeois) 
festivals opened by processions emerged in the early nineteenth 
century. 25 In the early constitutional states, they were constitu-
tional festivals, in particular, and festivals to honour parliamentary 
deputies. 26 Thus a number of highly disparate roots came to-
gether: an older tradition of monarchical festivals of allegiance and 
court celebrations; a more recent tradition of revolutionary festi-
vals; separate from these, a bourgeois tradition of national festivals 
since Friedrich Ludwig Jahn and Ernst Moritz Arndt; and, finally, 
festivals designed to honour parliamentary deputies. 27 The trans-

22 On this c( Danielle Tartakowsky, Les Manifestations de rue en France 1918-1968, (Paris, 
1997), esp. 7-8; Vincent Robert, Les Chemins de manifestation (1848-1914) (Lyon, 1996), 8, 14; 
Marianne Debouzy, 'Les Marches de protestation aux Etats-Unis (XIX"-XXe siecles)', Le 
MoUllement social, 202 (Jan.-Mar. 2003), 15-41, at 17. 

23 I should like to refer to the classics by Mona Ozouf, La flte revolutionnaire: I78fr 1799 
(Paris, 1976), published in English as Festivals and the French Revolution (Cambridge, Mass., 
1988), and Michel Vovelle, Les Metamorphoses de laflte en Provence de 1750 a 1820 (Paris, 1976). 

24 Charlotte Tacke, 'Feste der Revolution in Deutschland und Italien', in Dieter 
Dowe, Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, and Dieter Langewiesche (eds.), Europa 1848: Revolution und 
Reform (Bonn, 1998), 1045-88, at 1046. 

25 There is a rich literature on early 19th-century German festive culture. I provide a 
selection here: Dieter Diiding, Peter Friedemann, and Paul Miinch (eds.), Ojfentliche 
Festkultur: Politische Feste in Deutsch/and von der A'!fkliirung bis zum Ersten Weltkrieg (Reinbek bei 
Hamburg, 1988), particularly the essays by Cornelia Foerster; Hettling and Nolte (eds.), 
Biirgerliche Feste, and an example of a recent regional study on festive culture: Henning 
Unverhau, Gesang, Feste und Politik.· Deutsche Liedertaftln, Siingerfeste, Volksftste und Festmiihler und 
ihre Bedeutungfor das Entstehen eines nationalen und politischen BewujJtseins in Schleswig-Holstein 
1840-1848 (Frankfurt am Main, 2000). 

26 Hamhacher Fest 1832, 173, 170-2. This catalogue is highly recommended. It is far 
superior, in terms both of information and scholarship, to the successor catalogue to the 
permanent exhibition in the palace at Hambach: Meinrad v. Grewening (ed.), Das 
Hambacher SchlojJ: Ein Fest for die Freiheit (Ostfildern-Ruit, 1998). 

27 Dieter Diiding, 'Einleitung: Politische Offentlichkeit--politisches Fest-politische 
Kultur', in id., Friedemann, and Miinch (eds.), Ojfentliche Festkultur, 10-24, at 14-15; Ute 
Schneider, Politische Festkultur im 19. Jahrhundert: Die Rheinprovinz von der ftanziisischen Z,eit bis 
zum Ende des Ersten Weltkrieges (1806--1918) (Essen, 1995), esp. 14-15, 17.; Cornelia Foerster, 
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formation was complete, as Dieter Düding has noted with refer-
ence to Habermas, from a 'representative public sphere' to a 
communicative-political bourgeois public sphere. 28 

The Hambach Festival of 1832, so the argument goes, cele-
brated protest as a demonstration. The organizers filled the old 
festive bottles with the new wine of a political mass demonstra-
tion held on an arbitrary commemoration day and held in oppo-
sition to the official constitutional commemoration. Thus old and 
new forms of political communication overlaid each other in the 
symbolism of the Hambach Festival. Although they did not result 
in direct political successes for the initiators of the festival, they 
did influence the way in which those involved saw themselves. 
And in the aftermath of the festival, non-bourgeois circles inter-
preted the political message of Hambach as protest, and appro-
priated it for themselves by disseminating symbols and media 
exposure. They thus created a second layer of reception, separate 
from the aims of the people who initiated the festival. 

IV 

Compared with the potential for violence and revolutionary 
content inherent in many of the events of the July revolution, the 
Hambach Festival of 1832 was a peaceful and decidedly non-
revolutionary occasion, whose character is best summed up as 
'unity in freedom'. Its aim was to create a public sphere, to mobi-
lize large numbers of people, to express criticism of perceived 
injustices, and to articulate visions of the future. Speeches were 
not, of course, translated into action. At the Hambach Festival, 
the main actors were reacting to a perceived injustice. They were 
not, however, aiming for immediate change. Nor did they 
declare themselves the legitimate sovereign, or a provisional 
national assembly, even if Metternich thought they did.29 Thus 
they remained at the level of protest and demonstration. 30 

"'Hoch lebe die Verfassung?": Die pfalzischen Abgeordnetenfeste im Vormilrz 
(1819-1846)', in Friedemann and Munch (eds.), Ojfentliche Festkultur, 132-46. 

28 Durling, 'Einleitung: Politische Offentlichkeit-politisches Fest--politische Kultur', 15. 
Jurgen Habermas, Struklurwandel tier Q/fentlichkeit (Frankfurt am Main, 1990; 1st edn. 1962), 17. 

29 Metternich to Emperor Francis, Vienna, 4June 1832, printed in Veit Valentin, Das 
Hambacher Nationa!fest (Berlin, 1932), 137. 

3° C[ Bert Klandermans, The Social Pe,chologp ef Protest (Oxford, 1997), esp. 17. 
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For Reinhard Rürup, the Hambach Festival represents the 
'first national and democratic mass demonstration in recent 
German history', while for Hartwig Brandt it is 'the first big 
demonstration of the period'. 31 Veit Valentin spoke ofit as the 
'first mass gathering', the 'first German political rally on a grand 
scale'. Contemporaries are even said to have been reminded of 
the 'migration of peoples' represented by the Napoleonic army.32 

The ostensible reason for this gathering of people was a festival. 
Since the middle of April 1832, various newspapers in Rhenish 
Bavaria had, in the name of a businessman from Neustadt, been 
suggesting holding a constitutional festival on 26 May 1832 in the 
ruins of Hambach castle. 33 More remarkable than this first idea, 
which did not come off, was a second appeal a few days later. 
Thirty-two citizens of Neustadt, most of them members of the 
press association which had been founded at the end of January 
1832 (Deutscher Vaterlandsverein zur Untersttitzung der freien 
Presse), a sort of proto-opposition party, and a number of wealthy 
businessmen and landowners dismissed the first invitation as a 
private matter. They for their part issued an invitation to 'all 
German tribes' for 27 May, that is, the day right after Bavaria's 
Constitution Day (26 May 1818). Those issuing the invitation 
completely distanced themselves from Constitution Day. They 
wanted to hold a May festival, and thus evoked spring metaphors 
relating to May, but also a spirit of political and historical renewal 
in the sense of self-determination and national unity. 34 They 
placed themselves in two traditions: first, in that of the early 
medieval Frankish 'Maifeld', a military review which the king used 
to consult the people;35 and secondly, that of the Polish May 
constitution of 1791, the first codified constitution in Europe. This 
was considered a model modern constitution because it was 

31 Reinhard Rürup, Deutsch/and im 19. Jahrhundert 181!]1871 (Gottingen, 1984), 151; 
Hartwig Brandt, Europa 181!]1850: Reaktion--Konstitution-Revolution (Stuttgart, 2002), 150. 

32 Veit Valentin, Weltgeschichte (Vienna, 1965; 1st pub. Amsterdam, 1939), 748--g. 
33 e.g., Landauer Wochenblatt, no. 17, 25 Apr. 1832, reprinted inJoachim Kermann, Das 

Hambacher Fest (Speyer, 1981), 35, copy of manuscript. 
34 Wolfgang Kaschuba, 'Von der "Rotte" zum "Block": Zur kulturellen Ikonographie 

der Demonstration im 19.Jahrhundert', in BerndJtirgen Warneken (ed.), Massenmedium 
Strq/Je: ,?,ur Kulturgeschichte der Demonstration (Frankfurt, 1991), 68-96, at 77; for Austria see 
Harald T roch, Rebellensonntag: Der 1. Mai "<:wise hen Politik, Arbeiterkultur und Volksfest in Osterre-
ich (1890----1918), Materialien zur Arbeiterbewegung, 58 (Vienna, 1991). 

35 J. Fleckenstein, article: 'Maifeld', in Lexikon des Mittelalters, 9 vols. (Stuttgart, 1999), vi. 
col. 113. 
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rooted in the sovereignty of the people and because of its division 
of powers. Thus those who issued the invitation to Bambach 
combined a strand of German legitimation striving for unity with 
one going beyond the national, which can be read as a symbol of 
unity and freedom: 36 they suggested that people should gather not 
out of 'thankfulness' and 'joy' at 'what had been achieved', but in 
'hopes' of what 'was to be achieved'. It was not a 'victory' that was 
to be celebrated; rather, the invitation evoked the 'struggle' to 'cast 
off inner and outer violence', the struggle for 'legal freedom', and 
'German national dignity'. All those for whom 'fatherland' and 
'freedom' were real values-regardless of status and, for the first 
time, sex-were invited to attend a 'peaceful gathering' in order to 
gain 'sincere insights' and achieve 'decisive brotherhood'.37 

Like the celebrations of deputies, which had become increas-
ingly frequent, the festival programme placed lunch and speeches 
at the heart of the planned secular event. A large procession from 
the market place in Neustadt to the castle at Bambach (about 4 
kilometres, a walk of about one hour), was to inaugurate it. The 
Bavarian government in the person of its highest representative in 
the Palatinate, Ferdinand Freiherr von Andrian-Werburg,38 

reacted to these announcements late and in a contradictory 
manner. Initially he banned the gathering by reference to its 'sedi-
tious and illegal intentions'. 39 But in the face of huge public 
protests, he was forced to rescind the ban, at first partially, then 
fully.40 

It is worth pausing for a moment to look at the organizational 
aspects of this event. The ruins of Bambach castle were tradi-

36 For a detailed discussion of the concept of unity and freedom in the early Liberalism 
of the Palatinate see Erich Schunk, 'Vom nationalen Konstitutionalismus zum konstitu-
tionellen Nationalismus: Der EinfluB der "Franzosenzeit" auf den pfälzischen Libera-
lismus zur Zeit des Hambacher Festes', Zeitschriflfar Bayerische Landesgeschichte, 51 (1988), 
447---Jo,esp.462-3. 

37 Quotations and facsimile of the invitation in Hambacher Fest 1832, 135. 
38 [Lieselotte Klemer], article: 'Andrian-Werburg, Ferdinand von', in Karl Bosl (ed.), 

Bosls b(!Yerische Bwgraphie: 8000 Persiinlichkeiten aus 15 Jahrhunderten (Regensburg, 1983), 20. 
39 Directive of 8 May 1832, published in Amts- und Intelligen;:,blatt des Koniglich B(!Yerischen 

Rhein-Kreises, no. 28, 9 May 1832. Facsimile in Kermann, Das Hambacher Fest, 37-8. 
40 'Offentliche Proteste niedergelegt vom Landrat des Rheinkreises', 16 May 1832, 

printed in Kermann, Das Hambacher Fest, 39-40; partial retraction of the ban on 15 May 
1832, in Amts- und Intelligen;:,blatt des Koniglich B(!Yerischen Rhein-Kreises, no. 30, 17 May 1832, 
printed in Kermann, Das Hambacher Fest, 41; retraction of the ban on 17 May 1832, in 
Amts- und Intelligen;:,blatt des Koniglich B~erischen Rhein-Kreises, no. 31, 18 May 1832, printed in 
Kermann, Das Hambacher Fest, 42. 
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tionally a popular destination for the people of Neustadt and 
surrounding areas when going for a walk, and Whit Monday in 
particular often witnessed sociable gatherings there.41 Yet in 1832 
the castle was not a lieu de mémoire. The castle, which dated from 
Salian times, had been destroyed in the Palatine war of 1688-9. 
A number of the citizens of N eustadt had acquired it from the 
Bavarian state in 1823. It was located in the Haardt, conveniently 
placed for transport, where military roads intersected and not far 
from Baden, Hesse, and France. But it was fairly well separated 
from the rest of Bavaria. The land around the castle was open to 
everyone, and views over the Rhine valley and the state borders 
were unrestricted. Thus this place fulfilled the classical criteria 
for a public space.42 

Even after the Palatinate stopped belonging to France and 
became part of Bavaria in 1816, its people retained a number of 
special dispensations from the French period, such as, for 
example, the right to have a Landrat as a regional political advisory 
body. They believed they were politically and economically disad-
vantaged by Bavaria, and felt that they were an unwanted part 
of the state.43 The under-representation of the Palatinate in 
Munich's political chambers, Bavaria's restrictive censorship 
policy as a reaction to the French July revolution, a high tax 
burden and high duties by comparison with the parts of Bavaria 
on the right bank of the Rhine, and food shortages after the bad 
harvest of 1831 created a multi-causal field of protest. Religious 
issues and anti-Semitism, however, played no part. The press 

41 Article: 'Hambacher Fest', in Karl von Rotteck and Karl Welcker (eds.), Das Staats-
Lexikon, 14 vols. (3rd rev. and expanded edn.; Leipzig, 1862), vii. 291-306, at 292; Franz 
Xaver Remling, Die Maxburg bei Hambach (Mannheim, 1844), 130. 

42 On this cf. the helpful deliberations by Anton Rosenthal, 'Spectacle, Fear, and 
Protest: A Guide to the History of Urban Public Space in Latin America', Social Science 
Hiswry, 24 (2000), 331 3, at 65 n. r, and Ozouf, Festivals and the French Revolution, 127, 130-1. 

43 The special rights also included a general class of citizenship, with legal equality for 
citizens and no privileged groups, the separation of state and Church, no feudal dues, no 
ownership of land by the rulers, state ownership of forests, no guilds, freedom of trade, 
legal equality between city and country, the right to settle anywhere and to marry, and 
the continuing validity of instruments of French rule. Heiner Haan, Hauptstaat-
Nebensta.at: Briefi und Akten ::;um Anschlief] der !Jalz an Bayern 1815! 17, Veroffentlichungen der 
Landesarchivverwaltung Rheinland-Pfalz, 29 (Koblenz, 1977), 20-1. On the perception of 
being disadvantaged see Pia Nordblom, 'Der "Sinai der Liberalitat"? Die Pfalz und die 
Gemeinde Gollheim zwischen den politischen Koordinaten Paris, Mtinchen und 
Frankfurt/Berlin (1792-1848/J871)', Mitteilungen des Hiswrischen Vereins der !Ja/z, 101 (2003), 
275-303, esp. at 2841 . 
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association, which had been banned since the end of March 1832, 
provided an organizational framework and personal contacts 
which made it possible to co-ordinate protests beyond the individ-
ual community. Since the spring of 1832 they had been increasing 
in frequency, and were expressed in many local communities by 
the erection of freedom trees or trees of complaint. 44 

Those who issued the invitation to Hambach clothed their 
protest in the traditional form of a public festival; in fact, they trans-
formed the popular festival into a political demonstration. The trick 
of using a familiar form, but subliminally filling it with new and 
different contents was doubly useful. Vis-a-vis the state authorities, 
the ban on assemblies could be circumvented under cover of the 
festival, and censorship avoided by having speeches. At the same 
time, promoting the event as a festival allowed the organizers to 
reach circles who were attracted by the prospect of entertainment. 
As an anti-festival, the festival achieved originality as a protest. 

V 

The event itself and the content of the speeches can quickly be 
described. The mood for the festival was set on the evening before 
by the firing of guns, the ringing of bells, and the lighting of 
bonfires. The Sunday morning began equally noisily. A long 
procession eventually wound its way to the castle. At its head was 
carried a black, red, and gold flag with the programmatic inscrip-
tion 'Germany's rebirth', which also harked back to the Holy 
Roman Empire. The colours of the flag were reminiscent of the 
uniforms worn by the Liitzow Free Corps in battle against 
Napoleon, and were later adopted by the student fraternities. The 
order of colours in the flag was not yet fixed at the Hambach 
Festival, and could still vary. They were then adopted in March 
1848, without reference to Hambach, by the Frankfurt Assembly 
as the colours of the German Confederation. 45 The feeling of unity 
among those marching in the procession was created by the mass 

44 Hans Fenske, 'Politischer und sozialer Protest in Suddeutschland nach 1830', in 
Reinalter (ed.), Demokratische und sozia/e Protestbewegungen, 143-201, at 161. 

45 Hambacher Fest 1832, 142; Eike Wolgast, 'Wartburgfest 1817 und Hambacher Fest 
1832: Programmatik und Rhetorik', Wartburg-Jahrbuch, IO (2001), 98-118, at 110; 'Bun-
desbeschluB uber Wappen und Farben des Deutschen Bundes', 9 Mar. 1848, in Ernst 
Rudolf Huber (ed.), Dokumente zur deutschen Veifassungsgeschichte, 5 vols. (Stuttgart, 1961), i. 
266,. 
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wearing of cockades, which also served to distinguish them from 
others when arriving and leaving, for example. They had been 
produced weeks before the festival, not least in the Rhineland and 
mainly in Mainz.46 The cockades carried considerable symbolic 
weight. First, their shape was borrowed from the French cockades 
of the revolutionary period, and secondly, the choice of colours 
was to be interpreted as a deliberate rejection of the blue and white 
Bavarian cockade which, as early as 1806, the Bavarian king had 
recommended his officials wear as a sign of national belonging. 
Private people were also permitted to wear them. The Bavarian 
colours were hardly to be seen at Hambach.47 Music, songs (whose 
words were often transformed from sacred to secular), and flags 
were other important factors in creating emotional bonds between 
the participants.48 The flags bore the German colours as a political 
programme for the future, or they proclaimed their political 
message directly in a text, as in the case of the vintners of 
Diirkheim, who carried a black flag as a sign of the economic diffi-
culties they were suffering ('The vintners are in mourning'), while 
other vintners carried a green flag as a sign of hope. According to 
Harry Pross, both colours, green and black, are the classic colours 
for demonstrations to the present day. It was not the constitution 
itself that became a 'quasi-religious cult object',49 as, for example, 

46 The Russian ambassador, Freiherr von Anstellt, to Chancellor Graf Nesselrode, 
Frankfurt, 18/30 May 1832, in Valentin, Das Hambacher Nationalfest, 98-101, at IOO. 

47 Cf. the highly informative essay by Andreas Fahrmeir on cockades as signs of national 
identity, 'National Colours and National Identity in Early Nineteenth-Century Germany', 
in David Laven and Lucy Riall (eds.), Napokon's Legary: Probkms efGovernment in Restoraiwn 
Europe (Oxford, 2000), 199-216, at 201-2, 209-w. At the time of the Hambach Festival, 
there was a legal loophole which meant that it was not clear to what extent the wearing of 
tricoloured cockades and the carrying of banners or flags in matching colours were permit-
ted in the Palatinate. A proclamation by the extraordinary commissar on 28 June 1832 
created a de facto law, and the Bavarian Ministry of Justice, in a decree of 4 Sept. 1832, 
provided leading lawyers with 'assistance in interpretation'. Joachim Kermann, 
"'Weill-Blau" gegen "Schwarz-Rot-Gold": Die juristische Auseinandersetzung um die 
"deutschen Farben" zur Zeit des Hambacher Festes in der Pfalz', Jahrbuchfor westdeutsche 
Landesgeschichte, 19 (1993), 473-91, at 481-2. There was only one Bavarian flag in the 
procession to the castle, at least when it set out. Kermann, '"WeiB-Blau" gegen 
"Schwarz-Rot-Gold'", 473-4. 

48 The words of the political songs were drawn from the songs of the French 
Revolution, the patriotic songs of the anti-Napoleon movements, enthusiasm for Poland 
after the November uprising, and May songs. Marek Jaroszewski, 'Die Lyrik des 
Hambacher Festes', KwartalnikNeqfilologiczny, 39/2 (1992), 161-8. 

49 Paul Nolte, 'Die badischen Verfassungsfeste im Vormarz: Liberalimus, Ver-
fassungkultur und soziale Ordnung in den Gemeinden', in Hettling and Nolte (eds.), 
Burgerliche Feste, 63-94, at 71. 
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in 1843 on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the granting of the 
Baden constitution, but the flags themselves as utopian symbols of 
protest at the shortcomings of the constitutional reality. 

According to the description left by Johann Georg August 
Wirth, the procession formed up in a recognizable order. 
Stewards subdivided it into a section for women honouring 
Poland and one for the Landrat of Rhenish Bavaria, while the rest 
of the participants were ordered according to where they came 
from and the common people followed behind. 50 This order also 
contained a symbolism. The procession stood for the desire for a 
freely elected government in a Germany comprising all tribes, 
and was thus a synonym for the free and unified Germany that 
was the object of their demands.51 When the procession reached 
the ruins, the German and the Polish flags were hoisted in the 
castle; in fact, the whole of the Bambach Festival was inspired by 
enthusiasm for a rebellious Poland. A total of between 20,0000 
and 30,000 people went to Bambach. Most were local, but indi-
viduals had come from all over the German Confederation. In 
addition, there were guests from Poland, France (particularly 
Alsace), and even Britain, while others had sent messages of greet-
ing (see Map 5.1). The participants were drawn from a wide social 
spectrum, but the organizing committee, fearing unrest, had 
deliberately discouraged the indigent from attending by not 
distributing alms.52 Instead, the middle classes, in particular, the 
educated middle classes, members of the liberal professions, self-
employed people, and a large number of students from various 
universities, but mostly from nearby Heidelberg, attended. 
Apprentices, small farmers, and day-labourers were apparently 
also present. 53 The lunch that had been prepared was affordable 
only for those with means; the rest brought their own food, or 

50 On the division cf. J. G. A. Wirth, Das Nationalfest der Deutschen zu Bambach (repr. 
Neustadt, 1981; original publication Neustadt, 1832), 11-12. Other nuances are contained 
in a report by the confidential agent of the Prussian envoy, von Nagler, dated end of May 
1832, and printed in Valentin, Das Hambacher Nationalfest, 110-22, at 112. 

51 'Die Deutschen waren zum ersten Male wieder briiderlich vereinigt und zogen 
unter der Fabne ihres Vaterlandes emst und feierlich dahin' (The Germans were, for the 
first time, united as brothers, and processed seriously and solemnly under the flag of their 
fatherland). Wirth, Das Nationalfest der Deutschen, 12. 

52 Hambacher Fest 1832, 126. 
53 Scholars disagree as to whether bourgeois or petty bourgeois people predominated 

at the festival. Elisabeth Hiils, Johann Georg August Wirth (1798-1848): Ein politisches Leben im 
Vormärz (Diisseldorf, 2004), 276-7. 
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MAP 5.r Origins of participants and speakers at the Bambach Festival 
(1832) 
Source: Hambacher Fest 1832. Freil,eit und Einheit. Deutsch/and und Europa: Eine Aussi,el/ung des 
Landes Rheinland-IJalz zur Geschicht,e des Hambacher Festes. Hambacher Schlef] Neustadt an der 
Weinstrafle, exhibition catalogue (5th edn.; Neustadt an der Weinstralle, 1990), 145 
(ill. 146). 

bought what the booths and stands had on offer. At the heart of 
proceedings, however, were many speeches-a total of thirty
three over the whole day.54 Not everyone present could, of
course, hear every speech; the grounds were far too extensive for 
that. Moreover, the sociable nature of the event and the amount 
of alcohol consumed meant that concentrated listening was often 
impossible. 

54 Cornelia Foerster, 'Das Hambacher Fest 1832: Volksfest und Nationalfest einer
oppositionellen Massenbewegung', in Dticling, Friedemann, and Miinch (eds.), Ojfentliche 
Festkultur, II3-31, at 122. 
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VI 

What were the concerns of the speakers? What did they talk 
about, and what messages did they want to convey, explicitly 
and implicitly, to the public? The speakers unanimously 
deplored the political situation in the states dominated by the 
spirit of the Holy Alliance, and they were especially critical of 
the situation in the German Confederation. In his opening 
speech Dr Philipp Hepp, a medical doctor from Neustadt, used 
the phrase that became the festival's slogan. He evoked 
'German unity', 'German freedom, and through it, Germany's 
rebirth'.55 The main speaker, Philipp Jakob Siebenpfeiffer, spiri-
tus rector of the whole festival, described in detail the contrast 
between political reality in Germany and what was desired. For 
his listeners he sketched a mental panorama of European aspira-
tions for freedom, expressing admiration at their successes and 
sympathy with their failures. As far as Germany was concerned, 
he complained that while its people had notched up significant 
achievements in the fields of art, science, and technology, 'any 
investigation of what the Fatherland needs' was regarded as 
'high treason', and the striving for a free Fatherland as a 'crime', 
while the Germans 'knavishly . . . bent their necks beneath 
the yoke of their own oppressors'.56 Wirth, the second main 
speaker, who advocated 'a confederal, republican Europe',57 

called the monarchs holding back Europe's economic welfare and 
intellectual development 'traitors'.58 Thus he reversed the process 
by which the state authorities incriminated the festival, taking a 
similar line of argument to Karl Heinrich Brüggemann, a member 
of the student fraternities, who spoke of 'holy duty' and a moral 
right to act against illegal 'tyranny and popery'. 59 Despite these 
strident tones,· underlined by the Polish Oranski's appeal for a 
'popular uprising',60 the Hambach Festival was less a call to over-
throw the monarchy and initiate system change than an appeal to 
reform Germany legally. As a speaker from Neustadt put it: 'We 
do not want revolution, but we want our rights.'61 

After his speech Wirth was presented with a sword of honour 
by the representatives of Frankfurt at the festival, which fits into 

55 Wirth, Das Nationalfest der Deutschen, 31. 56 Ibid. 34. 57 Ibid. 48. 
58 Ibid. 43. 59 Ibid. 81. 60 Ibid. 72. 61 Ibid. 84.
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the implicit message of Hambach. The leading speakers debated 
fiercely about what they wanted for the future, but spent less time 
considering how their ideas could be put into practice. For a 
start, threats against anonymous monarchs had to be enough. 
Future conflicts about substantive positions were foreshadowed 
when Wirth attacked France and the press association. On the 
whole, declarations were made, but no concrete resolutions were 
passed.62 

Even on the next evening, 28 May 1832, when a committee 
elected in the morning met in Neustadt's shooting gallery to 
discuss three possible ways in which the desired political changes 
could be achieved, namely, agitation in the press, revolution, or 
reform, the course of legal reform was once again affirmed. 
Officially, the festival ended on I June 1832 when the German 
and Polish flags were lowered. 

VII 

Dissatisfaction, protest, and criticism of the rulers had not been 
translated into far-reaching actions. Thus the Hambach Festival 
could be described as an ineffective protest. In fact, however, the 
restrictive and repressive behaviour of the Bavarian authorities 
greatly increased its retrospective impact. It was only after the 
event that the lower classes, who had stayed at home, demon-
strated their radical notions and violence broke out. Disturbances 
took place in many communities, even beyond the Rheinkreis 
administrative district, often with a social background. In Worms, 
for example, indigent townspeople seized a ship's cargo of grain, 
and many communities and towns put up freedom trees as a sign 
of protest against food shortages and administrative shortcomings. 
In St Wendel a state of siege was declared for several months after 
uprisings and the threat to withhold taxes. 63 

Under pressure from Prussia and Austria, Bavaria finally 
imposed widespread punitive measures. The president of the 

62 The views of radical movements were not accepted, with the result that the call to 
violence by the student Daniel Pistor andjohann Heinrich Hochdorfer's speech were not 
mentioned in the description of the festival. Cf. Fenske, 'Politischer und sozialer Protest in 
Siiddeutschland', 146 n. IO. 

63 Foerster, 'Das Hambacher Fest 1832', 126-7; Hambacher Fest 1832, 129-30. 
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administrative district was replaced. Troops were transferred to 
the Palatinate, and a number of military personnel, known as 
Strajbayern, were quartered mainly with supporters of the Hambach 
Festival at the supporters' expense, as a punishment. Censorship 
was made stricter. Officials were transferred for disciplinary 
reasons, and those responsible for organizing the festival were 
arrested. In a political trial, for example, Wirth was accused of 
'attempted incitement to overthrow the government'. Because it 
could not be proved that he had called for open insurrection, 
however, he was, surprisingly, acquitted, but taken into preventive 
custody. Other supporters ofHambach, such as Siebenpfeiffer, for 
example, evaded arrest by fleeing and emigrating, mainly to 
France or America. 64 

At the level of the German Confederation the Hambach 
Festival also had far-reaching consequences. For Metternich, it 
provided a welcome reason to impose domestic political restric-
tions. As far as he was concerned, at Hambach 'the idea ... had 
become deed'. 65 In late June and early July 1832, the Federal 
Assembly in Frankfurt passed two resolutions pertaining to 
'Measures for Maintaining Law and Order in Germany'. They 
restricted the rights of the opposition in the Provincial Estates, 
limited the freedom of the press and the right of assembly, and 
prohibited the setting up of political associations. 66 Metternich's 
British counterpart, Palmerston, clearly regarded this reaction as 
overdone. Although Palmerston found the events themselves 
equally regrettable, he considered that 'the measures which, it 
seems, are to be taken to combat the revolutionary spirit are 
more likely to increase the evil than to reduce it'. 67 

The German press commented widely on the Hambach 
Festival. Its opponents maliciously and satirically lampooned it, 
imitating the opera Der Freischiitz by Carl Maria von Weber. 

64 Ibid. 181, quotation ibid.; Theophil Gallo, Die Verhandlungen des außerordentlichen
Assisengerichts zu Landau in der Pfalz im Jahr r833: Verlauf, Grundlagen, Hintergründe, Schriften 
der Siebenpfeiffer-Stiftung, 3 (Sigmaringen, 1996), 130. 

65 RalfZerback (ed.), Reformpläne und &pressionspolitik r830--r834 (Munich, 2003), 246. 
66 Huber (ed.), Dokumente zur deutschen Veifassungsgeschichte, u9-22. On 7 June 1832 

Metternich informed Karl Philipp Fiirst von Wrede that 'the Hambach event has a good 
side'; 'it can be used'. The letter is quoted in Zerback (ed.), &farmpliine und &pressionspolitik, 
245-6, quotation at 246. The wording of the Six Articles had already progressed signifi-
cantly before the Hambach Festival. Cf. ibid. 224-34-

67 Ludwig Freiherr von Ompteda to Karl Graf von Alten, London, 29June 1832, ibid. 
2691 0, at 269. 
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Alluding to the 'dancing' Vienna Congress, for example, one 
critic summed up the Hambach Festival thus: 'Germany's rebirth 
celebrated at a ball. '68 The supporters of Hambach turned the 
event's political code into a tradition by means of mass-market 
devotional objects. The scarf featuring portraits of the main 
actors was especially popular, as was the pipe-bowl. Moreover, 
the main actors were able to create publicity even after the event, 
and thus to gain media exposure, which is so important for a 
demonstration. The transience of the spoken word was thereby 
overcome. The widely read description of the festival, largely 
written by Wirth, was one of the means by which this was 
achieved, as were newspaper reports about the festival and the 
trial after the festival, mentioned above. This gave Wirth an 
opportunity to make political presentations which had an impact 
on the public and the media. 

VIII 

Thereafter, two different streams commemorating Hambach 
developed. The nineteenth century celebrated it as a counter-
culture, while the twentieth century saw it as rational-affirma-
tive. At the first anniversary of the Hambach Festival, conflicts 
with the military broke out in Hambach and N eustadt at which 
blood was shed. Nine years later, in 1842, the citizens of the 
Palatinate, in 'an indecent display of hyper-loyalty', gave the 
Bavarian Crown Prince Maximilian Hambach castle as a 
wedding present.69 In 1848, Frankfurt deputies commemorated 
the recently created National Assembly and the achievement of 
popular sovereignty in Hambach. In 1882 the Social Democrats 
claimed the intellectual legacy of Hambach, but the Anti-
Socialist Law in force prohibited a celebration, and the ruin was 
occupied by the military. When the Liberal Reichstag deputy 
Theodor HeuB remembered Hambach in 1932, the National 
Socialists were already threatening to hoist the swastika flag; one 
year later, they dragged the black-red-gold flag through the dirt 

68 Bettinger, Gedachtnisrede aef Michel Pastinok Sansciillote Bonaparte Napokon Schwindelmann 
genannt CrawaUer (Speyer, 1835), 13. 

69 Wilhelm Herzberg, Das Hambacher Fest: Geschichte der revolutioniiren Bestrebungen in 
Rheinbayern um das Jahr 1832 (Ludwigshafen am Rhein, 1908), 258. 
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in Neustadt, where the festival procession to Hambach castle had 
started.70 In the GDR, the Hambach Festival was regarded in a 
negative light because it was associated with 'formal-political illu-
sions' and 'cosmopolitan enthusiasms'. Yet it also stood for the 
beginning of the path of 'Communism, democracy, and interna-
tionalism taken by the revolutionary proletariat', and was thus 
suitable for socialism's historical strand of tradition. 71 

Hambach mutated into a national and European symbol in 
the Federal Republic of Germany when the renovation of the 
building was completed in 1982, if not before. Since that time all 
political directions have seen themselves as the intellectual heirs 
of Hambach, including the Greens, who were just starting then, 
and the peace movement. In r982, they saw their movement as a 
parallel to the popular movement of Hambach. Given the exis-
tence of an arsenal of nuclear weapons, particularly those 
stationed in the Palatinate, they saw the 'legacy of 1832' as the 
'duty' 'to point out their failings in all clarity to the governments 
of the present day'. 72 Hambach was also claimed by the idea of 
women's liberation. 73 In the nineteenth century, the 'legacy of 
Hambach' was claimed only by the early Liberals, radicals, and 
later Social Democrats; in the meantime, this demonstration of 
1832 has been embraced by the entire political and educational 
spectrum. Its elements are exploited in pick-and-mix, self-service 
fashion. We will have to wait and see whether the commemora-
tive year of 2007 will bring anything new. It may, of course, be 
asked whether the memory of the festival would have remained 

70 Erich Schneider, 'Die Hambacher Festjubiliien 1872 und 1882 und das Hambach-
Bild der politischen Parteien nach der Reichsgrundung', in Hambach z832: Anstiifle und 
Folgen, Geschichtliche Landeskunde, 24 (Wiesbaden, 1984), rno-30; Erich Schunk, 'Die 
Hambach-Tradition in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland', in Johann Philipp Becker: 
Radikaldemokrat-Revolutionsgeneral---Pi.onier der Arbeiterbewegung, Schriften der Siebenpfeiffer-
Stiftung, 5 (Stuttgart, 1999), 175-85; on the historiographical reception of Hambach see 
Jurgen Frolich, 'Hambach und die Folgen: Zur Rezeption des Hambacher Festes in der 
deutschen Historiographie', in Axel Herrmann and Arnd Kluge (eds.), Johann Georg August 
Wirth (z798-z848). Ein Revolutionar aus Hef: Seine Person-seine Zeit-seine Wirkungen (Hof, 
1999), 139-58; Hambacher Fest z832, esp. 222. 

71 Helmut Bock, Unter der Fahne Schwarzrotgold. Hambacher Fest z832: Erste Massenkund-
gebung deutscher Patrioten. Urania im Funk, lecture given on 28 Apr. 1982, 17. 

72 Alfred Mechtersheimer, 'Das Hambacher Fest und die Friedensbewegung', Die 
[Jalz am Rhein, 55 (1982), 157-8; cf. also Roland Vogt, 'Hambacher Fest und gruner 
Protest', ibid. 153-5. 

73 Helmut Mathy, ' "Die freie Genossin des freien Burgers": Das Hambacher Fest und 
die politische Rolle der Frau im 19. Jahrhundert', in Hambach z832: Anstiifle und Folgen, 
238-52, at 250. 
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alive to the same extent without Hambach castle, a memorial site 
well suited to tourism. 

IX 

'When Julius Caesar ... wanted to change the form of govern-
ment, "he began with changes in the circus" .'74 Mona Ozouf s 
reference to this statement by Abbé Brotier, head of the royalist 
mission in Paris, also to some extent applies to the Hambach 
Festival. Although it was not a coup d'état from the top, the 
Hambach Festival provides a good example of how the tradi-
tional forms of collective festivals can be reshaped so that popular 
celebration mutates into demonstrative protest against existing 
conditions. The heart of the festival was formed not by the ruler, 
the priest, the constitution, the Christian cross, an anniversary, or 
a church festival. The vacuum was filled by the citizens them-
selves as, in a procession and with speeches and anti-symbols 
such as cockades, flags, and songs, they argued about the future 
and criticized the present in the open air. Their procession was 
an early form of demonstration, and the sheer number of partici-
pants gave the assembly considerable political potential, despite 
its lack of immediate impact. The symbols and devotional objects 
used at Hambach created a connection with the world of the 
villages, while the supranational character of the festival ensured 
its resonance throughout Germany and, indeed, Europe. 

The causes of this mass mobilization, of course, went beyond a 
bundle of social and political dissatisfactions in the Rhenish 
Palatinate. Organizational conditions were favourable in that a 
bourgeois circle which had grown out of proto-party ties organ-
ized the festival and encouraged wider participation. The main 
actors were individuals who were well known beyond the local 
region. They were talented communicators, mostly journalists, 
with a long history of political resistance. The festival itself did 
not challenge the norms of legitimacy and non-violence. The 
authorities in Bavaria and the Confederation, however, regarded 
the sheer mass of participants as a demonstration of political 
resistance which posed a challenge to them. Their restrictive 

74 Abbé Brotier, here quoted from Ozouf, Festivals and the French Revolution, 127. 
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reaction retrospectively criminalized this event and its actors. 
Thus they contributed substantially to the violent escalation of 
tensions on the spot after the end of May. These were no longer 
under the control of those who had organized the Hambach 
Festival, and developed a dynamic of their own. The festival had 
turned into a demonstration, and the demonstration into an 
upnsmg. 



6 
Demonstrating the Nation: Symbol, 

Ritual, and Political Protest 
in Bohemia, 1867-1875 

HUGH LECAINE AGNEW 

When the Habsburg Emperor Francis Joseph reluctantly returned 
his realm to constitutional rule following the empire's disastrous 
war with Italy and France in 1859, a new chapter opened up in the 
public political life of his peoples. Laws on association and assem-
bly made it legal to hold public meetings for political purposes for 
the first time since the revolutions of 1848-9. They removed some 
press restrictions and permitted the establishment of a host of new 
associations and organizations for social, educational, or political 
purposes. In Bohemia, these developments cleared the way for the 
transformation of the Czech nationalist movement into a mass-
based political phenomenon. The emperor's decision ushered in a 
lengthy constitutional crisis, as forces favouring centralism and led 
by German national liberals contested the future shape of the 
monarchy with federalist forces led by conservative aristocrats and 
some of the non-German nationalities. Czech national liberal 
leaders Frantisek Palacky and his son-in-law, Frantisek Ladislav 
Rieger, forged an alliance with a group of Bohemian aristocrats 
led by Count Heinrichjaroslav Clam-Martinie on the basis of the 
state right of the Kingdom of Bohemia. The doctrine of Bohemian 
state right asserted that the lands of the Crown of St Wenceslas 
formed a separate, distinct political entity and that any future 
constitution for the whole empire would have to recognize that 
status, which would be confirmed by the coronation of Francis 
Joseph as King of Bohemia. 1 

1 See Ernst Birke and Kurt Oberdorffer (eds.), Das biihmische Staatsrecht in den deutsch-
tschechischen Auseinandersetzungen des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts (Marburg/Lahn, 1960); and for 
contemporary treatments Hugo Toman, Das biihmische Staatsrecht und die Entwicklung der 
iisterreichischen Reichsidee vom]ahre 1527 bis 1848 (Prague, 1872); Alois Rasin Ceské statní právo 
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In spite of repeated promises, Francis Joseph was never 
crowned king, and instead the eventual solution to the constitu-
tional crisis-a solution that lasted until the fall of the empire in 
1918-was the Compromise (Ausgleich) of 1867. The Compromise 
created the dual Austro-Hungarian Empire, granting Hungary 
recognition of its separate political status and self-government 
limited only by Hungarian recognition of the common monarch, 
army, foreign policy, and joint finances. Instead of giving the 
Czechs an opportunity to achieve something similar for the 
Bohemian crownlands, the dualist system left Bohemia, with the 
other non-Hungarian lands of the empire, in the 'Lands and 
Kingdoms represented in the Reichsrat', or 'Cisleithania'. 2 The 
failure of the most serious attempt to negotiate a Czech compro-
mise along lines similar to what Hungary received, the 
Fundamental Articles developed by the ministry of Count Karl 
Sigmund Hohenwart in 1871, demonstrated that the dualist 
system itself blocked further constitutional change. Czech reac-
tion to the Compromise was strongly negative, and for the 
remainder of the monarchy's existence, Czech politics in many 
ways revolved around issues that emerged during the debates 
from 1860 to the early 187os.3 

The following discussion will explore some of the symbols and 
rituals used by the Czech nationalist movement in the political 
demonstrations that accompanied these turbulent years. We will 
look at four distinct, though related, types of demonstration. One 
type is the official ceremony, a public event sponsored by the 
government and not the nationalist movement, but one in which 
the public's participation may be presented as a nationalist 
demonstration. Another type is the spontaneous protest demon-
stration, when nationalist issues bring crowds onto the street, 
frequently with violent results. Yet a third type is the nationalist 
festival, in which the leaders of the movement stage a celebration 
or commemoration with a nationalist purpose but no focused 

(Prague, 1892); Karel Kramat, Das biihmische Staatsrecht (Vienna, 1896), and id., Ceské státní 
právo (Prague, 1896). 

2 Since the river Leitha formed the boundary between the Kingdom of Hungary and 
Lower Austria not far from Vienna, the term Cisleithania came into general use for the 
non-Hungarian part of the Dual Monarchy. Transleithania was hardly ever used to refer 
to Hungary except with a pejorative intention. 

3 See Hugh LeCaine Agnew, The Czechs and the Lands of the Bohemian Crown (Stanford, 
Calif., 2004), 128-39. 
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political demand. Finally, there is the public political demonstra-
tion, in which the movement, citing the law on freedom of assem-
bly and petition included in the constitutional enactments of 
December 1867 and May 1868, organizes a public demonstration 
around a specific political goal. Many of the same symbols and 
rituals appear in each of these different types of demonstration, 
providing some of the basic building blocks of nationalist political 
activity through the nineteenth century and even beyond. 

A good example of an official ceremony offering possibilities 
for nationalist demonstration is the return to Prague in August 
1867 of the Crown of St Wenceslas and the other Bohemian 
coronation regalia from Vienna, where they had been taken to 
protect them from the Prussians the year before. Aware of the 
significance of the occasion, the government and the authorities 
in Bohemia were careful to review the ceremonies accompanying 
the crown's earlier return from Vienna under Leopold II in 1791, 
with an eye to copying them as far as possible.4 At the same time, 
they were acutely conscious of the political symbolism that could 
be attached to the coronation regalia, and its relevance to 
Bohemian politics at a time when the Compromise of 1867 had 
not yet attained its final shape. They attempted to prevent, or at 
the very least limit, patriotic demonstrations along the route the 
crown would follow on its way from Vienna to Prague by special 
express train. The offices of both the Bohemian and the 
Moravian governors were instructed that all 'welcoming cere-
monies at the intermediate stations between Prague and Vienna 
were to be prevented'.5 A petition by Vienna's Czech associa-
tions to send off the deputation accompanying the crown back to 
Prague from Vienna's Northern Station with 'an old Bohemian 
church song', was also refused. The Ministry of the Interior 
instructed the police to prevent 'any political or national demon-
stration on this occasion'. 6 

The Czech nationalist press, for its part, treated the decision to 
minimize popular celebrations as an affront. Národní listy (national 
pages), the leading Czech political newspaper and unofficial 
organ of the Young Czechs, led its first report with the news that 

4 Osterreichisches Staatsarchiv, Allgemeines Verwaltungsarchiv (hereafter AV A), 
Ministerium des Innern, Prasidiale (hereafter Mdl-Pras), r, carton 2, 1866-9, 3924/r867, 
4010/r867, and 4085/1867. 

5 AVA, Mdl-Präs, r, carton 2, 1866-9, 4103/r867. 
6 Ibid. 4182/r867. 
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the government planned to return the crown 'completely in secret, in 
order to avoid any patriotic demonstration'. 7 This was a theme 
to which the paper frequently returned, often in sarcastic mood, 
as when it suggested: 
The Austrian authorities truly do not know what they are doing. They 
go so far as to destroy the piety and respect among our people for 
insignia which are not only an emblem of the historic rights of the 
Czech crown, but are also simultaneously an emblem of those legiti-
mate bonds that tie the nation to the ruling dynasty!-Do our officials 
perhaps want to incite a republic, that they should thus tum the nation's 
gaze away from monarchical symbols?8 

Through reports such as these, Národní listy effectively encour-
aged efforts to mark the crown's passage with some sort of festiv-
ity, in spite of the official attitude. 

In the end, the emperor gave special permission for a modest 
ceremony to be held at the railway station in Brno/Briinn, 
Moravia's capital, and many other localities held their own cere-
monies without official approval.9 At Brno, when the train 
arrived in the station, which was decorated with banners in the 
Moravian land colours, a band struck up the Austrian hymn, the 
train was garlanded by a group of women dressed in white (in 
what the official report called 'Slavic' costume), the local Czech 
choral society sang a composition, and then everyone shouted 
'Slava!' (literally, Glory! but equivalent to Hurrah!) for the crown 
and for the king. When the train pulled out it did so to the tune 
of the Czech song, 'Kde domov muj?', a popular lyric rapidly 
becoming recognized as the unofficial Czech national anthem. 
Bengal fire in red, white, and blue (colours identified as Slavic) 
illuminated the platform for the proceedings, which took place 
well after midnight. 10 Most of the other celebrations mentioned 
in the press or official records also included bonfires, banners in 
Imperial and provincial or Slavic colours, and the singing of such 
songs as the Austrian hymn and 'Kde domov muj?' or 'Hej, 
Slované', with its more pan-Slavic overtones. 11 

7 Národní listy, no. 126, 8 Aug. 1867. 
8 Ibid. no. 147, 28 Aug. 1867. 
9 AVA, Mdl-Präs, 1, carton 2, 1866-9: 4211/1867. 

10 Národní listy, no. 147, 27 Aug. 1867, and no. 149, 30 Aug. 1867. See also AVA, Mdl-
Präs, 1, carton 2, 1866-g: 4265/1867. 

11 AVA, Mdl-Präs, 1, carton 2, 1866-g: 4310/J867. 
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Národní listy was quick to reply to any suggestion from the 
German national-liberal press, either in Prague or Vienna, that 
the crown's return was an anachronism in a modern political 
society. When Prague's German liberal newspaper, T agesbote aus 
Biihmen, implied that the crown was just a piece of Gothic 
jewellery being misused by Czech nationalist leaders to dupe the 
people, Národní listy indignantly retorted: 
If the crown of St Wenceslas is in substance only a golden circlet, still 
that circlet has joined for centuries, and will for centuries to come join, 
the three lands of Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia and the fraternal 
Czech, Moravian, and Silesian nation inhabiting them into one whole, 
and in so far as the Czech nation sees its strength in that whole, it sees it 
symbolized also in the Czech crown. 

If the crown of St Wenceslas is in substance only a golden circlet, still 
he on whose head the nation places it is bound before God and the 
world to rule the entire Czech-Moravian-Silesian nation according to 
the laws it establishes, and thus the crown is a sign to our nation of its 
independence and sovereignty in union with its crowned King. 12 

Thus the crown was not an emblem of 'royal power' only, as the 
German liberals claimed (so stated Národní listy), but also an 
emblem of' our rights and royal obligations'. 13 

These German liberal criticisms echoed a reproach towards 
the Czechs that had also emerged during the revolutionary years 
of 1848-g, namely, that Czech nationalism, because it preferred 
a federal empire to the centralism that the German national 
liberals advocated, espoused 'feudal' attitudes, not liberal ones. 
Thus the Viennese Die Presse admonished the Czech nationalists 
that to make such an ostentatious display of dynastic emblems 
was not in the best taste in this modern age, and called on them 
to 'come to their senses and not give expression to such 
completely medieval tendencies'. 14 In reply, Národní listy empha-
sized that the Crown of St Wenceslas should not be compared to 
the crown of the Holy Roman Empire, defunct since 1806, or the 
beret of the Archdukes of Lower Austria in Klosterneuberg, as 
Die Presse had done. 

12 Národní listy, no. 144, 25 Aug. 1867
13 Ibid. no. 150, 31 Aug. 1867. Original emphasis. 
14 Cited ibid. no. 151, 1 Sept. 1867. Die Presse was the leading Viennese German-liberal 

paper from 1848 until some of its editors seceded in 1864 to establish the Neue Freie Presse, 
which quickly eclipsed its predecessor. 



go HUGH LECAINE AGNEW 

Our insignia are a genuine symbol of the Kingdom of Bohemia, not yet 
erased from any European map; the Czech insignia are a sign of the 
rights to political individuality of the Bohemian kingdom, recognized 
even by the present ruler; they are, finally, a symbol acknowledged by 
the entire nation and held in veneration, signifying the legal and consti-
tutional relationship of the king to the lands of the Bohemian crown. 15 

In its description of the arrival of the crown jewels in Prague, 
Národní listy gave clear expression to the nationalists' appropria-
tion of the official ceremony for their own purposes. It remarked 
that the Czechs had hoped to view the crown in Prague on the 
head of their king after his coronation, as promised in 1861. 
Instead, they would have to wait: 'For the time being, we bear 
our crown ourselves . . . This day belongs to us. Today we crown 
ourselves with the most noble love, love for our fatherland, love for 
our language, love for our rights, love for our life!' 16 Thus the 
return of the Crown of St Wenceslas to Prague in 1867 demon-
strates how the Czech nationalist movement could take an event 
sponsored by the government and turn it to nationalist ends. The 
symbolic role of the crown in the political programme of 
Bohemian state right made this particular official ceremony espe-
cially fruitful for the nationalists. In addition, the use of flags in 
the Bohemian colours of red and white, sometimes with the addi-
tion of the blue that made them into the 'Slavic' tricolour, and 
the use of specific music, especially the song 'Kde domov muj?' 
along with the official Austrian state hymn, 'Gott erhalte', helped 
the nationalists to mark an official ceremony with something of 
their own. 

Other official state ceremonies frequently took on similar 
aspects, notably during the royal visits to the capital. The 
contrasting receptions which Francis Joseph received as King of 
Bohemia in Prague in 1868 and again in 1874 illustrate how the 
same rigidly prescribed official ceremonial could be given a differ-
ent cast by the way in which the nationalist movement accompa-
nied and interpreted the events that made up a royal visit. 17 

In 1868 the Czech nationalists were still in an exalted mood 
15 Narodni lis!Y Aug. 1867. 
16 Ibid. no. 148, 29 Aug. 1867. Original emphasis. 
17 See Hugh LeCaine Agnew, 'The Fly-Specks on Palivec's Portrait: Francis Joseph, 

the Symbols of Monarchy, and Czech Popular Loyalty', in Daniel Unowsky and 
Laurence Cole (eds.), The Limits ef Loyalry: Imperial Celebrations and the J?ynamics ef State 
Patriotism in the Lote Habsburg Monarchy (New York, forthcoming). 
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following the dedication of the foundations of the new national 
theatre. They were also still smarting from the conclusion of the 
Compromise of 1867 and the treatment of their protests by the 
Cisleithanian government. The first of the great open-air meet-
ings or tábory lidu (people's camps) had taken place and had been 
followed by government crackdowns. 18 Also, Francis Joseph's 
presence in Prague coincided with the anniversary of the execu-
tion in 1621 of the leaders of the Bohemian rebellion against the 
Habsburgs. As a form of implied protest, the most significant 
Czech societies discovered that they had prior commitments else-
where. The Prague Sokol attended a ceremony dedicating the 
new banner of the Sokol unit in Kolin, while other groups organ-
ized similar excursions out of Prague. 19 One favourite destination 
was the site of the Battle of the White Mountain on the outskirts 
of the capital, where several hundred people gathered to lay laurel 
wreaths and sing patriotic songs to commemorate the clef eat of 
the Bohemian rebellion in 1620. Prague itself was fittingly deco-
rated with banners, although Národní listy made a point of noting 
that the imperial black and yellow predominated, and that one 
house even prominently displayed the Pan-German black-
red-gold tricolour. The participation of the populace was only 
'appropriate', with German-speakers most in evidence, and when 
the various singing societies were supposed to perform, the Czech 
groups were not present.20 To cap off this Czech coldness to the 
official festivities, a group of Czech university students, returning 
to the city from the site of a meeting the authorities had banned, 
pulled down and tore up the offending Pan-German banner.21 

In contrast, the welcome extended to Francis Joseph in 1874 was 
altogether different. Though the Hohenwart ministry's attempt to 
reach a Czech compromise had failed, most Czechs still harboured 
hopes that a royal coronation and recognition of Bohemia's state 
right might still happen. As a result, Francis Joseph was greeted 
warmly, but as Bohemian king (though still uncrowned) and not as 
emperor. The Kolin-based newspaper Koruna ceská (Czech crown, 
generally sympathetic to the Young Czechs) remarked that if 

18 Jaroslav Purs, 'Taboryv ceskych zemich 1868-1871', Ceskoslovensky casopis historickj, 6 
(1958), 234-66, 4461 0, 661-go. The tabor movement will be discussed more fully below. 

19 Narodni lisry, no. 168, 20June 1868. 
20 Ibid. no. 170, 22June 1868; no. 171, 23June 1868. 
21 Ibid. no. 170, 22June 1868; Narodni pokrok, no. 182, 22June 1868. 
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preparations to welcome Francis Joseph in Prague were prepara-
tions for a 'demonstration', as the Czechs' opponents claimed, then 
it was a demonstration 'through which the Czech nation served 
notice that it was capable of separating the person of the monarch 
from those of his counsellors, in whom it continues to see its politi-
cal opponents'. A few days later, reporting on the scene in Prague, 
the same paper noted that 'His Majesty's most loyal opposition', the 
Czech nation, could, 'while demonstrating loyalty to their ruler, 
also remain loyal to their principles'. 22 This adaptation of the 
ancient traditional distinction between the good ruler and his evil 
advisers allowed the Czech national opposition to welcome Francis 
Joseph to Bohemia without compromising its rejection, in principle, 
of the constitutional system created by the Compromise in 1867. 

The crown and other symbols of the Bohemian kingdom 
figured prominently in the decorations that welcomed Francis 
Joseph on his visit in 1874. The locomotive that carried him to 
Prague from the western Bohemian town of Plzeii/Pilsen, where 
he had made a preliminary stop, bore the Bohemian and Imperial 
coats of arms, the monogram FJI, and, of course, a representa-
tion-this time in flowers-of the Crown of St Wenceslas. 23 In 
Prague the FrancisJoseph station, where he arrived, was deco-
rated with the arms of eighteen Bohemian royal towns, together 
with the Bohemian lion and the imperial eagle, and the waiting 
room's walls bore the arms of the lands of the Bohemian crown. 
Prague's squares were hung with banners depicting the crown, lit 
from behind by gaslights, and on the evening of the emperor's 
arrival, his monogram was ignited on the balustrade in fireworks, 
while above it glowed the Crown of St Wenceslas, all surrounded 
by a wreath of gas flames. Nationalist hopes for an eventual coro-
nation were never fulfilled, but the crown remained a potent 
symbol in the Czech nationalist movement throughout the nine-
teenth century and beyond. 24 

22 Konma ceska, no. 71, 5 Sept. 1874; no. 72, 9 Sept. 1874. 
23 Plzenske novi'!Y, no. 73, IO Sept. 1874. See alsoJaroslav Dou~a, 'Nav~tevy Habsburki'I 

v Plzni v 19. stoleti', in Marta Ottlova and Milan Pospml (eds.), Umeni a civilizacejako 
divadlo meta (Prague, 1993), 35-6. 

24 Hugh LeCaine Agnew, 'Old States, New Identities? The Czech Republic, Slovakia 
and Historical Understandings of Statehood', .Nationalities Papers, 28 (2000), 6!9-50; Peter 
Bugge, 'Czech Nation-Building, National Self-Perception and Politics, 1780-1914' (Ph.D. 
thesis, University of Aarhus, 1994), 154;Jan Havranek, 'Cesky historismus druhe poloviny 
19. stoleti mezi monarchismem a democratismem', in Ustav teorie a dejin umeni CSAV v 
Praze (ed.), Historicke vedomi v ceskem umeni 19. stokti (Prague, 1981), 3!<4. 
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MAP 6.r Prague in the 1860s 

Some of the same elements that appeared in the nationalist 
appropriations of official ceremony are present in the much less 
formal spontaneous demonstration. One example of such a 
demonstration occurred in Prague shortly after the conclusion of 
the Compromise of 1867 and the enactment of the December 
Laws that created Cisleithania's constitutional structure. The 
Bohemian-German national liberal leader Eduard Herbst, newly 
named Cisleithanian Minister of Justice, visited Prague in mid

January 1868. The German students at the university where he 
had been a professor proposed to hold a torchlight parade in his 
honour, but the Czech students and the Czech press agitated 
against the idea. 25 When as a result plans for a celebration in 
Herbst's honour were shifted from the university to the German 
casino on 15 January, an angry crowd gathered outside in 
protest. The scene was repeated on 19January with even larger 
numbers, when rumours spread that a public torchlight proces
sion in Herbst's honour would take place in spite of an earlier 

25 See e.g. reports in Narodni lisly, no. 10, 11 Jan. 1868 and no. 12, 14Jan. 1868, or 
Ntirodni pokrok, no. 23, 12Jan. 1868. 
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decision to the contrary. Czech crowds estimated by the press to 
number 2,000 again gathered outside the German casino to 
shout: 'Hurrah for the Czech crown!' and 'Pereat Beust!' (Down 
with Beust!) and 'Pereat Herbst!' to the accompaniment of 
continuous whistling. The crowds became so boisterous that the 
police and gendarmes were summoned, and the newly elected 
Czech mayor of Prague had to intervene to request the crowds to 
disperse. They did so, moving to the building housing the Czech 
Mestanská Beseda (civic club), where they shouted more 'Slavas!' 
and sang 'Hej Slované' before proceeding to Wenceslas Square. 
There they gathered in front of the statue of St Wenceslas to sing 
'Byvali Cechové', 'Hospodine, pomiluj ny', and 'Svaty Václave', 
before they dispersed after one final 'hurrah' for the Czech 
crown.26 On 21January, when the formal dinner in honour of 
Herbst finally took place at the casino, the protests were repeated 
in almost identical fashion. 27 

Though unplanned, and therefore not marked with the 
colourful banners and flags of the state-sponsored celebrations, 
these spontaneous protests made use of many of the musical 
elements that also accompanied the return of the crown. A 
strong element of imitation of religious models appears in the 
crowd's gathering at the statue of St Wenceslas, the first native 
patron saint of Bohemia, with bared heads to sing not only nine-
teenth-century nationalist anthems such as 'Byvali Cechové' or 
'Hej Slované', but also such medieval church songs as 'Svaty 
Va.clave' or 'Hospodine, pomiluj ny', a hymn particularly identi-
fied with St Vojtech, another patron of the kingdom. At stake in 
these battles over Prague's streets was the national claim to the 
Bohemian capital. The Czech press repeated that if it were only 
a question of the German students at the university paying 
homage to one of their professors in recognition of his political 
honour, they would have nothing to say about the matter. 'But 
now a simple student celebration should turn into a political and 
national demonstration ... It should be a demonstration against our 
nation, to present to Europe how on classical Czech soil, on soil 
that has been Slavic for centuries, the idea of German hegemony 
embodied in the present Austrian dualism is finally prevailing. '28 

26 Ntirodni pokrok, no. 31, 20Jan. 1868; Ntirodni lis!Y, no. 19, 20Jan. 1868. 
27 Ntirodni pokrok, no. 33, 22Jan. 1868. 
28 Narodni lis!Y, no. 16, 17 Jan. 1868. Original emphasis. 
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The Czech actions on the street repeatedly announced: 'In Prague 
there is quite simply no place for such a German demonstration.' 29 

To stake a claim to public space was also a goal of another 
type of public demonstration, the organized national festival. 
Probably no other such festival comes close to equalling the cele-
brations surrounding the laying of the foundation stones for the 
new Czech National Theatre, held in Prague from 15 to 17 May 
1868. The crown was a vibrant and frequently invoked symbol 
during these celebrations, dominating the decorations and 
featuring prominently in the firework displays accompanying the 
regatta that kicked off the formal events on the evening of 15 
May. The festive parade that began the next day was consciously 
modelled on the coronation processions last seen in Prague in 
1836, with participants wearing costumes evoking the age of 
Bohemia's independence under the monarchy of the Estates in 
the sixteenth century. At the building site, a replica of the Crown 
of St Wenceslas with the coats-of-arms of the three lands of the 
Bohemian crown surmounted the canopy over the foundation 
stone. Rieger made it the centrepiece of his toast at the festive 
banquet concluding the celebrations on 17 May, calling the 
crown a symbol of the unity of Bohemia and Moravia: 'The 
crown of St Wenceslas is also a true image of our historical rights, 
which the Czech nation of its own free will transferred to the 
king; it is an emblem of a bond containing mutual rights, but also 
mutual obligations. It is also a symbol of our glory!'30 

On the day of the foundation stone ceremony itself, Národní
listy asserted: 
We are still here, and as long as we are here, the Czech state is here, the 
Crown of St Wenceslas is here ... Today we have gathered in Prague 
for a general Diet of the Czech crown. There was no electoral law; 
those who would and could join with us came; each ofus brought the 
Diet's programme in our hearts; and we already voted on it among 
ourselves long ago.31

The ceremony conducted at the building-site epitomized that 
national unity, while recognizing and maintaining social divi-
sions. The Archbishop of Prague was entitled to strike the first 

29 Ibid. no. 13, 14Jan. 1868. Original emphasis. 
30 Národní listy, no. 137, 18 May 1868; Nlirodni pok:rok, no. 150, 19 May 1868. 
31 Nlirodni listy, no. 135, 16 May 1868. See also Otto Urban, Ceskli spolecnost, r848-r9r8 

(Prague, 1982), 230-2. 
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ritual blow on the stone with a mason's hammer (designed by the 
architect, Ferdinand Zitek, and decorated with the coats of arms 
of the lands of the Crown of St Wenceslas), but the Church 
refused to participate in the ceremony, so the first blow was 
struck by Palacky in the name of the whole nation. Then, as the 
state authorities did not attend either, the next blow was struck 
by a member of the Land Committee of the Diet, followed by 
Rieger for the Czech parliamentary deputies, Alois Prazák for 
the Moravian deputies, the mayor of Prague for the Bohemian 
towns, a representative of the Moravian towns, a representative 
of the district representative boards, the rural communes in both 
Bohemia and Moravia, Jan Evangelista Purkyne representing 
science,JosefWenzig for the Artists' Club, Count Clam-Martinie 
as president of the Bohemian Museum, Count Jan Harrach 
(wearing a camara, the unofficial 'national' costume) for the liter-
ary foundation Matice ceská, then representatives of the actors, 
the musicians, the industrialists, and the singing societies of 
Bohemia and Moravia, the Sokol, the civic clubs, the workers' 
association Oul (Beehive), the savings associations, the architect 
and engineer of the theatre, and, finally, the chair of the commit-
tee for the national theatre. 32 At the end of the ceremony the 
crowd sang 'Kde domov muj?' 

The foundation stones themselves provided another major 
symbolic element of the theatre festivities. When the festive 
programme was initially published in Národní listy in early 
February 1868, it mentioned only sealing some commemorative 
items into the cornerstone. By early March its Old Czech 
competitor Národní pokrok (national progress) was reprinting a 
suggestion from Moravská orlice (Moravian eagle, generally 
supporting the Old Czechs) that Moravia send foundation stones 
from the two 'holy' mountains Radhost and Hostyn, so that 'we 
would incorporate into this structure of our national arts stones 
from the famous Moravian mountains. Perhaps the inhabitants 
around Ríp will imitate us. '33 As it turned out, a stone was indeed 
taken from the mountain Ríp, located in the fertile region along 
the Elbe north of Prague, from whose summit the legendary 
tribal father Cech looked out over the land and claimed it for his 
followers, whose descendants eventually assumed his name for 

32 Nárdoní listy, no. 136, 17 May 1868; Ntirodni pokrok, no. 148, 17 May 1868. 
33 Ntirodni pokrok, no. 72, I Mar. 1868. 
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their nation.34 Ríp was then quickly joined by Blanik, beneath 
whose stones the Czech paladins are said to be resting in an 
enchanted sleep until they awaken to rescue the Czechs in their 
darkest hour. Zizkov, the summit outside Prague from which the 
Hussite hero Jan Zizka turned back the crusaders of the would-be 
King Sigismund in 1420, was added next. Eventually the number 
grew to include stones with similar legendary or historical associ-
ations from southern and western Bohemia. 35 By incorporating 
these pieces of the physical landscape into the foundations of the 
new theatre, the Czech nationalists reinforced their claim that 
this landscape belonged to them. They also reinforced a strong 
image in the mythology of the theatre movement, namely, that it 
had grown through the small donations of hosts of ordinary 
Czechs from all over the kingdom, just as the stones had been 
gathered from sites significant in national mythology throughout 
the realm. 

The theatre celebration also in important ways drew upon an 
existing festival tradition, that of the Catholic church. The very 
date chosen for the foundation-laying ceremony was the week-
end on which the feast day of St John of Nepornuk (John 
Nepomucene) was traditionally celebrated. Part of the festivities 
included a 'national celebration' that was little more than a fun-
fair with games, rides, distractions, and-of course-beer sales. 36 

Such a fair was always an important element of the saint's day 
celebration, too. But in the use of the 'sacred' stones there is an 
even clearer link to the veneration of relics and processions 
connected with it. The arrival of each of the stones in Prague, 
whether by carriage, river, or train, was the occasion of a sepa-
rate mini-celebration including banners, inscriptions, wreaths, 
and declamations. For example, as the stone from Ríp arrived in 
Prague it met up with the stone from Zizkov in the Prague 
suburb of Karlin. The stone from Ríp was on a wagon bearing 
the inscription 'By Enlightenment to Freedom', and had been 
festooned with wreaths. One wreath had ribbons in red, white, 
and blue, each bearing an inscription: 'Fatherland and Nation', 
'Freedom and Justice', and 'Equality and Brotherhood'. The 
second one had a red-and-white ribbon with the slogan: 'From 

34 Národní listy, no. 100, 10 Apr. 1868. 
35 Ibid. no. 107, 18 Apr. 1868; no. 129, 10 May 1868, no. 131, 12 May 1868. 
36 Ibid. no. III, 22 Apr. 1868. 
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the ancient roots of the fatherland you have grown up.' The 
stone itself had been inscribed with a verse: 'Z Ripu Cech svuj 
domov vzal I Na Bilé Hore dokonal I V maticce Praze z 
mrtvych vstal.' (From Ríp Cech took his home, I he died on the 
White Mountain and in mother Prague he rose from the dead). 
The stone from Zizkov, painted red and white, also had written 
on it: 'To the youngest guardian of the nation from the oldest 
guardian of Prague.' The stones were accompanied by mounted 
guards of honour from the villages, and greeted by official dele-
gations at the site of the theatre with appropriate speeches. These 
rituals helped to make the symbolic meanings of each stone's 
inclusion in the National Theatre's foundations explicit.37 

The stone from Ríp also provides a link between this sort of 
national festival, celebrating a significant event that was by no 
means without political consequences (as the contemporary 
newspaper accounts stressed), and a purely political protest 
meeting. On the same day as the excavation of the foundation 
stone from Ríp, the citizens of the surrounding area held, on the 
mountain's slopes, the first of what was to be an entire series of 
monster rallies in the open air to protest against the Cisleithanian 
government's proposal to introduce new taxes on income, and, in 
general, to demonstrate support for Bohemia's state right. The 
festive atmosphere was supported by decorations on the farm 
wagons that met arrivals at the railway station, by the music of 
several bands, by banners in red and white or the Slavic red, 
white, and blue, and by the refreshment stands around which 
people congregated. The speaker's tribune was decorated with a 
red-and-white banner bearing the words 'Jsme a budeme' (We 
are and shall be).38 The speakers included not only well-known 
political orators from Prague, such as Karel Sabina, but also 
local farmers who complained of the tax burdens under which 
they laboured and claimed that only a Bohemian Diet elected on 
the basis of general suffrage had the right to enact new taxation 
law (upon which the crowd shouted 'we want universal manhood 
suffrage!'). By show of hands, the meeting adopted a resolution 

37 Ibid. no. r3r, 12 May r868;Narodnipokrok, no. 143, 12 May 1868. 
38 The slogan is an obvious reference to Palacky's article, 'The Idea of the Austrian 

State', in which he warned against the approaching dualist compromise. Having said in 
1848 that it would be necessary to create Austria if it did not exist, in 1865 he wrote that 
'we existed before Austria, and we will still exist after her'. Franti§ek Palacky, 'Idea statu 
rakouskeho', Narod, no. 132, 16 May 1865. 
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aimed at 'renewing our historic rights, which means nothing less 
than the freedom, autonomy and independence of our glorious 
Czech kingdom'. 39 The official government representative at the 
meeting protested at the mention of universal suffrage, but did 
not attempt to stop the proceedings. In his report to the Ministry 
of the Interior, the Bohemian governor suggested that local 
authorities should make wider use of their right under the consti-
tutional laws of December 1867 to suspend such assemblies when 
they overstep the legal limits. The minister replied that he shared 
this view, and ordered that 'further mass meetings that might be 
organized with similar tendencies, should in future not be 
approved'. 40 

The meeting at Ríp did, indeed, mark the beginning of a wave 
of 'further mass meetings with similar tendencies' in Bohemia. 
Demonstrations were organized throughout the summer at 
various locations, almost always at sites of historical significance, 
frequently from the Hussite period. In spite of the government's 
policy of forbidding any meetings that appeared likely to protest 
against the existing constitution, people frequently arrived at the 
site of meetings that had been banned. Other meetings obtained 
official permission, though often only after repeated attempts and 
careful crafting of the proposed programme. The first wave of 
public meetings culminated in a stormy workers' demonstration 
at Pankrac in Prague on 4 October, which was broken up with 
military assistance. Shots were fired into the crowd, wounding at 
least four, while many others received sabre blows.41 Immediately 
thereafter, on II October 1868, the government declared a state of 
emergency in Prague and its environs. Rights of assembly and 
petition were suspended for the duration of the state of emer-
gency, the civil police were replaced by state police, and a new 
governor was appointed. 42 

Several meetings were also organized in Moravia during 1868, 
though the Czech nationalist movement was not as strong there 

39 Czech press accounts of the meeting in Narodni listy, no. 130, 11 May 1868 and no. 
131, 12 May 1868; and in Narodni pokrok, no. 142, 11 May 1868. 

40 AVA, MdI-Pras, 15/;3, 1848-69, carton 550, 2038/i868. See also Statni ustfedni 
archivv Praze (hereafter SUA), Presidia Mistodrzitelstvi, 18601 0, sign. 8/5/22/8, carton 
853, 14 May 1868. 

41 Narodni noviny, no. 78, 4 Oct. 1868; no. 79, 5 Oct. 1868; and no. 80, 6 Oct. 1868. 
Narodni listy appeared under this title from 17 July 1868 until its suspension in October; 
from I November it appeared under the title Nase listy. 

42 For the preceding see also Pur~, 'Tabory v ceskych zemich', 242-8. 
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as in Bohemia. According to newspaper accounts, the number of 
people taking part in at least one demonstration in -Bohemia 
during 1868 reached approximately 318,000, with another 20,000 
in Moravia.43 Of course, the official sources give much lower 
numbers than the Czech newspapers, frequently citing only half 
as many participants. Obviously each side had an interest in the 
figures reported. The Czechs wanted to claim that attendance 
was as high as possible, while the local authorities were more 
likely to underestimate the number of participants. 

The wave of meetings continued through 1869, though without 
taking quite the same stormy course as the preceding year. The 
lifting of the state of emergency in Prague and the loosening of 
strict measures in the countryside was accompanied by renewed 
efforts to organize meetings in the spring. Several meetings were 
organized in the name of Czech youth, and again the Hussite 
moment featured strongly, especially as 1869 marked the five 
hundredth anniversary of Hus's birth. In Moravia, in contrast to 
the rather isolated meetings of 1868, 1869 saw the number of 
Czech meetings increase significantly. Meetings were also held 
for the first time in the Austrian remnants of Silesia, still techni-
cally one of the lands of the Crown of St Wenceslas. Thus in 
1869, the tábor movement spread in breadth if not in depth. 
Though the meetings were not as turbulent as in the previous 
year, the total number of participants (again, according to the 
Czech press reports) increased significantly in both Bohemia and 
Moravia. Approximately 414,000 people in Bohemia and 162,000 
in Moravia took part in at least one tábor meeting, while the few 
meetings in Silesia added about 17,000 more.44 The democratic 
association Slovanská lipa (Slavic linden) became a key organizer 
of the wave of tábor meetings in 1869. They planned an entire 
series of mass meeting to take place just before the elections 
that year, but the authorities dissolved the association on 7 
August 1869, and the idea of pre-election tábor meetings was not 
realized. 45 

The course of Czech nationalist politics had an influence on 
the development of the tábor movement, as the emperor and his 
government moved haltingly towards a compromise with the 
Czechs. The government of Count Karl Hohenwart hammered 

43 Ibid. 250. 
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out a set of 'Fundamental Articles' that would give Bohemia 
enough of the equivalent status to Hungary demanded under 
dualism to gain the Czech nationalists' acceptance of the rest of 
the Compromise of 1867. The proposal was, finally, to be accom-
panied by the coronation of Francis Joseph as King of Bohemia, 
but it foundered on opposition from the German liberals and the 
Hungarians. With the Czech nationalist movement focused on 
negotiations at the highest level, however, the mass movement, 
with its democratic overtones, declined. In 1870 the number of 
participants in tábor meetings in Bohemia fell to 213,000, and in 
1871 to only 16,000. In Moravia in 1870 about 12,000 people took 
part in a meeting, while in 1871, belatedly, numbers rose to 
263,000. Silesia saw 8,000 participants at meetings in 1871, while 
no such tábory at all were reported in 1870.46 

Altogether the period of the tábory lidu saw 143 such public 
manifestations, with 102 in Bohemia, 37 in Moravia, and 4 in 
Silesia. Dozens of attempts to organize further meetings were 
made but were prevented by official bans, police action, or mili-
tary intervention. Other public celebrations also sometimes took 
on the character of a political meeting. The total number of 
people who participated in such meetings reached nearly 1.5 
million over the course of these four years, according to the more 
generous estimates of the Czech press.47 Even if this number 
were halved to correspond to the typical official estimate, it is still 
a significant figure. What conclusions might be suggested about 
the impact of such a mass political movement? And what 
symbolic and ritual aspects did they use and pass on to the future 
of political demonstrations among the Czechs? 

Sources for the concept of mass open-air meetings were both 
domestic and international. The Czech political leadership was 
well aware of the Irish national movement, including the 
monster meetings of Daniel O'Connell's 'Repeal' campaign 
during the 1840s, thanks to the attention which journalists such 
as Karel Havlicek paid them in 1847 and 1848.48 In fact, when 

46 Ibid. 453. 47 Ibid. 661. 
48 See Barbara Kohák Kimmel, 'Karel Havlicek and the Czech Press before 1848', in 

Peter Brock and H. Gordon Skilling (eds.), The Czech Renascence of the .Nineteenth Century 
(Toronto, 1970), 126-7. On O'Connell, see Gary Owens, 'Nationalism without Words: 
Symbolism and Ritual Behaviour in the Repeal "Monster Meetings" of 1843-5', injames 
S. Donnelly,Jr. and Kerby A. Miller (eds.), Irish Popular Culture, 1650-1850 (Dublin, 1998), 
242-69. 
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the movement began, these public demonstrations were called 
meetingy, based on the English word. At the suggestion of the 
young historianJaroslav Goll, however, the Czechs decided to 
adopt the word tábor for their meetings, and the press made a 
concerted effort to see that the new name caught on.49 The word 
tábor means 'encampment' or 'meeting', but it derives from the 
radical Hussite settlement called Tábor after the biblical moun-
tain. Thus tábor and the word for meeting participants, táborité, 
also directly invoked Hussite myths and images. This invocation 
of the Hussite past carried over into the locations chosen for 
many of the meetings: Zizkov, the battlefield at Lipany, Kanka 
near Kutná Hora, Oreb, Zizka's field near Pribyslav (where the 
Hussite war hero died), Husinec (birthplace of the martyr Jan 
Hus), and, of course, Bethlehem Square in Prague, were all sites 
of tábor meetings. 

The tábor movement also manipulated symbols and rituals that 
were already part of the public political vocabulary of the Czech 
movement, some taken from official, others from unofficial, 
sources. The tábory decked themselves in the same red and white, 
and red, white, and blue colours as the other public manifesta-
tions, red and white being the official colours of the Kingdom of 
Bohemia, and the red-white-blue tricolour representing 
Slavdom. The unofficial national anthem 'Kde domov muj?' 
sounded at almost every tabor, as did the more pan-Slavic 'Hej 
Slované'. Other songs that frequently made an appearance were 
taken directly from church sources, especially the two songs 
connected to the patrons of the kingdom, 'Svaty Václave', and St 
Vojtech's song, 'Hospodine, pomiluj ny'. Hurrahs for the Crown 
of St Wenceslas and Bohemia's state right resounded at the tábory 
as they did at other meetings. These features reinforced the iden-
tity and unity of the crowds gathered there, and also served to 
mark the space in which the meeting took place with the signs 
and sounds of national identity. In this latter aim, the tábor move-
ment in a sense reversed the pattern of setting 'holy relics' in the 
foundations of the National Theatre. By organizing such mass, 
open-air political meetings, the Czech nationalists were asserting 
that the realm and its spaces belonged to their nation. In its way, 
this feature of the tábor movement re-enacts even older symbols 

49 Pur§, 'Tábory v ceskych zemich', 240. 
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of power that used to be attached to individuals. As Clifford 
Geertz has noted of public royal functions: 

Royal progresses ( of which, where it exists, coronation is but the first) 
locate the society's center and affirm its connection with transcendent 
things by stamping a territory with ritual signs of dominance. When 
kings journey around the countryside, making appearances, attending 
fetes, conferring honors or defying rivals, they mark it, like some wolf or 
tiger spreading his scent through his territory, as almost physically part 
ofthem.50 

Through the tábory of the period 1868 to 1871 and similar 
public demonstrations, the Czech nationalist movement was also 
marking its territory with 'ritual signs of dominance'. And though 
in terms of changing government policies the tábor movement 
was unsuccessful, it marked an important new stage in the devel-
opment of Czech national politics. The Czech movement clearly 
entered into the stage of a mass political movement during those 
years, and the tábory proved to be the most effective way to 
involve thousands of people formerly outside political affairs. By 
spreading into Moravia and Silesia, the tábor movement acted as 
a 'hedge school' for Czech nationalists not just in Bohemia, but 
throughout the former lands of the Crown. And in that school of 
politics the tábory reinforced a symbolic and ritual language also 
used in other contemporary forms of Czech nationalist demon-
stration. Those symbols and rituals would remain a part of public 
political meetings among the Czechs until the end of the century 
and beyond. 

50 Clifford Geertz, 'Centers, Kings and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics of 
Power', in Sean Wilentz (ed.), Rites of Power: Symbolism and Politics since the Middle Ages 
(Philadelphia, 1985), 15-16. 



7 
'With Banners Flying': 

A Comparative View of Women's 
Suffrage Demonstrations 

1906-1914 
BIRGITTA BADER-ZAAR 

While the strategic focus of women's suffrage movements in the 
nineteenth century was centred on petitions and public meetings, 
demonstrations became an important tactic in the period from 
1906 to 1914 with the birth of militant strategies in Britain. 
Preceded by sporadic actions in France, demonstrations spread 
within the transnational suffrage network, albeit in varying forms 
because of specific political, cultural, and ideological contexts. 
Few studies have dealt extensively with this form of protest within 
the women's movements. The most impressive is certainly Lisa 
Tickner's The Spectacle of Women: Imagery of the Suffrage Campaign 
1907-14 for the London demonstrations. 1 And Mary Chapman 
has asked whether the insistence of the American suffrage 
demonstration of 1913 on femininity was an attempt consciously 
to counteract anti-suffragist arguments, or unconsciously to mask 
radical demands. 2 This essay focuses on the forms, symbols, and 
rituals of suffrage demonstrations in Britain, the United States, 
Germany, Austria, and France. It defines demonstrations as 
protest marches or parades of several individuals on streets, that 
is, in public space, though contemporary sources also used the 
term for mass meetings and actions such as Hubertine Auclert's 
'demonstration' to the Bastille on 14July 1881, when she and a 
few other women paraded a banner adorned with black crêpe, in 

1 Lisa Tickner, The Spectacle of Women: Imagery of the Suffrage Campaign 1907-14 (Chicago, 
1988). 

2 Mary Chapman, 'Women and Masquerade in the 1913 Suffrage Demonstration in 
Washington', Amerikastudien/American Studies, 44 (1999), 343-55. 
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mourning for women's liberty on the introduction of the Code civil,
which they saw as a 'Bastille', a prison, for French women.3 

When women moved in public space they encountered certain 
gendered expectations regarding their presence and behaviour. 
Definitions of accepted appearances in public, however, were not 
uniform; they shifted throughout the nineteenth century and 
depended especially on class. 4 If public space was the site of a 
political event, women were admitted in certain contexts, such as 
at public festivities, national rallies, or state processions where 
they functioned as aesthetic attributes-either as friendly specta-
tors, waving handkerchiefs, or as allegories and symbols in 
parades. For example, young girls symbolized Liberty,Justice, or 
national allegories in the USA from the 1860s on.5 Generally, 
social convention expected women to act decorously when 
moving in the streets. Any conspicuous behaviour could be 
defined as objectionable and was liable to be associated with 
prostitution. 6 Certainly political action by women in public, and, 
even more, their demands to enter politics, were a major provo-
cation, as politics was understood as a male sphere. Images of 
political protests with women on the streets were thus freighted 
with connotations of sexuality, but also insurrection. This was 
especially the case on the Continent, where the sight of women in 
street protests was easily associated with-mythical-memories 
of women's radicalism on the barricades of the 1848-9 revolu-
tion, or of the petroleuses, who had been accused of burning Paris 
during the final week of the Commune in 1871.7 'Taking to the 

3 James F. McMillan, France and Women 1789-1914: Gender, Society and Politics (London, 
2000), 189. 

4 Cf. e.g.Jane Rendall, 'Women and the Public Sphere', Gender and History, 11 (1999), 
475-88; Anna Clark, 'Women in Public in Eighteenth Century Britain: The Problem of 
Periodization', Wiener Zeitschrift zur Geschichte der Neuzeit 1 (2001), no. 2: NeuZeit?, 60-78.

5 Mary P. Ryan, Women in Public: Between Banners and Ballots, 1825-1880 (Baltimore, 
1990), esp. 44-5. 

6 Cf. ibid. m, 130; Karin J. J usek, Auf der Suche nach der V erlorenen: Die Prostitutionsdebatten 
im Wien der Jahrhundertwende (Vienna, 1994), 118-21. 

7 Danielle Tartakowsky, Le Pouvoir est dans la rue: Crises politiques et manifestations en France 
(Paris, 1998), 18; Carola Lipp (ed.), Schimpfende Weiher und patriotische Jungfrauen: Frauen im 
Vormärz und in der Revolution 1848/ 49 (2nd edn.; Baden-Baden, 1998); Gabriella Hauch, 
Frau Biedermeier auf den Barrikaden: Frauenleben in der Wiener Revolution 1848 (Vienna, 1990); 
Bernd Jürgen Wameken et al. (ed.), Als die Deutschen demonstrieren lernten: Das Kulturmuster 
'friedliche Straßendemonstration' im preu}Jischen W ahlrechtskampf 1908-1910 (Tüiibingen, 1986), 122; 
Gay L. Gullickson, 'The Unruly Woman of the Paris Commune', in Dorothy 0. Reily 
and Susan M. Reverby (eds.), Gendered Domains: Rethinking Public and Private in Women's 
History (Ithaca, NY, 1992), 135-53. 
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streets' was thus an act which middle-class women, in particular, 
felt uneasy about. 

Nevertheless, suffragists decided to stage demonstrations at a 
period when they had worked for their cause for several decades, 
and electoral reform was an issue in legislatures. Lisa Tickner has 
pointed out what suffragists wanted these demonstrations to 
achieve. Unlike petitions, she suggests, visibility in public space 
allowed women to show that stereotyping did not work-'suffra-
gists were not the shrews and harridans of popular imagery and 
the yellow press'. And mass support for the demonstrations coun-
teracted the argument of anti-suffragists that petitions were 'fraud-
ulent or signed in ignorance and haste'.8 It was a sign to 
governments and parliaments that women's suffrage was not 
the demand of a minority that could be ignored. Danielle 
Tartakowsky has identified four different types of demonstration 
in France under the Third Republic: first, processions employing 
symbols enhancing the identity of a group (for example, national 
commemorations or celebrations such as Labour Day); second, 
demonstrations petitioning for a cause; third, insurrectional 
demonstrations targeting the government; and fourth, mass 
processions organized by a regime to enforce its stability. 9 

Women's suffrage demonstrations took the first three forms, in 
particular, and developed a combination of the commemoration 
and the petition. 

Militancy 

The decisive impulse for suffrage demonstrations came from 
the new militant movement-the Women's Social and Political 
Union (WSPU), founded by Emmeline and her daughter 
Christabel Pankhurst in 1903. In 1905 the Union had noticed 
how effective workers' demonstrations had been in obtaining an 
unemployment relief bill in that year. 10 On 19 February 1906, 

8 Tickner, Spectacle of Women, 55. 
9 Tartakowsky, Le Pouvoir est dans la rue, 42-4-

10 Jill Liddington andJill Norris, One Hand Tzed Behind Us: The Rise qfthe Women's Seffrage 
Movement (2nd edn.; London, 2000), 189; Andrew Rosen, Rise Up Women! The Militant 
Campaign qf the Women's Social and Political Union 190~1914 (London, 1974), 47-8, 59. As 
early as 1892 the Pankhurst family had suggested holding an open-air demonstration for 
women's votes in Hyde Park. Action was dropped, however, because of the split in the 
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the day of the King's Speech, WSPU women marched through 
cold rain to Parliament when they heard that women's enfran-
chisement had not been included in the new government's 
programme. 11 The women, some carrying banners, were a sight 
for the newspapers and the first photograph of a demonstrator 
with a 'Votes for Women' banner was printed in the Daily Mirror. 
The idea of holding a 'Women's Parliament' was repeated in the 
following years. Now, however, police tried to stop the suffra-
gettes from entering the House of Commons. Their efforts to 
break up the demonstrations resulted in fights, eliciting broad 
newspaper coverage, particularly on the notorious 'Black Friday' 
of 18 November 1910, when the participants, numbering more 
than 300, were treated especially brutally by the police. 12 In 
terms of Tartakowsky's typology, these 'raids' on Parliament, 
which escalated from 1909 on, when they involved stone-throw-
ing at public property, 13 belong to the third group, that of insur-
rectional demonstrations targeting the government. Their aim, 
however, was to affect government and public opinion, not by 
marching on the streets, but through their arrest and ensuing 
imprisonment. 

Large-Scale Suffrage Demonstrations in London 

Violence was not a usual feature of women's suffrage demonstra-
tions. Moderate suffragists were interested in showing Parliament 
and the public that women did not condone defiant action, but 
were engaged in a respectable cause. The first moderate society to 
stage a demonstration was the National Union of Women's 
Suffrage Societies (NUWSS). The march included more than forty 
organizations, among them the Women's Liberal Federation, the 
National British Women's Temperance Association, and the 
Women's Trade Union League. It is not entirely clear why the 
NUWSS decided to hold an open-air demonstration. Possibly it 
had something to do with the union's internal restructuring and 

organizing committee on a suffrage bill pending in Parliament. Cf. Elizabeth Crawford, 
The Women's Stiffrage Movement" A R.eference Guide 1866-1928 (2nd edn.; London, 20m), 755-6. 

11 Rosen, Rise Up Women!, 60-1. 
12 Ibid. 138-40. 
13 Ibid. 94, 99, II8. 
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the election of Millicent Garrett Fawcett as its new president. 14 

Ong February 1907, the day of the opening of the new session of 
Parliament, between 3,000 and 4,000 women walked from Hyde 
Park to Exeter Hall, in what was dubbed the 'Mud March' 
because of the rainy weather. 15 The Tzmes reported favourably and 
underlined the unity of class and social respectability: 
The demonstration was remarkable as much for its representative char-
acter as for its size. Not only were numerous political and Labour 
organizations represented, but ladies of title and of social distinction 
joined in a procession through muddy streets on a cold February after-
noon, undaunted by the rain which fell at intervals and by the jeers of 
the amused spectators. A few of them drove in motor-cars and carriages 
at the end of the procession, but the majority walked with the general 
body and all wore the suffragist badge. 16 

In form, the demonstration resembled the marches held by the 
labour movement from the 1890s on. These were disciplined 
affairs, grouping the-always well-dressed-participants in loose 
rows and the individual societies together in blocs. Bands playing 
music and occasional banners completed the procession, in 
which not only men, but also women and children partici-
pated. 17 (As photographs from later demonstrations show, suffra-
gists also were sometimes accompanied by their children.) At the 
Mud March, the mottoes on the banners were of special impor-
tance-for example, 'The Franchise is the Keystone of Our 
Liberty'-as was their colouring. Those of the NUWSS were 
white with scarlet lettering. These colours were also visible on 
rosettes, ribbons, and favours. Large crowds gathered, despite 
the weather, and they reacted with amusement and some coarse 
jeering. But there were no incidents. 

The subsequent suffrage demonstrations-the WSPU also 
began to organize peaceful processions-increasingly developed 

14 Tickner, Spectacle of Women, 291 n. 66. 
15 Ibid. 74-8 (she gives the figure of 3,000 on p. 75). 
16 Th.e Times, 11 Feb. 1907, 11. 
17 Wolfgang Kaschuba, 'Von der "Rotte" zum "Block": Zur kulturellen Ikonographie 

der Demonstration im 19.Jabrhundert', in Bemdjiirgen Wameken (ed.), Massenmedium 
Straj]e: <,ur Kulturgeschichte der Demonstration (Frankfurt am Main, 1991), 68-96, at 74, 89-g1; 
BerndJiirgen Warneken, "'Die friedliche Gewalt des Volkswillens": Muster und Deu-
tungsmuster von Demonstrationen im deutschen Kaiserreich', ibid. 97-u9, at 1u; id., 
'"Massentritt": Zur Korpersprache von Demonstranten im Kaiserreich', in Peter Assion 
(ed.), Trans.formationen der Arbeiterkultur (Marburg, 1986), 641 9, at 72. 
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into a spectacle for the onlookers. In terms of Tartakowsky's 
typology, they can be classified as national commemorative 
processions, with the ritual of an 'ordered progression of separate 
contingents' and 'national symbolism' which spectators were 
accustomed to and could easily recognize. But they also drew 
upon a tradition of medieval pageants which were popular at the 
time. 18 One of the most striking features of the demonstrations 
involved ornate banners, as Lisa Tickner has emphasized. 
Reminding spectators of women's traditional needlework skills, 
they served as 'rallying points for the march and as commentary 
on it . . . developing its meanings, identifying and grouping its 
participants and clarifying its themes' .19 Banners explained the 
regional origin of the suffrage societies (in addition to English and 
Welsh societies, there were also representatives from Scotland, 
Ireland, the colonies, and other countries), or named the women's 
sections of political parties, church groups, and other special 
suffrage societies. They recorded women's occupations-medical 
and university women marching in robes, business women and 
clerical workers, writers, artists, actresses, musicians, nurses, 
gymnasts, gardeners, farmers, home-makers, and women workers 
were all represented in their own blocs-and they celebrated 
women from history, such as Florence Nightingale, or heroines 
such as Boudicca. To present the suffrage movement as covering 
'all shades of opinions on Suffrage methods and ... all religious 
and political parties' was a primary goal of the demonstrations. 20 

Social diversity was stressed with the participation of working 
women. At the same time, this diversity highlighted the degree of 
unity which the suffrage movement was able to achieve in its 
demonstrations. 

Some of the features of labour demonstrations, such as open 
margins prepared to take up onlookers, thus constantly changing 
the form and group activities of the procession,21 were dropped in 
the elaborate choreography of suffrage demonstrations. Women's 

18 Tickner, Spectacle efWomen, 56-8. Mary Lowndes of the NUWSS seems to have initi-
ated the idea of integrating pageants into suffrage demonstrations. For the traditions of 
demonstration culture cf. also Kaschuba, 'Von der "Rotte" zum "Block"', 69. 
Demonstrations were organized not only in London, but also in other major cities, such 
as Manchester and Edinburgh. 

19 Tickner, Spectacle ef Women, 601 3, quotation at 6o. 
20 Ibid. 80. 
21 e.g. Kaschuba, 'Von der "Rotte" zum "Block" ', 91. 
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bodies were used to appeal to the spectators in a far more intricate 
way.22 Costumes, university gowns, and especially white dresses 
adorned with the suffrage colours (red, white, and green for the 
NUWSS from 1909 on; white, purple, and green for the WSPU), 
and orderly rows, the marchers' eyes turned to the front, as in 
military processions, were all elements of the 'spectacle' especially 
designed by the WSPU. 23 

The routes of the demonstrations usually began at the 
Embankment, passed the Houses of Parliament, and ended at 
central meeting points such as the Royal Albert Hall or Hyde 
Park. Hyde Park was not only a practical place to meet as it 
offered enough space, but it was also a landmark of political and 
social protest. Chartists had gathered there, as had the Reform 
League in 1867, with 67,000 people demanding an extension of 
voting rights. 24 

The spectacular sides of the suffrage demonstrations also 
became apparent in their size. On 13June 1908, for example, the 
NUWSS was able to attract between 10,000 and 15,000 partici-
pants, followed by a long line of about 200 cars and carriages, 
which took one and a half hours to reach the Albert Hall.25 Only 
a week later, on 21 June 1908, the WSPU organized seven 
processions of about 30,000 women-and a few men-to march 
to Hyde Park, where the sunny weather encouraged more than 
250,000 spectators to listen to bands and speeches given on 
twenty platforms (loudspeakers were not yet in use). 26 

Such large processions involved extensive preparation. 
Negotiations were held with railway companies for special 
trains to bring participants from major cities such as Liverpool, 
Manchester, Leeds, Birmingham, and Bristol. Stewards 
marshalled the individual groups to their place in the parade. 
Also, advance publicity was organized. Posters, leaflets, and 
procession maps were distributed; the WSPU advertised its 

22 Cf. Wameken, 'Massentritt', 65. 
23 For photographs cf. Museum of London Picture Library, <http:/ /www.museumof 

london.org.uk/MOLsite/piclib/pages/home.asp>, accessed 24 Oct. 2006. 
24 Martin Pugh, The March qf the Women: A R(f/)isionist Anarysis qf the Campaign far Women's 

Seffrage 1866-1914 (Oxford, 2000), 193; John M. Roberts, 'Spatial Governance and 
Working Class Public Spheres: The Case ofa Chartist Demonstration at Hyde Park', 
Journal qf Historical Sociology, 14 (2001), 308-37. 

25 Tickner, Spectacle qf Women, 80-91. 
26 Ibid. 91-100; Rosen, Rise Up Women!, 103-5. 
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demonstrations with pavement chalkings; and newspapers were 
informed to ensure coverage. 

The year 1909 saw a relative pause in activities. The NUWSS 
held only one pageant for the Quinquennial Congress of the 
International Woman Suffrage Association (IWSA) on 27 April, 
emphasizing the need for wage-earning women to have the vote. 
The pageant represented women's trades and professions, bring-
ing together 1,000 women from go different countries.27 In the 
same year, the WSPU staged a number of smaller celebratory 
processions when fetching released suffrage prisoners and hunger 
strikers from Holloway Prison. From 1910, the demonstrations 
became more elaborate. The WSPU, for example, now had its 
marches headed by mounted police and Flora Drummond (the 
'General') in her military outfit on horseback, and it especially 
celebrated the suffrage prisoners. For example, on 18 June 1910 
suffrage prisoners were represented by 617 women dressed in 
white, with the badges and medals presented to them for their 
martyrdom of arrest and hunger strike. They carried arrows, 
the symbol of Holloway Prison, and were followed by a float 
drawn by two horses, 'on which sat a suffragette in prison clothes 
accompanied by 100 young girls in white dresses'.28 

Before 1911 militants and moderates had held separate demon-
strations. Co-operation between all suffrage societies in a demon-
stration was successful only during a truce on violence in that year. 
The Women's Coronation Procession-the 'most triumphant' 
and elaborate of all-took place on 17 June 1911, the day before 
the coronation of George V. It questioned the exclusion of women 
from the official coronation procession and the 'values on which it 
was based'.29 Publicity for the event was more extensive than ever 
before because of the large number of overseas visitors for the 
coronation. A total of 40,000 women participated in historical 
costumes and on floats, and the procession from the Embankment 
to the Albert Hall was almost five miles long. It was led by Flora 
Drummond on horseback, a colour-bearer on foot, and Joan 
Annan Bryce in armour as Joan of Arc, with a contingent of the 
'New Crusaders' in purple cloaks carrying the helmet of faith and 

27 Tickner, Spectade of Women, 100-4.
28 Ibid. 112. See also the second procession of the WSPU organized only a few weeks 

later on 23July 19w, ibid. 115-19. 
29 Ibid. 122-s1, quotations at 122. 
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the lance of courage, thus depicting female heroism as well as mili-
tant martyrdom in a 'Holy War'. The Prisoners' Pageant of 700 
women in white with lances and pennants was followed by a 
Historical Pageant, which illustrated the decline of women's polit-
ical power from the time of peeresses, burgesses, women gover-
nors, high sheriffs, and so on, to the voteless women after the 
Reform Act of 1832, and pointed to representatives from New 
Zealand, Australia, Norway, Finland, and several American states 
where women were enfranchised. The last pageant was the 
Empire car symbolizing the unity of the British Empire. It clearly 
appealed to spectators because of the beauty and youth of the 
women and girls enacting the allegories, but also because of the 
affinity with state ritual and a rhetoric of national identity. 

It became difficult to outdo these parades and to provide even 
more entertainment for onlookers. No procession was organized 
in 1912, and 1913 brought two occasions for public demonstra-
tions of a different kind. On 4 June 1913 Emily Wilding Davison 
ran without warning into the King's horse at the Derby and died. 
The WSPU organized a funeral cortege in London ten days later 
as a spectacular women's demonstration, in which close to 6,000 
people participated, dressed in black, purple, or white and carry-
ing flowers. 30 The NUWSS, on the other hand, reacted to the 
failure of electoral reform with a demand for a government bill 
enfranchising women. It organized a 'pilgrimage' that set out on 
18 June from seventeen large cities in different parts of England 
and Wales, holding meetings and collecting funds and signatures 
for a petition on its way to London. There was to be no glamour 
or 'spectacle' for crowds on this occasion. The event was to 
'appeal to reason and order', and was intended as an 'act of 
devotion' to the cause, in contrast to militancy.31 Not all partici-
pants covered the whole route on foot; rather, it was a collective 
march, designed to win over friends of women's suffrage individ-
ually, and thus more effectively, than the general impression 
suffragists had made with their large demonstrations. 

30 Ibid. 138-40; Rosen, Rise Up Women!, 167, 198-200. 
31 Tickner, Spectacle of Women, 142-7, quotations at 142. 
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Large-Scale Suffrage Demonstrations in the United States 

The tactics of the British suffrage movement were observed 
closely by women's movements on the Continent and in North 
America, as their newsletters and journals show. Suffragists trav-
elled and reported on the British movements, and the IWSA's 
1909 conference in London, in particular, was an opportunity for 
international members to study the new tactics. 32 The American 
suffrage movement was especially interested in deploying peace-
ful forms of the new strategies. Harriot Stanton Blatch of New 
York, for example, who remained in contact with Emmeline 
Pankhurst after a visit to England in 1902, was a supporter of 
dramatic propaganda and parades: 
Convinced as I was that mankind is moved to action by emotion, not by 
argument and reason, I saw the possibilities in a suffrage parade. What 
could be more stirring than hundreds of women, carrying banners, 
marching-marching-marching! The public would be aroused, the 
press would spread the story far and wide, and the interest of our own 
workers would be fired. 33 

From 1910 on annual suffrage parades were organized in New 
York City, one of the highlights being a torchlight procession in 
May 1912, with women in costumes reviewing the changing status 
of women. While such demonstrations spread to the other states 
on a smaller scale, only one national demonstration was staged in 
the USA It took place on 3 March 1913 on Pennsylvania Avenue 
in Washington DC one day before Woodrow Wilson's inaugura-
tion, when many visitors were in the city. The parade was organ-
ized by Alice Paul, chairwoman of the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association's (NAWSA) Congressional Union. 
Paul had attended universities in England from 1907 to 1909, and 
had become a member of the militant movement during her stay. 
The Washington parade had a similar structure to the British 
ones. It was headed by the lawyer Inez Milholland on horseback 

32 Richard]. Evans, The Feminist Movement in Germany 1894-1933 (London, 1976), 88; 
Sharon Hartman Strom, 'Leadership and Tactics in the American Woman Suffrage 
Movement: A New Perspective from Massachusetts', in Jean E. Friedman and William G. 
Shade (eds.), Our American Sisters: Women in American Life and Thought (3rd edn.; Lexington, 
Mass., 1982), 370-92, at 384.

33 Commentary of 21 May 1910, quoted in Harriot Stanton Blatch and Alma Lutz, 
ChaUenging Years: The Memoirs ef Harriot Stanton Blaich (New York, 1940), 129. 
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and dressed in a white cloak, and between 5,000 and 8,000 
women participated, among them international delegates, 
working women from all professions and occupations, state dele-
gations, men's associations, and the usual bands playing music. 34 

The floats, decorated with the colours of the British militants-
white, purple, and green-and the yellow of the NA WSA, carried 
a model of Philadelphia's Liberty Bell and a display of the first 
American women's suffrage convention in Seneca Falls in 1848. 
In contrast to Britain, the American suffrage movement had to 
deal not only with issues of class, but also of 'race'. The unity that 
the parade wished to demonstrate did not really exist, as African-
American women were not allowed to march with the association 
of which they were members, but were grouped together as a 
separate bloc in the procession, in order not to off end Southern 
white suffragists. Some women rebelled, however. Ida B. Wells-
Barnett from Chicago, for example, joined the Illinois delega-
tion. 35 The procession ended with a pageant of one hundred 
'white' women and children on the steps of the Treasury Building 
opposite the White House, depicting Columbia,Justice, Liberty, 
Charity, Peace, and Hope, thus appealing to constitutional values. 

The demonstration, however, did not develop as planned-it 
ended in a riot. The crowds of onlookers prevented the women 
from moving on. They were molested, spat at, and beaten. One of 
the participants, Rebecca Hourwich Reyher, remembered later: 
We were wearing wide skirts and, before I realized it, as we passed by, 
men were trying to lift those skirts. However, there were too many 
people watching, and ropes to bar onlookers. One grown-up man broke 
through the barriers and tried to lift one of the girl's skirts and pull her 
off the float .... Certainly the atmosphere was one of jeering, of shout-
ing-not on the part of women, but yelling and howling of a very 
hostile male audience. 36 

34 For the figures cf. Eleanor F1exner and Eleanor Fitzpatrick, Century ef Struggle: 17ze 
Woman's Rights Movement in the United States (enlarged edn.; Cambridge, Mass., 1996), 256, 
and Carrie Chapman Catt and Nettie Rogers Shuler, Woman Slfifrage and Politics: 17ze Inner 
Story ef the Slfifrage Movement (2nd edn.; New York, 1926), 242; for photographs cf. By 
Popular Demand: 'Votes for Women' Suffrage Pictures, 1850-1920, <http:/ !memory. 
loc.gov/ammem/vfwhtml/vfwhome.html>, accessed 24 Oct. 2006. 

35 Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, African American Women in the Struggle for the Vote, 1850-1920 
(Bloomington, Ind., 1998), 121-3. 

36 Rebecca Hourwich Reyher, 'Search and Struggle for Equality and Independence: 
An Interview Conducted by Amelia R. Fry and Fem Ingersoll' (Suffragists Oral History 
Project, University of California, Berkeley, 1970), 31-2. 
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The police hardly intervened. Only a troop of cavalry and 
some students were able to restore order. While the suffragists 
were nevertheless able to pull the event off, the disturbances 
brought the cause the greatest sympathy, and newspaper reports 
were all favourable to the women. 37 Following this disaster, the 
NAWSA, however, abandoned further plans for national 
demonstrations on foot and followed a different, British strategy. 
When it became known that women's suffrage was to be 
discussed in the Senate on 31 July 1913, they sent deputations to 
the President and organized 'pilgrimages' to Washington DC, 
which collected almost a quarter of a million signatures for a 
petition. 38 

Femininity and the Public Sphere 

The suffrage demonstrations which have been outlined so far 
consciously positioned themselves in public space. They under-
lined women's inclusion in the public sphere by depicting 
working women active in all kinds of arts and crafts, professions, 
and industries. The point of presenting these women was not 
only to stress the diversity of womanhood, as Tickner has argued, 
but also to illustrate how far women were integrated into the 
economic public sphere. Interestingly, the demonstrations did 
not especially emphasize the reverse issues in the pro-suffrage 
debate: that is, the necessity of the vote for the moral protection 
of the home, the civic work of mothers, and the positive input of 
domesticity for the nation as a whole-in other words, the 
complementarity of women's and men's roles. 39 Only the inclu-
sion of memories of Florence Nightingale addressed these 
topics.40 

37 Linda G. Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels: The S'!ifrage Militancy ef the National Woman's Party, 
191:r1920 (Lanham, Md., 1991), 52. 

38 Christine A. Lunarclini, From Equal Stiffrage to Equal Rights: Alice Paul and the National 
Woman's Party, 191v-1926 (New York, 1986), 94-5. 

39 Cf. e.g. Millicent Fawcett, 'Home and Politics', in Jane Lewis (ed.), Before the Vote was 
Won: Arguments For and Against Women's Stiffrage 1864-1896 (New York, 1987), 418-22; many 
other examples in Birgitta Bader-Zaar, Das FrauenwahlrechL- ,Zur Geschichte seiner Einfiihrung 
in Grojlbritannien, den Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika, Osterreich, Deutsch/and und Belgien 
(forthcoming). 

40 Laura E. Nym Mayhall, The Militant S'!ifrage Movement: Citizenship and Resistance in 
Britain, 186v-1930 (Oxford, 2003), 89--go. 
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The contrast between femininity and political power was visu-
alized differently in the use of allegories, specifically, the pageant 
on the steps of the Treasury in Washington in 1913 (but also in 
the Pageant of Empire at the London Coronation Procession of 
1911), as Mary Chapman has argued.41 The suffrage pageants 
reflect their widespread popularity at the time. The intention was 
that 'the sight of static silent woman, whose beauty signalled her 
inner virtue, would move men to "purer thoughts"', as Chapman 
quotes from a nineteenth-century handbook on tableaux vivants. 42 

Virginity and purity were reflected in the youth of the partici-
pants-girls dressed in white were a popular element of national 
processions at the time43-in the whiteness of their skin, and in 
their robes alluding to the style of classical Antiquity and featur-
ing a transparent effect which was, ironically, described by a 
Washington newspaper as the 'scant robes of idealism'.44 While, 
as already mentioned, Chapman cedes that it is impossible to say 
whether this masquerade was a conscious action countering the 
activities of anti-suffragists, or an unconscious masking of radical 
demands, she does argue that 'while the parade contested essen-
tializations off emininity by asserting the diversity of American 
womanhood in terms of vocation, ethnicity, race, region, class, 
and age, the pageant retreated to an essentialized notion of 
Woman familiar to nineteenth-century audiences'.45 

Suffrage movements certainly did not wish to contest an essen-
tialized notion of Woman-they promoted it in their lectures 
and publications. However, I would argue that they modified this 
notion by emphasizing women's 'feminine' character as a match 
or complement to masculinity. What is interesting in the parades 
is how suffrage movements contrasted representations of femi-
ninity and the 'masculine' demand for power, not only when 

41 Cf. Chapman, 'Women and Masquerade'. For photographs cf. Florence F. Noyes 
as 'Liberty', in By Popular Demand: 'Votes for Women' Suffrage Pictures; for the 
Pageant of Empire cf. Tickner, Spectack //{Women, 127. 

42 Chapman, 'Women and Masquerade', 349. On pageants cf. Susan G. Davis, Parades 
and Power: Street Theatre in Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia (Berkeley, 1986); David Glassberg, 
American Historical Pageantry: The Uses ef Tradition in the Ear{y Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill, 
1990). 

43 Cf. e.g. the celebration of the 25-year anniversary of William II's reign in Berlin 
1913, in Wameken, Als die Deutschen demonstrieren lernten, 121. 

44 Chapman, 'Women and Masquerade', 345, quotation on p. 346 is from the 
Washington Herald, 4 Mar. 1913, 1. 

45 Ibid. 346. 
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depicting working women or Florence Nightingale or, in the 
American case, the mounted herald Inez Milholland with her 
loosely flowing hair, but especially by enlisting militant heroines, 
notably Joan of Arc, who was extremely popular in nineteenth-
century England. While the figure of Joan of Arc conveyed a 
masculine sense of 'coolness and calculation' through her mili-
tary outfit and represented patriotism, it was especially her 
virginity, the sense of purity, that impressed onlookers. 46 As 
Tickner has argued, Joan of Arc 'was and was not a woman. She 
transcended the limitations of her sex and yet it was from the 
position of femininity-however unorthodox-that she posed a 
challenge to the English and to men.'47 Thus suffragists were 
more complex regarding the intention of their message concern-
ing representations of femininity than Chapman may have 
understood when she points out 'that masquerade only had a 
limited potential as a strategy of resistance because it never envi-
sions a possible alternative to the current social organization, i.e., 
one that could be free from sexism or patriarchal oppression'.48 

However, I would agree that this complexity of representations 
did not always reach the spectators of the processions, and that 
this may have contributed to the trend towards ending public 
spectacle and returning to enlisting support for the actual cause 
more effectively via direct contact and discussions with the 
public. 

Suffrage Demonstrations in France, Germany, and Austria 

In contrast to the British and American suffrage movements, the 
French, German, and Austrian middle-class suffrage associations 
were cautious about publicizing their efforts in the form of spec-
tacular street parades. In France, the militant idea oflobbying by 
marches to the legislature was adopted for a short period, but on 
a small scale and in a peaceful manner. The radical leader of 
Solidarite des Femmes, Madeleine Pelletier, led demonstrations 

46 Cheryl R. Jorgensen-Earp, 'The Tranifiguring Sword': The Just War ef the Women's Social 
and Political Union (Tuscaloosa, 1997), 98; Tickner, Spectack ef Women, 209-11. For photo-
graphs cf. ibid. 2w; for Inez Boissevain Milholland see By Popular Demand: 'Votes for 
Women' Suffrage Pictures. 

47 Tickner, Spectack ef Women, 211; cf. also Mayhall, Militant Seffrage Movement, 85--g. 
48 Chapman, 'Women and Masquerade', 354. 
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to the Chamber of Deputies to meet socialist MPs in December 
1906 and in 1907 (when WSPU members also participated).49 

Minor militant action ensued on municipal election day in Paris 
in May 1908, when Hubertine Auclert's group, Suffrage des 
Femmes, and Solidarite des Femmes, numbering 50 to 100 
women, marched to polling places on the right bank of the Seine 
and Auclert overturned a ballot box. 50 The moderate suffrage 
societies, however, largely agreed with a comment by the editor 
of La Française, JaneMismes, that French women were not ready 
for the 'gigantic parades that England and America constantly 
see'.51 Nevertheless, the moderate women's movement did 
succeed in rallying a large number of women shortly before the 
outbreak of the First World War, when electoral reform was 
again pending in the Chamber of Deputies. On the initiative of 
the left-wing journalist, Severine (pseudonym of Caroline Rémy, 
1855-1929), several moderate women's societies, such as the 
Union Française pour le Suffrage des Femmes, joined in a 
commemoration of Condorcet, an early advocate of women's 
enfranchisement at the time of the French Revolution, held on 
Sunday, 5July 1914. By choosing the well-known male politician 
Condorcet, the suffragists were sending the message that they did 
not wish to engage in a war against men, but were acting for a 
respectable cause. The peacefulness of their demonstration was 
emphasized in the procession, numbering more than 5,000 
women, by the fact that they carried olive branches and passed 
flowers to the onlookers. It is also significant that the route did 
not target any parliamentary institutions, but led from the 
Orangerie in the Tuileries Gardens on the left bank of the Seine 
to Condorcet's statue near the lnstitut de France, where the 
leaders laid a wreath.52 The outbreak of the war a few weeks 
later, however, eclipsed any impression the demonstration might 
have left on the public. 

In Germany and Austria, suffrage movements existed in 
fundamentally different circumstances from those in Britain and 

49 Steven C. Hause and Annie R. Kenney, Women's Suffrage and Social Politics in the 
French Third Republic (Princeton, NJ, 1984), 80. 

50 Ibid. 102; McMillan, France and Women, 208. 
51 Quoted in Hause and Kenney, Women's Suffrage, 175. 
52 Ibid. 184-g; McMillan, France and Women, 215. On 2 Mar. 1914 a demonstration by 

Solidarite des Femmes had attracted only about two dozen suffragists. Hause and 
Kenney, Women's Suffrage, 174-5. 
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the USA Support for women's right to vote tended to be 
stronger among the Social Democratic working women's move-
ments than in middle-class movements, and these two did not co-
operate with each other. Apart from class and ideological 
differences, strategies were the major point of division according 
to the German ideologue of the Social Democratic women's 
movement Clara Zetkin, who emphasized in 1895 that the labour 
movement did not beg and petition. On the contrary, she 
claimed, it demanded and demonstrated. 53 German women, 
especially those living in Prussia, however, were hampered by its 
law of assembly which essentially banned women from public 
political meetings until 1908 (from 1902 to 1908 they were 
allowed to participate in separate sections).54 Furthermore, votes 
for men were long the primary concern of party demonstrations 
and women's suffrage played little role in them. Only from 
1906-7 on was overt commitment to women's enfranchisement 
encouraged, and German and Austrian women demanded that 
the party put more pressure on the issue, for example, at Labour 
Day demonstrations in Austria, where the issue of universal 
suffrage for men had been resolved in 1907. 

Finally, Social Democratic women initiated their own demon-
strations with the introduction oflntemational Women's Day, an 
idea that Clara Zetkin had publicized at the socialist women's 
conference of 1910 in Copenhagen, as an expression of interna-
tional solidarity for women's emancipation. 55 The first demon-
strations held on 19 March 19n-the date was chosen to 
commemorate the 1848 revolution-were most successful in the 
capital cities. There were often spontaneous, unplanned street 
marches after meetings, staged in city centres, and passing parlia-
mentary buildings or city halls, but encountering no repression 
by the police.56 Luise Zietz was the organizer in Berlin, where 
forty-two mass meetings attracted audiences numbering in the 

53 Cf. Heinz Niggemann, Eman,:,ipation zwischen So,:,ialismus und Feminismus: Die 
so,:,ialdemokratische Frauenbewegung im Kaiserreich (Wuppertal, 1981), 83 (Gleichheit, 23 Jan. 
1895). 

54 C( Andrea Erne, ' "Mit einer Zigarre im Mund, die Frau oder Braut im Arme"-
Frauen bei der Wahlrechtsdemonstration 19rn', in Assion (ed.), Transformationen der 
Arbeiterkultur, 80-5, at 81. 

55 Richard]. Evans, 'German Social Democracy and Women's Suffrage 1891-1918', 
Journal qf Contemporary History, 15 (1980), 533-57, at 538. 

56 Id., Comrades and Sisters: Feminism, Socialism and Pacfjism in Europe 1870-1945 (Brighton, 
1987), 73. 
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tens of thousands. In Dresden, about 500 women marched to the 
city centre carrying banners calling for 'Votes for Women', and 
in Hamburg 150 people marched to the city hall. 57 In the 
Austrian half of the Habsburg Empire more than 300 meetings 
took place, some followed by demonstrations, and in Vienna 
almost 20,000 men and women participated in a demonstration 
marching on the RingstraBe to Parliament. 58 The marchers drew 
on the usual forms of labour demonstrations, singing the 
'Suffrage Marseillaise', or, as in the case of Vienna, their own 
women's suffrage song, set to the melody of the 'Socialist 
March'.59 No elaborate symbols were used; some carried simple 
banners demanding 'Votes for Women'. In the years that 
followed, it became clear that it was not easy to retain support for 
these international women's days within the Social Democratic 
parties. Male members were sceptical about the costs and feared 
women's separatism. Nevertheless, Luise Zietz in Germany and 
Adelheid Popp in Austria succeeded in continuing the annual 
demonstrations until the First World War, although the number 
of participants decreased. 60 

Social Democratic women's days and the British suffrage 
parades had repercussions on the moderate suffrage movements. 
However, marching on foot was never an issue here. On 24 
September 1912 Lida Gustava Heymann and Anita Augspurg, 
determined activists in the German suffrage movement who had 
contacts with British militants and had participated in women's 
suffrage demonstrations in London,61 initiated a carriage proces-
sion through Munich to the English Garden during a congress of 
the Bavarian suffrage association (Bayerischer Landesverein 
für Frauenstimmrecht). Information differs on the number of 

57 Id., 'German Social Democracy', 538-9 and 542. For photographs cf. Barbel 
Clemens, 'Der Kampf um das Frauenstimmrecht in Deutschland', in Christi Wickert 
(ed.), 'Heraus mit dem Frauenwahlrecht': Die Kiimpft der Frauen in Deutschland und England um die 
politische Gleichberechtigung (Pfaffenweiler, 1990), 51-123, at 73; Wiener Bilder, 22 Mar. 19u, 
no. 12. 

58 Arbeiterinnen-,?,eitung, 28 Mar. 1911. 
59 Ibid. 14 Mar. 19II, 1. 
60 Evans, 'German Social Democracy', 539-4s; Elisabeth Guschlbauer, 'Der Beginn 

der politischen Emanzipation der Frau in Osterreich (1848-1919)' (Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of Salzburg, 1974), 301, 304; Arbeiterinnen-,?,eitung, 21 May and 4June 1912; 18 
Mar. 1913, 2-6; r Apr. 1913, 6. 

61 Lida Gustava Heymann with Anita Augspurg, Erlebtes-Erschautes: Deutsche Frauen 
kiimpfenfor Freiheit, Recht und Frieden 1850-1940, ed. Margrit Twellmann (Meisenheim am 
Gian, 1977), 120-1. 
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carriages-claims range from twelve to twenty-but sources 
agree that they were decorated with the militants' suffrage 
colours of white, purple, and green, with autumnal garlands, and 
banners proclaiming 'Votes for Women', and that they passed 
through the city for two hours, where they received a friendly 
public reception. 62 

A similar procession was staged in Vienna by the Viennese 
Women's Suffrage Committee (Wiener Frauenstimmrechts-
komitee) in the presence of international visitors from twenty-
three nations who were in Vienna for a meeting prior to the 
IWSA conference in Budapest in 1913.63 The police were notified 
of a 'tourist excursion' that was held on 12 June, albeit during 
bad weather, so that no photographs exist. Thirty-six cars and 
ninety carriages, decorated with the suffrage colour of yellow and 
banners proclaiming 'Votes for Women' wound their way from 
the city hall over the RingstraBe to Schonbrunn Palace, the 
summer residence of the Emperor, and then back to the parlia-
ment building. There, a deputation from the women presented a 
Festschrift to Chancellor Karl Graf van Stürgkh and some MPs. A 
meeting attended by more than 2,000 participants concluded the 
event in the hall of the music association (Musikvereinssaal). 

In both Germany and Austria, these demonstrations in 
carriages and cars were hardly commented on by the women's 
movements themselves. Ulla Wischermann writes of a 'certain 
embarrassment' from today's point of view when comparing 
them with the street demonstrations held by the Social 
Democratic women. 64 Women certainly wanted to distance 
themselves from the radicalism of the labour movement with 
which demonstrations on foot were associated. They knew that 
they did not have the broad support necessary to create the spec-
tacular effects of the elaborate Anglo-American pageants. One of 
the prime motives of demonstrations-to show strong support-
was something the suffragists could hardly achieve. Their choice 

62 Ibid. 121; Clemens, 'Kampf um das Frauenstimmrecht', 98; Frauenstimmrecht, 1 (1912), 
140-1. The idea of a carriage procession was dropped in Berlin because it was rejected by 
the police. 

63 Guschlbauer, 'Der Beginn der politischen Emanzipation', 327-30; Zeitschrift für 
Frauenstimmrecht, 3 Guiy 1913), 2-4; Neues Wiener Tagblatt, 12June 1913, u-12, and 13June 
1913, u-12. 

64 Ulla Wischermann, Frauenbewegungen und Ojfentlichkeit um 1900 (Konigstein, 2003), 
248. 
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therefore fell on other means which they thought might be 
impressive. They may have tied in with the carriage parades 
popular at the time, such as the Viennese flower corso in the 
Prater, again ensuring respectability, but they were also linked to 
international suffrage tactics. Car processions were by no means 
unique to the movement. In Paris, radical suffrage groups had 
already put on a cortege of hired cars and lorries during the 
parliamentary elections of May 1906 in order to circumvent the 
need to obtain permission for parades from the Ministry of the 
Interior and the Prefecture of Police. About fifty women had 
toured the city and distributed suffrage propaganda. However, 
they did not elicit a particularly positive response from onlook-
ers. 65 In the USA, though, suffrage tours and parades in automo-
biles were quite popular.66 In April 1910 the NAWSA presented 
its petition to Congress in 'gaily decorated automobiles, each 
carrying the petitions of a State and bearing its name or spectac-
ular banners'.67 Another automobile procession handed in peti-
tions on 31 July 1913,68 and in 1915 a parade of cars carried a 
Liberty torch from Montauk Point, the easternmost point of 
Long Island, to Lake Erie. However, it is not quite clear what 
German and Austrian women really wanted to achieve with their 
processions. In the German case, women who favoured a more 
activist approach were able to achieve it; in Austria the interna-
tional conference seems to have been the decisive factor in 
staging the car parade, which targeted the international visitors 
more than the Viennese public. 

Conclusion 

What can we conclude about the success of women's suffrage 
demonstrations? As with demonstrations in general, public 
opinion was one of the targets, 69 but the main one was the 
government. Governments, however, did not respond to the 
spectacle on the streets by introducing measures for women's 

65 Hause and Kenney, Women's Seffrage, 79; McMillan, France and Women, 207. 
66 Flexner and Fitzpatrick, Century qf Struggle, 246. 
67 Catt and Shuler, Woman Seffrage and Politics, 236. 
68 Flexner and Fitzpatrick, Century qf Struggle, 257. 
69 Tartakowsky, Le Pouvoir est dans la rue, 18. 
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enfranchisement. Interest in demonstrations thus began to fade 
shortly before the First World War. In England, it became diffi-
cult to maintain the momentum of the elaborate and impressive 
processions and to provide even more entertainment for onlook-
ers. Movements on the Continent were still hesitant to adopt this 
tactic, and the labour movement in Austria and Germany ques-
tioned its chances of success. Militants in the USA gave up 
marches altogether and turned to picketing the President at the 
White House in 1917, a tactic that British militants had already 
initiated in 1909. The success of the campaign for women's 
enfranchisement ultimately lay in the hands of governments and 
parliaments, which were only brought round under specific polit-
ical conditions. Nevertheless, from the historian's point of view, 
the demonstrations were important for the integration of suffra-
gists into the movement, in addition to publicizing the cause. In 
the words of Lisa Tickner, suffragists 'experienced their collectiv-
ity'; they were 'organised and educated and entertained' by this 
strategy. 70 

70 Tickner, Spectacle of Women, 60. 
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'An Immeasurable Sacrifice of 
Blood and Treasure': 

Demobilization, Reciprocity, and the 
Politics of the Streets in Munich and 

Manchester, 1917-1921 

ADAM R. SEIPP 

Amid the bustle of central Manchester in the years after the First 
World War, passers-by could not help but notice them: legless, 
armless, grievously wounded men sat in doorways or walked the 
streets looking for work or charity. In cities across Europe, 
disabled veterans served as living reminders of the cost of war. In 
Manchester, those feeling charitable could buy a postcard on 
which was printed a piece of doggerel: 

I have served 11?)' country faithfully
And have given of my best 
In this war for right and freedom 
Facing death, and worse, with jest 
Risking life and limb while Slackers 
'Neath their precious War Badge hide 
Why would they not take their chances 
In the roll of battle's tide?1 

This simple verse contains clues to one of the most important 
transformations in European political culture of the early twenti-
eth century. Historians have contrasted the widespread accept-
ance of, and enthusiasm for, the war while it was going on with 

1 Postcard found in Greater Manchester Police Archive. Uncatalogued. I should like 
to thank Duncan Broady for bringing it to my attention. A comparative discussion of the 
relationship between disabled veterans and civil society can be found in Deborah Cohen, 
The War Come Home: Disabled Veterans in Britain and Germany, 1914-1939 (Berkeley, 2001). 



ADAM R. SEIPP 

the equally widespread cynicism about, and even rejection of, the 
conflict in both victorious and defeated states in the war's imme-
diate aftermath. 2 This rejection, which often took the form of 
public protests, occurred in large part because of the inability 
and unwillingness of national and local governments to fulfil 
promises of post-war social reform that had been a major compo-
nent of wartime propaganda. This crisis of reciprocity occurred 
at the same time as the revolutionary experience in Eastern 
Europe added a new vocabulary of social revolution to European 
political culture. 

Authorities tended to view manifestations of dissent that had 
essentially pragmatic goals as revolutionary. This tendency 
further radicalized the debate, fostering a climate of heightened 
anxiety that made it more difficult to find compromise solutions 
to problems such as the reintegration of returning troops into the 
labour market, the role of women in post-war society, housing 
reform, and the management of the food supply. Legal and patri-
otic restraints on formal politics in wartime meant that many of 
these issues were debated in Europe's streets, factories, and 
barracks. Because the war mobilized such a large percentage of 
the population, an unprecedented number of Europeans could 
demand their rights based on the rhetoric of war service. By 
examining a series of demonstrations in Munich in early 1920 
and in Manchester in 1919, we will better understand the ways in 
which demonstrators employed this rhetoric in the post-war 
period, the limits that bounded such claims, and the interaction 
between authorities and demonstrators that worked to manage 
and mitigate the demands of demonstrators. 

I 

In an article published in late February 1920 under the headline 
'30,000 Foreigners in Munich!' the Miinchner Zeitung decried the 
city's lack of affordable housing and food, which affected women, 
children, and men who had 'given five years of their lives for their 
country'. 'In the same Munich there are 30,000 aliens who gorge 
themselves at full tables. Not a day goes by without meat. And the 

2 Stephane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette Becker, 14-18: Understanding the Great War, 
trans. Catherine Temerson (New York, 2002), 170. 
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portions-because price doesn't matter to them-are large, and 
include thirds and fourths if seconds aren't enough.' Engaging in 
some possibly specious mathematics, the paper concluded that 
without the influx of foreign mouths, Munich's citizens could 
have 'a quarter pound more meat per day than before'. 3 

A confidential report by a local officer of the German army, the 
Reichswehr, predicted that the declining effectiveness of leftist radi-
cals did not necessarily indicate that the situation in Munich was 
any less dangerous, in no small part because of the agitation of 
right-wing anti-Semites and the worsening economic situation.4 

Police and military archives suggest that anti-Semitic agitation 
was on the rise in Munich. There were rumours that Jews were 
receiving special shipments of scarce flour and sugar, and posters 
began appearing on Jewish-owned shop windows. Sometimes 
agitators did not stop at affixing inflammatory messages, and 
there were a number of acts of vandalism. These rumours of pref-
erential treatment acquired enough currency for the Jewish 
cultural organization in the city to take out an advertisement in 
the Neue Zeitung denying that there was any special arrangement. 5 
These issues emerged on the streets for two days in early 

March, as 2,000 demonstrators assembled to hear anti-Semitic 
speakers. The gatherings centred around Lenbachplatz, between 
the city's medieval heart and the railway station. All observers 
noted the presence of significant numbers of Reichswehr troops 
and officers among the crowd, some of whom took an active part 
in distributing literature. Police were on hand to keep order, 
prompting the familiar cry of :Judenschutztruppe' Gew-protec-
tion corps) from the crowd. Speakers repeated allegations of 
sugar and flour hoarding, as well as returning to Munich's 
housing shortage. 'One should not forget', warned one agitator, 
'that our terrible housing crisis has been worsened by the arrival 
of East GalicianJews, whom our government has supported, and 
that because of this our worthy warriors, who have finally come 
home, find themselves homeless.'6 

3 Münchner Zeitung, 27 Feb. 1920. Unpaginated clipping in Stadtarchiv Miinchen 
(StaMu) 4118. 

 'Bericht iiber die innenpolitische Lage' written in early Dec. 1919 by Major Prager. 
Reichswehr Gruppenkommando (RWGrKdo) 4, 289, Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv 
(BHStA)IV. 
5 'Erklärung', Neue Zeitung, 3 Mar. 1920. 
6 'StraBendemonstrationen gegen dieJuden', 7 Mar. 1920. RWGrKdo 4,204, BHStA 
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One group distributed literature demanding that the city's Jews 
give ill-gotten flour and sugar to local hospitals, that the govern-
ment end all immigration by Jews, and that any Jews who had 
immigrated since I November 1918 be sent back to their place of 
origin. 7 As at most meetings of this type, some members of the 
crowd had come to shout the speakers down. One observer saw 
an onlooker, described as 'a worker', trying to argue with one of 
the speakers, telling the crowd that this was 'just agitation and an 
attempt to use the Jews as a scapegoat for a lost war'.8 The war 
and its outcomes lay at the heart of the protestors' grievances. 
Protest leaders were able to seize upon an older mistrust of social-
ism, liberalism, and Jews to direct protests against the new 
Bavarian government. 

Initial reports indicated that the mass of workers, whom the 
authorities tended to view in largely collective terms, were not 
sympathetic to the anti-Semites. The authorities tried to explain 
the relationship between Jews, workers, and politics in convo-
luted terms that evoked the complexities of German:Jewish iden-
tity in the inter-war period. One typically obtuse example was a 
report dated 8 March, in which an agent claimed that workers at 
a local employment office (Arbeitsamt) felt that the anti-Semitic 
movement was just a 'way to use workers to bring about reac-
tionary goals'. However, since 'there are a lot of Jews among the 
capitalists, in that sense the workers are the enemies of the Jews. 
They have nothing against the Jewish religion however.' In any 
case, this group of workers believed 'the day of reckoning is not 
long off, when the Bolsheviks will settle with the Poles. They'll be 
at Germany's border by May, and the Reichswehr won't be able to 
stop them.'9 

At the same time as the anti-Semitic demonstrations were 
being held in the centre of the city, police began to find flyers 
calling for a large demonstration of women and children on 11 
March. Organizers took great pains to make it abundantly clear 

IV. There seems to have been some debate as to the number of participants. One corre-
spondent suggested 700 to 800, while the commander of the unit pencilled in a figure of 
1,500 to 2,000. 

7 Ibid. 
8 'Stimmungsbericht aus Arbeiterkreisen zur antisemitischen Kundgebung am 

Lenbachplatz am 7. ds. Mts.' RWGrKdo 4, 204, BHStA IV. 
9 'Stimmungsbericht aus dem Arbeitsamt', 8 Mar. 1920. RWGrKdo 4, 347. BHStA 

IV. 
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that the protest was apolitical and was driven only by a desire to 
end food shortages and escalating prices. 'Think of your chil-
dren's future!' admonished the flyers. 'To prevent bloodshed, 
men should stay at home or go to work. If they still have any 
honour left, [the police] will not shoot at unarmed women and 
innocent children. Bring your children with you! It doesn't 
matter what your politics are when all of us are hungry!' 10 It is 
still unclear who was responsible for the posters. The organiza-
tion and printing involved in such a campaign suggests that a 
formal political group planned the event, but they did so without 
claiming responsibility. In any case, the planned demonstration 
quickly became a popular event. 

The police were swift to intervene, banning any such demon-
stration under the public order laws promulgated late the previ-
ous year. Within a day of the banning order, posters appeared in 
central Munich taunting the police. 'A German Polizeipräsident 
threatens starving women and children with rifles. Our future 
looks bright indeed.' 11 Rumours of violent plans among the 
protesters fuelled the suspicions of the authorities. Reportedly, 
the owners of food shops in the centre of the city were warned 
that they were the targets of mob actions. A shop owner on 
SonnenstraBe reported being warned: 'You are going to be 
cleaned out.' 12 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, intelligence on the intentions of the 
demonstrators assumed two wholly different forms. While one 
type stressed the pragmatic nature of the protester's demands, 
another emphasized the revolutionary 'Bolshevik' nature of the 
protests. 'If the reactionaries can demonstrate, then the workers 
can too ... The government can't end profiteering, because 
they are profiteers too. Bolshevism will put an end to all that.' 13 

The government's instinctive fear of the radical left led such 
figures as Police Chief Ernst Pöhner to look for Bolshevism in 
any major act of disorder. These assumptions are borne out in 
descriptions of the demonstration, which look as hard as possible 
for any evidence, no matter how slim, of discernible Communist 

10 Poster: 'Frauen und Kinder', Polizeidirektion 4316 StaMu. 
11 See Bekanntmachung of IO Mar. 1920 and poster found 'in der Nähe der alten 

SchieBstiltte' in Polizeidirektion 4316 StaMu. 
12 'Meldung', 11 Mar. 1920. RWGrKdo 4, 172, BHStA IV. 
13 'Stimmungsbericht aus dem Arbeitsamt', II Mar. 1920. RWGrKdo 4, 172. BHStA 

IV. 
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influence. 'Obviously', wrote one observer, 'the demonstration 
was planned by radical groups.' 14 Events on the ground proved 
to be somewhat different. 

On the morning of Thursday, 11 March, one of the largest and 
best-organized protests of the post-war years got underway at the 
festival grounds of the Theresienwiese. A crowd of women and 
children, estimated to have been about 4,000 strong at its peak, 
marched north towards Marienplatz. Under a banner proclaim-
ing 'We are starving', the crowd brushed past police under orders 
to stop the march. As they marched past the shops whose owners 
felt threatened by the crowd, demonstrators could not have failed 
to see in the windows prices for foodstuffs that simply defied 
belief, signs that certainly reinforced the protesters' claims that 
something was deeply wrong. Since the beginning of the war, the 
price of rice had risen more than eighteen times. Peas cost more 
than ten times pre-war levels, while potatoes, perhaps the staple 
food of the region's workers, cost more than twenty times what 
they had before the war began. 15 For the crowd, these figures 
must have seemed absolutely astonishing, and it is little wonder 
that they wanted solutions in place of explanations. 

The women and children of 11 March were concerned not 
with revolution but with food. 'The feeling among the women 
was highly agitated. They bombarded officials, particularly the 
police, with insults. They also demanded strikes until rations 
were raised.' 16 Police, both mounted and on foot, kept their 
distance from the demonstrators but maintained a significant 
presence throughout the day. While groups of women and a few 
men considered the next step, children shouted insults and threw 
snowballs at police. One report indicates that the demonstrators 
moved off from the Theresienwiese just after 2 p.m., reaching the 
area around Marienplatz by 2.45. The crowd consisted mostly of 
women and children, but also contained 'young adolescents, 
unemployed, and disreputable characters'. 17 Streetcars ground 

14 'Betreff: Demonstration vom 11.3.20', RWGrKdo 4, 172, BHStA IV. 
15 Bayerisches Statistisches Landesamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuchfo.r den Freistaat Bayern 

(Munich, 1919), 259-60. 
16 'Stimmungsbericht zur Demonstration am 11.3.1920', RWGrKdo 4, 172, BHStA IV. 
17 'Meldung Uber die Demonstration am 11.3.20, 2.05 Uhr', RWGrKdo 4, 172, BHStA 

IV. This author very much doubts the time estimates in this report. It is difficult to believe 
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that the report was based on second-hand information. 
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to a halt as the crowd filled the square. Proceedings remained 
largely peaceful, although there were incidents in which police 
and demonstrators got into shoving matches as demonstrators 
hurled insults at the authorities. Police, taking no chances, set up 
two light machine gun positions at Marienplatz as the crowd 
blocked access to TheatinerstraBe just to the west of the city hall. 

The crowd, united in their desire for increased rations, held a 
variety of opinions as to exactly who was to blame for their plight. 
They blamed the regime for high prices, but it is clear from the 
extensive reports filed on the event that, much like the nationalist 
protesters the week before, they were quite ready to blame Jews 
for their plight. A postal employee argued that while 'the SPD 
[Social Democratic Party] city council should be hanged, because 
they bear most of the blame, the Jews also play a part in this 
wheat flour business'. 18 One group of demonstrators broke off 
and went into the Cafe Deutsches Theater to harass Jewish 
customers. One observer, perhaps seeking a ready answer, attrib-
uted this to 'a detectable after-effect of the last anti-Semitic 
demonstration'. 19 Adding to the confusion, SPD agitators in the 
crowd encouraged people to attend a public meeting the next day 
at the Lowenbraukeller. 

By 4 p.m., the demonstration was for all intents over. A smaller 
crowd had assembled at Sendlinger Tor, but even they had 
dispersed. Munich's most significant post-war food demonstration 
ended peacefully, without any of the looting or violence that the 
authorities feared. It is difficult to reconstruct from contemporary 
records just what the crowd was hoping to accomplish that day, 
save a general agreement that rations were too low. If reports are 
to be believed, then the SPD actively participated in the demon-
stration, despite the fact that many in the crowd blamed the SPD 
administration for the food situation. 

This suggests two interesting possibilities. First, it is entirely 
possible that the demonstration came closer to achieving its aim 
of being a non-political event than the authorities initially gave it 
credit for. People from across the political spectrum had indeed 
taken part, as the organizers had hoped, and they represented a 
multiplicity of formal political affiliations. Second, it is also possi-
ble that police reports were quite simply incorrect. Given the 

18 'Stimmungsbericht zur Demonstration am 11.3.1920', RWGrKdo 4, 172, BhstA IV. 
19 Ibid. 
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context, the former is more likely. The food crisis, integrally 
linked with the outcome of the war, affected almost all levels of 
society and created a consensus of suffering that formal politics 
could not hope to replicate. Munich's Jews were targets because 
they could be made to represent the entire spectrum of crisis. 
The sizable community of unassimilated, or barely assimilated, 
immigrant Jews represented post-war immigration and the 
menace of Eastern Bolshevism. Those Jews already in Munich 
were made scapegoats for the violent and unstable political situa-
tion in the city. 

The end results of the Frauendemonstration are difficult to assess 
with any clarity. Some observers compared the demonstrations 
with those of November 1918, when the radicalization of food 
protests led to the collapse of the Bavarian and German monar-
chies. 'The worse things get', warned the Augsburger Postzeitung, 
'the greater the crisis becomes. We risk slipping into a vicious 
circle. '20 The events of the demonstration and the extraordinary 
overreaction of the authorities suggest that this interpretation was 
not far from the truth. The continued politicization of the food 
question, a relic from the war years, reveals the fundamental 
weakness of post-war reconstruction efforts. 

The willingness of some protestors to blame Jews for their 
plight further indicates the pervasiveness of xenophobic, exclu-
sionary ideas in the city's political culture. Again, it is far too 
simplistic to imagine that anti-Semitism was merely a tool of the 
right, but it is interesting that in the public airing of grievances, 
all sides-whether city ration adininistrators, predatory capital-
ists, or lurking Bolsheviks-were willing to use the image of the 
Jew as a symbol of the enemy. A poster of the period effectively 
illustrates this extraordinary malleability of the image of the Jew 
in Munich's political culture. The poem is a variant of the anti-
Semitic doggerel that circulated in the city during the last year of 
the war, and its persistence suggests that its distributors found 
that the message was all too effective: 

Who financed the world war? 
But wasn't in the trenches! 
Who are the labour leaders? 
But shun physical work! ... 

20 'Ruhig Blut!', Augsburger Postzeitung, 13 Mar. 1920. Clipping in StaMu 4316. 
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Who says 'we have to economize'? 
But lives more grandly than ever! . . . 
Who opposes the death penalty for profiteers and hoarders? 
But allows thousands of striking workers to be shot? 
It is the Jew! And he has the help of Jewish finance 

capitalism!21 
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It is all but impossible to fit anonymous attacks like this into a 
conventional framework of 'right' and 'left'. Within a few lines, 
Munich's Jews stood accused of being revolutionary socialists, 
wire-pulling reactionaries, and capitalist grandees. What is abun-
dantly clear from these muddled sources is that the anxieties of 
post-war political culture needed symbolic outlets upon which a 
range of neuroses could be projected. This search for a scapegoat 
suggests to us that the crisis of reciprocity was a far more potent 
moulder of political identity than any sense of formal political 
affiliation. 

II 

Post-war demonstrators in Britain expressed their grievances 
within a political climate that was markedly different from that of 
defeated Germany, yet they faced many of the same challenges 
experienced in Germany. The survival of Britain's wartime 
government, which won a considerable mandate in the Khaki 
Elections of 1918, actually sharpened conflicts over reciprocity. 
Unlike Germany, where national, local, and regional govern-
ments could selectively repudiate the actions of wartime authori-
ties, governments in Britain faced the task of living up to the 
promises of a better tomorrow that had formed the backbone of 
wartime appeals for unity. The fact of victory generated its own 
set of problems for protesters, who risked being tarred as danger-
ous radicals if they were perceived as challenging the legitimacy 
of a state that had carried Britain through the war. 

21 Poster found in ZS 187, StaMu. The remarkable claim thatJews 'w[eren't] in the 
trenches' refers to the curious and unpleasant incident in 1916 when the army 'investi-
gated' the supposed absence of Jews among German troops. The fact that an investiga-
tion took place fuelled popular images of Jews as shirkers, despite the fact thatJews were, 
if anything, statistically overrepresented in the field. See Roger Chickering, Imperial 
Germany and the Great War, 1914-1918 (Cambridge, 1998), 130. 
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The inherent conservatism of the veterans' movements dove-
tailed with the sometimes crushing weight of bureaucracy to 
blunt all but the most symbolic and ultimately futile acts of 
protest. Veterans' groups believed that they were entitled to 
rewards for their service. Their actions were mitigated by an 
expectation that all concerned naturally agreed with their posi-
tion and that any behaviour or rhetoric that smacked of extrem-
ism would cost them the respectability they felt they deserved. 
Typical of these tendencies was a disastrous attempt to march on 
London in the autumn of 1919. 

In late August, a group of veterans, evidently without any 
formal organization, began to organize a march from Manchester 
to London to demand higher unemployment compensation. At 
one point, it appeared that there would be around 6,000 
marchers, a number that would surely have clogged up the roads 
of the north of England and attracted a great deal of attention. 22 

While it would certainly have been difficult actually to assemble 
all 6,000 people for a march, the Ministry of Labour managed in 
one fell swoop to eviscerate what enthusiasm did exist by warning 
prospective marchers that they would almost surely miss their 
required weekly registration that allowed them to claim unem-
ployment, and, therefore, would forfeit their benefits. 

Whether this announcement was calculated or simply inform-
ative is unclear, but what is clear is that initial enthusiasm all but 
expired at this point. On 15 September 1919, when the march 
began in Albert Square, organizers estimated that 500 marchers 
would turn up. A total of twenty-eight men showed up, though a 
crowd of several hundred fellow veterans was on hand to cheer 
them on. The marchers' statement, presented to the Lord 
Mayor, reflected many of the problems and attitudes of the first 
year of peace: 
We, the unemployed Ex-Service Men of Manchester, having patiently 
waited for the Government to move in the matter of providing work for 
men whose sacrifices have saved the country, and seeing the apathy of 
the Government have decided to bring our case before the public and 
the Government ... We need work, not doles, the right to live in the 
land we have saved. 23 

22 'Ex-Service Men March to London', The Times, 22 Aug. 1919. 
23 'Work, Not Doles', The Times, 15 Sept. 1919. 
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The marchers reached London fifteen days later, where they met 
with officials from the Ministry of Labour. The meetings were 
inconclusive, and in a final indignity the marchers, who had little 
desire to walk back to Manchester, asked the Ministry for finan-
cial assistance to get home. 24 The march, and its failure, is symp-
tomatic of the levels of resentment and the restrictions on their 
effective airing. 

It is also important to note that this rhetoric of war service both 
implicitly and explicitly excluded women, who just months before 
had been considered part of the national community of recon-
struction. The changing economy, legal restrictions on women 
such as the Pre-War Practices Act of 1919, and the growing stigma 
attached to working women accused of taking jobs from returning 
men combined to drive about 750,000 women out of the work-
place in 1919.25 A letter in the Evening News just after the Armistice 
mocked 'pampered' munitions workers, male and female, who 
failed to realize that 'the golden days would suddenly end, and 
that there would be a big change for them when they were no 
longer required'. 26 

The issue of unemployment was a very public and divisive one 
in the immediate post-war period. The new sense of assertiveness 
among those who had come through the war emerges clearly even 
from otherwise formulaic and dry reports of council and commit-
tee meetings. Typical was a Guardian report of a Manchester 
Council meeting that appears to have been all but broken up by 
an angry delegation of unemployed, tacitly backed by the Labour 
members of the Council. The meeting appears to have descended 
into angry exchanges between some on the council and the unem-
ployed, whose behaviour was 'perhaps the outcome of unfamiliar-
ity with the ordinary forms of procedure'. The Lord Mayor 
reported on a meeting with another group of unemployed men in 
language that was in itself extraordinarily bloodless, but that also 
conveyed the atmosphere of mutual threats and recriminations: 

[the unemployed delegation] had made a statement that they would not 
be responsible for anything that might happen if they remained hungry. 

24 'Sir R. Home and Ex-Service Men', The Times, 30 Sept. 1919. 
25 Gerard DeGroot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War (London, 1996), 

262-3. 
26 Letter in Manchester Evening News, 6 Dec. 1918. 
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He told them that such threats were foolish (hear, hear) and that they 
were not likely to assist him as Lord Mayor in getting adequate meas-
ures of relief. All his sympathies were with those men in their difficult 
circumstances, and what he told them was for their own good, because 
he knew that if they carried out their threats all the injured would be on one side. 27 

Demonstrations by the unemployed and their advocates were 
an increasingly common feature of life in Lancashire and 
Cheshire as the fragile post-war economic boom slowed. In 1919, 
these protests coalesced around the anniversary of one of the 
pivotal moments in the history of the English labour movement. 
A hundred years before, yeoman cavalry from nearby Cheshire 
broke up a demonstration at Peter's Fields, killing at least eleven 
among the crowd that had assembled to hear reform speakers. 
The incident earned the sobriquet 'Peterloo' and was a reference 
point for English labour activists.28 For the left, particularly the 
Independent Labour Party (ILP), the anniversary was a porten-
tous symbol and an opportunity to rally the faithful. There were 
a number of marches in the city as the anniversary of 16 August 
approached. The largest of these, at Free Trade Hall, featured 
Philip Snowden, while another crowd marched down Oxford 
Street from Albert Square to Platt Fields. Mrs Annot Robinson, 
who had risen to prominence in the food and conscientious 
objection demonstrations of the previous two years, addressed 
the crowd at Platt Fields, leading at least one observer to note 
how much politics had changed in the past few years. 'The 
Centenary of Peterloo', cried one headline, 'And a Woman Now 
Addresses the Crowd!'29 Clearly, the violent suppression of the 
Peter's Fields demonstration was an important symbol of 
progress, or lack of it, in English industrial society. 

The symbolic value of Peterloo was particularly potent given 
the comparability of the post-war situations. The organizers of 
1919 stressed that those who demonstrated in 1819 had faced a 
similar set of issues related to the end of the Napoleonic Wars and 

27 Clipping from Manchester Guardian: 'Manchester Council: Labour Presses its Case', 4 
Dec. 1919. Papers of Lord and Lady Simon, Manchester Archives M/14/ 4/I. Italics 
mine. 

28 Donald Read, Peterloo: The 'Massacre' and Its Background (Manchester, 1958). In 1819, 
Peter's Fields were at the edge of the city. By 1919 they were at the heart of Manchester, 
just a few hundred yards from the Town Hall. 

29 Paper unknown. Clipping from collection of Mr and Mrs B. Caldicott, Manchester 
Archives, MISC/718/67. 
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the post-war disillusionment of an earlier age. 'To-day the 
working classes are again confronted with the same war-impover-
ished England', proclaimed the Labour Leader. 'All the conditions 
which followed Waterloo are again present-with one striking 
difference. The people who marched to Peterloo were weaponless 
in every way. We are not.' While the weapon referred to here was 
the power of the vote, this language was intentionally menacing 
and the possibility of violent reaction quite real. The appeal of the 
Peterloo celebrants was based on this comparison across the 
century. Organizers explicitly evoked and held up for comparison 
the material circumstances of the post-war England of 1819 and 
1919: 
For the men of Peterloo, as for us, the tawdry patriotism of the Great 
War, the gilt and glamour of military pomp had quickly faded. The 
glory of Waterloo was drowning miserably in 1819, in the watery 
porridge bowls of a poverty stricken people, the scanty meal of oatmeal 
and water their only meal in the twenty-four hours. 30 

The problems identified by the demonstrators were familiar to 
local authorities, who tried to work with the national government 
to alleviate some of the post-war economic distress. The local 
Area Armaments Output Committee, whose work during the war 
had helped guide industrial efforts in the north-west, was typical 
of this conflict of means and expectations. In November, the 
Committee met in Birmingham, where they set priorities for what 
they called 'Reconstruction'. Sensibly, they committed themselves 
to taking steps to ramp up coal production and generally to divert 
raw materials back into the peacetime economy as expeditiously 
as possible. Most important, they judged, was the issue of employ-
ment. 'The first essential in Reconstruction is that the people of 
the country should be maintained in employment, and no rigid 
financial question should be allowed to stand in the way of this.'31 

The problem was that they expected the private sector to take up 
the slack immediately. 'On no account', the report read, 'should 
the people be pauperised by being maintained in unemployment 
by the wide provision of out-of-work pay.'32 

30 J. H. Hudson, 'Peterloo: The Baptismal Hour of the Labour Movement. What We 
Owe to the Manchester Martyrs', Labour Leader, 14 Aug. 1919. 

31 'Report of the Special Meeting of the No. 4 Area Executive Committee', 4 Nov. 
1919, Manchester Archives MSf623.4 M1. 

32 Ibid. 
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Despite promises and plans to the contrary, the economic and 
physical demobilization that followed the end of hostilities 
proved to be contentious, and the cessation of war revealed some 
difficult truths for industry in Greater Manchester. The cotton 
industry was particularly hard hit and would continue to decline 
from its pre-war global position of importance as other centres of 
cotton production emerged. Having been sustained by promises 
that work would pick up again once exports picked up in the 
wake of the war, cotton operators found themselves out of work 
and factories idle just as the first wave of returning soldiers 
arrived. In Burnley, reports indicated that more than twenty 
plants had ceased production completely, and a third of ex-
soldiers were unable to find work, 'although when they joined 
the Army they were promised reinstatement to their former posi-
tions'. The problem was that there was simply not enough work 
to go around. 'Burnley's manufactures mostly go overseas, and 
until the export trade is set going again Burnley has no hope 
of an industrial recovery. The war work ended with the 
Armistice. '33 

Many of the cotton operatives that were working walked off 
the job for several days in June of 1919 in what turned out to be 
one of the largest labour actions of the year. More than 450,000 
downed tools for more than a week. 34 Some of the reactions to 
the cotton strike reflected the divisive impact of the war as the 
lines between the employed, however marginal their employ-
ment, and the unemployed became clearer. 'It is all very well for 
those who during the war received big wages and bonuses to now 
agitate for still more money with shorter hours', wrote 'Stop It' in 
the Evening News, 'but what about those who have done their bit 
and come back to no work and no prospects . . . to help them 
combat the ever-rising prices, followed now by rents, rates, 
etc.?'35 

It is not surprising that political organizations with a clear 
message of social and economic justice attracted considerable 
attention and public interest during this period. Given the rising 
tide of grievances within this discourse of social justice, one can 
also see the potential for such appeals to take on progressively 

33 'Hard Times at Burnley', The Times, 21 Mar. 1919. 
34 David Butler andJennie Freemen, British Political Facts (3rd edn.; London, 1969), 217. 
35 Letter in Manchester Evening News, 11 June 1919. 
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more radical overtones. One of the organizations that became 
radicalized in the last years of the war and the early post-
war period was the Co-operative Society, whose critiques of 
economic mobilization and its subsequent labour troubles had 
won it considerable publicity during the war. From its complex 
of offices, factories, and warehouses near the city centre, the Co-
operative Society had quietly become an economic force in the 
city, and in the wake of the war hoped to turn that economic 
clout into political power. This transition brought it into conflict 
with local authorities and, in turn, provided valuable publicity for 
the movement. 

In 1913, there were roughly 15,000 Society members in 
Greater Manchester. During the war this number rose to 
21,400.36 In the immediate post-war period, the number seems to 
have dipped a little before returning to roughly the same point in 
1920. Nationally, local Co-operative Societies began seriously to 
examine the possibility of nominating candidates for national 
and local office, and Greater Manchester, where the movement 
had its headquarters, was no exception. In summer 1919, the 
local General Board reported a membership of 19,786, a number 
which they felt made them 'a suitable [constituency] in which to 
nominate a Co-operative candidate'. 37 

During the war the Co-operative Societies across Britain not 
only expanded, they also became considerably more politically 
radical. Co-operators before the war were socially progressive, 
but the pinch of wartime shortages and the unwillingness oflocal 
food committees to work with Co-operators pushed the move-
ment towards the margins of political life.38 Just before the war 
ended, the Manchester and Salford Society's board discussed its 
political agenda for the post-war world. Their proposals looked 
very much like those of leftist parties such as the ILP. These 
included widespread nationalization of industry, the capping of 
interest, 'the abolition of slums', and the establishment of a state 
bank to prevent profit-making during the rebuilding of British 
society, 'so that the works of reconstruction, and other matters 

36 Peter Gurney, 'The Politics of Public Space in Manchester, 1896-1919,' Manchester 
Region History Review, II (1997), 12-27, at 19. 

37 Letter from General Board, Manchester and Salford Equitable Co-operative 
Society to National Co-operative Representation Committee, 5June 1919, Manchester 
Archives, M,173/r/r/23. 

38 Gurney, 'Politics of Public Space', 19. 
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for the well being of the people, may be carried out at a 
minimum of expense ... by the use of public assets and credit'. 39 

The high-water mark of the Co-operative Movement in 
Manchester came in July 1919, when bureaucratic bungling 
handed it a propaganda victory and vastly increased its public 
presence in the city. At issue was a planned demonstration at 
Platt Fields, on the southern edge of the city. The City Council 
declined the group permission to hold a march on the Fields, but 
the Parks Committee had already given them permission to use 
the site. The Council was faced with the disagreeable task of 
overruling one of its own committees, or incurring the wrath of 
Manchester's powerful commercial community. 

Local businesses and trade organizations sent letters to the city 
protesting against the planned demonstration. Letter writers 
opposed the Co-operative protest for several reasons. The first 
had to do with the supposed radicalism of the movement. Robert 
Walker, the General Secretary of the National Traders' Defence 
League, reminded the Council that a local Co-operative leader 
had declared: 'I make no secret of the fact that we are out to 
absolutely do away with the private individual in trade and 
production.' Another local business-owner called the demonstra-
tion 'propaganda work', but his chief complaint was more 
commercial in nature. The Co-operative Movement was, after 
all, a thriving and vertically integrated business as well as a polit-
ical reform programme. 'The parks', complained one James 
Scott, 'are intended for the recreation and restful enjoyment of 
the public, not for the battle-ground of trade interests, and we do 
not see how similar advantages can reasonably be withheld from 
other business houses if granted to one section of the commu-
nity.'40 This uncertainty as to whether the Co-operative 
Movement was primarily political or commercial proved to be a 
liability for the group's political prospects. 

Photographs of the demonstration itself show an orderly 
crowd led by a brass band from the Co-operative Tobacco 
Warehouse as it moved down Oxford Road. The march and 
demonstration were a reflection of the growing relationship 

39 List of resolutions for quarterly meeting, 5 Sept. 1918. General Board of the 
Manchester and Salford Equitable Co-operative Society, Manchester Archives, 
M473/1/1/23. 

40 Letters in Manchester City Council Proceedings, 1918-19, i. 319-22. 
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between the Co-operative Movement and the Labour Party, 
which ran in coalition during municipal elections in the early 
19i20s. Speakers appear to have been divided between Co-opera-
tors, Labour Party representatives, and officials from the Trades 
and Labour Council. They reiterated the Movement's commit-
ment to 'a new social order founded upon equity and justice'. 
One Councillor proclaimed, with tongue in cheek, that he was 
'delighted to take part in [this] manifestation of rebellion', and 
mocked the government's wartime claims that the workers were 
'the watchdogs of civilization, that they were the backbone of the 
Empire'.41 The demonstration proved highly embarrassing for 
the Council, who responded to complaints from local businesses 
by pledging to prosecute the Co-operative Society for illegal use 
of the park. In the end, the Council took no action and 
compounded its initial folly.42 

Within wider calls for a reform of post-war British society along 
more equitable lines, there was a growing and increasingly impa-
tient radical strain suggested by the attitude of the Co-operative 
Movement. This was not the story of the development of an 
English revolutionary consciousness, but it did represent earnest 
attempts by political radicals to channel discontent over the 
conditions of demobilization into a coherent political programme. 
For local authorities, any hint of the melding of local labour griev-
ances with a formal revolutionary ideology was a serious threat. 
Wartime fears of social upheaval could now be twinned with anxi-
eties about revolution from the East, and the result was a continu-
ation of the intense politicization of social and economic protest 
that marked the war years. 

III 

What can the study of these public protests suggest about the 
broader question of demonstrations in a European perspective? 
Historians of Europe increasingly recognize that the conflicts of 
the twentieth century were profoundly transnational in character. 

The First World War was an international and transnational 
event that participants experienced at the national and 

41 'Co-operators Assert their Civic Rights', Co-operative News, 12July 1919. 
42 Gurney, 'Politics of Public Space', 20. 
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subnational levels. 43 As historians become more comfortable 
thinking about war in transnational terms, we should also seek to 
understand the transnational dimensions of post-war situations. 
This is particularly true in the age of 'total war' when societies 
have been compelled to pursue similar strategies of mobilization, 
albeit in very different ways. As historians of mobilization have 
noted, the war saw elements of coercion, apathy, and extraordi-
nary degrees of self-mobilization across the continent of Europe 
and beyond.44 Mobilization necessarily bore certain common 
features. Most of the participant nations employed conscription 
in 1914, and after 1916 all did so. While there were different orga-
nizational cultures across Europe, no state was willing or able 
legally to resist managing industrial and agricultural production 
or placing limits on dissent. 

The broadly similar patterns demanded by the experience of 
total war created similar pressures in the post-war period in 
defeated and victorious societies. These pressures in turn shaped, 
and were shaped by, the development of vocal street-level poli-
tics. This relationship between demobilization and protest had 
three important components. First, the durability of wartime 
restrictions on formal politics channelled discontent into other 
outlets such as popular demonstrations and labour actions. 
Across the combatant states, such actions spiked in 1917-18 and 
remained high during the first few years of peace, when some 
wartime legislation remained in effect. Second, the war fostered a 
climate of patriotic unity, making open expressions of discontent 
potentially treasonous and subversive. This made it easier for 
authorities to cast demonstrators as threats to the survival of the 
state. Third, the survival of wartime patriotic political culture 
significantly narrowed the rhetorical space in which demonstra-
tors could phrase their demands. 

43 Ute Frevert has recently argued that war in European history can also be treated as 
transnational in terms of cultural exchange and personal experience. This is an intriguing 
idea and merits further study. See Ute Frevert, 'Europeanizing German History', BuUetin 
of the German Historical Institute Washington, 36 (Spring 2005), 9-24, at 17-19. 

44 See e.g. Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker, 14-18: Understanding the Great War; N. F. 
Dreiziger (ed.), Mobilization for Total War: The Canadian, American, and British Experience, 
1914-1918 (Waterloo, 1981);John Home (ed.), State, Society, and Mobilization during the First 
World War (Cambridge, 1997); Jeffrey Verhey, The Spirit of 1914: Militarization, Myth, and 
Mobilization in Germany (Cambridge, 2000 ); and Martha Hanna, The Mobilization of Intellect: 
French Writers and Scholo.rs During the Great War (Cambridge, Mass., 1996). 
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In the case of Munich, demonstrators generally avoided criti-
cizing the government, and at least publicly blamedJews and 
foreigners for economic and social problems. In Manchester, 
demonstrations such as the abortive London march showed how 
confining the need to remain within boundaries of loyalty could 
be. In their desire decisively to demonstrate their allegiance to 
the state, while still making their grievances clear, demonstrators 
were unwilling to espouse clear, forceful demands for reform. 
While the patriotic consensus of the war years clearly weakened 
towards the end of the conflict as social pressures and the intro-
duction of potentially revolutionary ideology successively radical-
ized domestic debates, the bonds of mobilization proved resilient 
during the difficult period of demobilization that followed the 
end of the war. The common experience of what one member of 
the Munich Chamber of Commerce called 'this immeasurable 
sacrifice of blood and treasure' circumscribed the boundaries of 
public protest even as disappointment over the results of the 
conflict fostered conditions in which such demonstrations 
became a common feature of European urban life.45 

45 Minutes of the Handelskammer Miinchen, 31 Oct. 1918. Kriegswirtschaftamt, 268 
StaMu. 
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Marching on the Capital: 
National Protest Marches of the British 

Unemployed in the 1920s and 1930s 
MATTHIAS REISS 

In the 1920s and 1930s, national protest marches of the unem-
ployed were becoming a British tradition. Groups of people had 
marched from the provinces to London to seek redress for their 
grievances since the Middle Ages, and the Chartists had continued 
this tradition in the nineteenth century. Starting in 1905, unem-
ployed workers from Leicester, Nottingham, and Manchester also 
began to invade the capital to draw attention to their plight. In 
June 1913, the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies 
added a new dimension by organizing a 'pilgrimage' from seven-
teen large cities in England and Wales to London. 1 

But the heyday of the national protest march came after the 
First World War, when the unemployed again began to march to 
the British or Scottish capital. The first to march were twenty-
eight unemployed ex-servicemen, who went from Manchester to 
London in September 1919.2 In the 1920s, six national marches 
from provincial cities and towns to Edinburgh or London were 
held. In the 1930s, the number rose to ten. Attorney-General 
Thomas lnskip was right when he said in 1932 that these marches 
'had confronted many Governments in the past, and would 
undoubtedly recur in the future'. 3 By 1936, the Nottingham Guardian 
could call marching to London 'an old-established practice in this 
country', while the Bishop of Sheffield proclaimed it 'a very 
English and constitutional thing'.4 

1 See the essay by Birgitta Bader-Zaar, above. 
2 Kenneth D. Brown, Labour and Unemployment, 1900--1914 (Newton Abbot, 1971), 52-4, 

87, 98, 113. For the 1919 march, see the essay by Adam Seipp, above. 
3 Cabinet Committee on the Hunger Marchers, Minutes, 3rdMeeting, 14 Dec. 1932, 

p. 2, PRO, CAB 27/ 497. 
4 'Modern Pilgrimages', Nottingham Guardian, 30 Oct. 1936, in Labour History Archive 
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The Organizations Behind the Marches 

Four organizations were responsible for the national marches 
between the world wars, each making different contributions and 
enjoying different levels of political and public support. The 
National League of the Blind of Great Britain and Ireland organ-
ized the first concerted march of different contingents to London 
in 1920. The League was a trade union, not a charity, and affili-
ated to the Labour Party and the Trades Union Congress (TUC). 
As a result, the two marches of the blind were the only demon-
strations which had the official support and endorsement of the 
labour movement. While many of those who participated in the 
march were actually employed in workshops for the blind, the 
marches of 1920 and 1936 both aimed to a large degree at 
improving the lot of blind people who were either unable to work 
or could not find a job. 

The National Unemployed Workers' Committee Movement 
organized by far the most and the biggest marches in the 1920s 
and 1930s. Founded in April 1921 and renamed National 
Unemployed Workers' Movement (NUWM) in 1929, the move-
ment organized no fewer than twelve of the sixteen national 
protest marches, as well as a number of local and regional 
marches which followed similar patterns. Responsible for most of 
them was the NUWM's National Organizer, 'Wal' (Walter) 
Hannington, who turned the Hunger Marches into the move-
ment's trademark and also published a number of still influential 
books and pamphlets on these events. The NUWM had close ties 
to the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), which earned 
it the hostility of the Labour Party and especially of the TUC in 
the mid-192os. As a result, local Labour organizations were 
instructed not to assist the Hunger Marchers, although this ban 
was difficult to enforce on the ground. 5 

and Study Centre, Manchester (hereafter LHA), Ellen Wilkinson-scrapbooks (hereafter 
EW-S), LP/WI/7; 'Bishop BlessesJarrow Marchers', Eastern Press, 17 Oct. 1936, in LHA, 
EW-S, LP/WI/7. 

5 For a history of the NUWM see Richard Croucher, We Refuse to Starve in Silence: A 
History of the National Unemployed Workers' Movement, 1920-46 (London, 1987); for the Hunger 
Marches see Peter Kingsford, The Hunger Marchers in Britain 1920-1940, foreword by Bill 
Paynter (London, 1982); for information on Hannington see 'Short Biography of Wal 
Hannington', written in 1945, LHA, CP/IND/HANN/Jo/07, and his own autobiog-
raphy, Never on our Knees (London, 1967). 



National Protest Marches in Inter-War Britain 149 

The Jarrow 'Crusade' has the distinction of being the best-
known march to this day. Organized by the Jarrow Borough 
Council in 1936 and supported by all local parties, the march 
professed to be 'non-political', but it was very much an affair of 
the Jarrow Labour Party. The Labour MP for Jarrow, Ellen 
Wilkinson, led the march for most of the time, and all the coun-
cillors who accompanied her were also members of the Labour 
Party. Even so, and despite a passionate plea by Wilkinson at 
Labour's annual conference in 1936, the Labour Party and the 
TUC refused to endorse the march and also advised their organ-
izations not to support it. 6 

The British Campaigners' Association, finally, has the distinc-
tion of having organized the smallest and most obscure march. 
In addition, it also had the highest drop-out rate. Of the fifty men 
who set out from Edinburgh in September 1936, only thirteen 
arrived in London. 7 The Campaigners enjoyed no official 
support, and most of them had previously been expelled from the 
British Legion. 

The high point of the national protest march was reached at 
the beginning of November 1936, when the contingents of the 
National League of the Blind, the Hunger Marchers, theJarrow 
Crusaders, and the Campaigners all reached London, and 
welcome demonstrations were held for them at Trafalgar Square 
or Hyde Park. Yet the very moment these marches established a 
tradition, it also came to a sudden end. There was another 
Hunger March to Edinburgh in 1938, but this would be the last 
for several decades. The NUWM switched tactics and began a 
series of highly creative publicity stunts at the end of the 1930s. 
For example, it delivered a black coffin to IO Downing Street, 
while the demonstrators who rushed to the scene at a pre-
arranged signal held up signs reading 'Appease the Unemployed, 
not Mussolini'. Other stunts saw a large group of unemployed 
people entering the Ritz, each ordering just one cup of tea, a 

6 The marchers' advance party, however, consisted of a Labour and a Conservative 
agent, and the Conservative Party supported the marchers in places where Labour and 
Trade Councils refused to help. Ellen Wilkinson, The Town that was Murdered: The Life-Story 
of Jarrow (London, 1939), 202-6. See also Frank Ennis, 'TheJarrow March of 1936: The 
Symbolic Expression of Protest' (MA thesis, University of Durham, 1982); Matt Perry, The 
]arrow Crusade: Protest and Legend (Sunderland, 2005). 

7 Chief Constable Canning to Commissioner, 26 Oct. 1936, PRO, MEPO 2/3091, 
p. 73. 



TABLE g. I. List of national protest marches to London and Edinburgh during 
the inter-war period 
Name 

March of Unemployed Soldiers 

I st March of the Blind 

Birmingham March 

1st National Hunger March 

Welsh Miners' March 

Organization 

None 

National League of the Blind 

NUWM Birmingham 

NUWM 

NUWM and Rhondda Miners' 
Federation 

1st Scottish Hunger March/ Scottish Miners' March NUWM 

2nd National Hunger March NUWM 

3rd National Hunger March NUWM 

2nd Scottish Hunger March NUWM 

4th National Hunger March/ March Against the NUWM 
Means Test 

3rd Scottish Hunger March NUWM 

5th National Hunger March NUWM 

6th National Hunger March/ National Protest March NUWM 

Scottish Veterans' March British Campaigners' Association 

2nd March of the Blind National League of the Blind 

]arrow Crusade ]arrow Borough Council 

4th Scottish Hunger March NUWM 

Source: Compiled by the author from various newspapers and publications. 



No. of marchers No. of main Start date and place Arrival date and End 
(approx.) contingents place 

28 15 Sept. 1919 30 Sept. 1919 unknown 
Manchester London 

250 3 5 Apr. 1920 25 Apr. 1920 unknown 
Manchester, Newport, London 
Leeds 

30 9 Aug. 1922 17 Aug. 1922 unknown 
Birmingham London 

2,000 unknown 17 Oct. 1922 17 Nov. 1922 20 Feb. 1923 
Glasgow London 

270 I (after leaving 8 Nov. 1927 20 Nov. 1927 28 Nov. 1927 
Wales) Rhondda London 

250 3 16 Sept. 1928 22 Sept. 1928 25 Sept. 1928 
Dundee Edinburgh 

800-1,000 9 23Jan. 1929 24 Feb. 1929 4Mar. 1929 
Glasgow London 

350 12 30 Mar. 1930 I May 1930 8 May 1930 
unknown London 

1,500 5 unknown 21 Feb. 1932 22 Feb. 1932 
Edinburgh 

1,500 13 26 Sept. 1932 27 Oct. 1932 5 Nov. 1932 
Glasgow London 

1,000 unknown 6June 1933 I !June 1933 14June 1936 
Aberdeen and Dundee Edinburgh 

1,460 12 22Jan. 1934 25 Feb. 1934 7 Mar. 1934 
Glasgow London 

1,464 7 26 Sept. 1936 8 Nov. 1936 16 Nov. 1936 
Aberdeen London 

50 ( 13 arrive) 20 Sept. 1936 8 Nov. 1936 unknown 
Edinburgh London 

250 3 12 Oct. 1936 I Nov. 1936 2 Nov. 1936 
Leeds, Manchester, London 
Swansea 

207 5 Oct. 1936 I Nov. 1936 5 Nov. 1936 
Jarrow London 

500-800 unknown 11 Nov. 1938 27 Nov. 1938 28 Nov. 1938 
Inverness Edinburgh 
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surprising lie-down of another group on London's main shop-
ping venue Oxford Street, and the invasion of football pitches at 
half-time with signs reading 'Kick with us for Work or Bread'.8 

In 1981 and 1983, two 'People's Marches for Jobs' tried to revive 
the tradition, but with limited success. National protest marches 
of the unemployed were very much a phenomenon of the period 
between the two world wars. 

Within a short period, this form of organized mass protest was 
invented, reached its climax, and declined. While the marchers 
displayed similar behaviour and experienced comparable prob-
lems and reactions on the road, the tactics they pursued in the 
capital varied according to their own organizational strength, 
radicalism, and the level of political support they enjoyed. The 
rest of this essay will examine the similarities and differences 
between the various national protest marches held from 1920 to 
1938, before assessing their impact as a means of political protest 
between the world wars. 

The Pattern of the Marches 

The majority of the national protest marches followed a star-
shaped pattern, which was pioneered by the National League of 
the Blind. In April 1920, and again in October 1936, the League 
had three contingents of Blind Marchers converge on London 
from Wales, Manchester, and Leeds.9 With the exception of the 
locally organized march of thirty unemployed from Birmingham 
to London in August 1922, the NUWM also chose this model for 
all its national, and even for many of its local and regional, 
marches. Contingents of Hunger Marchers would start from the 
fringes of the country and converge on the capital, where they 
arrived at the same time from different directions, thus creating a 
continuing sense of excitement among the crowd awaiting their 
arrival (see Map 9.1). Sometimes the contingents would meet on 
the road, or shortly before their final destination, to enter the 

8 Wal Hannington, 'What is Behind these Lie-Down Strikes?', Daily Express, 17 Feb. 
1939, clipping in TUC Library, London Metropolitan University, 968. Id., Black Coffins 
and the Unemployed (London, no date). 

9 Matthias Reiss, 'Forgotten Pioneers of the National Protest March: The National 
League of the Blind's Marches to London, 1920 & 1936', Labour History Review, 70/2 
(August 2005), 133-65. 
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MAP g.r Great National Hunger March to London against the Means 
Test (1932) 
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capital as one body. The blind entered London together in 1920 
and 1936, after uniting with a contingent of supporters from 
London at Watford. In 1928, the NUWM organized the simulta-
neous arrival of the two main contingents at Armadale, from 
where they proceeded to Edinburgh together. Five years later, 
the different contingents merged at Corstorphine, where they 
also arrived at the same time to maximum effect, while the differ-
ent contingents of Welsh miners came together at Newport in 
1927 before going on to London together. 10 Despite this tactic, 
which helped smaller marches to produce a grander entry into 
the capital, the contingents did not merge into one mass, but 
remained identifiable in order to emphasize their various points 
of origin. 

Initially, theJarrow Crusaders also toyed with plans for several 
contingents to start from different cities and arrive in London at 
the same time, but then they opted for a different approach, 
going in one straight line directly fromJarrow to London. 11 This 
was symbolic of the Crusaders' desire to appear moderate and 
constitutional. The purpose of their march was to present a peti-
tion in Parliament and to ask the government for help. The 
National League and the NUWM, by contrast, tried to achieve 
their respective demands by intimidating the government. The 
Hunger Marchers, in particular, did not simply arrive at the 
centre of power like the J arrow Crusaders; they encircled it and, 
in the words of Hannington, 'steadily closed in upon London, 
like a besieging army'. 12 

The star-shaped march on London was a show of force, as it 
required extensive preparation, discipline, and timing to be 
successful. The message to the government and the rest of the 
country was that these protestors were not an unruly mob, but an 
organized, disciplined body and a serious opponent. In addition, 
the various contingents carried their political message to the 

10 Wal Hannington, Our March Against the Starvation Government: This is the Story of the 
Scottish Unemployed March to Edinburgh, September 1928, and its Achievements (no place, 1928), 
10-12; Harry McShane, Three Days that Shook Edinburgh: Story of the Historic Scottish Hunger 
March, foreword by J. M'Govern and Aitken Ferguson (Glasgow, 1933), 7-8; Wal 
Hannington, The March of the Miners: How We Smashed the Opposition, foreword by A.J. Cook 
(no place, 1927), 18. 

II Ennis, 'Jarrow March', 144-5. 
12 Wal Hannington, Unemployed Struggles 1919-1936: My Life and Struggles Amongst the 

Unempwyed (London, 1977), 247. 
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smaller towns and villages through which they passed on their 
way to the capital. Finally, it helped to build up a sense of excite-
ment that peaked with the arrival of the marchers in the capital 
and had a powerful democratic appeal, as the marchers acted as 
delegates from their respective areas. 

The various contingents of Blind Marchers were composed of 
people from all over Britain. The committee organizing the 
march assigned quotas to the National League's different districts 
in 1936, thus turning the three contingents effectively into repre-
sentative bodies of the League's membership. 13 The NUWM 
also constantly emphasized the principle of delegation. 'The 
marchers were something more than individual volunteers', 
Hannington claimed of the men he led from Glasgow to London 
in 1929: 'they were representatives, because they had all been 
endorsed at great mass meetings held in their respective towns 
throughout Scotland.' 14 The NUWM's leadership placed great 
emphasis on this point and in its instructions for the 1934 march 
stressed that 'all marchers must be elected either by their Trade 
Union branch, Ex-Service Men's Club, Unemployed Branch, 
Co-operative Guild or at mass Meetings. This condition must be 
observed.' 15 When the marchers arrived in the capital to express 
their demands, their leaders could claim with some justification 
that they spoke for many more than just their own numbers. 
Even thejarrow Marchers used the principle of delegation. The 
'Crusaders' represented the whole town of ]arrow, and 
Wilkinson emphasized that they had to turn away scores of 
volunteers who also wanted to come along. 16 While the time on 
the road and the need to accommodate and feed the marchers 
effectively limited the size of the contingents, the delegation prin-
ciple provided a way out of this dilemma. 

13 Minutes March Committee, 16 Feb. 1936, p. 1, Working Class Movement Library, 
Salford (hereafter WCML), National League of the Blind (hereafter NLB), National 
Executive Council Minutes 1920-37.

14 Hannington, Unemployed Struggles, 183. 
15 March Circular no. 5, National Congress and March Council, p. 1, 9Jan. 1934, 

PRO, MEPO 2/3071, p. 556. 
16 Wilkinson, The Town that was Murdered, 200. Ennis, ']arrow March', 144. 
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The Military Theme and the Forgotten War Hero 

All groups of marchers tried hard to maintain military-style order 
and discipline on the road. This ensured that the contingents 
kept to their timetables, conveyed an image ofrespectability, and 
blended well with traditional working-class elements such as 
banners, flags, and bands playing music. In addition, the military 
theme gained the marchers the moral high ground. After the 
carnage· of the First World War, former servicemen had an 
undisputed claim to the nation's gratitude, but many war veter-
ans suffered from unemployment and were often pictured as 
forgotten heroes. 1 7 

All marchers played on this powerful image, starting with the 
National League in 1920, although none of the Blind Marchers 
had lost their sight in military service. Marching in close forma-
tion they, according the Yorkshire Weekly Post, imitated British 
soldiers 'in singing various national and sentimental ditties, and 
pantomime songs'. 18 A number of newspapers assumed that at 
least some of the blind were former servicemen, or had lost their 
sight during the war. 19 At times, the allusion was more subtle. 
The Daily Herald, for example, referred to the men as an 'army of 
the sightless', while a newspaper in Luton reported that part of 
the marchers' accommodation in this city 'resembled an Army 
baggage department'. 20 The speakers of the National League 
also blurred the distinction between civilian and war blind by 
stressing that many of the former had lost their sight while 
working 'during the distressing period of the war', and asserted 
that they had 'sacrificed' their sight in industry.21 

The town of J arrow had prospered on shipbuilding, and the 

17 See e.g. the cartoon 'The Dead Remembered-the Living Forgotten', Punch, 160 (5 
Jan. 1921), 1. 

18 'Blind Men's March', Yorkshire Weekly Post, 10 Apr. 1920, 19. 
19 See e.g. 'Blind Men's Welcome', Evening Standard, 23 Apr. 1920, 9. The Times, 

however, made it clear that the party did not include any ex-soldiers: 'Blind Marchers in 
London', The Times, 26 Apr. 1920, II. 

20 'March with the Blind', Daily Herald, 20 Apr. 1920, 1; 'Luton's Sympathy Aroused', 
Luton News and Bedfordshire Advertiser, 22 Apr. 1920, II. 

21 Deputation to the Rt. Hon. David Lloyd George (Prime Minister) from The 
National League of the Blind of Great Britain and Ireland. 10, Downing Street, 30 Apr. 
1920, p. II. House of Lords Record Office (hereafter HLRO), LG/F/230/3. See also e.g. 
'Blind Marchers at Derby', Derby and Chesterfield Reporter, 16 Apr. 1920, 5. 
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Crusaders also emphasized that their work had contributed to 
victory during the war. In addition, the presence of former 
servicemen among theJarrow Marchers was highlighted when 
talking to the press. When the Cabinet announced that it would 
not receive any deputation of marchers Wilkinson told the 
reporters, 'These men they are refusing to see include ex-
Servicemen, British Legion men, and "starred" shipyard workers, 
whom they were glad to have during 1914-18.'22 Even more than 
the blind, the Crusaders resembled a military unit on the move. 
Headed by their leaders, the men marched by army rules and had 
a field kitchen and a medical detachment. When entering a town, 
they would also march in step and in rows of four abreast, which 
further stressed the impression of military discipline. 23 

The members of the British Campaigners' Association were 
all former soldiers anyway, but the organization which most 
exploited the theme of the forgotten war hero was the National 
Unemployed Workers' Movement. During the first Hunger 
March, the NUWM organized a procession of unemployed war 
veterans past the Cenotaph after the official ceremony on 11 
November 1922. The veterans' military medals were pinned onto 
the banners of their contingents, while the men themselves had 
pawn tickets attached to their coats to show their destitution. 
Bands joined the march, which was headed by a wreath bearing 
the words: 'From the living victims-the unemployed-to our 
dead comrades, who died in vain.'24 Five years later, the Welsh 
miners staged a similar demonstration in Bath on their way to 
London, many of the men 'with rows of medals on their breasts 
for services rendered in the capitalist war', as Hannington put it. 25 

In 1936, the Hunger Marchers again marched past the London 
Cenotaph on Armistice Day, after the official service, and as late 
as 1938, some of the Scottish marchers wore their medals from the 
Great War on their way to Edinburgh. At the end of the 1930s, 
however, the journalists also discovered a new type of war 
veteran, who combined youthfulness and heroism. Reporting the 
fourth Scottish Hunger March in 1938, the Edinburgh Evening News 

22 'Wakefield Welcomes Marchers', Leeds Mercury, 15 Oct. 1936, clipping in LHA, 
EW-S, LP/WI/7. 

23 Wilkinson, The Town that was Murdered, 208; Ennis, 'Jarrow March', 153. 
24 According to Hannington, the NUWM mobilized 25,000 veterans on this occasion. 

Hannington, Unemployed Struggles, 77. 
25 Hannington, March of the Miners, 22. 
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observed: 'Most of the marchers are young men, many of them 
still in their teens, and a considerable number have recently 
returned to Scotland after fighting for some months with the 
International Brigade in the Spanish Government forces. '26 

The military theme was also omnipresent in the Movement's 
publications. The farewell given to the miners in Wales in 1927, 
for example, was compared by Hannington to 'one of the troop 
train departures in the early days of the war', 27 and when the 
Scots arrived at Edinburgh in 1928, he proudly proclaimed that 
the men 'were now a well drilled and disciplined army with even 
ranks and every man in step, marching in companies of twenty'. 28 
Similarly, the leader of the 1933 Scottish March, Harry McShane, 
wrote: 'columns of men were marching, men with bands, 
banners, slogans, everyone equipped with knapsack and blanket, 
their field cookers on ahead: an army in miniature, an unem-
ployed army, the Hunger Marchers'.29 

Again, the military appearance of the Hunger Marchers was no 
coincidence. It reflected the NUWM's roots in the Unemployed 
Ex-Servicemen's Organizations after the First World War as well 
as the leadership's desire that the marchers should appear disci-
plined and respectable. As the Hunger Marches became better 
organized, the NUWM issued precise instructions on 'Marching 
Formation and Leadership'. There was to be a space of six yards 
between each company, and it was regarded as 'very essential' 
that the men march in step, for this had 'a more striking effect 
upon the public, and demonstrates efficiency and control'. The 
chief contingent leader was to give his signals by whistle, and, if 
possible, a bugler was to be with the marchers to sound 
commands. Marchers who did not submit to the strict discipline 
were to be dismissed from the ranks. 30 

26 Hunger Marchers, Vivian Wright, Inspector, Special Branch, 11 Nov. 1936, PRO, 
MEPO 2/3091, p. 45; Ian MacDougall (ed.), Voices.from the Scottish Hunger Marches: Personal 
Recollections by Scottish Hunger Marchers of the 1920s and 1930s, 2 vols. (Edinburgh, 1990), i. 409 
n. 309; 'Week-End March', Edinburgh Evening News, 28 Nov. 1938, 7. 

27 Hannington, March of the Miners, 15-18. 
28 Id., Our March against the Starvation Government, 10. 

29 McShane, Three Days, 3. 
30 Quoted from 'Marching Formation and Leadership', Circular, National 

Headquarters Committee, NUWM, 1936, PRO, MEPO 2/3091, pp. 127-8. 
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Money, Martyrs, Mobilization 

Marching to the capital had a purpose beyond covering 
distances. As already mentioned, it was also a show of strength 
and served to build up tension for the climactic arrival of the 
marchers in London or Edinburgh. The return journey was far 
less dramatic-mostly by train or bus. 

But the time on the road also served other purposes. To begin 
with, all marches were major fund-raising efforts, and donations 
were solicited before as well as during a march. In April 1920, 
one contingent of Blind Marchers raised around £400 in 
Northampton alone, while thejarrow Marchers made a net profit 
of more than £78 in 1936. The Scottish March of 1933 achieved a 
surplus of £100, while the sixth Hunger March of 1936 achieved a 
staggering £1,000 profit.31 While not all marches were a financial 
success, there was always a chance that the marchers would 
collect more money than they had to spend. 

On every stop along the route, public meetings were held to 
collect money and drum up support. Walking to the capital was, 
as Ellen Wilkinson and others phrased it, a way of placing one's 
case before the citizens of the country. 32 This implied a certain 
drama, as an appeal to the nation was only legitimate as a last 
resort. The hardships endured by the marchers en route to the 
capital demonstrated that their case was, indeed, an urgent one. 
When the National League was challenged on the wisdom of 
subjecting blind men to a punishing march to London, the reply 
was that the hardships of the march were an improvement 
compared to the normal living conditions of many blind people. 33 

Likewise, the programme of the 1936 Hunger March challenged 
its critics: 'Surely, nobody will believe that we have undertaken 
this arduous endeavour lightly or without just cause. '34 

31 'Blind Marchers', Northampton Mercury, 23 Apr. 1920, 8; Memo to Mr Roundell, 
Ministry of Health, 6Jan. 1937, PRO, HH 57/213; Harry McShane andjoan Smith, 
Harry McShane: No Mean Fighter (London, 1978), 203 and 219. The 1928 Scottish March also 
achieved a surplus: Croucher, We Refuse, 95. 

32 Wilkinson, letter to the Editor, The Times, 26 Oct. 1936, clipping in PRO, MH 
57/213. 

33 'The Blind Marchers', Leicester Mercury, 15 Apr. 1920, 4. 
34 Why we March: Programme of the National Protest March, issued by the London Reception 

Committee.for the National Protest March (London, 1936), 5. 
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The hardships of the march were also frequently linked to 
Christian images. The National League had started its first march 
on Easter Monday, and the Blind Marchers were frequently 
called 'pilgrims' in the press. 35 The Hunger Marchers, too, were 
called 'the "cross bearers" of the organized unemployed move-
ment', and became 'Courageous Pilgrims of Poverty'. 36 The 
unemployed of ]arrow were on a 'crusade' for their town, and 
were also referred to by the press as 'pilgrims' who planted their 
cross in the heart ofLondon.37 The Marshal of thejarrow march 
even told one reporter that 'if Christ was here today He would 
march alongside our men'. 38 

In an ideal case, the marchers' willingness to endure hardships 
would galvanize the communities along the routes into providing 
an audience and political support, but also money, food, and 
accommodation. This, in return, would boost the morale of the 
marchers and strengthen their mandate. But motivation could 
also be gained by overcoming opposition to the marches. 

As already mentioned, the Labour Party's and the TUC's ban 
on supporting the Hunger Marchers and the Crusaders was 
frequently broken. The government had other means at its 
disposal. There were repeated demands to outlaw protest 
marches to the capital, and a bill to this effect was, indeed, 
drafted in 1932, but not introduced in Parliament. 39 Rather than 
infringing on the people's right to demonstrate, the government 
early on tried to discourage future marches by treating the 
marchers strictly as vagrants and as harshly as legally possible. 40 

35 'Blind Men's March', Leeds Mercury, 6 Apr. 1920, 7; 'Blind Men's March' The Times, 
6 Apr. 1920, 7. 

36 First quotation: Meeting [ofNUWM], B.James, P.C., Metropolitan Police, 23 Oct. 
1932, p. 2, PRO, MEPO 2/3064, p. 213; second quotation: Oxford Mail, quoted from 
Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 212. 

37 'Men "Not Available for Work"', North Mail, 1 Oct. 1936, clipping in PRO, MH 
57/213; ']arrow Plants Its Cross in the Heart of London', Newcastle Sunday Sun, 1 Nov. 36, 
clipping in LHA, EW-S, LP/WI/7. 

38 ']arrow Crusade ifChurchJoins', Shields Daily Gazette, 29 Sept. 19 36, clipping in 
LHA, EW-S, LP/WI/7. 

39 See Cabinet Committee on the Hunger Marchers, PRO, CAB 27/ 497. 
40 This instruction was given before the first Hunger March and was repeated again 

and again by the Ministry of Health. Hannington, Unemployed Struggles, 87; Unemployed 
March, Memo to General Inspectors, Apr. 1930, PRO, MH 57/99; Unemployed March, 
Memo to General Inspectors, 26 Sept. 1932, PRO, MEPO 2/3064, pp. 399-401; 
Circulated Paper IVa/2/r934: Hunger Marchers, Memo to General Inspectors, 22 Jan. 
1934, PRO, MEPO 2/3071, pt. 1, pp. 98-9; Circulated Paper IV /12/1936, Memo to 
General Inspectors, 1 Oct. 1936, PRO, MEPO 2/3091, p. 108. 
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A well-funded march with broad public and political support 
such as the ]arrow Crusade was virtually immune to these 
tactics.41 By contrast, the blind and the Campaigners lacked the 
power to do much against them in 1936. The Hunger Marchers, 
however, challenged the authorities whenever they could, and 
often succeeded. Confronted with large contingents of deter-
mined, well-organized men armed with walking sticks, even the 
local police often pressed for concessions to avoid trouble.42 

These small victories on the road would prepare the Hunger 
Marchers for the upcoming struggle in the capital. 

Climax in the Capital 

On arrival in London, the focus of conflict shifted from the local 
authorities to the Prime Minister, his Cabinet, and Parliament. 
Instead of covering distances, the goal was now to occupy space. 
Instead of putting one's case before the public, the aim was now 
to present it to members of the Cabinet or Parliament. 

The first space the marchers tried to fill was the site of the 
welcome meeting. In Edinburgh, the Mound was the place for 
larger meetings, but the demonstrators' main target was Princes 
Street. Injune 1933, the unemployed even spent a night there. 
'Right along the South pavement in the most aristocratic street in 
Britain lay the Hunger Marchers-blankets and newspapers 
spread out for mattresses!' Harry McShane described the sight in 
his account of the march: 'The wealthy dress-suited plutocracy as 
they came from their clubs and banquets, goggled, absolutely 
goggled!'43 

In the case of London, the space for welcome meetings was 
either Trafalgar Square or Hyde Park. The square had the 
advantage that collections could be taken, but the park was 
bigger. The blind ended their first march in Trafalgar Square in 

41 The 'Crusader' had to sleep in a workhouse only on four out of twenty stops 
(Darlington, Leicester, Market Harborough, and St Albans). On two or three occasions, 
the Public Assistance Committees also provided the usual diet for casuals. Otherwise, they 
only lent blankets. Marchers 1936-Progress Report, Memo, 5 Nov. 1946, PRO, MH 
57/213. 

42 Just one of many examples is described in Unemployed Marchers, to Sir Arthur 
Lowry fromJ. Topping, 29 Apr. 1930, PRO, MH 57/99. 

43 McShane, Three Days, 12-13. 
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1920, and the NUWM used it for the same purpose in 1927 and 
1929. For the bigger marches, however, the NUWM preferred 
Hyde Park. Thejarrow Crusaders also arrived in Hyde Park on 
1 November 1936, the same day the blind reached Trafalgar 
Square and held their welcome meeting there. The Campaigners 
ended their march in Hyde Park on 8 November 1936, but 
attracted little attention, as the NUWM's sixth Hunger March 
was also received there on the same day. 

The NUWM in particular always tried hard to make these 
meetings as impressive as possible, and the police and the press 
were keen to register the turnout as an indicator of support for 
the marchers. However, the figures given by the police, the press, 
and the organizers vary substantially, and none can be consid-
ered reliable. In 1936, for example, the 'the enormous amount of 
propaganda work' undertaken by the NUWM, which, according 
to the police, was done in order 'to get as many people as possi-
ble to go to the Park', resulted in a turnout of a quarter of a 
million people according to the Daily Herald, while the police 
counted only between 8,000 and ro,ooo people.44 

For the NUWM, the reception in London or Edinburgh was 
only the start of a long campaign of meetings and demonstra-
tions. For the other groups, it was usually their final mass 
meeting, although they all shared the desire to present their case 
before either Parliament or members of the Cabinet. In 1920, the 
Blind Marchers simply vowed to stay in London until the Prime 
Minister received them. Lloyd George eventually complied, but 
he was the last prime minister to do so.45 When the first Hunger 
Marchers arrived in London in 1922, they tried the same tactic, 
but without success. Refusing to discuss their demands with the 
Ministers of Labour and of Health, the Hunger Marchers failed 
to force a meeting with the PM. After three months, the 'tempo-
rary cessation of the Great National Hunger March' was 
proclaimed and the last marchers returned home.46 From then 
on, all following marches were boycotted by the PM and his 
Cabinet colleagues, and only a delegation of fem ale Hunger 
Marchers managed to enter ro Downing Street in 1934 at the 

44 Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 215. Hunger March and Demonstration Hyde Park, 
Special Branch, 8 Nov. 1936, pp. 51 , PRO, MEPO 2/3053. 

45 'The Blind Marchers', Evening Standard, 26 Apr. 1920, 7; 'Blind Marchers at Downing 
Street', Manchester Guardian, 1 May 1920, 12. 

46 Hannington, Insurgents in London, 27. 
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invitation of Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald's daughter.47 

In 1936, the Blind Marchers again wanted to see the PM, but 
quickly settled for an interview with sympathetic MPs. The 
Jarrow Marchers also remained within the constitutional frame-
work by having their petition in the Commons presented by their 
own MP, Ellen Wilkinson.48 

The fact that the leadership of the Hunger Marches was 
Communist was certainly one reason why prime ministers 
refused to receive them, but that does not explain the refusal to 
meet the Blind and theJarrow Marchers in 1936. The fear was 
that receiving an official delegation of marchers would set a 
precedent and undermine Parliament's role. 'In this country, 
governed by a Parliamentary system, where every adult has a 
vote and every area has its representative in the House of 
Commons to put forward grievances and suggest remedies, 
processions to London cannot claim to have any constitutional 
influence on policy', the government declared in an official state-
ment on 15 October 1936.49 

Two years earlier, MacDonald himself had already made it 
clear that he was always willing to meet with the unemployed 
while he was in his constituency, but that not everybody had the 
right to see him in London: 'If anyone who cares to come here 
either ... in a first-class carriage or after having slept in public 
halls or elsewhere thinks that he has a constitutional right to 
demand to see me and take up my time, whether I like it or not, 
then I say that he has nothing of the kind,' he told the Commons 
on 27 February 1934. 'If the individual is multiplied fifty-fold ... 
and they think that they have a constitutional right to compel me 
to see them, then I say that they are much mistaken; they have 
no such right.'50 

When a meeting could be contrived within the framework of 
representative government, prime ministers as well as their 

47 Kingsford, Hunger Marcher, 196. NUWM, Request to Ministers to Receive 
Deputations, Memo, no date, PRO, PIN 7/126. Letter to Robinson from Francis, 
Ministry of Health, 25 Oct. 1932, PRO, HLG 30/62; Previous History of Reception of 
Hunger Marchers, Memo, 25 Oct. 1932, PRO, HLG 30/62. 

48 A second petition from Tyneside was presented by the MP for Newcastle, Sir 
Nicholas Grattan-Doyle. 'M.P.s Hear ofJarrow's Plight', Glasgow Bulktin, 5 Nov. 1936, 
clipping in LHA, EW-S, LP/Wl/7. 

49 'Ministers and Marchers', Leeds Mercury, 15 Oct. 1936, clipping in LHA, EW-S, 
LP/WI/7. 

50 Hansard, 5th series, vol. 286, cols. 1078-g. 
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colleagues in the Cabinet were less hesitant to receive the unem-
ployed. Bonar Law met three leading NUWM members during a 
visit to Glasgow in December 1922, arguing that he did so in his 
capacity as Scottish representative, not as Prime Minister. 51 The 
Minister of Labour received Hunger Marchers in 1927 and 1936 
under the fiction that they were the constituents of the MPs who 
accompanied them. 52 Even Prime Minister MacDonald received 
a delegation from the Movement in 1931 on the condition that 
they were accompanied by MPs. 53 He also received a deputation 
fromJarrow inJanuary 1934 while visiting his constituency in 
Seaham, 54 whereas two years later his successor Stanley Baldwin 
announced that he would not meet the 'Crusaders' or any other 
delegation of marchers in London. 

What the government mainly objected to was the constitu-
tional challenge the marches represented, as the people were 
meant to express their grievances only through their elected 
representatives. The NUWM, in particular, was, however, deter-
mined to let the victims of poverty speak for themselves. 
Repeatedly snubbed by ministers and denied the chance to plead 
its case at the Bar of the House, the movement tried to force its 
way into the centres of power. 

The precedent occurred in 1922, when some 130 marchers 
entered the lobby of the Houses of Parliament in small groups. 
On a pre-arranged signal, they revealed posters with slogans and 
began to sing 'The Red Flag' before eventually being thrown 
out. 55 Similar events were organized during later Hunger 
Marches, when the unemployed addressed the Commons from 
the public gallery, sang songs in the lobby, and turned up in their 
scores at Westminster Palace, demanding to see their respective 
MPs. In addition, the Hunger Marchers repeatedly raided 

51 The deputation consisted of Harry McShane, J. Mulligan, and Allan Campbell. 
Hannington, Unemployed Struggles, 93. 

52 Hannington, March of the Miners, 27-8; Hunger March 1936, Vivian Wright, 
Inspector, Special Branch, 16 Nov. 1936, p. 10, PRO, MEPO 2/3091, p. 34- In Scotland, 
the policy of the Divisional Offices towards deputations from the unemployed was more 
liberal, and the marchers were received by Scottish officials in 1928, 1932, and 1938. 
Hannington, Unemployed Struggles, 178-9; letter to Humbert Wolfe from]. M. Cramond, 
Ministry of Labour, Divisional Office for Employment and Insurance, Edinburgh, 7 Mar. 
1932, PRO, PIN 7/126; 'Unemployed Marchers', Scotsman, 28 Nov. 1938, 7. 

53 Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 133. Hannington, however, was denied entrance. 
Hannington, Unempwyed Struggles, 221. 

54 Wilkinson, The Town that was Murdered, 1941 . 
55 Hannington, Insurgents in London, 15-16. 
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government buildings. In 1930, for example, three parties simulta-
neously targeted the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Labour, 
and the House of Commons. They managed to occupy a room in 
the Ministry of Health and forced their way right up to the doors 
of the House of Commons chamber, before they were overpow-
ered. 56 In 1936, thejarrow Crusaders watched the presentation of 
their petition in the House of Commons from the gallery. 
Thoroughly disappointed by the brief affair, the men suggested a 
'stay-in strike' in Parliament in order to force a second hearing, or 
a meeting with the PM, but were persuaded by their leaders to 
leave Westminster Palace.57 Occupying government buildings 
remained a tactic exclusive to the NUWM. 

The NUWM's militancy, along with the frequency with which 
it organized new Hunger Marches, triggered a full-scale response 
from the government, which used the law as well as violence and 
defamation. In 1922, for example, the PM's office passed the 
police files of twenty-one leading Hunger Marchers on to the 
press, and the Daily Mail chose to print them verbatim. 58 The 
police's readiness to attack Hunger Marchers with batons and 
truncheons led to concerns within the NUWM that the unem-
ployed would hesitate to participate in these demonstrations, and 
the movement even toyed with the idea of a 'Workers' Defence 
Force' in 1930. 59 

The most violent Hunger March, however, was in 1932, when 
the NUWM had isolated itself politically and the government felt 
free to handle the marchers roughly. In addition to the battles 
fought with the police, leading members of the movement were 
arrested. Tom Mann, the NUWM's treasurer, and the move-
ment's secretary, Emrhys Llewellyn, were sentenced to two 
months' imprisonment under the Seditious Meetings Act of 1817 

56 Id., Unemployed Strvggks, 215. 
57 'Let's Stay-In Here: Jarrow Marchers' Gesture at House of Commons', Western 

Mail, 4 Nov. 1936, and 'Miss Ellen Wilkinson in Tears in Commons', Daily Mai~ 5 Nov. 
1936, both clippings in LHA, EW-S, LP/Wl/7. 

58 Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 52-3. 
59 NUWM, Report of Decisions taken at the National Administrative Council 

Meeting. Held in London on Saturday and Sunday August 23rd & 24th, 1930, p. 7. 
MML, Hannington and Brown Papers, A III. It later advocated 'that the Cmps be run on 
the lines ofH.M. Army, i.e. that ex-soldiers who have been trained to drill be deputed to 
instruct the workers how best to defend themselves against police charges and to use all 
available weapons, cover etc., to counter such charges.' NUWM, Buckell, P.S., Special 
Branch, 5 Oct. 1932, p. 2, PRO, MEPO 2/3064, p. 380. 
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and an act from the fourteenth century, not because they had 
done anything wrong, but because they refused to promise to 
keep the peace in the future. 60 In the words of MacDonald, the 
imprisonment of 78-year-old Tom Mann drew 'some very 
weighty protests' from many quarters, from Church dignitaries 
to trade unionists, causing the PM to suggest the early release of 
the prisoners to the Home Secretary-in vain.61 The rise of 
fascism in Europe, however, made the NUWM subsequently 
seem more acceptable and also gained it increasing support 
among the middle classes, while concern about the police's 
tactics in 1932 led to the foundation of the Council for Civil 
Liberties in 1934, shortly before the fifth Hunger March reached 
London. 62 The way in which the marchers were policed was the 
result not only of their own behaviour, but also depended on the 
number and quality of their allies in British society. 

Conclusion 

The first March of the Blind to London in 1920 cast the mould 
and set the tone for the following processions: the main aim was 
to drum up widespread public support for the marchers' political 
demands, which included a wish to present their case in person 
at the centre of political power. The marchers acted as delegates 
for their home area or occupational group, representing more 
than their own numbers. The symbols employed were predomi-
nantly borrowed from the military, which was intended to be less 
of a threat than a proof of respectability and deservingness. In 
addition, the marchers were also described in Christian terms, 
centring around the concepts of pilgrimage and self-sacrifice. 

At constitutional level, the marches were outright failures. 
With the exception of the blind in 1920, no group of marchers 
was officially received by the PM or heard at the Bar of the 
House of Commons. Marching to London was widely recog-
nized as a constitutional right, but representation was successfully 

6° Croucher, We Refuse, 141-4; Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 16!-s; see also PRO, HO 
144/!9836. 

61 Letter, MacDonald, MP, to John Gilmour, MP, 28 Dec. 1932, PRO, HO 144/ 
19836. 

62 Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 191-s; Hunger March and Demonstration Hyde Park, 
Special Branch, 8 Nov. 1936, p. 13, PRO, MEPO 2/3053. 
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defended as the exclusive privilege of elected MPs. If delegations 
were accompanied by MPs, Cabinet ministers would, at times, 
receive delegates even from the usually ostracized NUWM. 
When the marchers claimed to have a political mandate of their 
own, however, the government drew the line. 

Otherwise, the impact of the national protest marches is more 
difficult to assess. Various British governments tried to intimidate 
those who took to the road and to deter others from copying their 
example, which probably suggests that national protest marches 
were an effective form of political protest. Whether the govern-
ment was influenced to act by the marches is more difficult to 
determine, although some organizations behind the marches 
claimed that this was the case. The National League of the Blind, 
for example, saw a connection between its two marches and the 
passing of the 1920 and 1938 Blind Persons Acts. 63 The Hunger 
Marchers could point to the suspension of the thirty stamps' qual-
ification in 1929, the end of the 'not genuinely seeking work' 
clause in 1930, and the passing of the Transitional Payments 
(Determination of Needs) Act in 1932, or the changes in the regu-
lations governing the Unemployment Assistance Board in 1936. 
In addition, Hannington claimed that the NUWM's activities 
prevented the unemployed from being seduced by 'Fascist dema-
gogy'. 64 Even the 'Crusaders' could find solace in the knowledge 
that a few jobs were created by private initiatives inJarrow after 
the march, although they failed in their aim to gain government 
assistance for their town. In addition, their march putJarrow on 
the map and made it, to the present day, a symbol of the 
economic misery of the 193os.65 

Although historians are divided about how successful the 
national protest marches between the world wars were, there can 
be little doubt that they had a political impact and offered 
marginalized groups an outlet for making themselves heard and 
soliciting support. Country roads and city streets were an effective 
mass medium to which access was unrestricted and free of charge. 
On the roads and streets, a larger and more diverse audience 

63 T. H. Smith (ed.), Golden Jubilee Souvenir Brochure, foreword by Sir Vincent Tewson 
(London, no date), 14-18; TomJ. Parker, 189fr1974 Years efExcitement ... and Disappointment" 
The National uogue ef the Blind and Disabled (Glasgow, no date), 6. 

64 Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 236; Hannington, Unemployed Struggles, 326. 
65 However, only pre-war rearmament finally ended mass unemployment inJarrow. 

Ennis, '.]arrow March', 163; Kingsford, Hunger Marchers, 221. 
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could be reached than through partisan newspapers and meet-
ings. In addition, the marchers provided the towns and villages 
along the road, as well as the upper classes in the capital, with 
graphic impressions of poverty in Britain. One newspaper, report-
ing on the blind march in 1920, wrote that 'it needed this mass 
presentation of the tragedy of the sightless to bring home to the 
hearts of many their difficulties and their needs'.66 Reading about 
poverty and unemployment was not enough; the people had to 
see its victims. It was also thanks to the marchers that George 
Orwell could write in 1937, 'After all, even the middle classes-
yes, even the bridge clubs in the country towns-are beginning to 
realise that there is such a thing as unemployment.'67 

66 'Luton's Sympathy Aroused', Luton News and Betffordshire Advertiser, 22 Apr. 1920, n. 
67 George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, foreword by Victor Gollancz (San Diego, no 

date), 86-7.
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Fascist Marches in Italy and Germany: 

Squadre and SA 
before the Seizure of Power 

SVEN REICHARDT 

I 

'Propaganda is no substitute for violence, but one of its aspects', 
wrote Franz Leopold Neumann as long ago as late 1941, in his 
famous book on National Socialism, Behemoth.' This undoubtedly 
also applied to the period of rising National Socialism, when 
electoral appeals and street violence were closely linked. 
Although Italian fascism, unlike the Nazi Party in Germany, had 
few electoral victories to boast of, street violence at election times 
also played a large part in Italy.2 Dino Grandi, who had just 
become secretary of the Partito Nazionale Fascista (PNF) in the 
province of Emilia Romagna in 1921, explained at the party 
conference held in Rome in the same year that the elections were 
'nothing but a spedizione punitive (punitive expedition)' directed 
against the parliamentary system and its customs. Roberto 
Farinacci, squadre leader from Cremona, added that 'the elections 
were part of the civil war itself, and that in battle, the only thing 
that matters is to defeat the opponent'. 3 

This essay is a shortened and revised translation of Sven Reichardt, 'Formen faschi-
stischer Gewalt: Faschistische Kampfbiinde in Italien und Deutschland nach dem Ersten 
Weltkrieg. Eine typologische Deutung ihrer Gewaltpropaganda wahrend der Bewe-
gungsphase des Faschismus', Sociologus, 51 (2001), 55-88, printed here with the permission 
of Duncker & Humblot GmbH, Berlin. Translated by Angela Davies, GHIL. 

1 Franz Leopold Neumann, Behemoth: Struktur u:nd Praxis des Nationalsozialismus 1933-1944, 
ed. Gert Schäfer (Frankfurt am Main, 1977), 505. 

2 On the statistically demonstrable connection between electoral activity and violence 
in Germany and Italy, see Sven Reichardt, Faschistische Kampfbiinde: Gewalt und Gemeinschaft 
im italienischen Squadrismus und in der deutschen SA (Cologne, 2002), 88-93; Dieter Ohr, 
Nationalsozialistische Propaganda und Weimarer Wahlen: Empirische Analysen zur Wirkung von 
NSDAP-Versammlungen (Opladen, 1997). 

3 Grandi, quoted from Emilio Gentile, Storia de/ partito fascista, 1919-1922: Movimento e 
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One of the main features of fascist movements in Italy and 
Germany was that they regarded propaganda as a message of 
power interspersed with violence. Propaganda merged into beat-
ings, demonstrations into doctrine. In the words of Mussolini: 
'Our doctrine is the deed.'4 

This essay will explore the context of propaganda as violence. 
The main focus will be on the organized actions and demonstra-
tions of the fascist fighting corps in Italy and Germany. The Nazi 
Sturmabteilung (SA, storm troopers) and the Italian squadristi were 
quite clearly responsible for most of the propaganda of violence 
during the rise of the fascist mass movements. The essay will 
examine the forms that these fascist demonstrations of violence 
assumed, and the types of fascist propaganda of violence that can 
be distinguished. The typology of events, symbols, and rituals of 
the fascist propaganda of violence presented here is limited to 
three types of publicly organized and systematically pursued 
demonstrations of physical force. It excludes smaller clashes and 
spontaneous quarrels in the everyday symbolic struggles on the 
street. 5 The following typology is based on seven criteria asking 
the following questions. First, what was the occasion or the 
trigger for the demonstration of violence? Second, what aesthetic 
means were employed? Third, what sort of organizational prepa-
ration and execution were required? Fourth, how frequent was 
this type of demonstration? Fifth, how many people were 
involved in the use of violence? Sixth, at what groups was the 
milizia (Rome, 1989), 378; Roberto Farinacci, Die faschistische Revolution, 3 vols. (Munich, 
1940), ii. 275. For the biographies of Grandi and Farinacci see Mimmo Franzinelli, 
Squadristi: Protagonisti e tecniche della vwlenzafascista 191rr1922 (Milan, 2003), 2261 , 214-15. 

4 Benito Mussolini, Discorsi politici (Milan, 1921), 81~. 
5 In total, seven forms of violent fascist propaganda can be distinguished. This essay 

does not deal with the following forms of violent encounter: first, those that occurred 
during Party events held indoors (Saalschlachten); second, those that took place in the 
context of the guerrilla warfare waged around their political opponents' centres of 
communication and sociability (in Germany, the bars frequented by the SA and the Red 
Front Fighters, and in Italy, the relevant cqffe, ost,erie, or case del popolo); third, those that 
were part of deliberate attempts to murder socialist or Communist functionaries; and 
fourth, those that resulted from spontaneous clashes between small fascist groups and 
their political opponents (guerrilla warfare for political symbols). On this see Reichardt, 
'Formen faschistischer Gewalt', 68-77; id., Faschistische Kampjbunde, 120-33. Cf. also Peter 
H. Merkl, 'Formen nationalsozialistischer Gewaltanwendung: Die SA der Jahre 
1925-1933', in Wolfgang]. Mommsen and Gerhard Hirschfeld (eds.), Sozialprotest, Gewal~ 
Terror: Gewaltanwendung durch politische und gesellschajtliche Rantfgruppen im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert 
(Stuttgart, 1982), 422-40; Adrian Lyttelton, 'Faschismus und Gewalt: Sozialer Konflikt 
und politische Aktion in Italien nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg', ibid. 303-24. 
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violence directed? And seventh, what indirect symbolic impact 
did this propaganda of violence have? After this typology has 
been applied to the fascist propaganda of violence, the conclu-
sions drawn will be presented in context. 

II 

Spedizioni punitive and SA-Landpropaganda 

Spedizioni punitive or punitive expeditions undoubtedly formed the 
basis of the fascist propaganda of violence during its phase of 
movement. These actions were concentrated on the rural strong-
holds of the socialist movement, and the ostensible reasons for 
them were mostly similar. Whenever a fascist was murdered or 
injured in a small town or village, a few hours later or on the next 
day, hundreds of armed squadristi arrived on lorries for a punitive 
expedition, and overwhelmed their socialist opponents. 

The particular efficacy of the acts of violence perpetrated by 
the squadristi was the result largely of their great mobility and the 
efficient co-ordination of their operations based on co-operation. 
The fact that many of the squadre were equipped with lorries made 
it possible for groups from a large area to come together for a 
punitive expedition, thus enormously expanding the radius of 
action. Thus the Pisa Fascio, for example, organized expeditions 
against more than a hundred localities throughout Tuscany, 
many of which were far away from Pisa. In other regions, too, 
such expeditions often started from the province's urban centre, 
and they frequently resulted in permanent partnerships between 
two to three Fasci. 6 

The victims of the squadre had often been denounced by local 
landowners and large tenant farmers (agran) who often led 
the fascist squadre to their goal. Often the agrari and their local 
corps paid the fascist squadre, and sometimes they were leaders, 
founders, or commanders of their own local squadre. In addition, 
the agrari or the military provided the lorries for these expedi-
tions, and paid for the petrol. This meant that towards the end of 

6 Angelo Tasca, Glauben, gehorchen, kampfen: Aufstieg des Faschismus (Vienna, 1969), 131, 
148, 152-4; Anthony L. Cardoza, Agrarian Elites and Italian Fascism: The Province ef Bologna 
1901-1926 (Princeton, 1983), 317; Paul R. Comer, Fascism in Ferrara, 1915-1925 (Oxford, 
1975), 139. 
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1921, the squadrists were often better equipped than the police. 
In fact, the squadre often co-operated with the normal police. 
Quite frequently, the police disarmed the socialists immediately 
before a punitive expedition, with the result that they could offer 
no resistance to the fascist squadre. Hostility towards the Red 
revolutionaries (sovversivz) was fully shared by the ordinary cara-
biniere or maresciallo (police chief), who was not infrequently the 
squadrists' drinking companion. 7 

The intention of the punitive expeditions was to disrupt the 
institutions of the Italian labour movement so seriously that they 
could not function. No distinction was made between the revolu-
tionary and reformist wings of the socialist movement. Mostly the 
autonomous camere del lavoro, which were important to unskilled 
labourers, were burnt down. These institutions fulfilled a broad 
range of functions, from that of labour and information exchange 
and the headquarters of strike organizations, to providing a place 
for sociability. Thus they were important, polyfunctional centres 
of the labour movement. Similarly, care homes, socialist commu-
nal administrations, and co-operatives along with their local party 
offices and other cultural sub-organizations were destroyed. The 
editorial offices and print-works producing socialist newspapers 
were attacked and burnt down. These acts of violence, described 
as 'punitive expeditions', were carried out in a systematic and 
deliberate way. 8 

Most similar to the Italian punitive expeditions was the 
Landpropaganda of the SA. Shared features were that the violence 
was perpetrated by a large group of SA men drawn from the 
whole region, and that the violence was targeted, planned, and 
calculated. The objective was to overwhelm the region by 
constantly repeating SA demonstrations. Not until after 1928 did 

7 Corner, Fascism, 124-6; Cardoza, Agrarian Elites, 304, 310, 323-6; Simona Colarizi, 
Dopoguerra efascismo in Puglia (191g-1926) (Bari, 1971), 135-6; Rolando Cavandoli, Le origini 
delfascismo a &ggio Emilia (Rome, 1972), 130-1; Frank M. Snowden, Th£ Fascist Revolution m 
Tuscany: 191g-1922 (Cambridge, 1989), 171; Claudio G. Segre, Italo Balbo: A Fascist Life 
(Berkeley, 1990), 49, 87; Lawrence L. Squeri, Politics in Parma 1900---1925." Th£ Rise efFascism 
(Ann Arbor, 1976), 91-2; Tasca, Glauben, 139; Mario Vaini, Le origini delfascismo aMantova 
(1914-1922) (Rome, 1961), 137; Elio Apih, Italia, Jascismo e antifascismo in Venezia Giulia 
(1918-1943) (Bari, 1966), 138-40. 

8 Reichardt, Faschistische Kampjbiinde, 84-8;Jens Petersen, 'Das Problem der Gewalt im 
italienischen Faschismus 1919-1925', in Mommsen and Hirschfeld (eds.), Sozialprotest, 
Gewalt, Terror, 325-48, at 335-8; Tasca, Glauben, 439; Gentile, Storia, 608; Franzinelli, 
Squadristi, 75-86. 
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the Nazi party increasingly adopt this 'rural tactic' in response to 
electoral successes in the country and catastrophic results in the 
towns. 9 Initially Landpropaganda served as a symbolic demonstra-
tion of the Nazis' strength: SA parades were a military spectacle. 
However, the local people did not see them simply as 'a welcome 
diversion, to some extent comparable with that offered by a fair, a 
circus, or a film', 10 because the disciplined march-past of the SA 
columns, which visited a village or a region several times within a 
very short period, always escalated into outbreaks of violence. 
Triggered by the potential for violence latent in a concentrated 
paramilitary presence in a small, geographically circumscribed 
space, the symbolic threat was transformed into physical violence 
as a result of a feeling of omnipotence among the SA. The space 
was occupied by the brown-shirted battalions for several hours, 
and the typical course taken by these SA events created a tempo-
ral restructuring. Reveille, roll-call, commemoration of the fallen 
at the war memorial, propaganda march through the small town, 
a march past the local SA leaders followed by a parade and a 
public meeting, perhaps accompanying sports events, a concert 
given by the SA band, an evening meeting indoors, a torchlight 
procession at night, and, finally, a military tattoo-this was the 
standard daily programme followed by the SA in their Landpro-
paganda. 11 The other side of this demonstration of discipline and 
power was represented by the violent excesses perpetrated. A 
government official in Stettin, for example, writing with reference 
to the situation in Naugard in December of 1931, commented, 
entirely typically, that 'a mood of battle' predominated and that 
the SA was 'abusing peaceful citizens'. 12 An important feature of 
the urban SA's Landpropaganda expeditions to surrounding villages 

9 Peter D. Stachura, 'Der kritische Wendepunkt? Die NSDAP und die Reichs-
tagswahlen vom 20. Mai 1928', Vzerteijahrshe.fie.fiir 2:,tdtgeschichte, 26 (1978), 78-99;Johnpeter 
Horst Grill, 'The Nazi Party's Rural Propaganda before 1928', Central European History, 15 
(1982), 149-85; Peter Longerich, Die braunen Bataillone: Geschichte der SA (Munich, 1989), 
72,. 

10 Longerich, Die braunen Bataillone, 74. 
11 Thomas Balistier, 'Freiheit, Gemeinschaft, Macht: Gewaltfaszination der SA', in 

Ulrich Hermann and Ulrich Nassen (eds.), Formative Asthetik im Nationalsozialismus: 
lntentionen, Medien und Praxiiformen totalitiirer iisthetischer Herrschafl und Beherrschung (Weinheim, 
1993), 91-8, at 961 ; Thomas Balistier, Gewalt und Ordnung: Kalkiil und Faszination der SA 
(Munster, 1989), 140-2. 

12 Geheimes Staatsarchiv PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, I. HA, Rep. 77, Ministerium des 
Innern, Tit. 4043, no. 121, fo. 24 (M). 
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was the combination of an aesthetic occupation by SA banners, a 
symbolic readiness for violence embodied by the military parades, 
and violent excesses. The route of these expeditions, mostly 
involving about a hundred men, would be planned days ahead, 
and the expeditions were carried out with military and tactical 
precision, sporting a vanguard, a rearguard, and protection for 
the flanks. 13 

Thus in the case of Italy as well as Germany, a form of action 
was practised in which rural regions were targeted and repeat-
edly visited, at short intervals, by large fighting corps which 
intimidated their political opponents through terror. The impres-
sion this created that the fascists controlled a huge force of street 
fighters both intimidated their opponents and gave local fascists 
the courage to make outspoken demands of state organs. When 
in April 1932 a subdivision of the SA in Upper Silesia put 
together propaganda storm troops (Propagandastiirme), each 
numbering eighty men, which visited a total of 250 smaller local-
ities, the head of the administrative district of Oppeln banned 
their activities on the grounds that these marching columns were 
not on the election campaign trail. Rather, he argued, their 
purpose was 'largely to intimidate the people of the district'. 
When the members of one of these propaganda storm troops 
were arrested in the course of a planned occupation by the SA, 
the local SA standard-bearer told the district administrator who 
was responsible: 'If the arrested men are not released by tomor-
row morning, I will set 5,000 SA men loose in the district, and 
they will catch you and beat you up.' 14 

Similarly unpunished was the leader of Florentine squadrism, 
Marquis Dino Perrone Compagni, who expressed himself even 
more clearly in a letter of April 1921 to a local mayor in Tuscany. 
The community, he said, could no longer be led by an individual 
like the mayor, whom he advised to resign within the next two 
weeks. Otherwise, he would have to bear 'ogni responsibilita di 
cose e di persone'. Should he turn to the state authorities, the 

13 Cf. Hans GerdJaschke and Martin Loiperdinger, 'Gewalt und NSDAP vor 1933: 
Asthetische Okkupation und physischer Terror', in Rainer Steinweg (ed.), Faszination der 
GewalL' Politische Strategic und Alltagserfahrung (Frankfurt am Main, 1983), 123-55, at 133, 137, 
141; Deutsche ,<,eitung, 5 Apr. 1930; Vorwtirts, 5 Apr. 1931;Julek Karl von Engelbrechten, Eine 
braune Annee entstehl' Die Geschichte der Berlin-Brandenburger SA (Munich, 1937), 125-6, 196. 

14 Geheimes Staatsarchiv PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, I. HA, Rep. 77, Ministerium des 
Innem, Tit. 4043, no. 311, fos. 208-9 (M). 
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deadline for the ultimatum would be brought forward by four 
days. The marquis quite openly signed this threatening letter, 
which was written under the official letterhead of the Florentine 
Fascia, with his own name. 15 Such demands for socialist mayors 
to resign were part of everyday life in Italy from 1921. Should a 
mayor refuse to comply, punitive expeditions were sent out, in 
the course of which random executions took place, houses were 
burned down, and socialist officials driven out. Injanuary 1921, 
even the conservative newspaper Giomale d'/talia wrote about 
conditions in Ferrara: 'Punitive expeditions set out day by day. 
The fascist lorry is driven to a particular village, straight to the 
house of a particular League leader . . . If the capolega remains 
firm, violence replaces argument. In most cases, the negotiations 
alone have the desired effect. If not, revolvers talk.' 16 The arsenal 
of subversive measures ranged from threatening the authorities 
and demanding resignations to removing mayors and prefects 
from office. Particularly in 1922, this led to local rule by fascist 
squadre, especially in Emilia Romagna, with no democratic legiti-
mation. Thus in March 1922 an inspector of public security 
reported from the province of Mantua to head office in Rome 
that in fifty-four of the sixty-eight provincial communes socialist 
administrative employees had resigned in the face of violence 
perpetrated by fascist squadre. In addition, socialist periodicals 
had ceased publication, and many institutions of the labour 
movement, from trade union head offices and co-ops to socialist 
and Communist cultural centres, had been destroyed. 1 7 

The differences between Italy and Germany are obvious. 
Whereas in Italy the threat of punitive expeditions, and their 
execution, by fascist squadre were part of everyday life, in 
Germany the boastful threats of the SA leaders concerning the 
power of their organization were rarely carried out, even in their 
north German strongholds, thanks largely to the comparatively 
functional German police. In the German case, the occupation 
of public space was a symbolic instrument used mainly for elec-
toral purposes, whereas in Italy hostility and contempt for the 

15 Tasca, Glauben, 132; Gaetano Salvemini, Scritti sulfascismo (Milan, 1961), i. 55, 545-6. 
16 Giomale d'ltalia, 23Jan. 1921. 
17 Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Direzione Generale della Pubblica Sicurezza, CA 

1922, Fasc. 'Fasci di combattimento. Mantova': report by Paolella to Direzione Generale 
della Pubblica Sicurezza, 20 Mar. 1922; Corner, Fascism, 223; Tasca, Glauben, 131-2; 
Manila Cancogni, Storia deUo squadrismo (Milan, 1959), 111-12, 120. 
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state were bloody reality, and resulted in the systematic destruc-
tion of the institutions of the labour movement. Action by fascist 
squadre was more frequent, more terrorist in nature, was paid for 
by agrari, and could count on the co-operation of the police and 
the military. 

The SA's Landpropaganda and the fascist squadre's punitive expe-
ditions shared a rural setting, the regional concentration of 
forces, the claim to dominate public space by virtue of an inva-
sion of violence, and the selection of a specific target, namely, 
functionaries and organizations of the labour movement. 

Occupazioni di città and Stadtbesetzungen 

To be distinguished from this is the second type of fascist propa-
ganda of violence: the occupation of whole towns by the mass 
invasion of fascist troops. The general prerequisite for this was a 
certain degree of strength and mobilization of the members of 
the fighting corps. Actions of this nature also required military 
planning and precise organization, a tactical division into various 
companies, and close control of the routes of advance and disper-
sal, which could cover considerable distances. 

The city occupations (occupazioni di città) instituted by the 
squadrists in 1922, in particular, were always interspersed by acts 
of violence, which were a deliberately calculated part of the events 
staged. A typical example was the occupation of Ferrara in 
April-May 1922. In a circular of 27 April 1922 from Italo Balbo, 
the notorious 24-year-old squadrist leader, to the leader of the 
Fasci in the province, we read: 'A rally is to be held in Ferrara 
which will exceed anything that fascism has yet had to show in 
Ferrara. It will form the yardstick of our power.' One month later, 
forces were mobilized, and on 12 May 1922, between 40,000 and 
60,000 squadrists stood before the gates of Ferrara, a town which 
in 1921 numbered just 107,000 inhabitants. 'The town is in our 
power,' Balbo claimed in his diary. In fact, the squadrists took 
over the town's schools as their headquarters, traffic in the town 
was completely paralysed, shops and businesses, including bars, 
were closed, and armed sentries for each group of a hundred men 
patrolled the strategically important junctions such as the access 
roads to the town. The telephone wires which connected the town 
with the province had earlier been cut. The entry of the fascist 
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squadre, which took about three hours, began in the early hours; 
relays maintained contact between the individual battalions. At 
around IO a.m., the squadrists assembled for a roll-call taken by 
Italo Balbo. Thereafter he had a meeting with the town prefect in 
which he openly threatened to attack the prefecture unless the 
prefect immediately organized public works for the town's unem-
ployed. While this was taking place, the squadrists marched three 
abreast through the town for hours, carrying their flags, their 
songs accompanying the marching columns. Repeated cries of 
'Down with the government. Long live Italy' were heard. 18 If we 
believe the report by Bladier, Prefect of Ferrara, this militant 
gesture had an immense impact on the people of the town, as all 
political parties supported the occupation. Bladier complained 
that, encouraged by the 'large majority' of the population, 
Ferrara had been turned into the 'heart and brains of the new 
fascist party' by the huge escalation in anti-socialist violence. Thus 
the political means of street violence became intertwined with 
concrete political demands addressed to the state authorities in a 
manner that was typical of the fascists. 19 

Such occupations took place repeatedly throughout 1922. 
After Ferrara, for example, Rovigo was occupied in mid-May. 
Bologna was occupied at the end of May; Cremona and 
Ravenna in July of the same year. In each case, tens of thousands 
of squadrists were drawn from the surrounding provinces. They 
broke through police cordons and, seemingly effortlessly, invaded 
the towns. The occupations lasted only a few days, during which 
the socialist organizations and buildings were systematically 
destroyed. At the same time, the typical squadrists' ridicule was 
directed at the overstretched urban administrations, which were 
accused of 'cowardice' and 'weakness'.20 

In Germany, the monstrous mass rallies organized by the SA 
also aimed to occupy space symbolically, but during the Weimar 
Republic they only once managed to bring a whole town into 
their power. On 17 and 18 October 1931 about 60,000 SA men 
assembled for the 'central German SA meeting' in Brunswick, a 

18 Italo Balbo, Der Marsch auf Rom: T agebuch der Revolution 1922 (Leipzig, 1933), 60, 72-4. 
19 Bladier quoted from Comer, Fascism, 217-18. 
20 On this, with further reading, see Reichardt, Faschistische Kampfbiinde, 109-10; 

Gentile, Storia, 593; Pietro Alberghi, Ilfascismo in Emilia Romogna: Dalle origini alla marcia su 
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SVEN REICHARDT 

town with a population of 148,000, and transformed it into an 
army camp. In the process, the Nazis made use of a specific 
aesthetic which combined mysterious, quasi-religious means with 
the impression of belligerent power. Thus after a night-time 
torchlight procession, the SA combined a roll-call the next 
morning with the liturgical climax of a consecration of the stan-
dard by Adolf Hitler. After this ceremony the SA and SS forma-
tions marched past Hitler for six hours. During the event, four 
Nazi propaganda planes-the cutting edge of modem technol-
ogy-circled above the town. Meanwhile, under cover of the 
roll-call and march-past, violent excesses were taking place. On 
both days SA troops rampaged through the working-class 
districts of the Brunswick old town, singing their battle songs. 
During real 'punitive expeditions in the working-class districts' 
(Berliner Tageblatt), SA men armed with iron bars and weapons 
threw paving stones into houses, destroyed shops, and shot at and 
stormed individual homes. The SA broke through the thin police 
cordons intended to close off the old town. For two days, the rule 
of law was practically suspended. As the Berliner T ageblatt 
commented appropriately: 'Despite their best intentions, the 
police were frequently powerless in the face of the rampaging 
mob of Hitler-people. ' 21 On this 'Bloody Sunday' ( Vorwärts) in 
Brunswick two workers died and sixty-two were injured. Thus 
symbolic occupation was allied with terror directed specifically at 
the working class. The SA meeting in Brunswick also had special 
symbolic significance because it took place one week after a 
meeting of the national associations in Bad Harzburg. Brunswick 
was intended as a powerful demonstration both of the independ-
ence of the Nazis from their partners in Harzburg, and of their 
strength in the small federal state (Land) run by the Nazi Interior 
Minister, Dietrich Klagges. Unlike the town occupations by 
fascist squadre in Italy, the Brunswick meeting had no immediate 
and specific power-political purpose, but it was the expression of 
a strongly symbolic understanding of politics. The images of 
unity, strength, youth, and revolt projected aesthetic and liturgi-
cal concepts as well as violence itself. 22 

21 Berliner T ageblatt, no. 493, 19 Oct. 1931. 
22 On the central German SA meeting see Geheimes Staatsarchiv PreuBischer 
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Differences between Germany and Italy also emerge in the 
town occupations achieved by the mass deployments. The Italian 
fascists to some extent posed a serious threat, whereas the specta-
cle of the SA in Brunswick did not represent a real threat to the 
local government. Nor could it be repeated. The threats made by 
the fascist squadre in Italy, by contrast, especially in the Po valley, 
were immediately transformed into concrete demands addressed 
to the organs of government. The gesture was more than a mere 
symbolic demonstration, and its terrorist features emerged 
clearly. But in both cases the town occupations put the organs of 
the state out of action. In both cases, the mass deployments 
served group cohesion, conveying to their members an impres-
sive image of their own strength. The belligerent mood was thus 
maintained. Balbo noted: 'The fascists need tension and thrills. 
The desire to fight comes only under pressure.'23 In both cases 
occupying the town was of much greater symbolic significance 
than holding the town. Again, Balbo commented aptly on his 
'battle transformed into glorious victory': 'I receive messages of 
support from all over Italy. Comrades in the most distant 
provinces are rigid with amazement at this successful test of the 
power of fascism in Ferrara.'24 Thus while the symbolic town 
occupations, just like the punitive expeditions, served to intimi-
date and harm the opposition, the main thing to emerge from 
this type of action was the intoxicating feeling of symbolically 
displaying one's power and size by overwhelming the public 
space en masse. 

Maree collettive and Straßenaufmärsche 
Third, the fascist street processions of Italy, the marce collettive, 
were often staged as the triumphal entry of heroes, celebrating 
the spokespeople and leaders of fascism. They represented a 
mixture of flower-strewn procession with public acclaim, and a 
military campaign. The folkloric, carnival-like features of songs 
and flags were as much in evidence as threatening military 
symbolism. The procession would generally pass through the 
town before and after an event such as a speech by a well-known 
fascist leader, or the cultic initiation of a newly founded Fascio in 

23 Quoted from Tasca, Glauben, 227. 
24 Balbo, Marsch, 69, 78. 
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the main square, or on symbolically important holidays. The 
deployments were thoroughly organized pieces of drama and 
demonstrations of power, in which the uniformed columns, 
drawn from a wide area, marched past the Duce with arms 
raised in salute, flags were solemnly consecrated, the martyrs 
were invoked, and, finally, Mussolini was glorified. Mussolini 
himself described the point of these processions with great preci-
sion in the autumn of 1922: 'Democracy has robbed the life of the 
people of "style", that is, of a type of behaviour, of colour, power, 
the picturesque, the unexpected, the mystical; in sum, everything 
that counts in the minds of the masses. We pull the full range of 
strings, from violence to religion, from art to politics. '25 

The flags and banners were a central motif of fascist symbol-
ism. The flags fluttering in the wind, 'wind made visible', as Elias 
Canetti wrote, 26 represented a symbolic attempt both to restrain 
the fleeting nature and the dynamism of the marching columns, 
and to claim them for their own cause. In addition, the flags 
symbolized membership in a group, and a nationalist cult of 
sacrifice which was reminiscent of the war. 'It is the new Italy', a 
fascist newspaper wrote about a procession in Trieste, 'that is 
marching past here: all the vital powers of the nation are for the 
first time presenting themselves before the surprised eyes of the 
people of Trieste'. This 'impressive' march evoked 'scenes of 
enthusiasm' among the people; flowers were thrown to the 
squadrists. 27 The symbolically staged will-power of the columns 
marching for a 'renewed' nation did, in fact, have a strong prop-
aganda effect on the public. 'The fascist marches', wrote Popolo 
d'Italia about the impact of the marches on the squadrists them-
selves, 'are like a "holy spring", the rise of a will, a song, a spiri-
tual unity'.28 However, these nationalist demonstrations always 
also contained a latent violent element. On their fringes, or after 
the processions, seemingly coincidental, but in reality systematic, 
violence always took place. Thus at the end of 1921, the police 
president of Rome reported on a street march in which the 
fascists entered the capital: 'The fascists knocked down a number 
of people who did not doff their hats when the procession 

25 Benito Mussolini, Opera Omnia, ed. by Edoardo and Danilio Susmel, 44 vols. 
(F1orence, 1951-80), here xviii. 438. 

26 Elias Canetti, Masse und Macht (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), 95. 
27 Il Popolo di Trieste, 7 and 10 Feb. 1921. 
28 Popolo d'ltalia, 4June 1922. 
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marched past.' 'There was panic in the crowd,' he went on. 
Various passers-by were 'beaten, slapped, and spat at' because 
they refused to defer to the fascists by taking off their hats. 
'Hideous scenes' were the result.29 

SA marches through proletarian quarters were one of the 
urban SA's main means of propaganda and served the purpose 
of taking over space, that is, one or more quarters of the city. 
These demonstrations took less time than the town occupations 
or the Landpropaganda; the marching column was in constant 
movement, and in a certain sense not fixed in any one place. 
This did not, however, make the march more open or disorderly. 
The marching SA columns moved as a closed mass. Like the 
squadrists' marches, it did not grow by picking up people along 
the way. Its defining feature was its border: 'it creates its space by 
placing boundaries around itself. 30 Visually, the SA columns 
separated themselves from the many-shaped, contourless mass of 
the public by wearing uniforms and carrying flags, and acousti-
cally by playing music and singing SA songs. Thus the column 
requisitioned the street in the form of an aesthetically ordered 
bloc which moved within well-defined tracks. 

The SA men were recognizable as invaders in mostly proletar-
ian quarters, and symbolized the conquest of the streets in 'hostile' 
areas. In Berlin, Gauleiter Joseph Goebbels systematically insti-
gated such invasions of proletarian quarters, and used the provo-
cations and fights to which they gave rise in order to gain 
publicity. He described the impact thus: 'We were talked about. 
We became a topic of discussion, and the public increasingly 
asked who we were, and what we wanted.'31 It was true that in 
the months after Goebbels's appointment as Gauleiter in 
November 1926, the Berlin Nazi Party became well known 'at a 
stroke'. The violence perpetrated by larger groups of SA men fully 
served the party's propaganda purposes. The SA men were set 
against the (petit) bourgeoisie as a force for order which would 
overcome Marxism and Communism. The SA marches conveyed 
the image of a strong, ubiquitous, and dynamic Nazi movement, 
and the crucial advertisement was the SA men themselves. They 

29 Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Ministerio dell'lnterno, Direzione Generale della 
Pubblica Sicurezza, CA 1921, busta go, fasc. 150, no fo. nos.: phonogram Valentis to the 
Ministry of the Interior, IO Nov. 1921, at 17.30. 

30 Canetti, Masse und Macht, 11. 
31 Joseph Goebbels, Kampf um Berlin: Der Anfang (Munich, 1932), 60. 
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presented themselves 'as a sensual image with a number of attrib-
utes: order and discipline, male community and security, activism 
and a readiness for sacrifice, belief and devotion, the ability and 
willingness to fight, strength and power'. 32 The more visible it 
was, the stronger the Nazi movement seemed to be, and the more 
mobile it was, the more ubiquitous. Since the spring of 1930, the 
SA had been increasingly motorized, which highlighted the link 
between speed and ubiquity. 

The symbolic presence of violence immediately gave rise to 
violent actions, for next to the SA columns marched what was 
known as 'cotton wool' (Watte). As an SA man recalls in his 
memoir, 'specially selected, strong SA men in civilian clothes' 
were chosen for this task. In fact, most of the people pre-selected 
for this job were from the SS. We read in a Nazi memoir: 'They 
are men of steel and iron, and they are somewhat ruthless. They 
march on the pavement next to their uniformed comrades. The 
general mass of people ... know nothing about them. At most, a 
police report will mention that at an SA march a fight broke out 
between onlookers who were accompanying the procession.' 
Several police investigations confirm this Nazi account. A police 
report from Cologne, for example, as early as April 1928 
mentioned a meeting of local Nazi and SA leaders at which it 
was resolved that 'SA people in civilian clothes, without badges 
but carrying whatever defensive weapons they wanted' would 
march next to their uniformed comrades. 'At the least attempt to 
attack the SA in uniform', the police report continues, 'the non-
uniformed SA men were immediately to implement the most 
ruthless terror measures.'33 

In Italy as in Germany, street marches were a battle for 
control of public space. The two fascist fighting corps initially 
presented themselves as military units in that they marched in 
close formation. Their uniforms, their symbolic flags, and their 
songs, whose words and tunes harked back to war songs from the 
First World War, or to songs from the occupation period in 
Fiume, also contributed to this image. However, the songs of the 
fascist squadre, like those of the SA, also copied popular workers' 

32 Balistier, Gewalt und Ordnung, 65. 
33 Wilfried Bade, Die SA erobert Berlin: Ein Tatsachenbericht (6th edn.; Munich, 1941), 87; 
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songs, giving them aggressively mocking and nationalistic words 
which were intended to provoke the workers present. 34 The fact 
that the heroic productions of the SA street marches as a 
symbolic gesture towards a new Germany of the future did not 
run as smoothly and 'gloriously' as in Italy was largely a result of 
the tactic, also to be seen as symbolic, of penetrating 'Red' quar-
ters of the city, in which the SA encountered violent reactions 
from the Communist organizations. 

In both cases, the masses in formation served to convey a 
picture of the strength, discipline, inexorability, and intransi-
gence that fascism was meant to radiate. The fascists undoubt-
edly orientated themselves by the classical forms of action 
developed by the labour movement, which, before the First 
World War, had already recognized the impact of demonstration 
marches and used them as a political means. The difference 
between the marches held by the fascists and the socialist labour 
movement was not so much that the fascist marches and proces-
sions were marked by military symbolism-after all, after the 
First World War the military aspect of demonstrations was 
increasingly stressed by many political camps. What was specific 
to the fascists was the systematic deployment of anti-socialist 
violence, manifested especially in their 'rolling demonstrations', 
which gave them a communicative appeal aiming for co-opera-
tion with the national conservative bourgeoisie. With its national 
symbolism and almost complete lack of reference to the world of 
work or social conditions, this fascist amalgam of destruction and 
order was the most important difference between the fascist and 
the socialist processions. 35 The street was to be forcibly taken 
back from the socialist workers' movement and once again made 
a central symbolic stage for the production of the nation. The 
restriction and the combination of nationalist populism, forced 
acclamation, military mobilization, and hate-filled violence used 
by the fascist movement in its street marches anticipated one of 
the central mechanisms of the fascist regime's rule, namely, the 
switch between a populist search for consensus, and sheer, naked 
force. The two principles could never be balanced. 

34 See Asvero Gravelli, I canti delta rivobizione (Rome, 1928); Hermann Roesler (ed.), SA-
Sturmlieder (Berlin, no date); Paul Hochmuth (ed.), Sturm- und Kampjlieder-Buch (Berlin, 1933). 

35 Cf. Fritz Carl Roegels, Der Marsch aef Berlin (Berlin, 1932), 12-13. 
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III 

In general, the violence perpetrated by fighting corps of both 
types was-apart from its physical aspect-a type of ostentatious 
display, which, by means of body language and gestures, clothing 
and other visual political symbols, gait and sound, expressed 
their offensive style of action in the political arena of the public 
streets. In addition to its practical impact, it had symbolic func-
tions, such as the external display of the invincibility of the 
'militia of the nation', and the strengthening of the groups' inter-
nal ties, identity, and dynamism. The fascist rowdies represented 
a sort of anti-public against the socialist masses in the political 
arena of the street, and fought with them for a monopoly of the 
public streets. Physical aspects played as large a part as the fight 
for symbols, because the street was regarded as the place where 
the rites and ceremonies of the holy nation were celebrated. In 
the view of the fascists, the socialists had desecrated this site with 
their demonstrations, and therefore had to be combated with all 
available means. 

All forms of what Thomas Lindenberger calls 'street politics' 
were characterized by the intermingling and mutual strengthen-
ing of symbolic threat and physical violence. 36 The fact that this 
political propaganda expressed itself in an ostentatious gesture of 
intransigence which was rigorous and militant in equal measure 
belonged to the style of fascism. Fascist actions combined the 
forced elements of direct physical violence with the impact of a 
communicative appeal. The comments on the SA's task published 
in the Nationalsozialistische Briefe (National Socialist letters) of 1926 
are typical. At this point, SA propaganda was already being called 
a 'weapon of attack', and, it went on, 'we like the horn sounding 
the signal for the attack. The SA's primary vocation lies in the 
attack.'37 

In both the Italian and the German case, fascist violence repre-
sented a propaganda of power which was designed to make it 
clear to the people that the power of the fascists was greater than 

36 Thomas Lindenberger, StrajJenpolitik: Zur Soziolgeschichte dcr offentlichen Ordnung in Berlin 
1900 bis 1914 (Bonn, 1995). 

37 Geheimes Staatsarchiv PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, I. HA, Rep. 77, Ministerium des 
lnnem, Tit. 4043, no. 309, fo. 172c (M). 
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that of the governments. The political arena of the street brought 
the battles for power together in spatial, bodily, and visual terms. 
The fascists demonstrated power relations by displaying their 
capacity to impose order on the street. Power itself thereby 
became political propaganda. The cult of force and action, the 
generation of absolute hatred and enmity, depended on agree-
ment in a world brutalized by the First World War. Fascism 
repeatedly switched between populist efforts, consensus, and 
naked power, without ever being able to bring the two principles 
into a regulated harmony. This binary opposition of the two prin-
ciples of inclusion and exclusion characterized mainly the fascist 
movements which, as mass movements, were concerned to gain 
members and electoral support while also employing violence. 
Precisely because they set clear external boundaries, they devel-
oped a technique of persuasion internally. In addition, the mass 
terror applied to minor functionaries and non-prominent 
members of the opposing parties of the left was intended to send 
the people the message that membership of the organizations of 
the labour movement alone was dangerous. Because of its effec-
tiveness, the violence of the fascist squadre assumed a dual func-
tion. It was propaganda for power while also effectively depriving 
socialist functionaries and institutions of their power. The SA, 
however, was unable to deprive the far more resistant German 
socialists and Communists of power through sheer force. 

In functional terms, the violence used by both fascist fighting 
corps served three purposes. First, it paralysed their mainly 
socialist or Communist opponents by direct force. Secondly, it 
promoted the internal cohesion of the fighting corps through the 
'experience of fighting' itself. Joseph Goebbels expressed this 
briefly but accurately when he pointed out that 'blood is a 
cement'. 38 This pithy saying explicitly names the internal 
bonding mechanism that is created by complicity in murders 
carried out with others. The common act of violence made 
everyone share in the responsibility. At the very least, people 
heard talk in bars frequented by the storm troopers about the 
nights of blood, and thus became privy to the life of an organiza-
tion steeped in violence. It was important that the members of 
the fighting corps observed a division of labour when carrying 

38 Joseph Goebbels, Das erwachende Berlin (Berlin, 1934), 126. 
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out their common acts of violence. Collective action could not 
tolerate any 'innocents'. To this extent, committing acts of 
violence together was a highly unifying force. The socialization 
of violence in the noisy male camaraderie of the bars frequented 
by the fighters merged with criminal complicity in the fascist 
fighting corps. A code of honour favouring violence and an 
acclimatization to violence formed two sides of the same coin. 39 

And thirdly, the use of violence served the public demonstration 
of fascist strength and order which, paradoxically, was achieved 
via a general unsettling of the population and a massive disrup-
tion of public order. In addition to these three main purposes, 
violent activism, in the early years, made the fascist movement 
known in public. Instant publicity was easy to achieve by means 
of spectacular brawls, and this attention in turn enabled the 
corps to recruit new members and raise new funds. 

It is, of course, a general feature of social movements that they 
use the street as an arena and a medium for forming and declar-
ing political will. Thus fascism, underlining its character as a 
movement, used the street and public space as the central arena 
for its propaganda where it declared its will to power and sent the 
associated signal that it would, if necessary, use force to achieve 
its goal. The fascists therefore frequently used a piazza at the 
centre of town, marched in the streets, or demonstrated in a 
central church square in order to underline their public signifi-
cance. The physical-symbolic 'argument' presented on the street 
placed in question the debates of the parliamentary politics 
conducted by the elite. Body politics and mass politics were intro-
duced as forms of direct political representation, thus implicitly 
criticizing the compromise-orientated and exclusively verbal 
politics of parliamentarism. 

According to Goebbels, the street was 'the characteristic feature 
of modern politics', for, he went on, 'anyone who can conquer the 
street can also conquer the masses'.40 The power of attraction 
radiated by the street violence of the fascist fighting corps shows 
that the traditional mechanisms of transmitting politics to society 
had lost their effectiveness. Authoritarian machine politics and the 
old, elite politics led to an increasing alienation of the grass-roots 
and resulted in a massive radicalization and militarization of street 

39 Cf. Reichardt, Faschistische Kampjbiinde, 406-505. 
40 Goebbels, quoted from Roegels, Marsch, 12. 
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politics, which were growing in importance. The fascist fighting 
corps used and encouraged this process of disintegration, which 
had begun at the end of the nineteenth century and was increas-
ingly transferring politics on to the street.41 The heroic and the 
violent components of street politics made these fascist fighting 
corps stand out. Street politics and propaganda merged into each 
other and formed the foundation of the fascists' activist under-
standing of politics. Mass participation in street politics in associa-
tion with specific, symbolically deployed forms of violence could 
be popularized by the fascists as a legitimate form of politics only 
in a society brutalized by the First World War. The crisis of tradi-
tional politics, socio-economic problems, an inner refusal to accept 
the peace and the associated acceptance of violence perpetrated 
by non-state agencies, and a questioning of the state's weakened 
monopoly of power favoured the repeated appearance of forms of 
organized political street violence that latched on to the mystical 
elements of a cult of war and proclaimed this death-dealing vital-
ism in the name of youth.42 

The actions of the Communist fighting corps, that is, Arditi del 
Popolo and the Rater Frontki.impferbund, were in principle similar. 
Unlike the fascist propaganda of violence, however, they were 
mostly integrated into an overall concept with social concerns 
such as demands for cost-of-living allowances, wage increases, 
and co-determination. The Communist acts of violence thereby 
retained a stronger link with the world of work. Whether in 
marches, hunger strikes, boycotts, the looting of food shops, rent 
strikes, demonstrations by the unemployed, or factory occupa-
tions-the violence which in this case was also used for propa-
ganda purposes was, unlike that deployed by the fascists, tied to 
the notion of social injustice and the world of work. Violence, 
therefore, was not just used in the service of political propa-
ganda. It was also linked to social interests which propaganda 
exaggerated into the demand for a social revolution by an armed 
uprising.43 

41 Cf. Mario Isnenghi, L'ltalia in piazza: I luoghi delta vita pubblica de{ 1848 ai nostri giomi 
(Milan, 1994), 207-300; Lindenberger, Straj]enpolitik, 173-384; George L. Mosse, Die 
Nationalisierung der Massen: Politische Symbolik und Massenbewegungen in Deutschland von den 
Napokonischen Kri£gen bis zum Dritten Reich (Berlin, 1976). 

42 On the social contextualization of fascist power see Reichardt, Faschistische 
Kampjbfinde, 2oo-s89. 

43 Cf. Dirk Schumann, 'Der aufgeschobene Burgerkrieg: Sozialer Protest und politische 
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The dynamic fascist fighting corps differed from the nationalist 
units in a number of ways: first, they represented a fresh new 
force; secondly, they acted more decisively, more militantly, and 
more violently; thirdly, their actions mainly took place in the 
public forum of the street; and fourthly, their activity was 
constant. 

The fascists publicly used political violence as a symbol of 
political power. For them, it was permeated with ritual elements, 
and carried a positive charge. This elevation of violence was 
expressed in the fact that the fascists did not draw up a model for 
the society of the future, and had nothing to say about the world 
that was to emerge from the 'revolution' dictated by the fascist 
cult of violence. For the fascists, violence was an expression of 
their lifestyle. Their political violence was an expression of their 
whole way of life. Thus violence was not only what the fascists 
did best, it was an integral part of the identity of fascist move-
ments. There was no area of life in which ubiquitous violence did 
not occur, and this was reflected in the fact that violence shaped 
the content of individual lifestyles. 44 

This approach, based on forms of political practice, differs from 
the understanding of fascism as a programmatic ideology. Fascist 
politics does not reveal itself through the mere intellectual 
constructs of its pioneering thinkers, or through the unconditional 
and apparent coherence of its stock of ideas. The fascists made no 
attempt intellectually to justify their violent acts, unlike the 
Gewalt in Deutschland 1923', Zeitschrifl.fiir Geschichtswissenschafl, 44 (1996), 526-44, at 528-g; 
Heinrich August Winkler, Der Weg in die Katastrophe: Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung in der 
Weimarer Republik 1930 bis 1933 (Berlin, 1987), 287, 3n, 687; Klaus-Michael Mallmann, 
Kommunisten in der Weimarer Republik: So:r.ialgeschichte einer revolutiontiren Bewegung (Darmstadt, 
1996), 193-9, 312~6, 365-80; Eve Rosenhaft, 'Links gleich rechts? Militante StraBen-
gewalt um 1930', in Thomas Lindenberger and Alf Ludtke (eds.), Pl!J!sische Gewalt: Studien 
:r.ur Geschichte der Neuzeit (Frankfurt am Main, 1995), 2381 5; Comer, Fascism, 96; Maurizio 
Ridolfi, It PSI e la nascita de[ partito di massa, 1891r1922 (Rome, 1992), 181-g6; Paolo Fameti, 
'Social Conflict, Parliamentary Fragmentation, Institutional Shift, and the Rise of Fascism: 
Italy', inJuanJ. Linz and Alfred Stepan (eds.), The Breakdown ef Democratic Regimes: Europe 
(Baltimore, 1978), 3-33, at 29-31. For a summary of the differences between Communist 
and fascist power see Sven Reichardt, 'Totalitare Gewaltpolitik? Zurn Verha.ltnis kommu-
nistischer und nationalsozialistischer Gewalt in der Weimarer Republik', in Wolfgang 
Hardtwig (ed.), Ordnungen in der Krise (Gottingen, forthcoming 2007). 

44 On this approach, which sees fascism as an experiential value born of action, see 
Sven Reichardt, 'Praxeologie und Faschismus: Gewalt und Gemeinschaft als Elemente 
eines praxeologischen Faschismusbegriffs', in Karl H. Horning andJulia Reuter (eds.), 
Doing Culture: Neue Positionen ;:;um Verhaltnis von Kultur und so:r.ialer Praxis (Bielefeld, 2004), 
129-53. 
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Communists with their doctrines of class struggle and the 
dictatorship of the proletariat. The fascist and the Communist 
movements both aspired to uniformity, but in the case of the 
fascists this related less to ideology than to participating in acts of 
violence, being prepared to commit oneself to the movement, and 
a uniform lifestyle. Among the Communists, by contrast, a unani-
mously 'correct' ideological attitude or pure doctrine was more 
important. It could be said that the fascists were concerned that 
their politics were expressed uniformly, while the Communists 
were more interested in the uniformity of their contents. 45 

45 Taking this further: Reichardt, Faschistische Kampjbiinde, 506-34; id., 'Was mit dem 
Faschismus passiert ist: Ein Literaturbericht zur intemationalen Faschismusforschung seit 
1990, Tei! 1', Neue Politische Literatur, 49 (2004), 385-406, at 392-5. 
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Demonstrating in Zurich between 

1830 and 1940: 
From Bourgeois Protest to 
Proletarian Street Politics 

CHRISTIAN KOLLER 

Since the late twentieth century, the city of Zurich has been a 
favourite destination for all sorts of demonstration tourism. The 
youth disturbances of the early 1980s attracted many teens and 
twenty-somethings from other parts of Switzerland and also from 
abroad. 1 Since the early 1990s, the so-called Nachdemonstration (post-
demonstration) on May Day, which regularly climaxes in violent 
street battles between the 'autonomous' black bloc and police 
forces, 2 has attracted a growing number of self-appointed German 
revolutionaries. And the Street Parade, which began in 1992 with 
1,000 participants as a demonstration for love, peace, freedom, and 
tolerance, is today attended by about a million ravers every year.3 

I am very grateful to Ashkira Darman and Fabian Brandle for their valuable 
contributions. 

1 See Hanspeter Kriesi, Die Zürcher Bewegung: Bilder, Interaktionen, Zusammenhänge 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1984); Heinz Nigg (ed.), Wir wollen alles, und zwar subito! Die Achtziger 
Jugendunruhen in der Schweiz und ihre Fo!gen (Zurich, 2001); Helmut Willems, Jugendunruhen und 
Protestbewegungen: Eine Studie zur Dynamik innergesellschafilicher Konjlikte in vier europaischen 
Ländern (Opladen, 1997); Werner Lindner, ]ugendprotest seit den fünfziger ]ahren: Dissens und 
kultureller Eigensinn (Opladen, 1996). 

2 The post-demonstration originated in the early 1950s, when Spanish immigrants 
would march to their consulate protesting against the Franco regime. From 1968 on, 
these protests by immigrant workers against a number of dictatorial regimes were also 
joined by students and activists of the New Left. In the 1980s, and especially in the 1990s, 
the post-demonstration was radicalized and brutalized. Around 2000, it increasingly lost 
its political content and became an occasion for teenage hooliganism. See Reinhard Fatke 
and Barbara Fontanellaz, Nachdemonstration zum 1. Mai 2002 in Zürich: Wer sind die Akteure, 
und was wollen sie? Eine quantitative und qualitative Untersuchung zur Eifassung von politischen 
Merkmalen, Absichten und Motiven der beteiligten Demonstrantinnen und Demonstranten (Zurich, 
2003). 

3 See Christoph Soltmannowski, Street Parade-das Buch (Zurich, 2002). 
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The international nature of demonstrations in Zurich is 
nothing new. Even before the First World War, May Day demon-
strations in Zurich were attended by a large number of immigrant 
workers. The organizing committee usually tried to have one 
Italian speaker, such as Comrade Benito Mussolini, for instance, 
on I May 1913.4 

However, the bourgeois belief that public protest is a foreign 
phenomenon-already to be found in the late nineteenth 
century5-is not true at all. Public protest has a long tradition in 
Zurich's political culture, not least in the history of several bour-
geois movements, although its forms underwent major changes 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and peaceful 
organized protest marches emerged only in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. This essay will analyse the origins of public 
protest and look at continuities and changes, explicit and hidden 
messages, the problem of violence, and the question of how 
successful these forms of protest were. 

Roots 

Organized protest marches, which became popular in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, have at least three roots.6 

First, there are the more or less spontaneous protest marches that 
had been an important part of peasant and urban disturbances 
since the Middle Ages. Especially around 1800, in the era of the 
Helvetic revolution, the canton of Zurich witnessed many rural 
protest movements of this kind.7 Secondly, we can identify the 

4 Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv (hereafter SSA) 335/59 Z2 May pamphlets from 1911.
5 See e.g. Stadthote, 27 June 1886. 
6 See also Ruecli Brassel-Moser, 'Demonstrationen', in Historisches Lexikon der Schweiz 

(electronic publication), version of 19 Nov. 2001; Richard Weiss, 'Sozialistische Maifeier 
und Volksbrauch', ~Schweizerische Monatsschrifl, 3/5 (1943), 56-60. 

7 Rolf Graber, .:{,eit des T eilens: Volksbewegungen und Volksunruhen aef der .:{,iircher Landschrift 
1794-1804 (Zurich, 2003); Otto Hunziker (ed.), .:{,eitgenossische Darstellungen der Unruhen in der 
Landschrift Z,iirich, 1794-1798 (Basle, 1897); on early modern and 19th-century crowds in 
general, see Georges Lefebvre, La Grande Peur de 1789 (Paris, 1932); Eric J. Hobsbawm, 
Primiti:oe Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms ef Social Movement in the Nmeteenth and Twentieth Centuries 
(Manchester, 1959); Georges Rude, The Crowd in History: A Stut[y ef Popular Disturbances in 
France and England, 1730-1848 (New York, 1964); Charles Tilly andJames Rule, Measuring 
Political Uphe11JJal (Princeton, 1965); E. P. Thompson, 'The Moral Economy of the English 
Crowd in the Eighteenth Century', Past and Present, 50 (1971), 76-136; Natalie Zemon 
Davis, 'The Rites of Violence', in ead., Sociery and Culture in Ear!J Modern France: Eight Essays 
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origins of these marches in non-oppositional models. Processions 
and parades were long a central representative element of politi
cal and clerical power. The most important of Zurich's parades, 
however, the march of the guilds during the spring festival of 
Sechselauten, emerged only in 1839, when the guilds had already 
lost their former constitutional power, and it has taken place 
regularly since about 1850.8 But under the ancien regi,me, the guilds 
used to parade on the Schwifrtage, the days when the citizens had 

(Stanford, Calif, 1975), 152-87; Albert Soboul, Franzbsische Revolution und Volksbewegung: Die 
Sansculotten-die Sektionen von Paris im]ahre II, ed. Walter Markov (Frankfurt am Main, 
1978); Robert]. Holton, 'The Crowd in History: Some Problems of Theory and Method', 
Social History, 3 (1978), 219-33; Mark Harrison, Crowds and History: Mass Phenomena in English 
Towns, 1790-1835 (Cambridge, 1988); id., 'The Ordering of the Urban Environment: 
Time, Work and the Occurrence of Crowds 1790-1835', Past and Present, 110 (1986), 
134-68; John Bohstedt, 'The Moral Economy of the Crowd and the Discipline of
Historical Context', Joumal of Social History, 26 (1992/3), 265-84;John Stevenson, Popular 
Disturbances in England, 1700-1832 (London, 1992). 

8 See S. F. Gyr, Das Zfircherische Sechselauten: Eine Studie iiber dessen Ursprung und
Entwicklung (Zurich, 1912); Theo Gantner, Der Festumzug: Ein volkskundlicher Beitrag zum 
Festwesen des 19. Jahrhunderts in da Sclzweiz (Basle, 1970), 16; Homepage of the <,entralkomitee der 
<,ii,ifie <,iirichs <www.sechselaeuten.ch>, accessed 28 Aug. 2004. 
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to swear their loyalty and obedience to the government. 9 As will 
be shown, the early May Day demonstrations copied several 
elements of these guild parades. The protests of the era of 
bourgeois revolutions up to 1869 are the third source. In this 
era, peaceful protest was not yet articulated in organized 
marches, but took the form of large rallies, mostly outside the 
capital. 

Era of Bourgeois and Peasant Protest (1830s-1870s)

Public protest was an important and successful element of 
Zurich's nineteenth-century political culture. The liberal era of 
'regeneration' (1830-48) started with a rally in Uster on 22 
November 1830. 10 It was attended by 12,000 people and resolved 
to present the government with the Uster Petition (Uster Memorial). 
However, from the start, it was not certain that the rally would 
take a peaceful course. Two years later, Johann Caspar Ott, a 
participant at the meeting, wrote: 'Strongly affected by the 
unusual speeches and the whole proceedings, but without any 
excessive behaviour, the crowd dispersed again. The mood of 
those returning was cheerful again, and it was clear that most 
were glad that the whole event had passed without violence.' 11 

After this rally, the aristocratic restoration government, having 

9 See Gerald Domer, Kirche, Klerus und kirchliches Leben in Zurich von der Brunschen 
Revolution (r336) bis zur Reformation {r523) (Wiirzburg, 1996), 18; Bruno Koch, Neuburger in 
Zurich (Weimar, 2002), 58-9; Wilhelm Ebel, Der Burgereid als Geltungsgrund und 
Gestaltu111f,sprinzip des deutschen mittelalterlichen Stadtrechts (Weimar, 1958), 461 ; Rainer Jooss, 
'Schworen und Schwortage in siiddeutschen Reichsstadten: Realien, Bilder, Rituale', 
Anzeiger des Germanischen Nationalmuseums und Berichte aus dem Forschungsinstitut .fiir Realienkunde 
(1993), 153-68. 

10 Bruno Fritzsche and Max Lemmenmeier, 'Die revolutionare Umgestaltung van 
Wirtschaft, Gesellschaft und Staat 1780-1870', in Bruno Fritzsche et al., Geschichte des 
Kantons Zurich, 3 vols. (Zurich, 1994), iii. 20-157, at 129-30; E. Dandliker, Der Ustertag und 
die politische BeweguTII!, der Dreij]iger Jahre im Canton Zurich (nebst Abdruck des 'Uster-Memorial' als 
Beilage): Zur 50-jiihrigen Erinnerung (Zurich, 1881), 56-65. Similar assemblies took place in 
several Swiss cantons in 1830-1. See Christian Koller, 'Regeneration', in Stiftung 
Historisches Lexikon der Schweiz (ed.), Historisches Lexi/wn der Schweiz (forthcoming). 

11 'Ohne Exzesse, aber van dem Eindrucke jener ungewohnten Vortrage und des 
ganzen Vorganges ergriffen, stromte die Menge wieder auseinander. Die Stimmung der 
Zuriickkehrenden war wieder erheitert, und man sah deutlich, da8 die meisten froh 
waren, da8 alles ohne Tatlichkeiten voriibergegangen.' Johann Caspar Ott, Beitriige zur 
Revolutionsgeschichte des Kantons Zurich: Ein unbekanntes Manuskript des Oberamtmanns Johann 
Caspar Ott zum Ustertag r830, ed. Christoph Morgeli (Uster, 1991), 54. 
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feared a violent march from Uster to Zurich, agreed to hold new 
elections, which were won by the liberals. Soon thereafter the 
canton of Zurich received a new representative constitution. 
However, the programme of far-reaching political, economic, 
and cultural modernization that was introduced by the new 
liberal government was soon opposed by aristocratic conserva-
tives and the peasants. 

On 2 September 1839, an illegal rally in Kloten, attended by 
about 10,000 people and organized by an anti-liberal religious 
committee, initiated a conservative backlash. 12 Three days after 
the rally, about 4,000 armed peasants from the Zurcher Oberland 
marched to the capital. On the way, they chanted hymns, 13 and 
chased liberals, especially industrialists and schoolteachers. This 
march was joined by women, who were also said to have partici-
pated in the acts of violence against liberals. After a short battle in 
the heart of the capital resulting in fifteen casualties, the liberal 
government was forced by the Züri putsch to resign. A provisional 
conservative government was confirmed in re-elections on 9 
September. 

Soon after this defeat, the liberals, in turn, started to organize 
rallies in order to overthrow the new conservative government. 14 

In 1840, about 5,000 people attended a meeting in Bassersdorf to 
celebrate the 1830 Uster rally. In August 1841, about 20,000 liber-
als and radicals demonstrated against the conservative govern-
ment's religious policy at a rally in Schwammendingen. In 1846, 
the liberals won the cantonal elections. By the mid-185os, they 
had established de facto one-party rule, known as the Escher 
system. 

The late 1860s was the beginning of the era of the democratic 
movement which transformed the representative constitution 
into a direct, democratic one and put an end to the sole rule of 
the liberal bourgeoisie. 15 This movement reached its apogee on 

12 Fritzsche, Revolutioniire Umgestaltung, 137-9; Hermann Grossmann, Strau/Jenhandel und 
:(firiputsch (Zurich, 1939), 22-6; Antiquarische Gesellschaft Pfaeflikon and Paul-Klaeui-
Bibliothek (eds.), :(firiputsch: 6. September 193g-Sieg der gerechten Sache oder Septemberschande? 
(Uster /Pfaeflikon, 1989). 

13 [Heinrich Surber,] Das Wehntal und ein Wehntaler: Kkine Studien undjliichtige Erinnerungen 
(Zurich, 1869), 147. 

14 Fritzsche, Revolutioniire Umgestaltung, 141. 
15 See Martin Schaffner, Die derrwkratische Bewegung der 186oer Jahre: Beschreibung und 

Erkliirung der Zurcher Volksbewegung von 1867 (Basle, 1982). 
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15 December 1867, when large rallies were held in Uster, 
Winterthur, Bulach, and Zurich. About 20,000 people attended 
these four meetings. The Zurich rally was attended by about 
6,000 people, including many workers and students. 16 

Only a few years after the victory of the democratic movement, 
Zurich was shaken by a violent outburst of urban protest. On g 
March 1871, in Zurich's Tonhalle, the large German community 
of Zurich celebrated Germany's victory against France and the 
foundation of the new German Empire. Outside the hall, an anti-
German crowd gathered, some of whom entered the hall and 
started rioting. Over the next two days, crowds of about 400 
marched to the prison and tried in vain to liberate those impris-
oned after the Tonhalle riot. During these actions, which could be 
stopped only by the deployment of extra-cantonal military forces, 
four demonstrators were killed. Most of the demonstrators were 
Swiss workers and craftsmen. There were also a few officers of the 
interned French Bourbarky army marching with the rioters, but 
they do not seem to have participated in organizing the action. 
After the riot, the liberals accused the governing democrats of 
having allowed mob rule. 17 

On balance, the rally as the most important means of peaceful 
protest in the era of bourgeois revolutions proved to be quite 
successful in initiating far-reaching constitutional changes on two 
occasions, in 1830 and in 1867-8. The peaceful parade was not yet 
an element of protest. But we also have the example of a violent 
protest march, in 1839, which overthrew an unpopular govern-
ment. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, these two 
forms of political manifestation, the march and the rally, merged 
and formed the core of organized proletarian street politics.18 

Era of the Social Democratic Monopoly of Street Politics (188os-1920s) 

During the 1870s and 1880s, the left wing of the democratic move-
ment increasingly separated itself and formed an independent 

16 Republikaner, 17 and 18 Dec. 1867; La.ndbote, 25 Dec. 1867. 
17 See Hans Schmid, 'Der Zurcher Tonhallekrawall vom 9. März 1871 und seine 

Folgen', Zürcher T aschenbuch, 46 ( 1926), 1-78; Rudolf von Albertini, 'lnnen- und auBenpoli-
tische Aspekte des Zurcher Tonhalle-Krawalls', Zurcher Taschenbuch, 71 (1951), n8~4. 

18 For the concept of 'street politics' see Thomas Lindenberger, Strafienpolitik: Zur 
Sozialgeschichte der ifffentlichen Ordnung in Berlin I900-I9I4 (Bonn, 1995). 
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socialist labour movement. At the end of the nineteenth century, 
the two-party system of the 1860s (Liberals v. Democrats) was 
transformed into a multi-party system, polarized between a 
number of bourgeois and peasant groups on the one hand, and the 
Social Democratic Party on the other. 

At the same time, the first organized marches took place. 
Their organizers intended to impress the public by a disciplined 
display on the part of the proletarian masses. 19 The labour 
organizations wanted to rebuff the bourgeois idea of the workers 
as a rebellious mob, which was widespread after the 1896 Italian 
riot-a riot directed against Italian immigrants as well as the 
police and military forces. 20 While the bourgeois protest meet-
ings of the mid-nineteenth century had mostly taken place 
outside the capital in smaller rural towns, the labour movement's 
most important marches were held inside the city of Zurich, 
which became Greater Zurich in 1893. 

A transitional event between bourgeois and organized prole-
tarian protest took place on 20 June 1886, when a rally of ro,ooo 
people-organized by both democrats and socialists-protested 
against the government's response to a locksmiths' strike. The 
main speaker at this rally, Albert Locher, editor of the demo-
cratic newspaper Der Landbote and a member of the cantonal 
parliament,21 stressed republican values and made no allusion to 
the concept of class struggle. After the rally, the participants, led 
by the standard-bearers of several workers' organizations and 
accompanied by a band playing 'La Marseillaise', marched to 
another location in order to celebrate a public festival in favour 
of the strikers. 22 

19 This was not, of course, a genuine Swiss phenomenon; see e.g. Bernd Jurgen 
Wameken,' "Massentritt": Zur Korpersprache von Demonstranten im Kaiserreich', in 
Peter Assion (ed.), Transformation der Arbeiterkultur (Marburg, 1986), 64 ,9. 

2o See Christian Koller, 'Vom "Krakehl" zur "StraBenpolitik"-Zurichs StraBen als 
Arena politischer Auseinandersetzungen (1885-1935)', Etii, 20/i (2004), 8-u; Heinz 
Looser, 'Der Italienerkrawall von 1896: Widerstande gegen die Einftihrung burgerlicher 
Verhaltnisse in der GroBstadt' (MA thesis, University of Zurich, 1983); Heinz Rathgeb, 
Der Ordnungseinsatz der Schweizer Annee anlefllich des ltaliener-Krawalls im]ahre 1896 in ,{,iirich 
(Berne, 1977); Franz Gut, 'Damals vor 100 Jahren: Die Kantonspolizei Zurich in der 
Krise', Nachrichtenblatt der Kantonspolizei ,(,iirich, 9/io (1996), 249-56, 285-94. 

2I See AdolfGarnaus, Die Familie Locher von Zurich (Zurich, 1924), 82,. 
22 Neue Zurcher Zeitung, 21 June 1886; Zurcher Volksblatt, 22 June 1886; Arbeiterstimme, 26 

June 1886; Ziiricher Post, 22 June 1886; Landbote, 22 June 1886. See also Christian Koller, 
'Zwischen Handwerkerethos, Klassenkampf und Republikanismus: Der Zurcher Schlos-
serstreik von 1886', Zurcher Taschenbuch, 126 (2006), 313-43. 
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Starting from 1890, the May Day demonstrations became the 
main public event of the labour movement. 23 The main demon-
strations were organized by the Social Democratic Party and the 
trade unions. Until the First World War, the anarchists some-
times held their own marches which, however, attracted many 
fewer participants. 

The first demonstration in 1890 started in the workers' suburb 
of Aussersihl,24 and led to the city's political and economic centre 
on the other side of the Sihl River. It ended with a large rally at 
the Sechselautenplatz, where the bourgeois Sechselauten parade 
also used to end with the burning of a snowman in effigy to mark 
the end of winter. Between 1891 and 1906 the route was reversed. 
It started in the centre of the town and led to Aussersihl. In 1906 
building work started on the Aussersihl Volkshaus (People's 
House), which was finished in 1910.25 From now on, May Day 
demonstrations either started or ended in the square in front of 
the Volkshaus. 26 

Although the route varied during the first thirty years, some 
constants can be noted. The route always crossed the Sihl river, 
which marked the boundary between proletarian and bourgeois 

23 See Urs Anderegg, 'Vom proletarischen Arbeiterfeiertag zum multikulturellen 
Happening: Derr. Mai in der Schweiz (1890-1998): Ein Beitrag zur Demonstrations- und 
Festkultur sowie zum Bild- und Zeichensystem der schweizerischen Arbeiterbewegung' 
(MA thesis, University of Berne, 1999);JosefKalt, 'Erster Mai in der Schweiz 1890 bis 
1918' (seminar paper, University of Zurich, 2004); Hermann Dommer and Erich Gruner, 
Arhei.terschefl und Wirtschefl in der Schwei;:. 1880-1914: Soziale Lage, Organization und Kiimpfe von 
Arbei.tern und Unternehmern, politische Organization und Sozialpolitik, 3 vols. (Zurich, 1988), iii. 
572-82; Bernard Degen, 'Die ersten 100 Maifeiem in der Schweiz', in Roland Gretler 
(ed.), Vorwiirts-und nicht vergessen: Ein historisch-volkskundliches Bilderhuch zur 10ojiihrigen 
Geschichte des 1. Mai in der Schwei.z (Zurich, 1990), 12-21; Waltraut Bellwald-Mayer, 
'Zwischen Tradition und Utopie', ibid. 22-g; Mario Konig, 'Im Zeichen des Fortschritts', 
ibid. 3o-g. 

24 See Felix Aeppli, 'Die Tumachkinder und Aussersihl: Zur Sozialstruktur der 
Zurcher Stadtquartiere', ,Zurcher T aschenhuch, 106 (1986), 157-65; Hans-Peter Bartschi, 
lndustrialisierung, Eisenhahnschlachten und Stiidtehau: Die Entwicklung des ,Zurcher lndustrie- und 
Arbeiterstadtteils Aussersihl. Ein vergleichender Bei.trag zur Architektur- und Technilrgeschichte (Basle, 
1983); Konrad Kreis, 'Stadtische soziale Segregation und Arbeiterwohnungsfrage: Die 
soziale und bauliche Entwicklung einer Arbeitervorstadt, am Beispiel von Zurich-
Aussersihl, 1860-1900' (MA thesis, University of Zurich, 1981); Daniel Kunzie, 'Wohnen 
im Arbeiterquartier: Stadtentwicklung und Lebensbedingungen am Beispiel von Zurich-
Aussersihl im ausgehenden 19.Jahrhundert' (MA thesis, University of Zurich, 1985). 

25 See Susanne Eigenheer, Bader, Bi/dung, Bolschewismus: lnteressenkoriflikte rund um das 
,Zurcher Volkshaus 1890-1920 (Zurich, 1993). 

26 Anderegg, 'Vom proletarischen Arbeiterfeiertag zum multikulturellen Happening', 
30-1. 
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quarters. Whereas the march through the proletarian quarters 
on the periphery had the function of mobilizing the workers and 
taking control of the factories, the demonstration on the other 
side of the river was a symbolic occupation of bourgeois space. 
Some important places were included on every route, namely, 
the main railway station and the BahnhofstraBe, which was 
usually marched along in both directions, the Paradeplatz as the 
location of the most important Swiss banks, and the police and 
army barracks. 

Between 1890 and about 1900, the demonstration column 
underwent major changes. To start with, a number of elements 
were very similar to traditional bourgeois parades. The column 
was headed by a band which was followed by women and chil-
dren with flowers. Several trade union groups, whose members 
often wore working clothes, marched behind them. Then came 
the political organizations, and at the end marched the immi-
grant workers, who were very numerous until the outbreak of the 
First World War and may even have accounted for the majority 
of participants in the first years. 27 Around 1900, an attitude of 
class struggle increasingly replaced the patterns of bourgeois 
festivity and traditional popular culture. From that time on, 
representatives of working-class sports, 28 or political organiza-
tions headed the march. 

The demonstration used to end with speeches at a final rally. 
Around 1900, these rallies would be attended by between 5,000 
and 10,000 spectators. In the socialist press, the number of par-
ticipants given was usually two or three times as high as that in 

27 Ibid. 66. 
2B On Swiss working-class sports see Bernd Dannenmaier, 'Die Geschichte des 

schweizerischen Arbeiter-Turn- und Sportverbandes (SATUS) von seiner Griindung im 
Jahre 1874 bis zu seinem wojahrigen Bestehen im Jahre 1974' (Diploma thesis, 
Sporthochschule [sports university], Cologne, 1974); Walter Aeschimann, 'Zur 
Geschichte des Schweizerischen Arbeiter-Turn- und Sportverbandes in den 2oer Jabren' 
(MA Thesis, University of Zurich, 1987); Christian Koller, 'Sport, Parteipolitik und 
Landesverteidigung: Die Auseinandersetzungen um die Subventionierung des schweiz-
erischen Arbeitersports in der Zwischenkriegszeit', SportZeiten, 3/2 (2003), 311 1; id., '"Der 
Sport als Selbstzweck ist eines der traurigsten Kapitel der biirgerlichen Sportgeschichte": 
Wandel und Konstanten im Selbstverstandnis des schweizerischen Arbeitersports 
(1922-1940)', in Beatrice Schumacher et al. (eds.), Freizeit und Vergniigen vom 14. bis zum 20. 
Jahrhundert-T emps Libre et loisirs du 14' au 20' siecles (Zurich, 2005), 287-301; Christian 
Koller, 'Eine Nati, die keine sein wollte-die Landesauswaltl der ArbeiterfuBballer', in 
Beat Jung (ed.), Die Nati: Die Geschichte der Schweizer Feflball-Natwnalmannscheft (Gottingen, 
2006), 324-32. 
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the bourgeois Neue Zürcher Zeitung. 29 After the speeches, festivities 
took place. 

The May Day demonstrations became the model for other 
marches held by the labour movement, especially in support of 
striking colleagues. The largest marches of this type before the 
First World War took place in 1906 (millers' strike, 10,000 partic-
ipants, and bricklayers' strike, 9,000 participants), in 1907 
(tinsmiths' strike, 1,000 participants), and in 1912 (general strike, 
8,000 participants).30 When these marches were banned, as 
during the disturbances in the summer of 1906, collective 'prom-
enades' of trade union members followed exactly the same 
route.31 The funeral processions of outstanding members of the 
labour movement were also modelled on the May Day demon-
strations. The burials of Karl Biirkli in 1901,32 and of August 
Behel in 1913, 33 were preceded by large processions of the labour 
organizations demonstrating the international solidarity of the 
working class. In the case of Behel, between 15,000 and 20,000 
workers joined the funeral procession leading from the Volkshaus 
to the central graveyard. 

During the second half of the First World War, new forms of 
demonstration emerged that were not, or only partially, 
controlled by the Social Democratic labour organizations. In 
November 1917 the Socialist Youth organized a number of meet-
ings at Helvetia Square in the heart of Aussersihl. Impressed by 
the Bolshevik revolution, several speakers called upon the 
working class to stage a socialist uprising in Switzerland. After 

29 Dommer and Gruner, Arbeiterscha.ft und Wirtscha.ft, iii. 575. 
30 See Hans Hirter, 'Die Streiks in der Schweiz in denjahren 1880-1914: Quantitative 

Streikanalyse', in id. et al. (eds.), Arbeiterscha.ft und Wirtscha.ft in der Sc~ I880-I9I4: Soziale 
Lage, Organization und Kiimpfe von Arbeitern und Unternehmern, politische Organizationen und 
Sozialpolitik, 3 vols. (Zurich, 1988), ii. 837-1008, at 1004. 

31 Neue Zurcher Zeitung, 8 Aug. 1906. See also Christian Koller, ' "Die russische 
Revolution ist ein reines Kinderspiel gegeniiber derjenigen in Albisrieden!": Der 
Arbenzstreik von 1906 in mikro- und kulturhistorischer Perspektive', Historische 
Anthropol,ogie, 11 (2003), 370~6. 

32 See Volksrecht, 25 Jan. 1901; Hans-Ulrich Schiedt, Die Welt neu erfinden: Karl Burkli 
(I82,g-I90I} und seine Schri.ften (Zurich, 2002), 327~. 

33 See Volksrecht, 18 Aug. 1913; Zurcher Wochen-Chronik, 23 Aug. 1913; Norbert Fischer, 
'Kulturelle Tradition und politische Macht: Ein Diskurs iiber die Trauer- und 
Bestattungszeremonien beim Tod von August Bebe!', in Hamburger Festschrift Gruppe 
(ed.), Festschri.ft for Gabriele Montaldi (Hamburg, 1988), 89-123; Urs Kalin, Das Begriibnis 
des 'roten Kaisers': Die Trauerfeierlichkeiten for August Behel in Zurich im August I9I3 
<www.sozialarchiv.ch>, accessed 25 Feb. 2004. 
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one of these rallies, street battles lasting for hours flared up 
between young workers and the police and military forces, in 
which both sides used guns. Three workers and one policeman 
were killed. 34 

In the summer of 1916, working-class women protested against 
food prices in the markets.35 On 10June 1918, between 1,000 and 
2,000 working-class women carrying posters protesting against 
hunger and inflation marched from Aussersihl to the town hall. 36 

There, they handed over a petition of several socialist women's 
organizations that demanded the sequestration of food and its 
distribution under the supervision of the working class. Several 
speakers underlined these demands and also claimed the right of 
women to vote. After these speeches, the demonstrators sang 
'The lnternationale'. When the cantonal parliament refused to 
see a women's delegation immediately, the Social Democratic 
councillors left the session in protest. The bourgeois deputies, 
leaving the town hall at the end of the session, were insulted by 
the demonstrators. 

This demonstration proved to be quite successful. One week 
later, three representatives of the socialist women's organizations 
were invited to speak to the cantonal parliament. They were the 
first women in the history of Zurich to receive this honour. A 
commission including the women's organizations was founded, 

34 See Schweizerisches Bundesarchiv E 21: 9844-63, Unruhen in Zurich am 
15.-17-11.1917; Volksrecht, 19 Nov. 1917; Alfred Brunner, Bericht an den Regienmgsrat des Kantons 
Zurich uber die Strqfantersuchung wegen Auftuhrs in Zurich im November 1917 (Zurich, 1919); Bruno 
Turnherr, Der Ordnungseinsatz der Armee anliijllich der Zurcher Unruhen im November 1917 (Berne, 
1978); Andreas Petersen, Radikale Jugend: Die so;:,ialistische Jugendbewegung der Schweiz 
1900---1930. Radikalisierungsanalyse und Generationentheorie (Zurich, 2001), 431-3; Marku~ 
Mattmiiller, Leonhard Raga;: und der religiiise So;:,ialismus: Eine Biographie, 2 vols. (Zurich, 1968) 
ii. 350-75; Annette Frei, Die Welt ist mein Haus: Das Leben der Amry Klawa-Moif (Zurich, 
1991), 94-8; Alfred Messerli (ed.), Flausen im Kopf Schweizer Autobiographien aus drei 
Jahrhunderten (Zurich, 1984), 282-4; Jacques Schmid, Der Jungschwei;:,ersoldat von 1914: 
Authentische Briefe (fhayngen, 1935), 36,. 

35 See Regula Pfeifer, 'Frauen und Protest: Marktdemonstrationen in der deutschen 
Schweiz im Kriegsjahr 1916', in Anne-Lise Head-Konig and Albert Tanner (eds.), Frauen 
in der Stadt (Zurich, 1993), 93-w9; Stefanie Eichenberger, "' ... wie da der Hunger und 
die Not an der Schwelle steht": Hunger in der olfentlich-medialen Diskussion der 
Arbeiterinnen in Zurich wahrend des Ersten Weltkrieges' (MA thesis, University of 
Zurich, 2003). 

36 See Volksrecht, uJune 1918; Neue Zurcher Zeitung, wJune 1918; Elisabeth Joris and 
Heidi Witzig (eds.), Frauengeschichte(n): Dokumente aus zwei]ahrhunderten ;:,ur Situation der Frauen 
in der Schweiz (Zurich, 1986), 506-9; Elisabeth Joris, 'Brot, Geld und Stimmrecht: Die 
Forderungen der Frauen im Herbst 1918', in 80 Jahre Generalstreik in der Schweiz (WoZ 
spe;:,ial) (Zurich, 1998), 61 . 
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and the parliament decided that a delegation of deputies from 
Zurich should protest against the federal government's food 
policy.37 Another women's hunger demonstration in May 1919 
was less successful. 38 

During the general strike in November 1918, organized protest 
marches and public rallies were prohibited. Nevertheless, on 10 

November, about 7,000 demonstrators gathered for a protest 
meeting, although a march of the labour organizations, fixed for 
this date, had been cancelled by the socialist newspaper Volksrecht. 
After fruitless negotiations between Social Democratic leaders 
and the officers of the military forces, who for the first time had 
appeared wearing steel helmets, the military opened fire in order 
to clear the place and wounded four demonstrators. During this 
action, an unidentified perpetrator shot a soldier. 39 

On balance, the socialist labour movement institutionalized a 
ritualized form of peaceful and disciplined demonstration march 
between the 1890s and the outbreak of the First World War, the 
May Day demonstration providing the model for other protest 
marches. However, the labour movement was not able to prevent 
violent forms of proletarian street protest from breaking out at 
times of crisis. Although the socialists had a monopoly of street poli-
tics before the other political parties, they did not exert absolute 
control over the social segments they claimed to represent. 

Era of Pluralistic Street Politics (192os-193os) 

In 1928, the Social Democratic Party won the majority in the city 
government, which marked the beginning of Red Zurich, lasting 
until 1949.40 On I May 1928, the government's buildings were 
flagged for the first time, but not in red. Rather, they flew the 

37 See Volksrecht, 18 and 19 June 1918; Vorkiimpferin, 1 Aug. 1918. 
38 See Staatsarchiv Ziirich (hereafter StaZ) 0 123/i24: 5 Frauenpetition, minutes of 13 

May 1919;Jakob Tanner, 'lndustrialisierung, Familienokonomie und Hungererfahrung: 
Sozialkonflikte, Arbeitskampfe und Konsumboykott in der Schweiz 1880-1914', in 
Manfred Gailus and Heinrich Volksmann (eds.), Der Kampf um das tiigliche Brot: 
Nahrungsmangel Versorgungspolitik und Protest 1770--1990 (Opladen, 1994), 233-57, at 239. 

39 Willi Gautschi, Der Landesstreik 1918 (Zurich, 1968), 262-4; Daniel M. Frey, Vor der 
Revolution? Ordnungsdienst-Einsatz der Armee wiihrend des Landesstreiks in Zurich (Zurich, 1998), 
162-5. 

40 See Christian Koller, 'Sozialismus in einer Stadt?-Vor 75Jahren entstand das rote 
Ziirich', Rote Revue, 81/2 (2003), 40-4. 
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flags of the canton of Zurich and of the Swiss confederation. At 
almost the same time, the Social Democrats lost their monopoly 
of organized street politics. In the early 1920s, the Communists, 
who had split off, began to organize their own marches, and 
from about 1930 on, the fascist fronts appeared as new actors in 
street politics. 

Inter-war May Day marches continued to be strictly organized 
columns, as can be seen in the film 'The Red Day', made by the 
Socialist Youth activist Robert Risler in 1934.41 From 1920 on, 
marches always started in the workers' suburb of Aussersihl and 
then crossed the Sihl River, penetrating the centres of political 
and econmnic power. 

Behind the traditional May Day claims, the struggle against 
fascism became more and more important. As early as 1927, the 
official May Day ribbon bore the portrait of Giacomo 
Matteotti, the Italian socialist deputy who had been assassinated 
in 1924.42 During the Spanish Civil War, the flag of the Spanish 
Republic was part of the equipment of the demonstration 
column.43 In 1938, a Swiss national flag was seen for the first 
time since the world war, symbolizing the labour movement's 
integration into the 'spiritual national defence' against its fascist 
neighbours. 44 

From 1921 to 1929, the small Communist Party organized its 
own May Day marches in the morning, but joined the main Social 
Democratic demonstration in the aftemoon.45 Between 1930 and 
1935, the Communists also held their own marches in the after-

41 SSA Vid V 219 Robert Risler, Der Rote Tag: Ein Arbeiteifilm (Zurich, 1934). See also 
SSA Vid V 220 May B. Broda, Fi/men ohne einen roten Rappen: Robert Risler iiber seine Fi/me 
(Zurich, 2001). 

42 SSA Fo b Maibandel. 
43 On Swiss relations with the Spanish Republic see Mauro Cerutti et al. (eds.), La 

Suisse et l'Espagne de la Ripublique a Franco (1936-1946): Relations efficieUes, solidaritis de gauche, 
rapports economiques (Lausanne, 2001); Christian Koller,' "Darfst Du untatig zusehen, wenn 
dort unten ein Volk um seine Freiheit ringt?"-Der Spanische Biirgerkrieg und die 
Schweiz', Rote Revue, 8sf3 (2006), 44-8. 

44 See Josef Mooser, 'Die "Geistige Landesverteidigung" in den 193oer Jahren: Profile 
und Kontexte eines vielschichtigen Phanomens der schweizerischen politischen Kultur in 
der Zwischenkriegszeit', Schweizerische Zeitschriflfiir Geschichte, 47 (1997), 6851 08; Kurt 
Imhof, 'Das kurze Leben der geistigen Landesverteidigung: Von der "Volksgemeinschaft" 
vor dem Krieg zum Streit iiber die "Nachkriegsschweiz" im Krieg', in id. et al. (eds.), Krise 
wuJ soziakr Wandel, 2 vols. (Zurich, 1996), ii. 19-84. 

45 Anderegg, 'Vom proletarischen Arbeiterfeiertag zum multikulturellen Happening', 
40-1. 
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noon, returning to the main demonstration in 1936 under the 
auspices of the popular front doctrine.46 Thus the Communists' 
May Day behaviour exactly reflected the Comintern's changing 
strategies. 4 7 

While the May Day demonstrations were still as peaceful as 
they had been before the world war, there were violent forms of 
proletarian protest that the Social Democrats were unable to 
suppress. InJune 1919, after a peaceful march by the Workers' 
Union, the parent organization of the labour movement in 
Zurich, some workers tried to assault the district building where 
a trade union secretary was being held. As they forced the door 
with crowbars, the police opened fire, killing two workers and a 
policeman and wounding eighteen demonstrators.48 

The most violent conflict after the Social Democratic seizure 
of power in the city happened on 15 June 1932 and became 
known as the 'night of blood' (Blutnacht).49 During a wildcat strike 
of heating fitters, who were supported only by the Communist 
Party, a solidarity meeting, attended by about 2,000 workers, 
took place at Helvetia Square despite a ban by the Social 
Democratic-dominated communal government. The meeting 
was followed by street battles lasting for hours between workers 
and the police, during which one demonstrator was killed. On 
the following day another illegal meeting took place at Helvetia 
Square, organized by the Communists and attended by about 

46 On the popular front doctrine see Pierre Broue, Histoire de l'/nternationak Communiste 
I9IfrI943 (Paris, 1997), 649,3. 

47 On the Swiss Communists' dependence on the Komintem see Brigitte Studer, Un 
parti sous irifluence: Le parti communiste suisse, une section du Komintem 193I a 1939 (Lausanne, 
1994). 

48 See Alfred Traber, Vom Werden der zurcherischen Arbeiterbewegung: Jubiliiumsschrift der 
SoziaMemokratischen Partei Zurich 4 (Zurich, 195 7 ), 92-3; Hans Ulrich Jost, Die Altkommunisten: 
linksradikalismus und Sozialismus in der Scltweiz I9I9 bis I92I (Frauenfeld, 1977), 351 ; Thomas 
Greminger, Ordnungstruppen in Zurich: Der Einsatz von Armee, Polizei und Stadtwehr Ende 
November I9I8 bis August I9I9 (Basle, 1990), 184-g6; Petersen, Radikak]ugend, 440-1. 

49 See StaZ P 705: 1: 3 Akten der Polizeidirektion X: Sicherheitspolizei: Demonstration 
vom 15. Juni 1932; Stadtarchiv Zurich (hereafter StadtAZ) V.L.90 Kommunistische 
Unruhen 193o-2; Die Blutnacht und der Monteurenstreik in Zurch, ]uni I932 (Basle, 1932);Josef 
Wandeler, Die KPS und die Wirtschaflskamp.fe I930-I933: Bauarbeiterstreik Basel, Schuharbeiter-
strei/c Briittiselkn, Heizungsmonteurstreik Zurich, Sanitiirmonteurstreik Zurich (Zurich, 1978), 
98-166; Steffen Lindig, 'Der Entscheidfiillt an den Umen': Sozialdemokratie und Arbeiter im Roten 
Zurich I928 bis I938 (Zurich, 1979), 139-2og; Rebekka Wyler, '"Ein Chefmonteur streikt 
doch nicht wie ein gewohnlicher Prolet": Der Streik der Zurcher Heizungsmonteure im 
Sommer 1932 als Arbeitskampf einer gespaltenen Gruppe von Arbeitem' (MA thesis, 
University of Zurich, 2005). 
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4,000 workers.50 This time the police did not intervene, even 
when some of the demonstrators attacked a car-driver and trade 
unionist and mortally wounded him. 51 

The right wing of the political spectrum continued to be 
hostile to marches after it had lost its majority in the communal 
parliament. The bourgeois parties hardly organized any demon-
strations. In November 1932, the Neue Zürcher Zeitung published a 
full-length article entitled 'Politik der StraBe' (Politics of the 
Street), in which it denied the existence of a 'right to the streets'. 
According to this bourgeois newspaper, organized protest 
marches were a foreign phenomenon that had been imported by 
the socialist and Communist parties against the will of the over-
whelming majority of the Swiss citizens. In a democratic state, it 
was argued, there were enough other ways to show opposition. 
Marching in demonstrations and carrying propaganda posters 
aimed to influence bystanders, and such activities were often the 
starting point of the 'red terror'. 52 

Nevertheless, at the beginning of the 1930s, the frontists, the 
Swiss fascists, emerged as new actors in street politics, imitating the 
marches of their foreign political friends. 53 Between 1933 and 1935, 
they organized their own May Day marches, modelled on the Day 
of National Labour in Nazi Germany.54 In 1933 and 1934, these 
demonstrations attracted about 1,000 supporters, whereas the 
Social Democratic marches had about ro,ooo participants. The 
frontists did not dare to cross the Sihl River and march through the 
workers' quarters. However, on 1 May 1934, there were confronta-
tions between socialist and fascist demonstrators all the same, when 
some frontists jeered the socialist column on the BahnhofstraBe.55 

50 Neue ,Zurcher ,Zeitung, 17 June 1932; Basler Vorwiirts, 17 June 1932;Jules Humbert-Droz, 
'Die Strassenkllmpfe in Zurich', lntemationale Presse-Korrespondenz, 12/51 (1932), 16u-12. 

51 Neue ,Zurcher ,Zeitung, 24June 1932; Volksrecht, 25June 1932; Neue ,Zurcher Nachrichten, 25 
June 1932. 

52 Neue ,Zurcher ,Zeitung, 12 Nov. 1932. The article was a reaction to the events in Geneva, 
where military forces had shot thirteen anti-fascist demonstrators. See Claude Torracinta, 
Sturm uber Gerif 1930--1939 (Geneva, 1978), u5-40; Charles Heimberg, Pour une histoire sans 
trous de memoire (Geneva 1992). 

53 See Mario Konig et al., 'Klassenkiimpfe, Krisen und ein neuer Konsens: Der Kanton 
Zurich 1918-1945', in Fritzsche et al., Geschichte des Kantons ,Zurich, iii. 250-348, at 324, 326; 
Walter Wolf, Faschismus in der Schweiz: Die Geschichte der Frontenbewegungen in der deutschen 
Schweiz, 1930--1945 (Zurich, 1969); Christian Koller, 'Switzerland', in Cyprian Blamires 
(ed.), World Fascism: A Historical Encyclopedia, 2 vols. (Santa Barbara, Calif., 2006), ii. 647-9. 

54 Anderegg, 'Varn proletarischen Arbeiterfeiertag zum multikulturellen Happening', 42. 
55 Volksrecht, 2 May 1934. 
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The emergence of the frontists led to an increase in everyday 
political violence on the streets (Straj]enterror56), especially during 
election campaigns. In September 1933, one day before the 
communal elections, the patriot bloc, consisting of the bourgeois 
parties and several fascist fronts trying, in vain, to clef eat the 
Social Democratic government, organized a torchlight proces-
sion, described by the Neue Zürcher Zeitung as 'a consecration of the 
patriotic action' ('Weiheakt der vaterlandischen Aktion').57 The 
procession intended to cross the Sihl River and march through 
the workers' quarters of Aussersihl and Wiedikon. Although the 
Social Democratic press had warned its readers not to let them-
selves be provoked, 58 the patriotic march was violently stopped 
soon after it had crossed the river, and repulsed to the other 
side. 59 This event, which has persisted in the collective memory 
of Zurich's labour movement to the present day,60 displayed the 
symbolic substance of the boundary between proletarian and 
bourgeois quarters, as well as the labour movement's claim for a 
monopoly of street politics. 

However, unlike in Weimar Germany, the growing everyday 
political violence on the streets did not lead to a militarization of 

56 N= Z,iircher Z,eitung, 30 May 1934. 
57 New! Z,iircher Z,eitung, 22 Sept. 1933. 
58 Volksrecht, 23 Sept. 1933. 
59 See StadtAZ V.L.91 Frontistische u. a. Tumulte 19331 ; Traber, Vom Werden der 

ziircherischen Arheiterhewegung, 98-100; Lindig, 'Der Entscheidfallt an den Umen', 12-14. The 
Communist press celebrated the event as a victory of the working class (Kampfer, 25 Sept. 
1933). See also Walter Thomann, 'Der Kreis 4 und seine Bewohner', in Alfred Traber 
and Walter Thomann, Von der Gemeinde Aussersihl: Neujahrsblatt r954 (Zurich, 1954), 19-24, 
at 21: 'Diese politische Episode bleibt for die Aussersihler unvergeBlich, weil damals die 
"Frontenallianz" am ersten Wahltag mit einem groB angelegten Fackelzug die 
Aussersihler Bevolkerung "begliicken" wollte. Diesem Vorhaben ist durch die mutige 
Abwehr der Arbeiterschaft ein jammerlicher Riickzug bereitet worden. Bereits beim 
Oberschreiten der Stauffacherbriicke wurden diese "Heiden" nach dem Stadtinnern 
zuriickgetrieben. Es war ein Gliick, daB dieser VorstoB nicht bis ins Herz von Aussersihl 
gelang, sonst hatte es zu einer bosen, blutigen Auseinandersetzung kommen konnen. Es 
ist bekannt, daB an der LangstraBe alles zum "Empfang" dieser nach Norden gerichteten 
Allianz vorbereitet war.' (This political episode is etched on the memories of the people of 
Aussersihl because at that time the Frontenallianz wanted to 'favour' them with a large 
torchlight procession on the first day of the election. However, the courageous resistance 
of the workers forced the Frontenallianz to make an ignominious retreat. As soon as they 
set foot on the Stauffacher bridge, these 'heroes' were driven back to the inner city. It was 
fortunate that this attempt to penetrate the heart of Aussersihl did not succeed, because 
otherwise it could have given rise to a violent and bloody fight. It is well known that on 
LangsstraBe everything had been prepared to 'receive' this northern-orientated alliance.) 

60 See e.g. Werner Sieg, 'Die Sihl-der mindere F1uB', Tagblatt der Stadt Z,iirich, 26 Aug. 
2003. 
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street politics,61 although in 1934 the Communists founded a 
short-lived 'Kampfbund gegen Faschismus' in response to the 
fascist organization 'Harst'. 62 Nevertheless, in 1934, both the 
bourgeois-dominated cantonal government and the socialist-
dominated communal government resolved to impose temporary 
restrictions on the right of assembly and demonstration. 63 

In the late 1930s organized protest marches in Zurich became 
less and less important. The Social Democratic Party and the 
trade unions were increasingly integrated into a system of politi-
cal consensus (Konkordanzsystem) and social partnership,64 while 
the various fascist organizations and the Communist Party were 
banned in 1940. In the 1940s and 1950s, May Day demonstra-
tions sometimes hardly differed from the bourgeois guilds' 
Sechselauten parades. Oppositional marches enjoyed a revival 
only in the 1960s when immigrant workers,65 youth protesters, 
and leftist students started claiming the street. 66 

Conclusion 

In the era of bourgeois revolutions up to 1870, organized protest 
took the form not of marches, but of rallies. Only in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century did the emergent labour move-
ment merge this form of protest with other traditions and create 
the classical organized protest march, for which the May Day 
demonstration soon became the model. Until the end of the First 

61 See Dirk Schumann, Politische Gewalt in tier Weimarer Republik I9I8-I933: Kampf um die 
Straj]e und Furcht vor dem Biirgerk:rieg (Essen, 2001). 

62 Neue :{,iircher_:{,eitung, 30 May 1934. 
63 Konig, Kl.assenkiimpfi, 326. 
64 See e.g. Bernard Degen, 'Von "Ausbeutem" und "Schaifmachem" zu "Sozialpart-

nem": Beziehungen zwischen Gewerkschaften und Untemehmern im Wandel', in 
Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv (ed.), Bilder und Leitbilder im soz.ialen Wandel (Zurich, 1991), 
2311 0; Pietro Morandi, Krise wul Verstiindigung: Die Richtlinienbewegung und die Entstehung tier 
Konkordanz.demokratie I9J!,I939 (Zurich, 1995). 

65 See Anderegg, 'Yorn proletarischen Arbeiterfeiertag zum multikulturellen Hap-
pening', 49-50; Marc Zollinger, 'Die Fremdarbeiter waren zuerst', T ages-Anz.eiger, 26June 
2001. 

66 See Alfred A Hasler, Das Ende tier Revolte: Aefbruch tier Jugend I968 wul die Jahre danach 
(Zurich, 1976); Hans Conrad Peyer, 'Die Jahre seit 1957', in Peter Stadler (ed.), Die 
Universitiit Zurich I9_J3-I983 (Zurich, 1983), 95-180, at 125-38; Christine Weber-Hug, 'Die 
Studentenschaft 1933-1983', ibid. 195-235, at 212-27; Christine Spirig, 'Zwischen 
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World War, the Social Democratic labour movement was the 
only political force in Zurich to organize protest marches. The 
Communists, who split off from it, copied this form of protest in 
the 1920s, and at the beginning of the 1930s, the Swiss fascists 
were the first rightist movement to contend with the left for the 
streets as a political arena. 

The bourgeois rallies and the proletarian marches had an 
explicit message, namely that a large number of citizens 
supported the claims of the respective movements. The marches 
of the labour movement, however, also had other, less explicit, 
messages. They were intended to show that the workers were not 
a rebellious mob, but a disciplined class, fighting for its rights by 
peaceful means. By transgressing the boundaries between the 
proletarian and the bourgeois area of the town, however, they 
also symbolized a proletarian attack on the bourgeoisie. Thus 
there was a certain ambiguity-typical of the Swiss labour move-
ment-between a claim to bourgeois respectability and the 
threat to overthrow the existing capitalist order.67 

Neither bourgeois protest meetings nor organized proletarian 
street politics were intended to be other than peaceful. The only 
protest action organized by one of the main political forces that 
was intentionally violent was the 1839 conservative coup d'etat. 
However, violence did not disappear, even after the riots of 
urban or rural mobs had vanished. Especially at times of social 
and economic crisis, proletarian street politics from time to time 
slipped from Social Democratic control, resulting in street battles 
between demonstrators and the police or the military. In the 
early 1930s, the emergence of the fascists as new actors in street 
politics led to an increase in everyday political violence on the 
streets. However, this phenomenon did not lead to a militariza-
tion of street politics, as had been the case in Weimar Germany. 

While the bourgeois protest rallies proved to be quite success-
ful in initiating far-reaching constitutional changes on two occa-
sions, it is more difficult to measure the success of the socialist 
marches. Few demonstrations led to immediate action on the 
part of the political elite-the women's hunger march in 
summer 1918 was one. The success of the socialist marches seems 

67 There was a similar tendency in the German labour movement. See Dieter Groh, 
Negative Integration und revolutionärer Attentismus: Die deutsche Sozialdernokratie am Vorabend des 
Ersten Weltkrieges (Frankfurt am Main, 1973). 
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to lie more in translating the abstract concepts of class and class 
struggle into concrete terms by institutionalizing and ritualizing 
a certain form of collective body politics. 
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Marching on Washington: 

The Civil Rights and 
Anti-War Movements of the 1960s 

SIMON HALL 

I 

Situated in the heart of Washington DC, the two-mile long 
Mall-stretching westward from the Capitol Building toward the 
Potomac-represents the political heart of the United States. 
The area between the Washington Monument and Lincoln 
Memorial, erected in honour of the founder and the saviour of 
the American Republic respectively, is especially symbolic. As 
such the Mall is the site for social and political protest in the 
United States. During the 1960s the capital hosted countless 
demonstrations. Two of the most prominent were the 1963 
March on Washington and the 1967 March on the Pentagon: 
protests that came to symbolize, both in popular imagination and 
historical memory, the civil rights and anti-Vietnam War move-
ments. These two social causes dominated the political and 
cultural landscape of 1960s America, and an examination of 
these iconic demonstrations helps shed light on the movements 
that spawned them. This essay shows that while both marches 
failed to achieve their immediate political goals, the civil rights 
protest, by self-consciously projecting an image of respectability, 
helped win favourable media coverage and secure broader public 
support for the cause. The anti-war demonstrators, in contrast, 
adopted tactics that alienated media and public alike, thereby 
helping to restrict their popular appeal and political influence. 
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II 

In the late afternoon of 28 August 1963 the Revd Dr Martin 
Luther King,Jr., America's foremost civil rights leader, gave the 
keynote address at the March on Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom. 1 Standing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial before 
a massed crowd of 250,000 and a television audience of millions, 
King dispensed with his prepared text to deliver a memorable 
peroration. Drawing on his background as a Baptist preacher, 
King spoke of his 'dream that one day this nation will rise up and 
live out the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truths to be 
self-evident that all men are created equal.' He continued: 'I 
have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious 
racists ... little black boys and black girls will be able to join 
hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and broth-
ers. I have a dream today!' With the assembled throng roaring its 
approval, King concluded with an emotionally charged vision of 
a future when 'all of God's children, black men and white men, 
Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join 
hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at 
last, free at last. Thank God Almighty, we are free at last" .'2 

The March on Washington was 'the first occasion on which all 
major civil rights organizations collaborated in a national under-
taking', and it took place during a time of intense civil rights activ-
ity across the South. 3 The march was initially envisaged as a mass 
action encompassing civil disobedience to protest the economic 
plight of African Americans and voice disapproval over the 
Kennedy Administration's failure to act decisively to end 
Southern segregation. However, between the autumn of 1962 and 
the summer of 1963 it was transformed into a mass rally to urge 
support for the Kennedy Civil Rights Bill, which had been 
submitted to Congress inJune, and to demand economicjustice.4 

1 For a history of the March see Patrick Henry Bass, Like a Mighty Stream: The March on 
Washington August 28, 1963 (Philadelphia, 2003). 

2 David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Sou them Christian 
Leadership Coriference (London, 1993), 283-4. 

3 Jervis Anderson, Bayard Rustin: Troubles I've Seen (Berkeley, 1998), 242. 
4 Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer, Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights 

Movement From the 1950s Through the 1980s (New York, 1990), 160-1; and Garrow, Bearing the 
Cross, 265-8, 280-1. 
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The march .itself was a tremendous success. Despite worries 
about attendance more than 250,000 (a quarter of them white) 
participated in what one journalist described as. 'the greatest 
assembly for a redress of grievance that the capital has ever 
seen'.5 The numerous fears about violence (the government had 
placed several thousand troops on standby, while many local 
stores had removed 'lootable' goods) proved groundless, with 
fewer arrests made than on a regular Washingto9 day. 6 As one 
journalist commented: 'No one could remember an invading 
army quite as gentle.' 7 Many commentators drew attention to 
the 'picnic spirit' among the marchers: James Reston described 
the event as 'a long outing in the summer sun-part liberation 
from home, part Sunday School picnic, part political convention, 
and part fish-fry'.8 

The day's spirit was encapsulated by Dr King's famous 
speech. Described by historian David Garrow as the 'rhetorical 
achievement of a lifetime', it served as a 'clarion call that 
conveyed the moral power of the movement's 1cause' to the 
millions watching the network coverage, and confronted white 
America with 'the undeniable justice of blacks' demands'. 9 One 
participant explained how he was 'enthralled' by 

the 

speech: 'it 
just seemed to move you almost off the platform, off the earth'. 10 

When the applause had died away, the crowd ratified the march 
demands for a $2 minimum wage, an end to employment 
discrimination, and passage of the civil rights bill, before depart-
ing. Within a matter of hours the marchers were gone, leaving 
the city 'as calm as the waters of the Reflecting Pool'. 11 

5 Courtland Cox in Hampton and Fayer, Voices of Freedom, 164; and E. W. Kenworthy, 
'200,000 March for Civil Rights in Orderly Washington Rally', New York Times, 29 Aug. 
1963, I. 

6 Peter Ling, Martin Luther King, Jr. (London, 2002), 146; and James Reston, 'I Have a 
Dream ... ', New York Times, 29 Aug. 1963, 17, j 

7 Russell Baker, 'Capital is Occupied by a Gentle Army', New York Times, 29 Aug. 
1963, in Reporting Civil Rights, pt. 2: American]oumalism 1963-1973 (New York, 2003), 7. 

8 Fred Powledge, 'Alabamians Gay on Bus Journey', New York Times, 28 Aug. 1963, 21; 
and Reston, 'I Have a Dream .. .', 1. 

9 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 284. 
10 William H.Johnson,Jr., in Hampton and Fayer, Voices of Freedom, 168. 
11 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 284; and Kenworthy, '200,000 Marchl, 16. 
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III 

During the 1950s and early 1960s the civil rights movement won 
important local and national victories in part by adopting tactical 
approaches and rhetorical styles that emphasized 'respectability' 
and 'dignity'. As Marisa Chappell, Jenny Hutchinson, and Brian 
Ward have pointed out, the 'whole style, tenor and symbolism of 
black protest was carefully orchestrated to appeal to mainstream 
white sensibilities about proper behavior in pursuit of legitimate 
goals'. 12 While there was a strong radical edge to much civil rights 
activism-seen, for example, in a deep-rooted attachment to 
armed self-defence or hostility towards whites-black leaders 
and organizations sought to present a public face that emphasized 
the movement's peaceful, respectable and, above all, American 
nature. 13 This contributed decisively to the movement's success. 
As Chappell, Hutchinson, and Ward have argued, 'a careful 
adherence to responsible tactics like nonviolence, coupled with 
the promotion of eminently respectable public leaders espousing 
perfectly respectable American ideals in pursuit of quintessentially 
American democratic goals, helped to create the powerful sense 
of moral rectitude which was one of the early movement's most 
effective weapons'. 14 

The March on Washington certainly projected a powerful 
aura of respectability. A New York Times editorial explained: 'The 
discipline maintained by the civil rights pilgrims was as impres-
sive as their dedication. That so vast a movement could be 
carried out with such decorum is a tribute to the respectability of 
both leaders and followers-a responsibility not always evident in 
other demonstrations.' 15 Another report described an 'army of 
quiet, middle-class Americans' participating in a demonstration 
that was 'extraordinary' in its 'politeness'. Indeed, it was 
suggested that the protest itself might have 'set some sort of 
national high-water mark in mass decency'. 16 

12 Marisa Chappell,Jenny Hutchinson, and Brian Ward,' "Dress modestly, neatly ... 
as if you were going to church": Respectability, Class and Gender in the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott and the Early Civil Rights Movement', in Peter Ling and Sharon Monteith 
(eds.), Gender in the Civil Rights Movement (New York, 1999), 70. 

13 See Timothy B. Tyson, Radio Free Dixie: Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power 
(Chapel Hill, NG, 1999). 

14 Chappell, Hutchinson, and Ward,' "Dress modestly, neatly ... "', 73. 
15 'Equality is their Right', New York Times, 29 Aug. 1963, 23. 
16 Baker, 'Capital Is Occupied', 7 and 10. 
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As historian Richard Lentz has noted, respectability came 'late' 
to the March on Washington.17 Even on the eve of the demon-
stration, many newspapers and magazines were worrying that it 
would turn violent or otherwise harm the civil rights cause. 18 It 
was a fear shared by some politicians, despite President 
Kennedy's endorsement of the march on 17 July. 19 The Justice 
Department's Burke Marshall recalled that 'The politicians in 
Washington . . . [in] Congress-were scared to death of the 
march, just totally irrational ... There were congressmen who 
would call up the White House and say, We'd better have troops 
all over the place. '20 

Civil rights leaders, however, took numerous steps to counter 
these fears and project an image of responsibility and dignity. As 
black entertainer Ossie Davies explained: '[We] were presenting 
to America our best face. Our nonviolent face. Our desire to be 
included into American society. And we wanted to show the 
world that we had no evil intentions against anybody.'21 On 24 
June, at a meeting of the march organizers, veteran black activist 
A. Philip Randolph emphasized that they would be working 'on 
the principle of nonviolence, not civil disobedience'. 22 Indeed, 
the march organizers quickly dropped the idea of deploying 
protest tactics in favour of staging a mass rally. 23 In early August 
the leadership was expanded with the appointment of four white 
co-chairmen to supplement the six black leaders.24 Walter 
Reuther of the United Auto Workers, the Revd Eugene Carson 
Blake of the National Council of Churches, RabbiJoachim Prinz 
of the AmericanJewish Congress, and Catholic layman Matthew 
Ahman all helped to project an image of dignity and respectabil-
ity, and the subsequent appeal for white participation in the 

17 Richard Lentz, Symbols, the News Magazines, and Martin Luther King (Baton Rouge, 
1990), 109. 

18 Anderson, Bayard Rustin, 250. 
19 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 278. 
20 Burke Marshall in Hampton and Fayer, Voices of Freedom, 161. 
21 Ossie Davis, ibid. 163. 
22 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 274. 
23 Ling, Martin Luther King, 145; and Paula F. Pfeffer, A. Philip Randolph, Pioneer of the Civil 

Rights Movement (Baton Rouge, La., 1990), 254. 
24 The six black leaders were A. Philip Randolph, the March Director; the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference president, Martin Luther King; Roy Wilkins of the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People; Whitney Young of the 
Urban League; Congress of Racial Equality leader James Farmer; and Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee chairmanJohn Lewis. 
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march was done partly to 'quell growing white fears of black 
militancy'. 25 

The march leadership took care to avoid controversy. Given 
the continued strength of anti-Communism, it was made clear 
that 'the aid or participation of totalitarian or subversive groups of 
all persuasions' would be 'expressly' rejected. Eager to prevent the 
march from being tainted as Communist-inspired, Martin Luther 
King sacked his aide Jack O'Dell (a former Communist) injuly, 
explaining that 'any allusion to the Left brings forth an emotional 
response which would seem to indicate the ... Southern Freedom 
Movement [is] Communist-inspired ... In these critical times we 
simply cannot afford to risk any such impression. '26 Concern 
about projecting the 'correct' image also motivated the objection 
to Bayard Rustin's involvement in the march by Roy Wilkins, 
leader of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP). Rustin, a veteran activist and talented 
organizer, was the obvious choice to direct the protest. But, as a 
committed pacifist who had been jailed during the Second World 
War, a former member of the Young Communist League, and a 
homosexual who had been convicted on a 'morals charge', 
Rustin's involvement posed potential problems. As Wilkins put it: 
'Now, do you think we ought to bring all that into the March 
on Washington? Because it's gonna come out, you know.'2 7 

Eventually a compromise was agreed whereby Randolph held the 
position of march director, but appointed Rustin as his deputy.28 

Ironically, Rustin actually contributed immeasurably to the 
march's respectable image. From his office in Harlem, he was 'at 
his best, seemingly everywhere, with that gray bushy hair, those 
high cheekbones and an ever-present cigarette dangling from the 
corner of his mouth', supervising every detail. 29 He organized 
the training of four thousand volunteer marshals from New York 
and arranged the provision of portable toilets, water fountains, 
and first-aid stations. He made sure that some 80,000 brown-bag 
lunches were provided by an army of volunteers in New York to 
prevent hungry marchers from becoming tetchy. He also super-

25 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 280; and Ling, Martin Luther King, 143. 
26 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 280; and Ling, Martin Luther King, 143. 
27 Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years 1954-63 (New York, 1988), 

847. 28 Ibid. 848. 
29 John Lewis, Walking with the Wind: A Memoir ef the Movement (New York, 1998), 215. 
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vised the list of approved placard slogans and, in an effort to 
ensure that the programme would be completed well before 
dusk, he also insisted that speakers be limited to just seven 
minutes.30 March organizers, working under Rustin's aegis, 
provided detailed instructions to participants and emphasized the 
need for 'dignity and order'.3 1 

King also contributed to the march's success, helping to 
fashion an image of respectability and patriotism. According to 
historian August Meier, King is best understood as a 'conserva-
tive militant' whose 'combination of militancy with conservatism 
and caution, of righteousness with respectability' provided the 
key to his 'enormous success'. Meier has argued that King's 
signal contribution to the civil rights struggle was his ability to 
inspire blacks while simultaneously communicating black aspira-
tions to whites 'better than anybody else'. Meier also maintained 
that King played an important role within the civil rights coali-
tion by occupying its 'vital center', thereby acting as a bridge 
between the movement's radical and moderate wings.32 

All these attributes can be seen clearly during the March on 
Washington. First, King helped to gain the maximum possible 
public support for the march, working closely with Roy Wilkins in 
a round of television appearances and press interviews to empha-
size the peaceful, interracial nature of the planned action. 33 
Second, the march provides an example of King as the 'conserva-
tive militant' acting as a bridge-builder within the civil rights 
coalition. The more moderate NAACP and Urban League were 
initially cool about the march, but King's support for it forced 
their hand. As Bayard Rustin put it, A. Philip Randolph 'used 
King as a left leverage to the moderate centers of black leadership, 
feeling that the moderates would not wish to exclude themselves 
from a popular initiative in which [King] was involved'. 34 This 
ploy worked, and the support of Wilkins and the Urban League's 
Whitney Young was secured. But King also had influence with 
the radicals. When controversy erupted over Student Nonviolent 

30 Branch, Parting the Waters, 872-3. 
31 Nan Robertson, 'Capital is Ready for March Today; IOo,ooo Expected', .New York 

Tl17les, 28 Aug. 1963, 1 and 21; Powledge, 'Alabamians Gay on BusJoumey', 21. 
32 August Meier, 'On the Role of Martin Luther King', in id. and E. Rudwick, Along 

the Color Line: Explorations in the Black Experience (Urbana, Ill., 1976), 176, 177, and 180. 
33 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 281; and Ling, Martin Luther King, 146. 
34 Anderson, Bayard Rustin, 241-2. 
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Coordinating Committee (SNCC) chairmanjohn Lewis's speech 
during the march itself, King deployed his skills yet again. The 
crisis arose because the prelate of Washington, Patrick Cardinal 
O'Boyle, who was due to give the invocation, objected to Lewis's 
rhetoric. SNCC activists, who had been working at the cutting 
edge of the freedom struggle attempting to register voters and 
empower local blacks in some of the most deeply racist areas of 
the South, had grown increasingly frustrated with the federal 
government-especially over its persistent refusal to protect civil 
rights workers from white violence. 35 Initially attracted to the 
march because of its promise of civil disobedience, many SNCC 
activists were alarmed at the apparent co-optation of the event by 
the nation's liberal elite. In his speech, Lewis planned to be critical 
of the Kennedy Administration, asking 'I want to know, which 
side is the Federal Government on?' For O'Boyle, the most prob-
lematic line was the one that declared: 'We will march through 
the South, through the heart of Dixie, the way Sherman did. We 
shall pursue our own "scorched earth" policy and burnjim Crow 
to ground-nonviolently.' After O'Boyle threatened to withdraw 
from the march unless the speech was changed, thereby under-
mining the unity of the coalition, a last-minute compromise was 
sought. 36 A. Philip Randolph's emotional plea to SNCC leaders 
was important in their decision to compromise, but King played a 
crucial role too.37 Indeed, he made a 'personal appeal' to Lewis to 
remove the Sherman reference, commenting: 'I think I know you 
well ... I don't think this sounds like you.' King was correct, the 
passage had been written by the group's executive secretary, 
James Forman, and Lewis agreed to its removal.38 According to 
Richard Lentz, 'the respectable revolutionary Martin Luther 
King demonstrated his adherence to moderate tactics' by 
persuading Lewis to revise his speech. 39 

King's most memorable contribution to the March on 
Washington, of course, was his own speech-which is a classic 
example of how the civil rights movement grounded demands for 
radical change firmly within America's democratic tradition. In 

35 Simon Hall, Peace and Freedom: The Civil Rights and Antiwar Movements in the 1960s 
(Philadelphia, 2005), 13--22. 

36 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 282. 
37 Courtland Cox in Hampton and Fayer, Voices ef Freedom, 164. 
38 Ling, Martin Luther /Gng, 147. 
39 Lentz, Symbols, w7. 
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the 'I have a dream' climax King articulated a vision of a nation 
free from racial discrimination and bigotry. But King empha-
sized that this dream was 'deeply rooted in the American dream', 
and that in demanding freedom blacks were laying claim to the 
nation's egalitarian tradition. King and the thousands of 
marchers were simply calling on America to 'rise up and live out 
the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truths to be self-
evident that all men are created equal'.40 

This approach helped to build broad public support for the 
civil rights movement. The New York Times was just one of those 
to emphasize the march's patriotic flavour. For liberal columnist 
James Reston, King's speech was an 'anguished echo from the 
old American reformers', including Samuel Adams and Henry 
David Thoreau. His 'dream', meanwhile, was a 'promise out of 
our ancient articles of faith: phrases from the Constitution, lines 
from the great anthem of the nation, guarantees from the Bill of 
Rights, all ending with a vision that they might one day all come 
true'. One of the reasons for the march's success, according to 
Reston, was its ability to 'invoke the principles of the founding 
fathers to rebuke the inequalities and hypocrisies of modern 
American life'.41 No one had done this better than King himsel£ 

According to August Meier, 'American history shows that for 
any reform movement to succeed, it must attain respectability. It 
must attract moderates, even conservatives, to its ranks. '42 The 
March on Washington shows the civil rights movement succeed-
ing in this to a remarkable extent. Not only did all the major civil 
rights organizations participate, but they also mobilized the 
support of numerous liberal and labour groups, as well as secur-
ing political support. In addition to a presidential endorsement, 
more than 150 members of Congress attended the march itself. 
This 'respectability' did not go unchallenged. Asjohn Lewis has 
recalled, many within SNCC wanted nothing to do with the 
march, viewing it as a conservative sell-out that emphasized 
'civility' over 'militancy'.43 It was a view echoed by one Congress 
of Racial Equality activist from Harlem. Although he partici-
pated 'out ofrespect for what my people are doing', he explained 

4-0 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 283. 
41 Reston, 'I Have a Dream ... ', 1. 
42 Meier, 'On the Role', 180. 
43 Lewis, Walking with the Wmd, 203 and 213. 
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that 'when the March started to get all the official approval from 
Mastah Kennedy ... and they started setting limits on how we 
had to march peacefully, I knew the March was going to be a 
mockery'. 44 

Nevertheless, as the March on Washington shows, the move-
ment's success in the early 1960s derived partly from its ability to 
put aside internal differences and to assemble broad coalitions of 
support around agreed aims, while portraying itself as respectable, 
dignified, and nonviolent and presenting its demands in a manner 
that identified the movement as a part of, rather than a threat to, 
America's republican-democratic tradition. It was something that 
that other great protest movement of the 1960s, the anti-war 
struggle, singularly failed to do. 

IV 

On the morning of 21 October 1967 more than 100,000 
Americans gathered in the autumn sunshine at the Lincoln 
Memorial to protest publicly against their nation's military 
involvement in Vietnam.45 As well as enjoying performances by 
folk singers Phil Ochs and Peter, Paul, and Mary, the marchers 
also endured the usual round of interminable speeches. 46 Later 
that afternoon some 35,000 protesters made the short journey to 
the north parking lot of the Pentagon for a second rally and the 
opportunity to engage in civil disobedience.47 As a grim-faced 
Robert McNamara, the Secretary of Defence, peered from his 
office window, an attempt was made to levitate the building. 
While a few radicals attempted to storm the Pentagon, others 
sought to persuade the nervous troops that the war was wrong. 
In a highly symbolic action, some placed flowers in soldiers' gun 
barrels. 48 As dusk fell, draft cards were burned. Shortly after 
midnight, troops and US marshals removed protesters from the 

44 Marlene Nadle, 'The View from the Front of the Bus', Village Voice, 5 Sept. 1963, in 
&porting Civil Rights, pt. 2: American Journalism 196:,1973, 3. 

45 Tom Wells, The War Within: America's Battle over Vtetnam (Berkeley, 1994), 195. 
46 Mike Goldfield, 'Power at the Pentagon', New 4ft Notes, 30 Oct. 1967, 1; and Charles 
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48 Wells, The War Within, 197. 
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Pentagon plaza. By midnight on Sunday the remaining demon-
strators were cleared from the north parking lot. Ultimately some 
683 arrests were made, with fifty-two activists serving jail-time 
and $8,000 levied in fines; scores were injured but there were no 
deaths.49 

The March on the Pentagon was one of the defining moments 
of the 1960s anti-war movement. In many ways the mobilization 
of thousands of demonstrators and the generation of national 
and international media coverage symbolized the movement's 
success. However, it also reveals the movement's central weak-
ness: by adopting tactics that alienated ordinary Americans, it 
was unable to win broad public support and thus had a negligible 
impact on government policy.50 

Although the US military commitment in Vietnam began in 
May 1959, the war did not emerge as an important national issue 
until 1965. At the end of LyndonJohnson's first year in office there 
were just 23,000 American troops stationed in Vietnam, but 
within twelve months the number had risen to 181,000. The begin-
ning of a massive bombing campaign against North Vietnam in 
February 1965 made the war a major political issue and energized 
the domestic peace movement. The first national anti-war march 
was held in Washington DC on 17 April 1965, and over the next 
two years there were dozens more local and national protests. 
Despite the mobilization of ever-larger demonstrations (25,000 
had turned out in April 1965, two years later there were 200,000 
protesting on the streets of New York) the war continued to esca-
late. The inability to affect American policy bred frustration 
within the peace movement and, by the summer of 1967, some 
were arguing for a move to active 'resistance' to the war. It was in 
this context that the National Mobilization Committee to End the 
War in Vietnam (Mobe), a national co-ordinating coalition of 
anti-war groups, planned the March on the Pentagon.51 

The decision to hold a demonstration in Washington on 
October 21 was taken in May.52 By late August, with Berkeley 

49 Ibid. 195~03. 
50 See Charles DeBenedetti, 'LyndonJohnson and the Antiwar Opposition', in Robert 
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radical Jerry Rubin in charge of the project, it was decided to 
engage in civil disobedience at the Pentagon as well. On August 
28 the Mobe announced that they would 'shut it down'-'We 
will fill the hallways and block the entrances. Thousands of 
people will disrupt the center of the American war machine. In 
the name of humanity we will call the warmakers to task.'53 

The combination of civil disobedience, resistance, and 
counter-culturalism that characterized the Pentagon protest 
alienated 'ordinary' Americans, and helps explain why the anti-
war movement remained deeply unpopular even as public 
support for the war itself declined. No one attending, or reading 
about, the March on the Pentagon could fail to notice its 
counter-cultural flavour. Speaking at a press conference in New 
York on August 28, the Mobe'sjerry Rubin announced to a star-
tled audience that at the October protest the Pentagon would be 
levitated 300 feet in the air, where it would take on an orange 
glow and vibrate as the demon of war was exorcized.54 Rubin's 
collaborator, Abbie Hoffman, a former civil rights activist and 
Greenwich Village radical, gave a 'well rehearsed and carefully 
paced' performance. According to his biographer Jonah Raskin, 
he 'had his props in hand: a stick of burning incense and some-
thing that looked like a bowling ball, which he called a "psyche-
delic bomb". With mock solemnity, he tilted his head back and 
rolled his eyes, as though watching the Pentagon leave the 
ground and hover above Washington, D.C.'55 This was not an 
isolated case: when reports indicated that the government might 
be prepared to use Mace against protesters, Hoffman told the 
press that the Diggers, a San Francisco-based cadre of counter-
cultural anarchists, had their own secret weapon-'Lace'-a 
'high-potency sex juice' that, when squirted on skin or clothes 
penetrated quickly to the bloodstream, 'causing the subject to 
disrobe and get sexually aroused'. 56 Elsewhere Hoffman declared 
that, at the Pentagon, demonstrators would 'fuck on the grass 
and beat ourselves against the doors'. He also explained that they 
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would 'dye the Potomac red, bum the cherry trees ... and try to 
kidnap LBJ while wrestling him to the ground and pulling his 
pants off. We will attack with noisemakers, water pistols, marbles, 
bubble-gum wrappers and bazookas.'57 

Others followed Rubin and Hoffman's lead. In a pre-conven-
tion call, widely circulated in the underground press, a 'whole, 
huge separate hippy, flowery march ... [with] Indian men, people 
with water pistols (passed out free), noise makers, hundreds of 
skulls on poles, flower banners' was promised for 21 October.58 

Meanwhile, the Mobe's own newsletter carried a controversial 
article containing such suggestions for the Washington demonstra-
tion as looting department stores and defoliating the White House 
lawn. 59 At the demonstration itself some protesters burned draft 
cards while others waved National Liberation Front (NLF) flags, 
a few engaged in sexual acts in front of troops, while others 
participated in a 'mass urination'. According to one participant-
observer, there were also 'ample supplies of grass'.60 

In his Pulitzer Prize-winning account of the demonstration, The 
Armies of the Night, Norman Mailer wrote that the protesters 
seemed to be 'assembled from all the intersections between history 
and the comic books, between legend and television, the Biblical 
archetypes and the movies'.61 He brilliantly captured the counter-
cultural element of the Pentagon protest as the anarchic folk-rock 
band, the Fugs, attempted to levitate the building while 'dressed 
in orange and yellow and rose colored capes' looking like 'Hindu 
gurus, French musketeers, and Southern cavalry captains'. Mailer 
portrayed the craziness of the situation: as bizarre incantations 
echoed in the air, the chant went up-'Out, demons, out! Out, 
demons, out! Out, demons, out!' As Mailer noted, 'in the back-
ground was the sound of a long sustained Ommmm'. The 
Pentagon remained firmly rooted to the ground. 62 
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Such activity was a double-edged sword for the peace move-
ment. On the one hand it helped to generate publicity and 
provided creative ways for activists to protest the war, but it also 
made it easy for the movement's critics to attack it. Given the high 
level of counter-cultural activity at the Pentagon, it is unsurprising 
to learn that the coverage of the protest in the mainstream media 
was largely hostile. The Washington Post rebuked the 'lawlessness' 
of the 'extremists' and attacked the 'drifters and rabble' who, it 
alleged, lacked any sense of taste or decency. Time magazine 
spoke of 'ranting, chanting protesters', while NBC's David 
Brinkley characterized the march as a 'coarse, vulgar episode'.63 

According to movement veteran Sidney Lens, 'Most Americans, 
I'm sure, were disturbed by [the Pentagon] action; only a minority 
sympathized with what we were doing. '64 Lens was correct: the 
anti-war movement's use of confrontational tactics, provocative 
rhetoric, and counter-cultural protest helped to ensure that it was 
one of the few things in America that was actually more unpopular 
than the Vietnam War itself. By 1968, 70 per cent of Americans 
viewed the anti-war movement in a negative light, while 50 per 
cent thought the war a 'mistake'. 65 Many scholars have pointed to 
the peace movement's counter-culturalism and use of perceived 
'anti-American' tactics as reasons for its failure to win broad 
appeal among ordinary Americans. Writing in 1970, Robert E. 
Lane and Michael Lerner concluded that so long as the peace 
movement was associated with the counter-culture its political 
power could scarcely increase. They wrote that 'the fear and anger 
that the counterculture evokes is not surprising, given that it 
reverses, whether consciously or unconsciously, so many funda-
mental values of Middle America'.66 
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In many ways the public perception that the peace movement 
was made up primarily of 'freaks' was due to media distortion. 
Nathan Blumberg specifically criticized the media for their misre-
porting of the March on the Pentagon. In the Columbia Journalism 
Review he wrote of the 'vein of hostility' that ran through most 
published accounts of the demonstration in the mainstream 
press-'with emphasis on violence, peculiar dress, dirtiness, mari-
juana, and obscenity'. He cited the Washington Post as an example, 
with its talk of 'shaggy doves and the sweet smell of pot', and 
accused the media of 'complicity' in failing to 'tell it like it is'. 67 

There can be little doubt that the media focused their atten-
tion on the smaller Pentagon action rather than the larger 
Washington rally and gave undue prominence to the protest's 
more bizarre or shocking aspects. It is also true that the over-
whelming majority of those who attended the rally and the subse-
quent march were 'ordinary' Americans who neither smoked pot 
nor waved an NLF flag. 68 Nevertheless, the anti-war movement 
was itself complicit in the projection of a public image that alien-
ated Middle America. It was the Mobe's own Jerry Rubin who 
had spoken of levitating the Pentagon; and it was in the pages of 
the Mobe's own newsletter that tactics such as urinating near the 
White House had been suggested. 

V 

There are both important similarities and telling differences 
between the March on Washington and the March on the 
Pentagon. Both protests made use of the Mall, the symbolic heart 
of the nation, and both focused on sites that resonated with their 
cause. The civil rights protest of 1963 took place in front of the 
Lincoln Memorial-monument to the Great Emancipator who 
had helped free the slaves a century before. The anti-war protest-
ers of 1967, meanwhile, chose to march to the Pentagon, symbol 
of America's war machine. Both movements mobilized vast 
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support, generated national and international media coverage, 
and empowered their activists by fostering a sense of shared 
ideals and purpose. 69 Both demonstrations also failed in their 
immediate goals. It is unlikely that the March on Washington 
changed any votes on Capitol Hill, while attempts to secure 
stronger federal measures to help improve the economic plight of 
black Americans also came to nothing. 70 The March on the 
Pentagon failed demonstrably to end the war in Vietnam, and it 
probably had little discernible impact on government policy.71 

Indeed, Lyndon Johnson approved new bombing targets and 
fresh air strikes just days after the Pentagon protest, while the 
conflict itself continued until 1973.72 

For the March on Washington, though, there was a broader, 
albeit less tangible, success. The staging of a massive interracial 
protest that involved religious and labour groups as well as black 
activists demonstrated the existence of broad public support for 
civil rights. 73 The march also played an important role in trans-
forming the black struggle from a series of fragmented, Southern 
protests into a respectable national movement. 74 The March on 
the Pentagon, in contrast, generated no wider success. The anti-
war movement remained decidedly unpopular among the vast 
majority of Americans-even those who were uneasy about their 
country's military involvement in Vietnam. Indeed, an argument 
can be made that actions such as the March on the Pentagon 
actually had a counter-productive effect. After all, the New Right 
was able to achieve remarkable political success from the late 
1960s, in part by attacking anti-war activists. 75 
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There is, of course, a need to recognize the different circum-
stances faced by the two movements. Martin Luther King was 
fond of stating that 'there is nothing so powerful as an idea whose 
time has come', and the civil rights struggle of the 1960s could 
certainly draw succour from longer-term political develop-
ments-the New Deal liberalism of the 1930s, the ideals of the 
Atlantic Charter, and America's democratic Cold War mission, 
for example. 76 None of these made federal intervention on civil 
rights inevitable, but they gave the movement the leverage and 
tools that helped make it possible. The anti-war movement, in 
contrast, lacked mainstream political allies (congressional critics 
of the war remained reluctant to associate with the peace move-
ment until the end of the decade), and operated in a climate that, 
given the context of urban riots and growing social dislocation, 
was far less propitious for any kind of protest than it had been a 
few years before. Moreover, in attempting to engage a public 
that was concerned about Communism and hostile to an anti-
war message that they instinctively viewed as unpatriotic, the 
peace movement was always going to find it hard to win over 
popular opinion.77 Nevertheless, anti-war activists did not help 
themselves by adopting a tactical approach and rhetorical style 
that seemed to go out of its way to alienate the very people whose 
support they needed. 

Civil rights leaders, as shown by the March on Washington, 
went to great lengths to present their movement as representing 
the best of the American tradition. They dropped plans for civil 
disobedience and emphasized the need for disciplined, respectable 
behaviour. While radicalism remained beneath the surface, the 
march self-consciously projected an image of respectability and 
patriotism, thereby making widespread public support and 
favourable media coverage more likely. 78 The organizers of the 
March on the Pentagon did not follow the lead set by their civil 
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rights comrades, and endorsed tactics and rhetoric that enabled 
the anti-war movement to be viewed as profoundly un-
American. 79 They therefore played a role in severely limiting both 
their popular appeal and political power. A comparison of the 
March on Washington and the March on the Pentagon indicates 
that civil rights leaders, at least during the early rg6os, appear to 
have understood better than their anti-war counterparts, the 
power and importance of image. 

79 In negotiations over the parade permit, government officials suggested that anti-war 
leaders follow the example of the March on Washington, and drop civil disobedience in 
favour of a mass, peaceful rally. The Mobe refused. See National Mobilization 
Committee Administrative Committee Minutes, n.d. [Sept. 1967], in Wisconsin Historical 
Society, Sidney Peck Papers, Box 2, Folder 2. 
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Streets of Anger: Opposition Protests in 

Belgrade and Sofia during the 
Winter Months of 1996-1997 

NIKOLA D. DIMITROV 

Introduction 

For the countries of Eastern Europe, the Cold War era came to 
an end in the late 1980s with the outbreak of the Velvet 
Revolutions. These movements represented a significant process 
of rapid democratization in the former Communist satellite states 
of the Soviet Union, and had far-reaching consequences. This 
change, contracted at the global political top, was initiated on the 
streets of Berlin, Warsaw, and Prague. Almost overnight the 
Communist regimes were swept away in the face of the large 
crowds which gathered in front of the Berlin Wall. This change 
was not only political, but symbolic as well. It represented a 
change in the minds of the formerly oppressed European nations 
of the former Soviet bloc, and brought to a logical close the years 
of struggle of the Polish workers, the Prague students, and the 
people of Budapest. The street, in fact, was where the actual 
'revolution' happened. The street as the symbolic place of 
freedom, even in a spatial sense, was the only possible and, 
indeed, the most attractive place in which to express the yearning 
for the long desired political right of free speech in the form of 
non-formal and non-organized demonstrations, large gatherings 
of people connected by the mere fact of political freedom. In the 
Central European countries this phase lasted no longer than a 
couple of months. After this, the political process was normal-
ized-in other words, it went back into the buildings of political 
power, and talks around 'round tables' resumed. Here the politi-
cal sphere was represented by the political parties that accepted 
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the need for politics and economics to be profoundly reformed in 
order to achieve integration into European and trans-Atlantic 
political structures. 

The Political Process in Yugoslavia and Bulgaria in the Early 1990s 

Slobodan Milosevic came to power in Yugoslavia. He was an 
aparatchik of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (from 1963, the 
League of Communists of Yugoslavia) who, in the late 1980s, 
replaced the Communist regime established by Josip Broz Tito 
with his own polarized mixture of nationalism and socialism. 
What opposition there was remained weak and ineffective, and 
the people accepted Milosevic in the hope that he would be able 
to keep Yugoslavia united and the Serbian lands together. It is 
important to note the significance of the various open-air demon-
strations which Milosevic used to make known his political 
vision-marches, meetings, gatherings, etc. He was acclaimed a 
national hero by one million people (as reported by TV 
Belgrade) at a meeting in Belgrade in 1988. The following year 
he organized an imposing celebration of the 600th anniversary of 
the Battle of Kossove Polye (Field of Kosovo )-a symbolic place 
for Serbian history. For Milosevic, Kosovo was the basis of his 
propaganda. 'We will win the battle for Kosovo regardless of the 
obstacles placed before us at home and abroad. We will win even 
if our enemies from abroad unite with those at home. And even 
the Turkish and German conquerors know that this nation will 
win the battle for freedom,' he declared at the rally at which he 
was inaugurated as President of Yugoslavia in 1988.1 

After a period of considerable popularity in the late 1980s, 
however, Milosevic began to lose popular support in the early 
1990s, beginning with the intellectuals and the students. His 
popularity declined more rapidly with the start of the civil war in 
Yugoslavia in 1991, when his manipulation of the media, espe-
cially the Radio Television Serbia (RTS), dismayed a much 
broader population. 

1 18 November 1988, Usce-state rally of inauguration of Slobodan Milosevic. 
According to the report by TV Belgrade, about I million people were present; according 
to others, a few hundred thousand. Online at <http://www.beograd.org.yu/cms/ 
view.php?id=201267>, accessed 26 Oct. 2005. 
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The first mass demonstrations against Milosevic's regime took 
place on 9 March 1991 in protest at manipulation of the media. 
Several hundred thousand people, led by Milosevic's political 
opponents, presented the first real threat to the regime. According 
to reports by TV Belgrade, only a few thousand 'hooligans' were 
present, while according to the independent media, the figure was 
over 50,000. Milosevic called for the army, and sent tanks on to 
the streets. The demonstrations ended in violence and bloodshed. 
Police on horseback tried to disperse the demonstrators. Later, 
the police used water cannons and beat the demonstrators, with 
two people getting killed. In the years that followed, demonstra-
tions against Milosevic took place on several occasions, and 
always ended in violence and repression. In the summer months 
of 1992 students called for Milosevic to resign because the interna-
tional community had imposed sanctions on Belgrade on 30 May. 
A delegation of students and professors had met with Milosevic, 
who said he had the support of workers, farmers, and citizens, and 
thus refused to resign. After the meeting, one of the students said 
that 'not even a nuclear bomb would drive the President away'. 2 

In 1993, a new police special force was created in order to quell 
the actions of demonstrators. 

Milosevic continued to win elections during the early 1990s. 
Complete control over the popular media, along with an elec-
toral system that allowed manipulation of votes, ensured his 
continued political success. At the same time, organized crime 
blossomed throughout the country, fostered by the international 
embargo imposed on Yugoslavia during and after the civil war. 
Schemes for smuggling petrol products and arms were created 
on the border with Bulgaria, assisted by the Bulgarian and 
Russian mafia and corrupt Bulgarian customs officials. 

In Bulgaria the re-establishment of a democratic political 
process after the abolition of the one-party system in late 1989 
began from an early stage, as Bulgaria had no tradition of anti-
Communist opposition like that known for decades in the Central 
European countries. The inner circle of the governing Communist 
Party initiated a change at the top. In a surprise move, it replaced 
the long-standing Party leader, Todor Zhivkov, with Petur 
Mladenov, a well-known Party functionary and outgoing Minister 

2 15 June-10 July 1992, the Student Protest. Online at <http://www.beograd.org.yu/ 
cms/view.php?id=2or267>, accessed 26 Oct. 2005. 
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of Foreign Affairs, in the hope of maintaining the leading role of 
the Party. The weak opposition-consisting of a colourful mix of 
Communist Party 'informals' (dissenting Party members), former 
political prisoners, elderly activists from the pre-war political 
parties, and students agitating for a democratic 'revolution'-was 
unable to prevent the Communist Party from holding on to its 
governing role and restraining the democratization process. 
Nevertheless, after years of standstill under a one-party regime, 
the political drive had a powerful impact on everyday life. In only 
two months from November 1989, more than 120 political organi-
zations were created. Political parties which had existed before 
1944 were re-established and new, sometimes extremely strange, 
associations covering the whole political spectrum were registered 
as political. The streets and squares of Sofia were full of demon-
strating people, insisting on radical political change to create a 
democratic political system and raising their voices against the 
Communist regime and Party. The demands of the streets shaped 
the demands of the anti-Communist opposition, as the opposition 
parties adopted the slogans of the crowds. Thus they transformed 
the energy of the streets into a common political language that 
prevented the people on the streets from radical rioting by provid-
ing them with a channel for adequate political communication. 

Despite the existing will for change, the majority of the non-
urban population remained committed to the political ideas of the 
former Communist Party, and the new Bulgarian Socialist Party 
(BSP, successor to the Communist Party of Bulgaria) won the 
1990 elections for the Grand National Assembly (the Parliament, 
charged with preparing and voting on a new constitution). Thus 
the street continued to be the place to express political demands 
for the whole of 1990, as the students and the opposition accused 
the Socialists of electoral fraud. The street remained an active 
part of political life with constant demonstrations and an escala-
tion of the situation. After the elections, on 12 June, the students 
announced that they were occupying the Sofia University build-
ing. Their main demands were the publication of the real election 
results and the resignation of the managing director of the state-
owned television station. The main political opposition, the 
Union of Democratic Forces (UDF), was divided into two wings. 
The 'softer' formations entered the new Parliament and voted in 
the new constitution (adopted in July 1991), but the radical 



Belgrade and Sofia, Winter of 1996-7 235 

anti-Communists remained outside, maintaining a constant 
round-the-dock presence on the streets, and demanding new 
elections. They announced a hunger strike and set up a tent 
city-known as 'the City of Truth', as they initially wanted to 
know the real election results-on one of Sofia's main squares, in 
front of the building housing the headquarters of the Sofia 
Communist Party. The country entered a long period of political 
crisis, symbolically culminating in the raid on the Communist 
Party headquarters building in the early hours of 27 August. The 
building was set on fire. Even then the governing Bulgarian 
Socialists did not have the courage to emulate Milosevic and 
send armed forces against the people. The protests continued 
peacefully, with students and demonstrators marching and 
holding meetings on the streets of Sofia every day. There were 
street blockades, concerts, open-air performances, and national 
strikes in a situation of severe food, fuel, and electricity shortages, 
until 29 November, when the Socialist government resigned. An 
agreement was achieved, under pressure from the street, to form 
a new government in which all major political organizations 
would be represented, both Socialists and anti-Communists. This 
agreement put an end to the most profound political crisis of the 
early 1990s, and the political process returned to normality. 

The street protests of the early 1990s to a large extent initiated 
a specific discourse of protest in the societies of both Serbia and 
Bulgaria. The opposition organizations had much in common: 
both were against the governing ex-Communist parties; both 
wanted democratization and political pluralism, freedom of 
speech, and media free from state control; and both called for 
radical economic reform leading to privatization and a market 
economy. Street activism acted as a common, everyday mark of 
where political parties and movements stood in the left-
centre-right spectrum at all levels in the political arena. In the 
Central European countries the street was an active force only 
for a short time in the period before, during, and shortly after the 
Velvet Revolutions of 1989. In the Balkan countries of Bulgaria 
and Yugoslavia, however, the street as a political space and the 
people on the street as political subjects continued to be active 
throughout the first part of the 1990s, when on several occasions 
street demonstrations influenced the political life of both coun-
tries. The street demonstrations called into being a specific and 
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distinctive political culture with its own language, rules, symbolic 
places, and logic. The use of open public space as a medium of 
protest became common, and certain places in the city were 
burdened with specific symbolic value, such as the central 
districts where the government buildings are located, and squares 
where demonstrations associated with different parties tradition-
ally took place. In addition, various forms of pop-art protest, such 
as specific ritualized forms like mock funerals, theatricalized 
forms of protest, noise-making, and puppets of political figures, 
subjects, or ideas, originated in the first protest movements of the 
early 1990s. They lived on in the public awareness until the 
protests of the winter months of 1996-7, when they were used 
again. Thus they verified the existence of a specific political 
culture and culture of protest in both countries, characterized by 
similar features, although protests happened without any contact 
or detailed information about what was going on in the neigh-
bouring country. Each was too concerned about the success of its 
own issues. This leads us to the thought that protest movements 
in similar circumstances and originating from similar cultures 
apply political pressure using the same media, while outcomes 
depend on wider factors, such as the existing political system and 
the will of the opposed sides to achieve a solution (whether peace-
ful or violent) leading out of the crisis. This theory is verified by 
the Orange Revolution in the Ukraine. 

Streets of Anger 

In the light of the above, the outcries against the governing 
Socialist parties in Serbia and Bulgaria in the winter months of 
1996- appear to be a logical part of an existing tradition of 
opposition. Thus, in my opinion, it is important to keep in mind 
the extended introduction above while considering the develop-
ments which are the main subject of this essay. This continuity is 
more explicit in the case of Serbia, as the street protests against 
Milosevic's politics never really stopped, and the anti-regime 
crowd was a constant presence on the streets of major Serbian 
towns. This was not the case in Bulgaria, where the streets were 
calm between 1990-1 and the outcries of 1996-7, because 
Bulgarian society largely achieved political normalization, with 
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an operating multi-party, participatory democracy. It faced more 
dramatic reforms in the economy, which drew people back from 
the initial over-politicization of everyday life from 1989 to 1990. 
This does not mean, however, that politics was not a major 
concern of society. On the contrary, the political sphere was 
closely observed and people were interested and participated in 
the process, but more as passive commentators than as active 
political subjects on the streets. 

The Case of Belgrade: Eighty-Two Days of Continual Street Protests 

The protest movement in Serbia grew out of political protests 
against the electoral fraud perpetrated by the governing Socialist 
Party (SPS) in the elections. The demonstrations began in the 
southern Serbian city of Nish after the second round of the 
Yugoslavian local elections held on 17-19 November 1996, when 
the election results were annulled. 3 It became clear that the result, 
which initially gave most contested seats to the opposition coali-
tion, Zajedno (Together), had been severely tampered with. The 
name of the opposition coalition was highly appropriate, as it 
brought together political parties and political leaders with very 
different styles and political aims: Vuk Draskovic, the leader of the 
Serbian Renewal Movement (SRM), while an outspoken oppo-
nent of the war, is a Serbian nationalist; Zoran Djindjic, leader of 
the Democratic Party, made use of nationalism, but took a more 
moderate approach; and the Civic Alliance, with the most 
progressive policies, was led by Vesna Pesic, former Director of 
the Centre for Anti-War Action. The common denominator was 
the specific goal of removing Milosevic and his party from their 
powerful position in Yugoslavian politics. Beyond that, the coali-
tion shared a commitment to moving the country away from the 
single-party way of thinking that was part of the Communist 
system, and towards a pluralistic, participatory democracy. Many 

3 On 19 November Vuk Draskovic told about 35,000 demonstrators in Nish that some 
of the irregularities were so serious that a third round of balloting would have to take 
place in some districts. Violations ranged from falsification of ballots to the theft of ballot 
boxes. In the meantime, the authorities were mobilizing the police and military reserves 
with the probable intent of at least intimidating those attending opposition rallies. OMRI 
Daily Digest, no. 225, 20 Nov. 1996. Online at <http://www.beograd.org.yu/cms/ 
view.php?id=201267>, accessed 26 Oct. 2005. 
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intellectuals and activists voted for Zajedno because it was the 
only reasonable option, but most did not support it wholeheart-
edly. Djindjic was portrayed in the international media as 
the main leader of Zajedno and the protests, probably because 
he fitted the image held by the Western media, having left 
Yugoslavia as a dissident student in the 1970s and studied and 
lived in Germany for many years. However, it was Vuk Draskovic 
with his Serb nationalist rhetoric who attracted the largest follow-
ing to the coalition. 4 Before the elections, it was a frequently 
heard comment that the Western democracies, and especially the 
USA, would like to see Milosevic win the elections that year and 
the president elections the following year. After all, it was pointed 
out, his signature was on the Dayton Peace Accord, and a possible 
shift at the top could place obstacles in the way of the hard-won 
peace process. In fact, it was true that the nationalist language of 
the opposition leaders was not likely to be valued as highly by the 
Western democracies as by the people of Serbia. 

The initial victory of the Zajedno coalition was a surprise to 
everyone because Nish is in south Serbia, the heart of Milosevic's 
political base. This vote exposed growing public dissatisfaction 
with the government's economic and social policies, opinions 
once thought to be limited to intellectuals and anti-war activists. 
But Nish was not the only city undergoing political change. 
Zajedno won in Belgrade, Kragujevac, Kraljevo, Novi Sad, 
V aljevo, Uzice, Pirot, Cacak, and a number of other cities. In 
some of these communities, the contest was close. But in Belgrade, 
the opposition won seventy seats in the City Council while the 
SPS got only twenty-one. Yet in Belgrade as well as in all the 
other cities, the SPS declared the elections invalid because of 
'irregularities' in the election process and in the counting of votes. 
In almost every city, they demanded the annulment of most of the 
seats won by the opposition coalition. They cited reasons such as 
that Zajedno publicity posters were too close to the polling 
stations, or that a member of Zajedno had a visitor bring him 
dinner while he was at the polling station as a member of the elec-
tion commission. 

It is practically impossible to obtain a full and accurate picture of 

4 Protests in Belgrade and throughout Yugoslavia, pt. 1: Balkan Peace Team--Belgrade Special 
Report, 7 Dec. 1996. Online at <http://www.peacebrigades.org/bpt/bpt96-14-html>, 
accessed 26 Oct. 2005. 
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the elections. On 26 October the opposition parties announced a 
possible boycott of the elections, as the government removed the 
representatives of the Zajedno coalition from the electoral commis-
sions and sent out invitations to the OSCE for international 
observers-too late. This was a smart move, which prevented any 
international interference. No international observers were present 
for either the federal elections on 3 November, or the second round 
oflocal elections on 17 November. The former were highly signifi-
cant for the governing regime as they were to determine the distri-
bution of seats in Parliament. This was of great importance to 
Milosevic, as at that time he was in his second presidential term, 
and without a two-thirds majority in Parliament, he would not be 
able to make the constitutional changes he needed to keep power 
in the upcoming presidential elections of 1997. And the local elec-
tions were more important to the opposition coalition, as they 
believed they had a greater chance of taking local power in major 
Serbian cities than of causing a change in the country's govern-
ment, as actually happened. 

Mass demonstrations in Yugoslavian towns continued from 19 
November. Crowds of up to 200,000 people in Belgrade, and 
20,000 in the smaller cities, marched through the streets on a daily 
basis, demanding that the election results be recognized. From the 
first days of the protests the town of Nish was under police siege, 
and, according to the independent newspapers, the Belgrade 
police forces were in a state of martial law (25 November). The 
first protest in Belgrade took place on 20 November. An estimated 
5,000 people gathered outside the Serbian parliament when it 
became clear that even the Belgrade election results were under 
threat.5 They were annulled on 25 November. This led to daily 
mass demonstrations of thousands of people every day on the 
streets of Belgrade. 

Protests usually followed a similar course. Protesters would 
gather at 3 p.m. every day in front of the Zajedno office with 
whistles, horns, pipes, bells, and pots and pans. After one or two 
short speeches they would start walking. The routes differed 
slightly every day, but usually went past the City Council, 
Milosevic's presidential office, the state television station, and the 
offices of the state-owned newspapers Politika and Borba. At each 

5 OMRI Daily Digest, no. 226, 21 Nov. 1996. Online at <http:/ /www.b-info.com/ 
places/Bulgaria/news/96-11/nov21.omri>, accessed 26 Oct. 2005. 
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MAP 13.1 Street protests Belgrade (19961)

of these places, people would whistle and denounce the institu
tion, chanting 'ne damo pobedu' (we won't give in), 'bando 
crvena' (red gang), or 'lopovi, lopovi' (thieves, thieves). A great 
deal of anger and frustration was directed against the state media 
in particular. There were also sites which brought out great 
cheers of support and signs of love from the crowd: the offices of 
independent Radio B-92, and the apartment of an elderly 
woman who was out on her balcony every day waving a flag and 
cheering them on. In the first few days, many eggs were thrown 
because the 'yellow press' was to be made visible. Stones were 
also thrown at buildings, with the result that the TV station 
building and also that of Politika sported broken windows and 
yellowish facades. Zajedno repeated its call for non-violence and 
posted people at these places to discourage further attacks. In 
subsequent marches, people put candles outside the offices of 
Politika and TV-Belgrade because they were 'dead'. 

The crowd participating in the protests was mixed. While the 
first few days of marches attracted mostly young people, the 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons.
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participants came from all age groups and social classes. The 
number of young people decreased as the university student 
protests began. At the early marches, there were men carrying 
large SRM flags. At later marches, a truck with loudspeakers 
drove slowly at the front, and was used as a platform from which 
Vuk Draskovic made occasional speeches en route. Around this 
truck many people carried nationalist symbols: Yugoslavian 
tricolour flags, and posters and banners with the Serbian cross 
and the four Cyrillic Ss. Some wore different types of chetnik (Serb 
nationalist) hats. 

But in the main body of the procession, the explicitly national-
ist symbols gave way to signs such as 'Stop watching TV and 
open your eyes', 'Watching too much state TV makes you lose 
your sight', 'A "handful" of 200,000 ... ?' (referring to the state 
TV description of the demonstrators as a 'handful of people, inci-
dentally passing by'). People in the march were good-natured, 
smiling, conversing, and laughing. Whistle and noise-maker 
duets happened spontaneously. People tended to start up their 
own chants rather than following anything coming from the 
sound truck. Students hurled toilet paper at the building housing 
the city's election committee headquarters, and carried posters, 
mostly homemade and often bearing humorous messages such as 
'Snoopy against the Red Baron' and 'Our leaders are deaf, our 
leaders are blind, but we care'.6 Two large satirical puppets were 
created to march in the Belgrade protests. One, depicting Mira 
Markovic, Milosevic's wife and the leader of a political party 
which was a major ally of Milosevic's SPS, in feudal armour, was 
designed by Belgrade University art students. The other, also 
created and carried by an art student, was of Milosevic in prison 
clothes and with the prisoner number 17111996 (the date of the 
local elections). It attracted wide popular attention and its creator 
was picked up by the police one night and badly beaten. People 
carried all kinds of flags: Serbian national flags, political party 
flags, car racing flags, flags of other countries, the gay pride 
rainbow flag, American Civil War flags, skull and crossbones 
flags. Supporters waved flags from the windows as the marchers 
passed by. While Serbian national flags were the most common, 
the main idea seemed to be to have any kind of flag. One local 

6 All chants quoted from Protests in Belgrade and throughout Yugoslavia, pt. 1. 
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activist said: 'People just bring whatever they have hanging on 
their walls.' 

There was no sense of latent violence and the crowds were 
remarkably disciplined. There were virtually no monitors along 
the route, except at key buildings. A handful of traffic police kept 
the traffic lanes closed, but for a few days, police stopped doing 
this, creating small, frustrating traffic jams. Demonstrators spon-
taneously stepped in to keep the roads clear and tried to ward off 
those motorists angered by the delay. Both the bus drivers' union 
and taxi drivers' union were supporters of Zajedno, and thus 
their members willingly adapted to the congestion. 

At the end of every march, there was a rally with speeches by 
the Party leaders and messages of support from all over the world. 
After the first few days, these rallies shrank while the marches 
grew is size. This is another sign that people were inspired to 
protest by their own personal motives and not because of party 
politics. 

In the first days of the protest Belgrade's university students 
began their own protest efforts and announced strikes and 
civic disobedience. The students were very clear about keeping 
their protests separate from Zajedno and the political parties, 
and timed their protest marches for 12 noon every day. The 
students organized their protests through the Student Protest 96 
committees and their main demands were for the results of the 
elections to be recognized and President Milosevic to address the 
nation. Beyond this, the students hoped to have a strong social 
impact with the other demonstrations, and that their protest 
marches would motivate people in general to take part in the 
demonstrations. 

The students were well organized and had prepared them-
selves for possible violence from the police. Designated monitors 
patrolled the front and the sides of the marches, and in the case 
of a clash with police, participants were prepared to sit down in 
the road en masse. The protests were highly creative. After the 
state media accused the protesters of being destructive and 
fascist, they built a brick wall in front of the Federal Parliament 
building and sprayed on it: 'We are not destructive but construc-
tive' (5 December). The students' protests took place in a joyful 
atmosphere, with much music (sometimes with up to ten brass 
bands among the marchers), humour, and celebration, creating a 
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culture of resistance that the police and the government were not 
able to break. 

On 3 December, the government ordered the closing of 
Belgrade Radio B-92, Pojarevatz Radio Bum-93, student radio 
Index, six other smaller local radio stations, and two private TV 
music channels for not having proper broadcasting licences. The 
protests and pressure on Milosevic to rescind the order were 
strong and, two days later, the government allowed the stations 
to broadcast, but the signal was jammed every time there was a 
news broadcast. R TS reported to the Serbian public that the 
problem was technical, a wire at the transformer that had got 
wet. In the next few days the students carried placards proclaim-
ing: 'Long live dry cables.' A few days later, Radio B-92 signed a 
licence contract with the government. Public anger at the 
dishonest reporting on state-controlled R TS made the television 
station a central focus for the protest marches. A new form of 
protest began inJanuary: from 7.30 a.m. until 8 p.m., whenever 
state television broadcast the news, people went to their windows 
and made as much noise as they could with pots and pans, bells, 
and whistles. Competitions were even held for the noisiest 
street. 7 

Crowds averaging 100,000 filled the streets daily until early 
January. Just before the turn of the year, Serbia's Interior 
Ministry issued numerous restrictions on street demonstrations 
after riot police attacked protesters, killing one and injuring 
many. Faced with unyielding protests, however, the police 
refrained from enforcing the new rules much of the time in the 
next four weeks, while the protests continued on a daily basis. 
But from the middle, and especially at the end, of January, the 
street demonstrations started to lose momentum. The media 
began describing the protesters as tired. 

In the first days of February the protests were split into several 
marches of no more than a thousand people, led by one of the 
opposition leaders in a march around Belgrade's commercial 
centre. Then came the first attempt on the part of the police to 
scatter the diminishing protests. On the morning of 2 February, 
riot police stopped about 1,000 protesters, led by Vuk Draskovic. 

7 Protests in Belgrade and throughout Yugoslavia, pt. 2: Balkan Peace Team--Belgrade Special 
Report, 23Jan. 1997. Online at <http://www.peacebrigades.org/bpt/bpt97-o1.html>, 
accessed 26 Oct. 2005. 
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The demonstrators were attempting to cross Brankov Bridge 
over the Sava river to join other small marches at Republic 
Square in central Belgrade. As instructed, the protesters sat down 
on the bridge decking. After a stand-off lasting four hours, the 
police fired water cannon and used truncheons against protesters 
on the bridge. About eighty people were injured, including at 
least eight policemen, as demonstrators threw rocks at them. 
Many protesters were hospitalized, some with broken ribs or 
chipped teeth. Clashes with the police spread throughout the city 
and continued into the early hours of 3 February. The Interior 
Ministry announced the arrests of eighteen people who faced 
legal charges. 8 

Government repression evoked an immediate response. 
Zajedno rallies swelled to over 50,000 on the next two days 
in Belgrade. Between 20,000 and 30,000 students marched in 
their own action on 3 February. Unexpectedly, on 4 February, 
after 77 days of daily protests, President Slobodan Milosevic 
announced a decision to honour the results of the 17 November 
municipal elections in Serbia. The Parliament of Serbia acted on 
President Milosevic's instructions and passed a law on II February 
recognizing the victory of the opposition coalition, Zajedno, in 
municipal elections in fourteen of the republic's nineteen largest 
cities, including the capital, Belgrade. The vote was 128:0 with 
two abstentions in favour of reversing the regime's annulment of 
the 17 November municipal election results. On II February, US 
Assistant Secretary of State John Shattuck announced an immi-
nent official visit to Belgrade. This registered a policy shift on the 
part of the Clinton Administration, which one month earlier had 
publicly ruled out high-level contacts with government officials in 
Serbia. The political crisis was resolved and Zajedno suspended 
all street protests. 9 

Despite the victory, students, striking teachers, and others 
continued their daily protests to press other demands. On the 
afternoon of 12 February, tens of thousands of teachers walked 
out of 1,800 schools across Serbia and surrounded the Serbian 

8 Argiris Malapanis, 'Stalinist Regime in Serbia Concedes Elections in Face Of 
Unyielding Protests', Militant, 61/7 (17 Feb. 1997). Online at <http://www.hartford-
hwp.com/archives/62/ioo.html>, accessed 26 Oct. 2005. 

9 Argiris Malapanis, 'Belgrade Formally Concedes Elections', Militant, 61/8 (24 Feb. 
1997). Online at <http:/ /www.hartford-hwp.com/archives/62/041.html>, accessed 26 
Oct. 2005. 
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Parliament to demand back pay and salary increases. At about 
the same time, 20,000 university students marched in Belgrade 
on their eighty-second daily protest to demand the resignation of 
the university's pro-Milosevic dean. These protests lasted well 
into the next couple of months. The students' protest ended on 
20 March after 119 days of street protests, having scored another 
victory-the dean of the university had resigned the previous 
day. 

The Case of Sofia: Thirty Days of Continual Street Protests 

The protests in Bulgaria began in October 1996, initially organ-
ized by one of the two main syndicates-Podkrepa (Support)-
and bringing together teachers, physicians, actors, and others 
from all over the country, protesting at the low wages in these 
state-owned sectors. They organized daily 'marches against 
hunger', and the syndicate called for the resignation of the 
Socialist government of Zhan Videnov, elected two years earlier. 
In mid-1996 the economic crisis began to hit with shortages of 
staple goods, fuel, etc. In some parts of the country bread was 
rationed when the government admitted that there had been a 
poor grain harvest and no controls on the export of grain 
throughout the whole previous year. The crisis worsened in the 
course of 1996, when the Bulgarian lev depreciated by 600 per 
cent against the US dollar. From 70 leva/US$ 1 in early 1996, the 
leva/ dollar exchange rate increased to about 500 leva/US$ 1 in 
late December. The US dollar cleared the 700 leva mark, and 
then fell back to 665-75 leva on 6 January, and 640-5 leva on 7 
January, depreciating by 37 per cent within two days. 10 The 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) proposed the introduction of 
a currency board in the country in early November 1996. The 
measure was described as extreme, but the only option open to 
Bulgaria if it wanted to find a way out of its serious economic and 
financial crisis. 

Students from major universities in the country joined the 
syndicate protests in mid-October, demonstrating against the poor 
conditions in university buildings and the overall economic crisis 

10 BTA (Bulgarian Telegraph Agency), 8 Jan. 1997. Online at <http://www.b-
info.com/places/Bulgaria/news/97-o1/jano8.bta>, accessed 8 Nov. 2005. 



NIKOLA D. DIMITROV 

that the unsuccessful management of the Socialist government 
had produced. Their protests remained within their community. 
Occupations were announced, daily demonstration marches were 
held on main boulevards, and happenings-concerts, open-air 
theatrical performances, etc.-took place in parallel with the 
syndicate protests. On 16 October the students organized a mock 
funeral of academic education and on 7 November students from 
Sofia, Plovdiv, Veliko Tumovo, Blagoevgrad, and Svishtov signed 
an agreement for joint protests with non-political demands. From 
the very beginning the students declared that their protest was 
non-political and had purely social demands. 

The presidential elections, held from 27 October to 3 Novem-
ber, when the opposition candidate Petar Stoianov won with a 
margin of almost 20 per cent over the Socialist candidate, repre-
sented the political turning point of the year. The vote was 44.07 
per cent to 27.01 per cent, which gave the opposition the 
expected expression of electoral support and 'legalized' the 
demands for a political change. At the same time, an impetuous 
process of confrontation started within the governing Socialist 
Party. On 4 November some of the Party's factions demanded 
the resignation of the current government and the formation of 
a new Socialist cabinet. 

The political atmosphere remained tense in December, as 
the second largest syndicate, KNSB, joined the protest. On 
4 December it announced a 24-hour general strike with the 
support of the other syndicate and the students. About 886,ooo 
people participated. Throughout the month students demon-
strations were organized on a daily basis. The students marched 
on the main Sofia boulevards in the city's commercial centre 
and in front of the main government buildings. These protests 
remained within the student community and were not too big, 
as the students wanted their protest to remain separate. They 
were well-organized, peaceful, and colourful marches, with 
music, open-air performances, and noise-making. 

The UDF, the main opposition party,joined the protest move-
ment on 23 December, after the sudden resignation of the 
Socialist government at a party congress. A demand was 
announced for parliamentary elections to be held immediately, 
instead of a new government being elected from the existing 
Parliament. On 19 December the leader of UDF announced a 
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party rally for 3 January, when an extraordinary meeting of 
Parliament discussed a Declaration on National Salvation moved 
by the united opposition forces. In this declaration the opposition 
pledged to appoint a new Governing Board of the central bank, 
to hold negotiations with the IMF on the introduction of a 
currency board in the country, to set up a team to work out a 
programme for structural reform with the World Bank, to 
disband Parliament immediately, and to hold early parliamen-
tary elections. Parliament was unable to vote on the declaration 
because it ran out of time. Opposition leaders said they would 
use all parliamentary and extra-parliamentary means to achieve 
the goals stated in the declaration. They said that they would 
organize a wave of protest rallies around the country. 

In the first days of the new year, 1997, the opposition 
marched on a daily basis in Sofia, passing the BSP headquarters 
at 20 Pozitano Street, throwing blue-painted stones (blue was 
the UDF party colour) at the building (as the students had done 
with eggs earlier in Belgrade, but the economic crisis made 
throwing eggs a luxury in Bulgaria). Such violence had not been 
evident in the three months of students' and syndicate protests 
in 1996. 

While the left wing was forming its new cabinet after the resig-
nation of Zhan Videnov's government, the opposition still 
believed that the Parliament might support its Declaration on 
National Salvation at its second extraordinary sitting, scheduled 
for IO January. 'It is only natural to expect that the Declaration 
will be supported by MPs of the BSP upholding the interests of 
the state. No matter what happens, one thing is clear-a second 
cabinet of the BSP will be a cabinet of national misfortune', said 
Ivan Kostov, UDF leader. 11 

On IO January a large crowd of students and opposition 
supporters gathered around the Parliament building. The students 
walked around the building of the National Assembly in silence. 
When the left parliamentary majority did not approve the 
Declaration on National Salvation, the protestors stormed the 
Parliament building in a attempt to burn it, while frightened left-
wing MPs hid inside. A number of injuries were reported and 
material damage was caused by those who forced their way into 

II Ibid. 
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the Parliament building. Ivan Kostov, leader of the largest opposi-
tion force, the UDF, called on the protestors not to yield to provo-
cation and announced that the opposition was walking out of the 
National Assembly in protest at the actions of the government. 
This and the government's response were the most violent acts in 
the new history of Bulgaria. Special buses arrived at the 
Parliament to take the deputies out of the besieged building in 
small groups. The MPs and the policemen were led out of the 
building in a hailstorm of stones, cobbles, and bottles. The crowd 
of protestors stoned the policemen and the MPs' buses and vandal-
ized stalls along the streets. The police defended themselves with 
shields and batons. At about 4 a.m. the next day, the police forces 
finally dispersed the crowd in front of the Parliament building after 
violent clashes in the area. Various sources report between 150 and 
250 injuries, including to MPs and policemen. 12 The police denied 
reports of ill-treatment of citizens and said they had acted in 
compliance with the law. 

President Zhelyu Zhelev said he would give the left a 
mandate to form a new government as scheduled. Under the 
terms of the constitution, in the case of a government crisis the 
President was to ask the largest parliamentary faction to form a 
Cabinet first. The next day UDF and the students announced 
that organized protest demonstrations would be held on a daily 
basis until their key political demands were fulfilled. From this 
point on, the crisis remained organized and without violent 
clashes like those of the night of 10-11 January. 'We'll do this 
every day until we have our way' was one of the most popular 
chants on the streets. Two main demonstration movements 
were set up in the first weeks of January, that of the united oppo-
sition coalition and that of the students. They were more or less 
separate from each other, starting in different locations in the 
town, following different routes, and using different terminol-
ogy. The protest of the political forces did not attract many 
young people, but the supporters of the UDF from the early 
rggos joined it. The students' protest brought together not only 
university students but also high-school students, as this protest 
was more picturesque and appealing, and not so burdened with 
speeches and politics. 

12 BTA, 11-13 Jan. 1997. Online at <http:/ /www.b-info.com/places/Bulgaria/ 
news/97-01/jam3.bta>, accessed 8 Nov. 2005. 
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MAP 13.2 Street protests Sofia (19961) 

The police violence provoked crowded protests not only on 
the streets of the capital, but all over the country. In the remain
ing weeks of January the streets of Sofia were the scene of daily 
opposition marches in the centre of the city. Starting at about 4 
p.m. from the square in front of the National Palace of Culture,
they passed by the main governmental buildings and ended at St
Alexander Nevski Square, near the Parliament building, where
the separate students' march joined them. St Alexander Nevski
Square is a large square in front of the biggest Orthodox cathe
dral in Sofia and Bulgaria, St Alexander Nevski. It was chosen by
the opposition as a centre for political demonstrations as a
symbol of their opposition to the atheism of the Communist
Party and its members in late 1989 and 1990. This symbolic
choice shows that the 19961 protesters saw themselves as part of 
a larger tradition of anti-Communist protest. After an hour of 
speeches against the Socialist Party and the public reading of 
letters of support from all over the world, including the Belgrade 
opposition, the demonstrations ended with an open-air concert. 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons.
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They usually went on until the small hours, with a mainly young 
audience, despite the fierce January weather. 

The students' protests were organized in pop-culture style, 
with students from the Academy of Theatrical and Film Arts 
leading the march and performing sketches-a form of theatri-
calized protest, presenting recent developments in a comic way. 
In a sketch called 'Clean Hands Operation', the students walked 
holding metal mugs filled with water, soap, and towels to assist 
the Interior Minister and the police forces to wash their hands of 
the blood of the people beaten on the night of IO January. In 
another sketch they carried plastic bags full of 'red garbage', 
chanting 'No to the red Mafia!', 'Down with red terror!', 'Clean 
home, healthy people', 'Red garbage', and 'Mafia'. In another 
protest rally the students marched with suitcases, bags, and a 
model aeroplane chanting 'Don't banish us!', 'We want to live in 
Bulgaria', 'We want our Bulgaria', and 'The homeland is for us 
and the guillotine is for you', referring to the mass emigration out 
of Bulgaria in the years after 1990. The drama students, dressed 
in black and carrying a coffin with the BSP's symbolic body, 
organized a mock funeral for the BSP, one hundred years old on 
22January. A symbolic funeral for the party took place in front of 
the former mausoleum of Communist leader, Georgi Dimitrov. 
The students named another sketch 'Better a Discontented 
Person than a Contented Pig'. Towards the end of the month the 
student marches passed by the headquarters of the BSP symboli-
cally headed by 'blind people'-students with red blindfolds 
carrying red balloons. Each group of 'the blind' was led by a 
student with a blindfold over one eye, a historical reference to the 
capture of King Samouil by the Byzantine Emperor Vasiliy II, 
known as the Killer of Bulgarians, which put an end to the 
Bulgarian kingdom for 140 years in the Middle Ages. 

In mid-January the national TV and radio came under fire 
from the opposition and other sides for failing to provide 
complete and objective coverage of the protests against the ruling 
Socialist Party, especially those of the night of 10 January when 
protesters clashed with police in front of the Parliament building. 
The footage was left to small private radio stations in Sofia, such 
as Darik, which broadcast the events of the afternoon and 
evening of IO January live, the music format radio station 
Tangra, and other independent media. 
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On 23 January the Vienna-based International Helsinki 
Federation for Human Rights (IHF) issued a press release accus-
ing the Bulgarian government of 'deliberate cruelty' during the 
clashes between security forces and demonstrators around the 
Parliament building in Sofia on 10-11 January. According to this 
organization, the outgoing socialist Government had 'long 
preplanned and coordinated' this 'well orchestrated' attack in 
which 'some 300 people were injured, of whom eleven severely'. 13 

The protests continued throughoutJanuary on a daily basis, 
spreading to the smaller towns as well. Before joining the rally in 
Sofia, students from universities and high schools marched with 
banners proclaiming 'Academics want elections now', etc. On 29 
January a general strike was called and participants blocked a 
number of international roads. The strike was organized by 
Bulgaria's major trade unions and supported by the united oppo-
sition. Strikers demanded the indexation of wages, salaries, 
pensions, and welfare payments to hyperinflation, their payment 
on a weekly basis, the resignation of the ruling BSP, and early 
elections. 

Different forms of non-violent protest, similar to those used in 
Belgrade, were employed, but with a local touch. Noise-making 
was an important feature of the protest, as were the concerts after 
the daily marches, featuring different types of music ranging 
from Bulgarian folk-songs and songs from the early 1990s protests 
to live DJ sets with techno music, creating an atmosphere close to 
that oflarge techno events such as the Love Parade in Berlin. 

The political crisis was resolved in early February, when Prime 
Minister designate Nikolai Dobrev returned the Left's mandate 
to form a new government on 4 February, the seventh day of the 
national strike. An agreement was reached between the various 
political forces in Bulgaria for general elections to be held in 
April. In the meantime, President Stoyanov appointed a care-
taker government. 

'You won not only because elections will be held soon in 
Bulgaria, but because you demonstrated that Bulgarian society is 
alive and that this country can no longer be governed without a 
regulated dialogue between the incumbents and the people. With 
your marches you signed this new public contract and gave the 

13 BTA, 24Jan. 1997. Online at <http://www.b-info.com/places/Bulgaria/news/97-
o1/jan24.bta>, accessed 8 Nov. 2005. 
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go-ahead to its implementation', said newly inaugurated President 
Stoyanov in early January, addressing the students marching 
through the streets of Sofia to express their joy at the success of 
their one-month-long protests. 14 Chanting, 'We love you', the 
students opened a bottle of champagne in front of the Presidency. 
Most of the effective strike actions were called off immediately. All 
over the country hundreds of thousands of Bulgarians celebrated 
the left's resignation of the cabinet-forming mandate until late at 
night, despite sub-zero temperatures. Enthusiastic Bulgarians 
rejoiced and sang in the streets. 

Conclusion 

Both Serbian and Bulgarian protests movements were successful 
inasmuch as their main demands were fulfilled. But the 
Bulgarian opposition managed to provoke early elections and a 
shift in the policy of the country, which moved towards radical 
economic reforms, privatization, the market economy, and EU 
and NATO membership, while Yugoslavia remained under 
Slobodan Milosevic's regime and, incidentally, was subjected to 
air-raids for the ethnic cleansing which the Socialist government 
had practised in Kosovo in the late rggos. This was largely due to 
the fact that the Serbian opposition did not manage to find a 
suitable replacement for Milosevic, and was too weak and 
divided, with the different sides of the coalition having too little 
in common. Neither the mass protests sweeping Serbia nor the 
daily speeches by Zoran Djindjic and his main partner in the 
opposition coalition, Vuk Draskovic, did much to allay people's 
concerns about what a post-Milosevic Serbia might bring. This 
lack of a clear vision for the future was also the main factor 
holding the Western democracies back from supporting further 
action. 

The demonstration movements had much in common in terms 
of the use of open public space, explicit and implicit terminology, 
and non-violent actions such as marches, strikes, theatricalized 
forms of protest, noise-making, puppets, etc. Probably the main 
difference between the two movements was the result of their 

14 BTA, 6 Feb. 1997. Online at <http://www.b-info.com/places/Bulgaria/news/97-
o2/febo6.bta>, accessed 8 Nov. 2005. 
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distinct political cultures. The Serbian protest was organized by 
parties and politicians using explicitly nationalist terminology, 
which was absent from the Bulgarian opposition movement 
throughout the 1990s. 

Nevertheless both protest movements demonstrate that people 
can gain power on the streets. This power might become unman-
ageable and destructive, as was the case of the raid on the 
Bulgarian National Assembly building, but in general it acceler-
ates the political process and is of unparalleled importance at 
times of political crisis. People on the streets participate directly 
in the political sphere, exercise control over political subjects, 
and serve as a corrective to politics. Their participation is of 
utmost importance for the existence of the theoretical mecha-
nism of a public contract between the political top and the 
people. 
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Another Form of Troubles: 
Parades, Protests, and the 

Northern Ireland Peace Process 
NEIL JARMAN 

Each year, on the Sunday before the Twelfth of July, members of 
the Loyal Orange Institution, popularly known as the Orange 
Order, parade to church in towns and villages across Northern 
Ireland to commemorate the victory of the Protestant King 
William III over the CatholicJames II at the Battle of the Boyne in 
1690. The procession by Orangemen in Portadown, a predomin-
antly Protestant town of approximately 28,000 people some 30 
miles south-west of Belfast, to the Church of Ireland at Drumcree, 
on the outskirts of the town, normally involves a circuitous route in 
which the return route along the Garvaghy Road takes them 
through the main Catholic area of the town. 1 Local residents had 
opposed Orange parades through the area since the mid-198os,2 

but following the declaration of ceasefires by the main paramilitary 
organizations in 1994, Catholic opposition to Orange parades 
became a prominent element of local politics in the town, as well 
as in many other parts of Northern Ireland. 

On Sunday, 9 July 1995 Catholics residents displayed their 
opposition to the Drumcree parade by blocking the Garvaghy 
Road while the Orangemen were at their church service. The 

1 The two main population groups in Northern Ireland are known as Protestants and 
Catholics; these terms function as a ethnic identities rather than as indicators of religious 
belief. The Protestant community largely identify as British and are supportive of 
Northern Ireland remaining part of the United Kingdom. Politically they are referred to 
as unionists, while the hard-line unionists are known as loyalists. The Catholic commu-
nity largely identify as Irish and are supportive of unification with the Republic of Ireland. 
Politically they are referred to as nationalists, while the hard-line nationalists are known 
as republicans. 

2 Dominic Bryan, 'Drumcree and the "Right to March": Orangeism, Ritual and 
Politics in Northern Ireland', in T. G. Fraser (ed.), The Irish Parading Tradition: Following the 
Drum (Basingstoke, 2000), 191-207. 
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police were reluctant to provoke a violent confrontation by 
dispersing the protesters and informed the Orangemen that they 
should return to town by the outward route. The Orangemen 
refused and insisted that they would remain at the church until 
they were able to complete their route along the Garvaghy Road. 
This decision began a stand-off that lasted for 36 hours before 
mediators and the police were able to achieve an agreement 
between the protesters and the marchers. This compromise, the 
details of which have never formally been made public, enabled 
the Orangemen to complete their walk early on the morning of 
Tuesday rr July while the residents staged a silent protest.3 

However, when the marchers reached their supporters in the 
town centre, two leading Protestant politicians, David Trimble 
(Ulster Unionist Party) and Ian Paisley (Democratic Unionist 
Party), did what was interpreted as a victory jig and denied that 
any compromise had been made with the residents. The agree-
ment that facilitated the parade was now viewed very differently 
by the Catholic community, although it would be a year before 
the impact of the victory celebrations would be felt (see Map 14.r). 

On 7 July 1996 residents of the Garvaghy Road again blocked 
the road in opposition to the Drumcree church parade. The 
police again stopped the Orangemen, who once again insisted 
that they would remain at the church until they were allowed to 
proceed along their chosen route. This time Catholics refused to 
compromise or negotiate. Many supporters of the Orangemen 
flocked to the fields around Drumcree, while others organized 
protests across Northern Ireland. Roads were blocked in many 
towns and villages and the local airport was closed because of 
protests on the approach road. There was also widespread 
rioting and numerous clashes with the police in many areas, and 
during this period Michael McGoldrick, a Catholic taxi driver 
from the nearby town of Lurgan, was murdered by loyalist para-
militaries. On rrJuly, after four days of violence and with fear of 
even more massive mobilizations approaching, the Chief 
Constable reversed his decision and decided to allow the parade 
to complete the intended route. The police forced the residents 
off the road and the Orangemen were allowed to walk along the 
Garvaghy Road. While Protestant anger subsided, three days of 

3 Garvaghy Residents, Garvogf!y: A Community Under Siege (Belfast, 1999); Gordon Lucy, 
Stand-Off! Drumcree: July 1995 and 1996 (Lurgan, 1996). 
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MAP 14.1 Portadown Orange March (r995) 
Courtesy of the Irish Tzmes

rioting broke out in Catholic areas across the north. Several 
thousand plastic bullets were fired as police tried to control the 
anger. A Catholic man, Dermot McShane, was crushed to death 
by a police vehicle during one of the periods of rioting in Derry. 
Catholics regarded the police response as a collapse of the rule of 
law in the face of violence and intimidation. This was what had 
historically been termed 'playing the Orange card'. The tentative 
attempts to build better relationships between the police and the 
Catholic community, which had been made during the early 
stages of the peace process, completely collapsed. Protestants, on 
the other hand, considered the police decision as a victory for 
common sense and believed that their protests had been a 
perfectly legitimate response to the attempt to stop their parade. 
However, the protests and violence ensured that intercommunal 
tensions were sustained across Northern Ireland. Protests against 
parades were initiated in numerous other towns and villages, 
while existing disputes escalated or became violent. The week of 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons.
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.
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violence cost an estimated £30 million in extra policing and 
damage to property, while the peace process was considered 
close to collapse. 

This essay explores why Orange parades have the capacity to 
raise such passions in Northern Ireland. In the first part I 
consider the symbolic importance of parades for both main 
communities in the north and analyse these with reference to 
concepts of territoriality, power, and tradition, terms that anthro-
pologists regard as central features in the use of symbolic and 
ritual events in the construction and maintenance of ethnic iden-
tity. 4 In the second part I return to Drumcree and review the 
response to the disputes over parades that have taken place since 
the violence erupted in 1996. However, I begin by considering 
the importance of parades in Northern Ireland, explain the term 
'marching season', and describe the role of the Orange Order. 

Parading in Northern Ireland 

The Orange Order is one of four main loyal orders that organize 
parades. 5 It was founded near Portadown in 1795 at a time of 
increasing social, economic, and political conflict between 
Protestants and Catholics. It is an exclusively Protestant and 
largely male organization. The raison d'être of the loyal orders is to 
preserve the interests of the Protestant community and they do so 
primarily by commemorating the military victories of the seven-
teenth century that confirmed the political power of the 
Protestant community in Ireland. The Orange Order has 
commemorated and celebrated the victory at the Boyne every 
year since 1796. Historically, the Orange Order attracted 
membership from all social classes and at its peak in the 1950s it 
had perhaps 100,000 members, although it is now probably less 
than one-third of that size. The Orange Order is an important 
institution because it is a broad church. Although it has lost 

4 See e.g. Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives 
(London, 1993). 

5 The others are the Royal Black Institution, a senior branch of the Orange Order, the 
Apprentice Boys of Derry, and the Independent Orange Order. There is also a junior 
branch of the Orange Order and a Women's Orange Institution. The Ancient Order of 
Hibemians and the Irish National Foresters are similar, but much smaller, Catholic 
fraternal organizations which both also hold annual parades. 
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support among the respectable classes, 6 it has largely avoided the 
frictions and schisms that affect Protestant churches and Unionist 
political parties. It draws its membership from all churches, all 
political opinions, and includes the deeply religious and members 
of paramilitary groups within its ranks. Its public events thus are 
claimed to be broadly representative of the Protestant commu-
nity in general and its annual celebrations have been used to 
assert and symbolize the domination of the Protestant commu-
nity over its Catholic counterpart. This dominance includes 
asserting control over public and civic space, and insisting on the 
right to process 'the Queen's Highway'. 

Holding a parade has become the principal means of marking 
public collective identity in Northern Ireland. 7 Although parading 
is largely seen as a Protestant cultural practice, major parades are 
held by both communities to mark significant anniversaries. 8 

Parades form the centrepiece of the anniversary commemorations 
of the two key events that helped to consolidate the power of the 
Protestant community in Ireland: the Battle of the Boyne, fought 
in 1690 and commemorated on the Twelfth of July; and the 
raising of the Siege of Derry in 1689, commemorated each 
August. But members of the loyal orders also parade annually to 
mark the anniversary of the beginning of the Battle of the Somme 
in 1916, at which many Irish Protestants were killed or wounded.9 

Catholics, nationalists, and republicans in tum commemorate St 
Patrick's Day each March, the 1916 Easter Rising in Dublin, 
which led to the formation of the Irish state, and more recent 
events such as the introduction of Internment in 1971, 'Bloody 
Sunday' in 1972, and the Hunger Strikes of 1981. Besides such 
major commemorations, parades are held to mark many lesser 
local anniversaries and as preparations for major events. 10 

Altogether there are some three thousand parades each year 
organized by the various Protestant and Catholic marching orders 
and commemorative bodies, although around 90 per cent of these 

6 See Brian Kennaway, The Orange Order: A Tradition Betrayed (London, 2006). 
7 Dominic Bryan, Orange Parades: The Politics of Ritual, Tradition and Control (London, 

2000). 
8 See the various essays in Fraser (ed.), The Irish Parading Tradition. 
9 Nei!Jarman, 'Commemorating 1916, Celebrating Difference', in Adrian Forty and 

Susanne Kuchler (eds.), The Art efForgetting (Oxford, 1999), 171-96.
10 Neil Jarman, Material Conflicts: Parades and Visual Displays in North= Ireland (Oxford, 

1997). 
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are organized by groups within the Protestant community. There 
are also around five hundred parades each year that are organized 
by youth or church groups and community parades. But few of 
these have any symbolic importance, and they raise virtually no 
political concerns and attract little public attention. 

Most parades are held between mid-June and the end of 
August, a time which is known locally as the 'marching season'. 
For those taking part the parades are occasions for both celebra-
tion and commemoration. They are a celebration of their culture, 
a demonstration of their faith, and a commemoration of sacrifices 
made by their forefathers. They are ritual events, which function 
to generate and sustain a social memory of conflict and resist-
ance, and of loyalty and betrayal. They help to create a sense of 
unity by including diverse sections of the Protestant community 
from the elderly to very young children, members of the aristoc-
racy and the working class, the political elite and the unem-
ployed, the extremely religious and members of paramilitary 
groups. They are thus also displays of communal solidarity and 
strength. The parades are highly formalized occasions in which 
the men, dressed in their Sunday best and bowler hats, march in 
military formations accompanied by bands, which are colourfully 
dressed in replica military uniforms, and to the sound of military 
beats. 11 They are also opportunities for extensive symbolic 
displays of history, faith, place, and belonging on elaborately 
painted banners carried by the marchers and on a variety of 
street decorations, such as Orange arches under which the 
marchers pass. 12 The centrepiece event, the Twelfth of July, is a 
public holiday and the Orangemen and supporters turn out in 
their thousands in towns and villages across Northern Ireland. 
The days before are a time for erecting flags, bunting, and other 
street decorations and for gathering wood and building the often 
huge bonfires that are lit at midnight on the Eleventh night. 13 

The Twelfth is also a day for socializing with friends and family, 
and for being seen at the parades, and it provides many an 
opportunity for drinking to excess. There is, therefore, also an 

11 Nei!Jarman, 'For God and Ulster: Blood and Thunder Bands and Loyalist Political 
Culture', in Fraser (ed.), The Irish Parading Tradition, 1581 2. 

12 Neil Jarman, Displaying Faitk· Orange, Green and Trade Union Banners in Northern Ireland 
(Belfast, 1999); id., 'The Orange Arch: Creating Tradition in Ulster', Folldore, n2 (2001), 1--21. 

13 Id., Material Coriflicts. 
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important carnival element to the wider celebrations of which 
the parades form the core element. But the Twelfth is also a 
Protestant day. It is a time when the community is symbolically 
unified and physically and collectively asserts its dominance of 
public space and erstwhile neutral or civic space. Public life, apart 
from the parades, largely comes to a halt. Shops and businesses 
are closed, and town centres are deserted. Many people choose 
this time to take their holidays and leave Northern Ireland. 

Catholics are not allowed to join the Orange Order; they are 
not welcome participants in the parades or in the wider celebra-
tions. Many of the bonfires on the Eleventh night burn the Irish 
tricolour and effigies of Sinn Féin politicians. Many of those who 
are excluded by reason of their ethnic or religious background 
dislike the parades and the associated displays. They regard the 
celebrations as offensive and triumphalist. The symbols and 
displays are often felt to be deliberately antagonistic and designed 
to provoke or offend the 'Other'. For example, some of the 
banners carried by the bands carry references to loyalist paramil-
itary groups, or images of individual members of paramilitary 
groups who have been killed during the Troubles, while many of 
the Orange banners ref er to historical events that led to Catholics 
being politically dominated by Protestants in Ireland. Similarly, 
many of the tunes played on the parades are anti-Catholic or 
invoke loyalist paramilitary organizations or the military clef eat 
of Catholics. Thus while members of the Orange Order and 
many other Protestants would regard parading and the associ-
ated visual displays as key components of their culture and 
heritage, many Catholics would consider them to be little more 
than expressions of open hostility to their religion, their commu-
nity, and their presence in Northern Ireland. 

Since the paramilitary ceasefires of 1994 many Catholics have 
argued that in the spirit of peace and reconciliation and in an 
attempt to reduce tensions and to improve relations between the 
two main communities, parades should avoid areas where they 
are not welcome and should use alternative routes to and from 
their destinations. Protestants, in contrast, argue that the objec-
tions to their parades are politically motivated and are part of a 
strategy by Sinn Féin to undermine Protestant culture. They 
state that their parades are not intended to cause offence and in 
the interests of respect for cultural difference the parades should 
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be allowed to pass in their time-honoured fashion along their 
'traditional' routes. There is no common ground between the 
two positions: parades as legitimate expressions of culture, or as 
triumphal expressions of domination. The symbolic power of the 
parades is such that both communities have been unwilling to 
back down or compromise on this issue. Both communities try to 
avoid the parades of the 'Other', but whereas most Catholic 
parades are restricted to Catholic areas and can readily be 
avoided by Protestants, Protestant parades often go through, or 
near to, Catholic areas. 

Territory and Violence 

The conflict in Ireland is ultimately about control of territory and 
about whether Northern Ireland will remain part of the British 
state or will become part of the Irish state. Despite the pragmat-
ics of the Good Friday Agreement, Northern Ireland remains a 
contested place. The main two communities have fundamentally 
different perceptions of, and desires for, the region, which the 
peace process has failed to bridge. The rituals of the marching 
season reaffirm the sense of difference and otherness of the two 
communities, and thereby consolidate the social distance gener-
ated and sustained by the practices and routines of daily life. 

Protestants and Catholics live largely segregated lives. Most 
working-class residential areas are inhabited by people of a single 
community; Protestants and Catholics go to different schools and 
use different churches; they socialize in different areas; they often 
play different sports. There is little intermarriage. Residential 
segregation has been a feature of urban areas since the rapid 
industrial development of the nineteenth century, but has 
increased significantly with the violence of the past thirty years. 14 

Patterns of segregation and a strong sense of attachment to 
community and place have meant that territoriality is an impor-
tant feature of belonging and collective identity. This strong 
attachment to place and the extensive political Troubles between 

14 Frederick Boal, 'Segregating and Mixing, Space and Residence in Belfast', in F. W. 
Boal and J. N. H. Douglas (eds.), Integration and Division: Geographical Perspectives on the 
Northern Ireland Problem (London, 1982); Frederick Boal, Shaping a Ci!)i: Belfast in the Late 
Twentieth Century (Belfast, 1995); Brendan Murtagh, The Politics 'If Territoriality: Policy and 
Segregation in Northern Ireland (Basingstoke, 2002). 
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1969 and 1994 have meant that the boundaries of many working-
class residential communities have become defined by barriers or 
peacelines, which help to provide a sense of security and safety. 
But such barriers and boundary markers also create a siege 
mentality; they define 'our' territory, which is marked as perma-
nent and unchangeable. 

However, while segregation is a relative constant, the nature 
and identity of specific streets and areas can, and does, change. 
Boundaries shift. People move out of fear, as the result of intimi-
dation, or a desire for better housing, in order to avoid violence, 
to escape paramilitaries, and for many other reasons. In general, 
there has been a Protestant drift to the suburbs and away from 
the inner-city areas, while a higher birth rate among Catholics 
and a limited range of alternative residential locations, particu-
larly in the Greater Belfast area, has meant that a number of 
formerly Protestant areas are now Catholic. Many of the disputes 
over parades are therefore, at heart, part of the dispute over the 
nature and identity of territory. The disputed area of the 
Garvaghy Road was a green field site thirty years ago, and has 
since been built up to house the town's growing Catholic commu-
nity. As the demographic profile of the areas has changed, so the 
political identity has changed, and unionist areas have become 
nationalist areas. The attitude of residents to Orange parades has 
also changed. Previously welcoming residents have been replaced 
by people who are at best indifferent, and at worst distinctly 
hostile, to the annual incursions by the 'Other'. 

Hostility to parades and violence at parades is, unfortunately, 
not a new phenomenon. 15 The first Orange Order parade, held 
near Portadown in 1796, provoked a violent argument between 
Protestants and Catholics at which a man was killed. Violence 
associated with parades has accompanied all subsequent major 
political campaigns that have challenged the relationship 
between Protestants and Catholics in Ireland. In the 1820s and 
early 1830s violence at parades was so extensive and persistent 
that a law was introduced in 1832 that banned all party proces-
sions. It was only repealed forty years later, in 1872. Parades, 
both by Orangemen and by nationalist groups such as the 

15 See e.g. Sean Farrell, Rituals and Riots: Sectarian Violence and Political Culture in Ulster, 
1784-I886 (Lexington, Ky., 2000); andJarrnan, Material Coriflicts, chs. 3 and 4. 
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Ancient Order ofHibernians, frequently sparked violence during 
the debates over Home Rule for Ireland from the 1880s onwards 
and again in the years following partition in 1921. In the 1960s 
the civil rights movement began to protest at the institutional 
discrimination of Catholics by organizing parades and demon-
strations across the north. 16 However, civil rights parades were 
frequently confronted by loyalists, particularly if demonstrations 
were organized in strongly Protestant towns. The nationalist 
community responded in its turn by opposing Orange parades in 
strongly Catholic areas. The spark that lit the Troubles in August 
1969 was one such protest against an Apprentice Boys' parade in 
Derry. 17 This led to serious rioting in the city, which soon spread 
to Belfast, and the British Army was deployed, initially to protect 
Catholics. Disputes over parades and violence at parades are, 
therefore, anything but new features of ritual life in the north. In 
fact, they should be considered a traditional part of the marching 
season. 

Tradition and Power 

In spite of the history of violence, the right to parade is acknow-
ledged as a basic civil right and part of the wider concept of 
freedom of assembly that is covered by Article 11 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights. Orangemen regard the freedom 
to parade as an expression of those civil and religious liberties 
which were consolidated by the Glorious Revolution of William 
III. The right to parade has been fiercely defended over the 
years, and any threat to that right is seen as a challenge to their 
more fundamental civil and religious freedoms (as well as their 
wider political dominance). Although the Orange Order has 
cited civil liberties and human rights in defence of their parade 
routes, this is reinforced by an argument that parades should be 
allowed to continue because they are 'traditional' events. By this 
Orangemen mean that their parades have been held regularly, if 
not annually, for many years and over specific routes. Not only 
are certain (but not all) parades considered to be traditional, but 

16 Bob Purdie, Politics in the Streets: 1he Origins of the Civil Rights Movement in Northern Ireland 
(Belfast, 1990 ). 

17 Niall O Dochartaigh, From Civil Rights to Armalit,es: Derry and the Birth of the Irish Troubles 
(Cork, 1997). 
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certain routes are also regarded as traditional. Under this argu-
ment tradition brings with it certain rights and primacy, and they 
should be allowed to continue in an uninterrupted manner 
regardless of demographic changes or opposition from local resi-
dents. It has been claimed, for example, that a parade to and 
from Drumcree Church has taken place since 1807. However, 
records of parades in the nineteenth century are often scant and 
there is no certainty about how regularly any parade by 
Orangemen to the church actually occurred, or by what route it 
processed. However, within Orange mythology the Drumcree 
parade is a traditional parade and is therefore sacrosanct. 

Academics are all too well aware of the often tenuous claims of 
traditional practices, and the body of rituals and formalized activi-
ties associated with loyal order parades in fact fit quite neatly into 
Hobsbawm and Ranger's analysis of an invented tradition. 18 Most 
of the ritualized practices, the regalia, and the visual displays were 
formalized and ordered in the late nineteenth century in the 
context of the wider construction of the Ulster Protestant identity 
as part of the British nation as opposed to the maintenance of their 
Irish Protestant identity. 19 But they differ from many such invented 
traditions in so far as the formalization and standardization of 
Orange parading practice was a relatively haphazard affair, and 
was largely organized from below. As a result, parading remains a 
popular and decentralized practice, which has resisted many of the 
centralizing and institutionalizing tendencies that ossify many 
cultural practices. Parading continues to flourish because it has 
retained a dynamism and flexibility to respond to changing circum-
stances, which Hobsbawm does not consider to be an important 
feature of invented traditions in general. Paradoxically, Orange 
parades have survived as a key component of popular culture 
because they have continued to adapt and change in response to 
changing social and political circumstances at the same time as 
they deny change and invoke a sense of tradition. 

One of the key features of traditional parades is that they take 
place over traditional routes, and such traditional routes are 
important because they continue to assert the unchanging status 
of the Protestant community in the north of Ireland, and the 
inequalities and imbalance in the relationships between 

18 Eric Hobsbawrn and Terence Ranger, The Inventi.on efTraditi.on (Cambridge, 1983). 
19 Jarman, Material Coriflicts, 25-8; id., 'The Orange Arch', 2--:J. 
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Protestants and Catholics in the north of Ireland. The heart of 
many of the current disputes is therefore not whether the parade 
should take place, but where it should take place. Although 
objections are regularly made to various symbolic displays and to 
the performative content of some parades, Catholics do not tend 
to oppose parades in general, or seek to have parades banned; 
rather they wish to have them rerouted, voluntarily or by 
compulsion if necessary, along other roads. The route of the 
parade is of particular significance, and because the route is 
important to the opponents of parades, it is also important to 
those who participate in the parades. And while the Orange 
Order has voluntarily rerouted many parades over the years for 
diverse reasons, it resists any pressure from outsiders to do so. 
While the significance of the route is debated in terms of a 
discourse of tradition, it is rooted in the issue of control of terri-
tory and in terms of power. Although some Catholic parades are 
acknowledged as traditional events, the concept has symbolic 
significance only for Protestants. Catholics do not invoke tradi-
tional rights. This is because in Northern Ireland the ability to 
express tradition and traditional rights is linked to power. In the 
nineteenth century both communities used parades as a medium 
for redefining collective identities in terms of competing national-
ities. However, after partition the balance of power in the north-
ern state was left very much with the Protestant community, and 
it was that community which therefore had the ability to consoli-
date and expand its practices and establish them as tradition. 

The Orange Order insists that it is a religious organization 
and that its parades are religious and cultural practices. But they 
are also political occasions and expressions of political power. 
Under the Northern Ireland government, Orange parades were 
sup-ported and celebrated virtually as rituals of state, 20 while the 
Order itself was practically an extension of the dominant Ulster 
Unionist Party. In the fifty years of Stormont rule, only three 
members of the Northern Ireland government were not 
members of a loyal order. The annual cycle of parades was thus a 
means of giving visible expression to Protestant domination. 
Catholics had little institutional power under the devolved 
Northern Ireland administration, and in practical terms they had 

20 Bryan, Orange Parades. 
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fewer rights than Protestants. Although Catholic parades were 
allowed to take place, they were generally regarded as appropri-
ate only for Catholic areas. They were never allowed to pass 
through Protestant areas, and rarely able to enter supposedly 
neutral or shared spaces. The establishment of cultural traditions 
and the ability to display one's symbols widely and hold one's 
rituals freely were linked to political and ultimately physical 
power, while the local police, the Royal Ulster Constabulary 
(RUC), were frequently used both to protect Orange parades 
and to suppress Green parades. 21 The argument of 'tradition' is 
therefore largely an argument that clef ends the old regime of 
discrimination against Catholics and supremacy of Protestants. 
Any evident restrictions on such traditional rights are thus an 
indication of very real changes in the balance of power. 

Parades are thus important ritual and symbolic events for both 
main communities related to understandings of collective iden-
tity, equality, rights and respect, territory and power, although 
they have very different meanings for each community. (Of 
course, as is the case with all major ritual events, they also invoke 
a variety of meanings and responses within each community.) 
The fact that these events invoke such deeply felt and contrasting 
passions in turn helps to sustain the collective antagonism and 
intercommunal conflict. The fact that they are very practical 
expressions of identity, solidarity, and assertions of power, in turn 
helps to create and sustain tensions that all too readily erupt into 
violence. This, in turn, reinforces the antipathy and a sense of 
'Otherness' between the two communities. 

In the remainder of this essay I briefly review the responses by 
the state and other actors to these disputes and discuss how these 
responses relate to the core elements at the heart of the disputes. 

Responding to the Disputes 

In August 1996 tensions were still seriously high in advance of the 
main Apprentice Boys' parade in Derry as a result of the violence 
related to the Drumcree parade. Consequently the Secretary of 

21 Neil Jarman and Dominic Bryan, 'Green Parades in an Orange State: Nationalist 
and Republican Commemorations and Demonstrations from Partition to the Troubles, 
1920--1970', in Fraser (ed.), 7he Irish Parading Tradition, 95-no. 
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State for Northern Ireland, Sir Patrick Mayhew, decided to ban it. 
This was the only time such a decision has been taken in the cycle 
of disputes between 1995 and 2006.22 Mayhew also established an 
independent review of the system for adjudicating contested 
parades and the wider culture of parading. Around the same time 
the Chief Constable of the RUC, Sir Hugh Annesley, announced 
his retirement. The team responsible for the Independent Review 
of Parades and Marches, led by Peter North, published its report 
injanuary 1997.23 This recommended that adjudication over a 
parade should no longer be the responsibility of the police, but 
rather should be made by an independent body to be known as 
the Parades Commission. The government accepted this and most 
of the other recommendations contained in the North Report. 
The Parades Commission was hurriedly established in March 
1997, although it was given only a watching brief for the forthcom-
ing marching season. 

By July 1997 there was a new Labour government, a new 
Secretary of State, Mo Mowlam, and a new Chief Constable, 
Ronnie Flanagan. There were also more disputes over more 
parades in more locations across Northern Ireland. However, 
Drumcree, because of its timing at an early stage of the marching 
season and immediately prior to the Twelfth parades, and its loca-
tion in Portadown, the heartland of Orangeism, remained the key 
indicator of the potential for violence and disorder. With no form 
of compromise proving acceptable to both the marchers and the 
protesters, the police secured the Garvaghy Road during the 
night of 5 July to ensure that the Orangemen would be able to 
complete their march the following day. While the wider Catholic 
community saw this as another example of bowing to Orange 
pressure, in many respects the 1997 marching season was a time 
for taking stock of the situation, rather than seeking another 
major change and risking further violence and confrontation. 

The following year marked the watershed in the disputes. The 
Parades Commission was now empowered to rule on whether 
parades should take place as requested, or whether they should be 
re-routed. In contrast, the police role had changed from one of 

22 All other contentious and contested parades have either been made to take alterna-
tive routes, or have had conditions imposed on such aspects as visual displays, music to be 
played, timing of the event, or number of participants. 

23 Independent Review of Parades and Marches, Report of the Independent Review of 
Parades and Marches (Belfast, 1997). 
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making decisions over contentious parades, to imposing decisions 
made by an independent body. The police therefore no longer 
had responsibility for taking what had come to be considered as 
political decisions over human rights issues, but rather they simply 
had to make technical judgements on the most appropriate police 
tactics to carry out the Parades Commission's ruling. The Parades 
Commission had been generally welcomed by Catholics, 
although they were suspicious as to whether it would be truly 
independent, whether it would be willing to take hard decisions, 
and, if it did, whether the RUC would be willing to uphold and 
enforce the decisions it made. In contrast, the Parades Com-
mission was regarded with outright hostility by Protestants, who 
considered the reforms as a direct attack on their rights. The 
Orange Order refused to engage with the body in any way. 24 

All attempts to reach a compromise over what was described as 
Drumcree IV proved impossible, and with the further threat of 
widespread violence, the Parades Commission decided that the 
parade should be re-routed, and should return to town by its 
outward route. The police and the army mounted an extensive 
security operation to bar all potential routes to the Garvaghy 
Road. Supporters of the Orange Order gathered at Drumcree, 
while protests also occurred in Portadown and in many loyalist 
areas across Northern Ireland, although these were not as wide-
spread or as violent as they had been in 1996. However, when the 
three young Quinn brothers were killed in a petrol bomb attack 
on their home in Ballymoney, some fifty miles from Portadown, 
on the night of II July 1998 enthusiasm for the protest within 
the wider Protestant community dropped significantly. The 
Orangemen in Portadown continued to insist on their right to 
march, but significant numbers of Orangemen voiced their oppo-
sition to the protests and large sections of the Protestant commu-
nity expressed concern at the tactic of confrontation. Although 
the Portadown Orangemen maintained a presence at Drumcree 
church, support across other parts of Northern Ireland rapidly 
dwindled. As a result the remainder of the marching season 
passed by reasonably quietly by the standard of recent years. 

24 This remains the official position of the Orange Order at the time of writing, 
October 2006. However, in a number of areas informal contacts between the Order and 
the Parades Commission had been developed and these have helped to reduce tension 
and violence at contested parades. 
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As noted earlier, the 1998 marching season marked the water-
shed in the current cycle of disputes over parades. Although a 
number of the disputes continue, the most serious have largely 
been resolved. In some cases this has been through an enforced 
compromise, in others it has been as a result of an imposed re-
routing, and in a small number of cases as a result oflocally medi-
ated agreements.25 A number of significant changes have taken 
place since that time, all of which have contributed to the reduc-
tion in violence each summer. The Parades Commission has 
gradually established itsel£26 It has sought to encourage dialogue 
over disputed parades, it has created a team of Authorized 
Officers who mediate locally, and has ruled reasonably consis-
tently on disputed parades. The commission is required to take 
the concept of tradition into consideration, but this is not a 
primary factor. It is also required to explore the impact a parade 
will have on community relations in the locality, on routine activ-
ities, and on the potential for disorder associated with a parade. It 
is also required to take the European Convention of Human 
Rights into consideration. In fact the disputes over parades have 
fostered a lively, although unresolved, debate over the limits of 
freedom of assembly, the need to balance competing rights, and 
the relationship between rights and social responsibilities. v But 
that is another discussion. The police were initially cautious about 
losing their decision-making power over contentious public 
events, but within a couple of years they had become staunch 
supporters of the Parades Commission. The police have also been 
subject to an extensive process of reform, not least in their 
approach to public order, which has involved both a thorough 
revision of tactics and a review of their weaponry and their 
approach to the use of force. 

Many other sectors of society have sought to contribute to the 
reduction in tensions. Local community activists have mobilized 
to reduce outbreaks of violence, stewards have been trained and 

25 Most notably in the city of Derry, where the local business community have been 
extensively involved over a period of years in trying to ensure that parades are able to take 
place which do not unduly offend the dominant Nationalist population or disrupt the 
commercial life of the city. 

26 Nei!Jarman, 'Regulating Rights and Managing Public Order: Parade Disputes and 
the Peace Process, 199s--98', Fordham International Law Journal, 22 (1999), 1415-:i9. 

27 Michael Hamilton, Nei!Jarman, and Dominic Bryan, Parades, Protests and Polu:ing: A 
Human Rights Fram£Work (Belfast, 2001). 
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widely used to control both parades and protests against parades, 
and local and international monitors have been employed to 
observe events on the ground and monitor compliance with 
international human rights standards.28 Finally, these moves 
have all happened within the context of a wider ongoing peace 
process. Although at the time of writing the political reforms had 
been stalled for some years, the popular process, by which I 
mean the move away from an acceptance of political violence 
and paramilitary warfare, and its replacement with a norm of 
peace, has continued and become more deeply embedded in the 
routines of daily life. 

Conclusions 

Symbolic displays and ritual events are important elements of the 
process of defining an inclusive community, of marking out 
difference, and of defining the excluded Other. And although the 
conflict in Northern Ireland is not simply a clash of symbols, 
symbols and rituals can and do have a real impact on the wider 
political picture. The two polarized and competing identities of 
Protestant/Unionist/British and Catholic/Nationalist/Irish are 
not static and fixed states; they need constant renewal and reaf-
firmation. The annual cycle of parades are part of the process by 
which such identities have been, and continue to be, proclaimed 
and made public. It is because of this symbolic role in emphasiz-
ing and defining difference that they have consistently become 
more prominent at times of political change. The current cycle of 
disputes thus encapsulates both the essence and the complexity of 
the Northern Ireland conflict. However, the working out of the 
disputes indicates a very real transformation in the balance of 
relationships and powers between Protestants, Catholics, the 
British state, and the police, and thus reveals the substantial 
changes underway in the current period of political transition. 

The process of addressing the disputes has necessarily, if not 
28 Neil Jarman, 'Managing Disorder: Responses to Interface Violence in North 

Belfast', in Owen Hargie and David Dickson (eds.), Researching the Troubles: Social Science 
Perspectives on the Northern Ireland Coriflict (Edinburgh, 2002), 227-44; Neil Jarman, 
'Vigilantism, Transition and Legitimacy: Informal Policing in Northern Ireland', in 
David Pratten and Atreyee Sen (eds.), Global Vigilantes: Anthropological Perspectives on Justice 
and Violence (London, 2007), 31c,-s9. 
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consciously, involved responding to the problematic issues of 
territory, tradition, violence, and power in the management of 
ritual and symbolic events. Power has been removed from both 
the police and the loyal orders, and 'playing the Orange card' is 
no longer a viable option. Territoriality remains a problematic 
issue, but public space is treated more equitably, and local sensi-
tivities are more widely acknowledged. Tradition has been 
accepted as one factor to be considered, but only within a 
complex array of social relationships, human rights, and social 
responsibilities. The potential for, and impact of, violence is still 
recognized, but it is also addressed each year by a diverse array 
of actors at a number of levels of society who are primarily 
concerned with helping to embed the emergent culture of peace. 

Drumcree remains an exception. By the autumn of 2006 there 
had still not been any meaningful cross-community dialogue at 
the local level, although there have been numerous attempts to 
facilitate discussions. The Prime Minister's office has been 
involved on a number of occasions; at other times international 
mediators have been invited to attempt to engage the parties. All 
to no avail. As a result, the Portadown Orangemen have contin-
ued to apply to walk the return leg of their 1998 parade every 
Sunday since July 1998. Each week the Parades Commission 
refuses this request. 29 

29 Neiljarman, 'From Outrage to Apathy: The Disputes over Parades, 1995-2003', 
Global Review of Ethnopolitics, 3/1 (2003), 92-105. 
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Demonstrating for 'Peace' in the Cold War: 
the British and West German Easter 

Marches, 1958-1964 
HOLGER NEHRING 

With the advent of the Cold War, the meaning of 'peace', more 
than ever before, became highly ambiguous: 'Let's admit it 
frankly', a West German activist remarked in 1963, 'the words 
peace, peace society, peace council, peace party have, through all 
kinds of conceptual confusions, entirely lost their meaning and 
have been discredited so much that they can merely provoke a 
sorry smile.' 1 In a similar vein, albeit from a less sympathetic 
perspective, the British Labour Party leader Hugh Gaitskell 
remarked about British campaigns for the unilateral renunciation 
of nuclear weapons: 'While ... supported by the high-minded 
through the doctrine of example, it is popular with others for 
purely escapist or beatnik reasons, and with others, again, 
because they are fellow-travellers, if not avowed Communists. '2 

These quotations highlight the ambiguity of the term 'peace' in 
the Cold War and thus point to a key challenge which activists 
faced when demonstrating for 'peace' in Western Europe in the 
1950s and early 1960s. As the Soviet Union, the GDR, and 
Communist Parties used the word 'peace' to legitimize their own 
policies, denouncing the West as totalitarian, the West sought to 
portray itself as the camp of 'freedom' where 'peace' was a given. 3 

1 Hermann Speelmann to Dr Gerhard Schmidt, 12 Oct. 1963, quoted in Stefan 
Appelius, Pazifismus in Westdeutschland: Die Deutsche Friedensgesellschaft 1945-1968, 2 vols. 
(Aachen, 1991), ii. 513. 

2 Hugh Gaitskell at the Labour Party conference in Scarborough, Oct. 1960, quoted in 
Philip Williams, Hugh Gaitskell (Oxford, 1982), 579. 

3 Cf. Anselm Doering-Manteuffel, ' "Im Kampf um Frieden" und "Freiheit": Über 
den Zusammenhang von Ideologie und Sozialkultur im Ost-West-Konflikt', in Hans 
Gunter Hockerts (ed.), Koordinaten deutscher Geschichte in der Epoche des Ost-West-Konjlikts 
(Munich, 2004), 29-47; Edward P. Thompson, Beyond the Cold War (London, 1982), 6. 
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This essay examines the ways in which 'conceptual confusions' 
about the meaning of 'peace' influenced the staging of anti-
nuclear-weapons demonstrations. Its aim is to show how protest 
traditions, the Cold War environment, and the memory of the 
Second World War interacted in framing the symbolic politics of 
the protests and the 'cultural codes' into which the protesters 
tried to tap.4 This will afford us insights into the connections 
between the shape of demonstrations and their political and 
social environment. 

The focus is on the British Aldermaston marches and the West 
German Easter Marches during their heyday in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s. Comparing the demonstrations is especially 
rewarding. Both movements were the strongest of their kind in 
Western Europe and took place in countries with very different 
political and social traditions. Moreover, the marches were inti-
mately connected with each other: a group of Hamburg Quakers 
introduced the protest form of the 'Easter March' into the 
Federal Republic of Germany after participating in the British 
Aldermaston March in 1959. 5 

Protest marches are forms of political communication. The polit-
ical environment of the late 1950s and early 1960s was increasingly 
influenced by the media. 6 The protest forms and the ways they 
were represented both in the mass media and in movement publi-
cations therefore tell us something about the interaction between 
protests and society more generally.7 The protesters did not simply 
have an identity as activists; they only became protesters by protest-
ing. They negotiated their identity with other protesters, and the 
media ascribed an identity to them by reporting the marches.8 

4 Cf. Thomas Mergel, 'Uberlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik', Geschichte 
und Gesellschqft, 28 (2002), 574-606; Kathrin Fahlenbrach, Protest-lns::,enierungen: Visuelle 
Kommunikation und kollektwe ldentitiiten in Protestbewegungen (Opladen, 2002). 

5 Cf.Johannes Bastian, 'Ein Blick in die Geschichte der Friedensbewegung: Interviews 
mit Hans-Konrad Tempel und Horst Bethge', Westermanns Piidagogische Beitriige, 34/3 
(1982), 120-3, at 121. 

6 Cf. Bernd Weisbrod, 'Medien als symbolische Form der Massengesellschaft: Die 
medialen Bedingungen von Offentlichkeit im 20. Jahrhundert', Historische Anthropologic, 9 
(2001), 270-83, esp. 280-1. 

7 Cf. Niklas Luhmann, Die Politik der Gesellschqft (Frankfurt am Main, 2000), 14-16; 
Rudolf Stichweh, 'Systems Theory as an Alternative to Action Theory? The Rise of 
"Communication" as a Theoretical Option', Acta Sociologica, 43 (2000), 5-13; Ute Frevert, 
'Politische Kommunikation und ihre Medien', in ead.·and Wolfgang Braungart (eds.), 
Sprachen des Politischen: Medien und Medialitiit in der Geschichte (Gottingen, 2004), 7-19. 

8 Cf., conceptually, Geoff Eley, 'Is all the World a Text? From Social History to the 
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The ways in which protest movements appeared in public and 
how we perceive them are, therefore, themselves products of 
communication between the protest movements and the public. 9 

After outlining the political context in which both movements 
emerged, this essay will compare the routes of the marches, their 
styles, and the modes of representing the two movements. 

Organization and Political Context 

The British and the West German movements began in the mid-
to late 1950s as protests against nuclear weapons tests and the 
radiation emanating from them. The emergence of mass move-
ments was, however, related to developments within the labour 
movements of both countries in a very specific political context 
which affected both societies. It occurred at a juncture in interna-
tional affairs when NATO was beginning to shift the foundations 
of its strategy to nuclear weapons, and when the arms race was 
becoming a 'functional substitute for war' .10 Moreover, the 
protests emerged at a time when the labour movements in both 
countries were debating the merits of a revisionist line, abandon-
ing many of their original socialist goals. Those who planned the 
first protests were highly doubtful about labour movement revi-
sionism in both international and domestic affairs, and stressed 
what they regarded as a more uniquely social democratic or 
socialist answer to the problem. This question achieved such 
salience because the Conservative Party in Britain and the 
Christian Democrats in the Federal Republic had been the domi-
nant parties of the 1950s. 

In Britain, a group of left-wing intellectuals founded the 
Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) early in 1958 to 
bring together previous movements and to campaign for a policy 
of unilateral nuclear disarmament after it seemed unlikely that 

History of Society Two Decades Later', in Terence]. McDonald (ed.), The Historical Tum 
in the Human Sciences (Ann Arbor, 1992), 193-243. 

9 Cf. Bernd Weisbrod, '0ffentlichkeit als politischer ProzeB: Dimensionen der poli-
tischen Medialisierung in der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik', in id. (ed.), Die Politik der 
Ojf entlichkeit-Die Ojfentlichkeit der Politik: Politische Medialisierung in der Geschichte der 
Bundesrepublik (Gottingen, 2003), 11--115. 

10 Andreas Wenger, living with Peril· Eisenhower, Kenne<!J, and Nuclear Weapons (Lanham, 
Md., 1997), 248. 
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the Labour Party would represent that aim. In autumn 1960, a 
more radical group around the philosopher Bertrand Russell and 
his assistant Ralph Schoenman left CND and founded the 
Committee of 100. 11 The various strands of a New Left which 
rejected both the authoritarian structure of the Communist Party 
and the organizational impetus and revisionism of the Labour 
Party, yet remained vaguely socialist, joined both CND and 
Committee of 100 protests. Rather than framing the protests, 
these groups were absorbed into them. 

In West Germany, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and the 
trade unions, as institutions, were initially not opposed to the 
protests, but organized them. They launched the Campaign 
against Atomic Death (Kampagne Kampf dem Atomtod) when the 
Adenauer government made public its plans to acquire nuclear-
capable equipment for the German army in early 1958. A new 
movement-the subject of this essay-emerged against the 
party's wishes after the SPD had abandoned the Campaign in the 
wake of their programmatic reforms at Bad Godesberg. 12 In 1960 
a small group known as the Easter Marches of Atomic Weapons 
Opponents marched for the first time in northern Germany, 
following the British example of the Aldermaston Marches. 

The Marches 

The British Aldermaston Marches and the Easter Marches in the 
Federal Republic were not the only forms of protest the move-
ments used, but they soon became their hallmarks. The marches 
were crucial in forming protest identities: it was through the 
experience of marching that activists came to feel part of a 
community of protesters. In both countries, demonstrations were 
seen as the only way of airing these views in the absence of 
parliamentary representation. 

The first anti-nuclear-weapons march between London 
and the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment (AWRE) in 

11 The standard work is Richard Taylor, Against the Bomb: The British Peace Movement 
r958-r965 (Oxford, 1988). 

12 Cf. Hans Karl Rupp, Auj]erparlamentarische Opposition in der Ara Adenauer (3rd edn.; 
Cologne, 1984); Karl A. Otto, Vom Ostermarsch zur APO: Geschichte der aiylerparlamentarischen 
Opposition in der Bundesrepublik r960-70 (Frankfurt am Main, 1977). 
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Aldermaston, Berkshire, took place after long discussions between 
the CND executive and another independent group, the Direct 
Action Committee, which had staged grass-roots protests against 
nuclear weapons before, and which emphasized personal commit-
ment and 'bearing witness' rather than a precise political 
message. 13 The first demonstration was a three-day walk over 
Easter from Trafalgar Square to the village of Aldermaston, 
around fifty miles away, just outside Slough in Berkshire and the 
site of A WRE. The journalist and CND organizer Mervyn Jones 
later recalled that the weather was atrocious, 'with bitter cold 
and incessant rain' which turned to snow. While the crowd at 
Trafalgar Square had been a good one, it was in danger of falling 
apart later on: 'it hadn't occurred to anybody that the CND big-
shots were expected to do any marching; those pictures of the 
Canon [John Collins, CND chairman] in his cassock, Michael 
Foot [the Labour left politician] with his stick and dog, and 
Jacquetta Hawkes [wife of the playwright]. B. Priestley, who was 
a member of the CND executive] in her splendid red hat were 
taken in subsequent years'. Hardly anyone was over 25, and 
there were only around 300 marchers. 14 The marchers carried 
banners with black and white 'Ban the Bomb' slogans. Some 
carried boards with the CND symbol, later more generally asso-
ciated with peace movements around the world; others wore 
CND buttons. On Easter Sunday 1958, services were held in 
fields nearby. 15 On the march, and when they entered towns, the 
protesters sang songs. Over the years, a whole repertoire of songs 
was developed, such as 'Don't you hear the H-bombs' thunder', 
usually to old trade union or labour movement tunes. From 1959 
onwards, jazz bands and skiffie groups accompanied the 
marches. On one march, a calypso band with Rastafarians 
played songs from the Caribbean. 16 

Like the music and the banners, the elaborately planned struc-
ture of the march was intended to convey the image of both 

13 Taylor, Against the Bomb, 28-32. 
14 MervynJones, 'Aldennaston 1958', in John Minnion and Philip Bolsover (eds.), The 

G.ND Story: 7he First Twenty-Five Years ef CND in the Words ef the People Involved (London, 
1983), 44-5. 

15 Cf. the special editions of Peace News at Easter 1959, 1960, and 1961. 
16 Cf. Bill Schwarz, "'Claudia Jones and the West Indian Gazette": Reflections on the 

Emergence of Post-Colonial Britain', Twentieth-Century British History, 14/3 (2003), 264-85, 
at 272-3. 
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order and variety. There were usually different sections in the 
march: the famous members of the executive walked ahead to 
endow the march with credibility. Different regional and local 
groups followed, with CND's professional sub-organizations, 
such as students, Christian CND, and scientists. In another 
section of the march, foreign guests walked with banners stating 
their country of origin. 

The direction of the route was changed in subsequent years, 
ending with a rally at Trafalgar Square rather than in a field in 
the Berkshire countryside. This demonstrates the increasing 
importance which the organizers ascribed to political campaign-
ing in the centres of power, Westminster and Whitehall, rather 
than in the remote countryside with a lack of reporting and 
attention for the cause. Moreover, the change of route attracted 
more people and underlined the London-centric character of the 
British campaign. It attracted 20,000 people in 1959. For 1960, 
the estimates for the final rally at Trafalgar Square vary between 
60,000 and 100,000 participants. In 1961, about 45,000 people 
took part, making this the largest demonstration London had 
seen since VE Day. From 1962 on, participation declined, and no 
full marches were held after 1964. 17 

It was primarily the experience of marching together, enduring 
the strains of the march as well as the jeers and the mockery of 
bystanders, which turned protesters into CND supporters. 18 

Especially for young people, the marches offered the experience 
of being away from home and camping in the open countryside, 
often with their girlfriend or boyfriend. The press at the time and 
some commentators interpreted these motives as indicating a lack 
of seriousness and respectability. 19 Yet sociological research 
suggests a high degree of political commitment among the British 
protesters. 20 Most of the marchers were young. An estimate for 
the 1959 March states that around 41 per cent of the marchers 
were under 21, while about 60 per cent considered themselves to 
be active in politics, and 70 per cent thought that the march 
would have a political impact. Almost go per cent of young people 

17 Jo Richardson, 'Tea for 20,000', in Minnion and Bolsover (eds.), G.ND Story, 451 ; 
Taylor, Against the Bomb, 42, 57, 77 n. 16. 

ia Cf. e.g. Peace News, 6 Oct. 1961, 5. 
19 Brian Masters, The Swinging Sixties (London, 1985), 204. 
2° Cf. the findings of Frank Parkin, Middle Class Radicalism: The Social Bases ef the British 

Campaign.for Nuclear Disarmament (Manchester, 1968). 
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responded that they supported the march for moral reasons, and 
34 per cent professed a religious faith. The Guardian and the 
Observer were the newspapers most favoured by marchers. Very 
few (4 per cent) described themselves as working class. 21 Yet most 
teenagers and university students were not CND supporters. 
CND had little appeal in Britain's industrial heartland and even 
at most British universities. Those who did march tended to be 
students who conformed to 'the values of their middle-class 
radical families'. 22 

This means that rather than being unpolitical, the marches, 
offering the experience of 'fun', and their reporting in the press 
expanded the boundaries of what could be said and what could 
be done in public: it expanded the 'space to be weird', in the 
words of one former activist. 23 

Protesters had different ideas, however, about what the 
marches should achieve. For some, the marches were annual 
calls for repentance and renewal, both a physical act of atone-
ment and a spiritual revival. The thousands of marchers who 
strolled through the countryside evoked such national myths as 
Chaucer's Canterbury Tales. One CND supporter described the 
march as 'a civilising mission, a march away from fear towards 
normality, towards human standards, towards the real people in 
the nursery rhyme whose houses are over the hill but not so far 
away that we will not get there by candlelight, whose hands are 
set to the plough and the making of things'. 24 The Aldermaston 
Marches were thus supposed to become a creative form of 
democracy and catch 'something of the dynamic spirit of people 
bringing the foremost issues of our time into the field of consider-
ation and action by the common man. On the road from 
Aldermaston we shall be marching from the tyranny of destruc-
tion to the beginnings of creative democracy.'25 Yet for others, 
the Aldermaston Marches were very much protests for a specific 
political purpose.26 

2I Cf. Christopher Driver, 1he Disarmers: A Sturfy in Protest (London, 1964), 59-60. 
22 Arthur Marwick, 1he Sixties: Cultural Revolution in Britain, France, lta/y, and the United 

States, c.1958---c.1974 (Oxford, 1998), 65. 
23 Sheila Rowbotham, Promise of a Dream: Remembering the Sixties (Harmondsworth, 

2000), 71. 
24 Denis Knight, secretary ofCND's film and television Committee, quoted in Driver, 

1he Disarmers, 58. 
25 Editorial, Peace News, 6 Mar. 1959, 4· 
26 Stuart Hall, 'Peace Politics', Sani!Y (May 1963), 5. 
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CND's organizers tried to tap into a code of respectability.27 

Yet for many middle-class men and women, the experience of 
marching together on Easter weekends in the company of indi-
viduals they would normally avoid or ignore broke many of the 
social codes by which they had structured their lives. 28 The news-
paper reports reinforced this image of the decent middle classes 
on the march, often from an ironic perspective. A Daily Mail 
journalist pointed out that Aldermaston marchers were 'the sort 
of people which would normally spend Easter listening to a 
Beethoven concert on the Home Service, ... painting a Picasso 
design on hard-boiled eggs, ... or going to church with their 
children. Instead they were walking through the streets in their 
old clothes.'29 

But the experience of marching never helped to overcome 
specific tactical and strategic differences. There were increasing 
differences within CND about the precise aims of the movement: 
should the aims be expanded to include leaving NATO? The 
New Left argued that 'security' should be defined both domesti-
cally and internationally, and argued that it could be found only 
in a socialist society. This group of activists also questioned the 
emphasis on the Labour Party and Parliament, and advocated a 
much broader campaign to change British society as a whole. 30 

Because of these differences, a group around Bertrand Russell 
split off, forming the Committee of 100 which sought to expand 
on the Direct Action Committee's campaigns of disobedience by 
staging media-effective protests in the form of mass civil disobedi-
ence, 31 for example, at a rocket site in East Anglia in early 1961, 
or, famously, in front of the Ministry of Defence with Bertrand 
Russell and 2,000 people at Trafalgar Square in April 1961. 
Here, CND and the press reacted in similar fashion by condemn-

27 CND Newsletter, Mar. 1960, 3. 
28 Cf. Ross McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918-1951 (Oxford, 1998); cf. also the 

CND song 'Don't you hear the H-bomb's thunder?', printed in David Widgery (ed.), The 
Lefl in Britain, 1958-1968 (Harmondsworth, 1976), 99, and 'Is it any use?', (n.d.), British 
Library for Political and Economic Science, London (henceforth BLPES), CND 1/ 4. 

29 Alan Brien writing in the Dai!), Mail, 8 Apr. 1958. Cf. also Michael Frayn, 'Festival', 
in Michael Sissons and Philip French (eds.), The Age qf Austeriry (London, 1963), 307-8. 

30 Peggy Duff, Lefl, Lefl, Lefl: A Personal Account qf Six Protest Campaigns, 194:r65 (London, 
1971), 127. 

31 On different versions of disobedience and the transnational discussions about it cf. 
Thomas Weber, 'Nonviolence is Who? Gene Sharp and Gandhi', Peace and Change, 28/2 
(2003), 2501 0; Peace News, 6 Sept. 1963, 61 . 
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ing the civil unrest and the dangers for civility and domestic 
peace which these protests posed. Although CND condemned 
the often heavy-handed reactions by the police-sometimes 
drawing on preventative public order legislation from the four-
teenth century-when trying to dissolve the protests, CND 
emphasized that their protests remained inside the law. 32 

In West Germany, by contrast, despite many different views 
concerning precise strategy and tactics, the movement succeeded 
in establishing one identity. It capitalized on its image as a 'collec-
tive outsider', and turned this into its main rallying cry. It was 
primarily because of the experience of the Second World War 
and the Cold War that they succeeded. The West German Easter 
Marches expanded political space more radically than the British 
movement, creating a laboratory for a new kind of politics outside 
the traditional channels, an aim to which the majority of 
marchers could subscribe. Many participants recall the emotional 
nature of the first marches. 33 While the first rally was attended by 
only a few hundred people, in 1961 about 23,000 people partici-
pated in the Easter March's final rallies across the Federal 
Republic. By 1964, more than 100,000 people in the whole of 
Germany took part. 34 

Like the British demonstrations, the West German marches 
were predominantly middle-class affairs, but they remained much 
more localized than the British ones. The first Easter March 
started in Hamburg on Good Friday and was intended to reach 
the rocket site at Bergen-Hohne, around eighty miles away, on 
Easter Monday. Some 120 protesters marched in twos or threes 
on pavements or on the verges of roads, as the police had prohib-
ited the use of public road space. Behind a banner stating 'Easter 
March Hamburg-Bergen-Hohne', protesters in mackintoshes 
walked with more banners and posters, all in yellow and black, 
followed by two or three cars, mostly to carry the baggage. Small 

32 Cf. Adam Roberts, 'The Police at Midnight', New Statesman, 22 Sept. 1961. 
33 Andreas Buro, 'Damals in Bergen-Hohne flossen Triinen', in Komitee fur 

Grundrechte und Demokratie e.V. (ed.), Geschichten aus der Friedensbewegung-Persiinliches und 
Politisches, collected by Andreas Buro (Cologne, 2005); 'Arbeitspapier fur den AusschuB 
"Kampf dem Atomtod" iiber die politische Funktion und Methodik der Arbeit der 
Kampagne fur Abriistung', n.d. [c.1964], Archiv der sozialen Demokratie, Bonn (hence-
forth AdsD), IG Metall Archives, G1010. 

34 Cf. Lawrence S. Wittner, Resisting the Bomb: A History qf the World Nuclear Disarmament 
Movement 1954-1970 (Stanford, Calif., 1997), 65 and 220; Rupp, Aujlerparlamentarische 
Opposition, 130-43. 
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groups from Bremen, Brunswick, Hanover, and Gottingen joined 
the Hamburg contingent. Most of them were members of the 
pacifist networks around the German Peace Society (Deutsche 
Friedensgesellschaft), the conscientious objectors' organization 
Verband der Kriegsdienstverweigerer, or other pacifist groups. 
For fear of Communist subversion, the organizers had prohibited 
organizations from joining the marches; only individuals were 
allowed to take part. 35 Owing to the federal character of the West 
German marches, there was no strict marching order with 
banners denoting professional, local, regional, or national affilia-
tions as in Britain. However, slogans had to be approved by the 
march organizers, and marshals monitored compliance with this 
agreement. This was a notable difference from the British 
marches, where marshals mainly enforced order along the route. 
Regulations concerning marching order and slogans in West 
Germany were as much a result of self-policing as of police restric-
tions. On several marches, the police confiscated slogans on suspi-
cion of Communist subversion. Occasionally, in the following 
years, the police prohibited certain routes and confiscated 
banners. On one of the marches in the Ruhr area, they also 
prohibited the singing of a certain song regarded as too polemical 
for an Easter weekend, but the marchers got around this by 
whistling it. 36 

The marchers slept in barns, public gymnasiums, and youth 
centres on the route. As in Britain, the group held meetings in all 
larger towns and distributed leaflets with details about the impact 
of nuclear bomb explosions. Few people turned up at these meet-
ings and gatherings, and, as in Britain, there were frequent accu-
sations from bystanders of Communist subversion. 37 At times, 
the marchers found barns or restaurants closed, although accom-
modation or meals had been promised. A makeshift Easter 
service was usually held en route on Easter Sunday. The majority 
of marchers were Protestant, but, especially in the Ruhr area and 
Bavaria, there is evidence of Catholic participation. Given the 

35 Horst Bethge, '"Die Bombe ist hose": Wieder Ostermarsch in Hamburg entstand', 
injorg Berlin (ed.), Das andere Hamburg: Freiheitliche Bestrebungen in der Hansestadt seit dem 
Spii.tmittelalter (Cologne, 1981), 357-68, at 359-60. 

36 Cf. report by Gertrud Wolfers on the Easter March 1962 [23 Apr. 1962], 
Hamburger Institut fur Sozialforschung (henceforth HIS), Sbe 540, Folder 'Ostermarsch 
1962, Kreis Mettmann'. 

37 Cf. Erich Kuby, 'Aggressive lliusionen',plii.ne no. 6/7 (July 1962), 6-8. 
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importance of institutional religion in the Catholic milieu before 
the Second Vatican Council, this is remarkable.38 

Around 800 people gathered at the final rally of the first march 
in Bergen-Hohne on Easter Monday. Here, close to the site of 
the former concentration camp Bergen-Belsen, the organizers 
made several speeches linking the nuclear Holocaust with the 
Nazi Holocaust.39 The Easter Marches always ended on Easter 
Monday with final rallies and, from 1961, often with guest speak-
ers from abroad. 

It was mainly via the networks within these groups that the 
Easter Marches spread through the Federal Republic, appealing 
to regional political traditions and sites of memory. The Bavarian 
march, for example, went past the Dachau concentration camp 
and marchers frequently carried the distinctive Bavarian flag with 
blue and white diamonds. The marches in the Ruhr area were 
influenced much more by the traditions of the labour movement 
than were the marches in the north or the south. Here, as in 
Hesse, groups such as the Socialist Youth 'Falcons', or the youth 
organizations of the Friends of Nature (Naturfreundejugend), 
played a prominent part in the public presentation of the 
marches. Music was very important, especially jazz, skiflle, and 
folk. From the mid-196os, the Easter Marches often provided the 
setting for festivals of political cabaret. 40 

While the first marches in northern Germany were dominated 
by 30-40-year-olds, marchers became significantly younger from 
around 1962, primarily through the influx of people from labour 
movement youth organizations and, especially, from the Socialist 
German Student Federation (Sozialistischer Deutscher Studen-
tenbund, SDS). In 1965, 75 per cent of participants were aged 
between 25 and 50.41 From 1963 the marches became shorter, 

38 On this dissolution cf. Christian Schmidtmann, Katholische Studierende r945-r973: Ein 
Beitrag ;:,ur Kultur- und So;:,ialgeschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Paderborn, 2005). On the 
institutional basis cf. Gerhard Schmidtchen, Protestanten und Katholiken: So;:,iologische Ana!:,se 
korifessioneller Kultur (Berne, 1973) and Urs Altermatt, Katholi;:,ismus und Moderne: ,?,ur So;:,ial-
und Mentalitiitsgeschichte der Schweizer Katholiken im r9. und 20. Jahrhundert (Zurich, 1989). 

39 Leaflet for the 1960 Easter March: Private Archives, Hans-Konrad Tempel, 
Ahrensburg, Germany (henceforth AT). Cf. also the material in Bundesarchiv, Koblenz 
(henceforth BAK), ZSg.1 262/J for subsequent years. 

40 Report by Gertrud Wolfers on the Easter March 1962 [23 Apr. 1962]: HIS, She 540, 
Folder 'Ostermarsch 1962, Kreis Mettmann'. 

41 'Zahl und Zusammensetzung der Teilnehmer am OM', in Karl A. Otto, APO: 
A,gierparlamentarische Opposition in Q_ueUen und Dokumenten (r960--r970) (Cologne, 1988), 81. 
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and the direction of the marches was reversed to lead into the 
bigger cities rather than to the 'death centres' in the 
countryside. 42 This was the result of an emphasis on the more 
explicitly political aims of later organizers. They wanted to 
heighten the campaign's impact by, among other things, profes-
sionally monitoring and organizing media coverage. 

The West German marches were more highly regionalized 
than the British ones. Although there were Scottish campaigns 
against the Polaris submarine depot at Holy Loch from the early 
1960s, because of their direct-action character these campaigns 
were never perceived as an integral part of CND.43 Scottish and 
Welsh CND members would travel to southern England to 
participate in the marches. By contrast, from 1961 onwards, there 
were marches all over Germany, in the north, the west, the 
south-west, and the south-east. While they now usually ended in 
large cities such as Hamburg, Munich, or Dortmund, they 
retained their decentralized character. This was related to the 
federal character of the West German polity, but it also reflected 
the fact that, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, there was no 
accepted centre of protest in West Germany, the equivalent of 
Westminster, Whitehall, and Hyde Park in London, or the Mall 
in Washington DC.44 Many still regarded Bonn as only the 
provisional capital. Conditions in Berlin were not conducive to 
protest either. Fear of Communist subversion meant that rules 
were particularly strict there.45 

The protesters' commitment as such thus achieved political 
importance. More than their British counterparts, the West 
German protesters depended on the media to portray them as a 
coherent movement. Only if the media reported the marches 
through thinly populated rural areas could they hope to alert 
the wider population to their cause. Instead of protesting at the 
heart of political decision-making, the West German protesters 
chose a method that highlighted their commitment to the cause: 
they sought to represent themselves as the 'other' and 'better' 
Germany. Marching through cold and rainy weather over Easter 

42 Bethge, 'Bombe', 367. 
43 C£ Minnion and Bolsover (eds.), CND Story, 52-5. 
44 On Washington DC as a national protest site cf. Lucy G. Barber, Marching on 

Washington: The Forging qf an American Political Tradititm (Berkeley, 2002). 
45 C£ Andreas W. Daum, Kennedy in Berlin (Paderborn, 2003), 159-60. 
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instead of attending church followed by a stroll with their families 
(Osterspaziergang) served as a symbol of this commitment.46 

Styles of Representation 

The two movements sought to portray the marches in similar 
ways. Organizers of both movements sought to portray similar 
emotional economies in order to address nationally specific 
issues. They contrasted their rationality and reason with the 
government's atomic 'madness', while governments accused the 
protesters of overly emotional and unreasonable behaviour.47 

Particularly in the Federal Republic, this cultural code mat-
tered: extra-parliamentary politics could easily be represented as 
a revival of National Socialist marches or as the result of 
Communist subversion, particularly as the protesters' vocabulary 
continued to draw on terms such as 'Einsatzgruppen' and 
'Trupps' to refer to specific tactics, and because, for the last thirty 
years or so, the march as a form of protest had been associated 
primarily with undemocratic practices in German political 
culture.48 Since the end of the Second World War, with the 
memory of the street battles of the Weimar Republic and 
Nuremberg rallies still fresh in people's minds, marches had 
become suspect in German political cultural perceptions. 
Marches also evoked the evils of mass society: both the press and 
the police still assessed protests in terms of the discourse of the 
masses in the r920s.49 

The Easter marchers consciously sought to avoid the connec-
tion with right-wing or left-wing marches, by means of either 
silent discipline, or a decidedly colourful performance with folk 

46 Cf. Hans-Konrad and Helga Tempel, ' ... das man da wohnen miige': Vision und 
Eifahrung eines gemeinsamen Lebens (Bad Pyrmont, 1986), 11. 

47 Cf. 'Informationen zur Abriistung', 3 (Sept. 1963): BAK ZSg. 1-262/3; 'Angst-ein 
schlechter Ratgeber', Westfalische Rundschau, 18 Nov. 1957; 'Atomwaffen und Atomangst', 
Indust:ri£kurier, 28 Mar. 1958. For Britain c£ Benn W. Levy, Britain and the Bomb: The Faluu;y 
ef Nuclear Defence, CND pamphlet [n.d.], 3: MRC MSS.181/ 4. 

48 Circular by Andreas Buro to the members of the working committees, 11 Nov. 1961, 
annex3:AT. 

49 Cf. 'Ostermarsch 63: Bericht iiber die Kampagne fur Abriistung', 9: BAK ZSg. 
1-262/i, fo. 2. On the interpretations of the Hamburg police cf. Klaus Weinbauer, 
Schutzpolizei in der Bundesrepublik: ,?,wischen Biirgerkrieg und Innerer Sicherheit: Die turbulenten 
sechziger Jahre (Paderbom, 2003), 275, 277, 297. 
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music and skiffie groups. 50 Yet even if the marches became more 
colourful, the chosen media continued to stress rationality and 
'Sachlichkeit'.51 On the early marches, protesters emphasized 
their 'normal' clothing.52 From 1963-4, however, the cultural 
code started to change. A very peculiar mixture of information 
and more spectacular forms of action, such as political cabaret or 
specific gags, now began to emerge. 53 The appeal to rationality 
also reflected the specific emotional economy of the middle classes 
which dominated the demonstrations, 54 and the desire for nor-
mality after the experience of death and destruction during the 
war.55 Moreover, it allowed the West German public to distance 
itself from the emotional 'masses' of both the Communist and the 
National Socialist kind.56 

The British campaign displayed a similar emphasis on ration-
ality. 57 It had different roots, however. It coincided with the 
image of austerity which was common amongst Labour politi-
cians and party members in response to the war years, 58 and it 
tapped the specific version of British national identity which had 
emerged in response to the violence of the First World War, 
interpreting British society as a 'peaceable kingdom'. Since the 

50 Minutes of the meeting of the Central Committee, 2-3June 1962, Kassel, 2: AT. 
For pictures cf. Wolfgang Kraushaar, Du Protestchronik, iii. 1951 1959 (Frankfurt am Main, 
1996), 1840. 

51 On the semantics of the term cf. Willibald Steinmetz, 'Anbetung und 
Damonisierung des "Sachzwangs": Zur Archaologie einer deutschen Redefigur', in 
Michael Jeismann (ed.), Obsessionen: Beherrschende Gedanken im wissenschef/lichen .?:,eitalter 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1995), 293-333. 

52 Minutes of the meeting of the Central Committee, 2-3June 1962, Kassel, 3: AT; 
'Wir legen Wert auf gute Rasur', Der Spi.egel, 14 Apr. 1965, 681 1. For the development cf. 
Giinter Hammer, 'Mit Barten und Gitarren', Wes{folische Rundrchau, 26 Mar. 1967. 

53 Cf. e.g. 'Die neue Agitation: Zu den Veranstaltungen des Ostermarsches', Franlifurter 
Rundschau, 30 Mar. 1967. 

54 Cf. Manfred Hettling and Stefan-Ludwig Hoffmann (eds.), Der biirgerliche 
WertehimmeL· Innenansichten des 19. Jahrhunderts (Giittingen, 2000) and Kai Arne Linnemann, 
'Die Sammlung der Mitte und die Wandlung des Biirgers', in Manfred Hettling and 
Bernd Ulrich (eds.), Biirgertum nach 1945 (Hamburg, 2005), 185-220, at 206. 

55 On this theme cf. the contributions in Richard Bessel and Dirk Schumann (eds.), 
Life ef/er Death: Approaches f,o a Cultural and Social Hiswry during the 1940s and 1950s (Cambridge, 
2003). 

56 Cf. Till Kassler, Abschi.ed von der Revolution: Kommunisten und Gesellschef/ in W estdeutsch-
land, 1943 1968 (Diisseldorf, 2005). 

57 Levy, Britain and the Bomb. 
58 Cf. Martin Francis, 'The Labour Party: Modernisation and the Politics of 

Restraint', in Becky Conekin, Frank Mort, and Chris Waters (eds.), Moments ef Modernily: 
Reconstructing Britain 1945-1964 (London, 1999), 153-4; Lawrence Black, The Political Culture 
ef the Left in Ajfluent Britain, 1951-64: Old Labour, New Britain? (London, 2003), 35. 
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1920s, the civility of extra-parliamentary protests in Britain had 
become a central requirement for their legitimacy.59 Public 
opinion was now something sober, unassertive, and domestic. 
And popular politics continued to exist in a sanitized version, 
with a strong emphasis on rational debate.60 

Accordingly, both British and West German organizers 
emphasized 'discipline', not least to counter accusations by the 
public, the police, and the media that they disturbed the public 
peace. 61 In practice, the march organizers were not always 
successful in achieving rationality and discipline, as the marchers 
displayed Eigensinn (a will of their own).62 Activists thoroughly 
debated the form the marches should take. Some West German 
activists wanted to reconsider the length of the marches: they 
claimed that a duration of four days was too demanding and 
discouraged potential participants. Others did not regard the 
marches as manifestations of sombre mourning. By introducing 
music on the marches, they wanted to establish the marches as 
signs of life.63 Traditional pacifists complained, however, that 
music ridiculed the 'earnest' character of the march; they feared, 
very much in line with mainstream discourses on popular music, 
that 'jazz bands' would turn the Easter Marches into a 'joke'.64 
With the advent of a younger clientele, a certain kind of lifestyle, 
drawn from various youth and labour movement traditions, came 
to characterize the marches. In the later 1960s they thus appeared 
as a 'left-wing, guitar-playing Wandervogel' (early twentieth-century 

59 Cf. Jon Lawrence, 'Forging a Peaceable Kingdom: War, Violence, and Fear of 
Brutalization in Post-First World War Britain', Journal of Modern History, 75 (2003), 557-89. 

60 Id., 'Fascist Violence and the Politics of Public Order in Inter-War Britain: The 
Olympia Debate Revisited', Historical Research, 76 (2003), 238-67; cf. also the criticism of 
Lawrence's argument by Martin Pugh, 'The National Government, the British Union of 
Fascists and the Olympia Debate', ibid. 253-62; and Lawrence's rejoinder: 'Why 
Olympia Mattered', Historical Research, 78 (2005), 263-72. 

61 Cf. e.g. the leaflets in BAK ZSg. 1-262/1 and in Institut für Zeitgeschichte (hence-
forth IfZ), Munich, ED702/3; Gottfried Wandersleb, 'Polizeiverordnungen gegen 
Grundgesetz?', Deutsche Volks Zeitung, 1 Oct. 1962. 

62 On this concept cf. Alf Liidtke (ed.), Eigen-Sinn: Fabrikalltag, Arbeitererfahrungen und 
Politik vom Kaiserreich bis in den Faschismus (Hamburg, 1993). 

63 Helmut Gollwitzer, 'Osterrede 64', pliine (Apr. 1964); 'Ostermarsch 63. Bericht iiber 
die Kampagne für Abriistung', 9: BAK ZSg. 1-262/1, fo. 3. 

64 Cf. e.g. 'Jazz', Wir sind jung, 3 (1958), 9; Circular by Hans-Konrad Tempel, 
Hamburg, n.d. [c.May 1961]: AT. On the discourses about popular music cf. Uta G. 
Poiger, Jazz, Rock and Rebels: Cold War Politics and American Culture in a Divided Germany 
(Berkeley, 2000). 
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German youth movement). 65 There were significant regional 
variations. In Hamburg the marches remained silent, not least to 
prevent Communist groups from participating with their instru-
ments; in North-Rhine Westphalia, by contrast, music was used 
to enliven the marches. 

In Britain, debates about disruption on the marches primarily 
circled around middle-class respectability. Peace News frequently 
reported on littering during the marches which, its writers 
thought, created a bad image. Moreover, many CND executive 
members found this form of democracy from below a rather 
frightening affair. A. J. P. Taylor purportedly left CND when it 
became too democratic. 66 To the distaste of some CND organiz-
ers, the press often highlighted beards and duffel coats as the 
main characteristics of CND activists. 67 And CND activist 
Mervyn Jones recalled standing with the editor of the left-wing 
journal New Statesman, Kingsley Martin, and watching the 
columns form for the last day of the 1960 March. Martin turned 
to Jones and asked: 'What on earth are we going to do with all 
these people?'68 CND fundamentally challenged their view of the 
campaign as a classic pressure group that worked within the 
boundaries of parliamentary politics. 69 

From the outside, with very few exceptions, the British and 
West German marches looked quite similar. But the political 
context turned them into two very different movements. In West 
Germany, police reactions were not generally more heavy-
handed or authoritarian than in Britain. Equally, public reac-
tions were not per se more adversarial. But the Easter Marches, 
rather than creating a 'space to be weird', had opened up a new 
space for political activities that was independent of the labour 

65 Mannheimer Morgen, 16June 1967. Cf. also DetlefSiegfried, 'Vom Teenager zur Pop-
Revolution: Politisierungstendenzen in der westdeutschenJugendkultur 1959 bis 1968', in 
Axel Schildt et al. (eds.), Dynamische Zeiten: Die 6oer Jahre in den beiden deutschen Gesellschaflen 
(Hamburg, 2000), 582-623, at 610-11. On traditions cf. Arno Klönne and Jiirgen 
Reulecke, ' "Restgeschichte" und "neue Romantik": Ein Gesprach iiber Biindische 
Jugend in der Nachkriegszeit', in Franz Werner Kersting (ed.), Jugend vor einer Welt in 
T riimmem: Erfahrungen und Verhiiltnisse der Jugend zwischen Hitler- und Nachkriegsdeutschland 
(Weinheim, 1998). 

66 A.J. P. Taylor in conversation with Richard Taylor, quoted in Taylor, Against the 
Bomb, 60. 

67 Rowbotham, Promise ef a Dream, 68. 
68 Mervyn Jones, Chances (London, 1987), 161. 
69 CND Executive Committee Minutes, 28Jan. 1958: MRC, MSS.181. 
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movement's student and youth organizations, and challenged the 
clear pattern of parliamentary politics in the Federal Republic. 
The establishment of such a public sphere beyond the labour and 
peace movements was a political act in itself. Instead of attending 
church and going for the traditional Easter stroll with their fami-
lies, the protesters went on the march, thus redefining the 
Christian message of Easter in explicitly political terms and tran-
scending the norms of privacy at the time. They went beyond the 
consensus about democracy which had been established after the 
Second World War. 70 By using the word 'resistance', they 
presented their involvement in the protests as compensation for 
the lack of resistance during the Third Reich. 71 Moreover, the 
desire to tame violence after the catastrophic experiences of the 
Second World War seemed to make this strategy particularly 
appropriate. 72 

Conclusion 

On the surface, the marches in both countries looked quite 
similar, with the exception of their geographical spread and 
organization. Both movements emerged in an environment of 
growing affiuence and domestic and social security, which the 
majority of the population in each country began to regard as the 
first flicker of normalization after a devastating war. By defining 
'security' differently from their governments, by highlighting the 
cost of the existing political arrangements, and by stressing 
personal involvement, they radically questioned the importance 
of nuclear weapons for national security. Yet the marches 
acquired their historical identities only through the political 
context in which they emerged. They tapped into very specific 
national experiences and raised expectations which were based 
on them. Although the marchers saw themselves as a part of a 

70 On this consensus cf. Martin Conway, 'The Rise and Fall of Western Europe's 
Democratic Age, 1945-1973', Contemporary European History, 13 (2004), 67-88. 

71 For similar developments in the USA cf.James Tracy, Direct Action: Radical Pacifism 
from the Union Eight to the Chicago Seven (Chicago, 1996), chs. 1-4. 

72 Wolfgang Kraushaar, by contrast, stresses the import of 'civil disobedience' from 
the USA in 'Die transatlantische Protestkultur: Der zivile Ungehorsam als amerikanisches 
Exempel und als bundesdeutsche Adaption', in id., 1968 als Mythos, Chiffre und Zäsur 
(Hamburg, 2000), 53-80. 
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worldwide movement against nuclear weapons, and although 
some of the media reported the movement in that context, the 
two campaigns reveal quite different experiences and memories. 

In Britain, protesters and the media placed CND in the 
context of previous extra-parliamentary pressure groups in the 
country's history. The main question discussed both inside and 
outside the movement was whether the protest conformed to the 
norms of respectability which British political culture demanded 
of extra-parliamentary protests. Accusations by anti-Communists 
were quite frequent, and they were usually made in a series of 
accusations including that of childish, rowdy, or impolite behav-
iour. The marchers themselves regarded these accusations as 
proof of the worthiness of their cause, as they considered them to 
be untrue. They highlighted the importance of the common 
experience of marching, and contrasted this with the alleged 
apathy of the affiuent society around them. Most importantly, 
however, the meaning of 'peace' and 'security' were to remain 
highly ambiguous within the British movement, and with the 
creation of the Committee of 100, itself split between a non-
violent and a more aggressive wing, it became clear that a 
consensus could not be achieved within one movement. 

The West German movement, by contrast, was at once much 
more distinct from the society surrounding it, and closer to it. It 
was more distinct because it developed a much stronger identity 
of its own. It was closer to the society surrounding it because it 
reflected the fundamental experiences of German society in the 
last thirty or so years. Unlike its British counterpart, the West 
German movement found a leitmotiv, and it found a common 
audience. The dominant theme of discussion in the Federal 
Republic was Communist subversion. It provided both protesters 
and the media with a heading under which to subsume supposed 
illicit sexual behaviour, allegations of rowdyism, questionable 
taste in music, and bad behaviour. 

While CND became a sign of the liberality of British society, 
the Easter Marches, in the specific West German context, 
expanded the space of the political in West German politics. Thus 
it explicitly challenged the anti-totalitarian consensus on which 
the Federal Republic had been built, first only in the eyes of the 
reporting media, but increasingly also among the supporters 
themselves. The protests against nuclear weapons increasingly 
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turned into a fight for democracy, a cause which mattered less in 
the British context. The protests were a laboratory for all kinds of 
different groups who did not find themselves represented in the 
mainstream political system, and they explicitly challenged the 
very rules and procedures, such as the majority principle, on 
which it was built. The bomb, they argued, was such a vital issue 
that majority decisions were no longer adequate. 



16 
'Capturing the Streets': 

Marches as a Political Instrument 
of the Extreme Right in 
Contemporary Germany 

FABIAN VIRCHOW 

Almost every weekend the extreme right holds a march in 
Germany. Compared to the r97os and rg8os, this marks a signifi-
cant change in the behaviour of these political forces and shows 
that they are adapting and modernizing their repertoire of politi-
cal action. Generally the marches of the extreme right receive 
some media attention and, not least because of the counter-action 
they provoke, heavy police forces are supplied to make these 
marches of the extreme right possible. 

Research on protest action and social movements has long 
ignored the marches of the extreme right. Instead, it has focused 
on the more spectacular acts of violence perpetrated by followers 
of the extreme right, which reached an alarming level in 
Germany in the early rggos. 1 Commenting on the controversial 
debate about whether the extreme right in Germany can be seen 
as a social movement, 2 Dieter Rucht and Ruud Koopmans 

1 See Helmut Willems, 'Kollektive Gewalt gegen Fremde: Entwickelt sich eine soziale 
Bewegung von rechts', in Hans-Gunther Heiland and Christian Ludemann (eds.), 
Soziologische Dimensionen des Rechtsextremismus (Opladen, 1996), 27-56, at 31; Frank Neu-
bacher, Fremdenfeindliche Brandanschliige: eine kriminologisch-empirische Untersuchung von Tätern, 
Tathintergründen und gerichtlicher Verarbeitung in Jugendstrafverfahren (Godesberg, 1998). 

2 See Werner Bergmann, 'Ein Versuch, die extreme Rechte als soziale Bewegung zu 
beschreiben', in id. and Rainer Erb (eds.), Neonazismus und rechte Subkultur (Berlin, 1994), 
183-207; Thomas Ohlemacher, 'Schmerzhafte Episoden: Wider die Rede von einer rechten 
Bewegung im wiedervereinigten Deutschland', Forschungsjoumal Neue Soziale Bewegungen, 7 
(1994), 16-25; Ruud Koopmans, 'Soziale Bewegung von rechts? Zur Bewegungsfcirmigkeit 
rechtsradikaler und auslanderfeindlicher Mobilisierung in Deutschland', inJens Mecklen-
burg (ed.), Handbuch deutscher Rechtsextremismus (Berlin, 1996), 767-81; Dieter Rucht, 
'Rechtsradikalismus aus der Perspektive der Bewegungsforschung', in Thomas Grumke and 
Bernd Wagner (eds.), Handbuch Rechtsradikalismus (Opladen, 2002), 75-86. 
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rightly suggest that this issue should be discussed in terms of 'more 
or less' rather than a simplistic 'yes or no'. 3 In line with this 
perspective the present essay shows that the number and the 
quality of these marches in the 1990s, and their place in long-term 
strategic considerations, are relevant and meaningful indicators of 
the extent to which (parts of) the extreme right in Germany can 
be analysed as a social movement.4 

As part of a much wider political force of the extreme right 
that shares a racist nationalist ideology of inequality and social 
Darwinism,5 the Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands 
(NPD) and the many neo-Nazi 'groupuscules',6 in particular, 
have developed a sophisticated 'demonstration policy'. They use 
this to disseminate their propaganda, to attempt to present 
themselves as a serious political force, to expand their move-
ment, to select and train its cadres, and to document its claim to 
power. 

The NPD and the neo-Nazi organizations underwent some 
relevant changes in the mid-199os. Responding to the wave of 
racist violence in the early 1990s, the state authorities banned a 
number of neo-Nazi parties, including the Nationalistische Front 
(NF), the Freiheitliche Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (F AP), and the 
Deutsche Alternative (DA). Leading protagonists of these groups 
concluded that for a certain period it would be useful to avoid 
formal organizational structures. Instead, the number of grou-
puscules, often called Kameradschaft, mushroomed. Their struc-
tural characteristics match those described by Diani and Della 
Porta as typical of social movements: they are decentralized, 

3 Ruud Koopmans and Dieter Rucht, 'Rechtsradikalismus als soziale Bewegung?', 
PVS-Sonderheft (1996), 265-87. 

4 Empirically my research is based on participant observation and on a database of far 
rightist demonstrations that developed out of a systematic, long-term analysis of various 
sources, including local, regional, and nationwide newspapers, anti-fascist magazines, 
press releases and statistics issued by the police and the state authorities, and printed 
publications and websites of the extreme right. This database contains information on 
when and where marches were organized, the number of participants, the organizers, 
speakers, police behaviour, etc. In addition, I have followed the discussion of demonstra-
tions to be found in papers, strategy documents, and empirical evaluations by protago-
nists of the extreme right themselves. 

5 See Jens Mecklenburg (ed.), Handbuch deutscher Rechtsextremismus (Berlin, 1996); 
Wilfried Schubarth and Richard Stöss (eds.), Rechtsextremismus in der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland: Eine Bilanz (Opladen, 2000). 

6 See Fabian Virchow, 'The Groupuscularization of Neo-Nazism in Germany: The 
Case of the Aktionsbuero Norddeutschland', Patterns of Prejudice, 38 (2004), 59-73.
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segmented, polycephalous, and reticular. 7 In addition, the label 
of 'free nationalists' is used in neo-Nazi magazines and strategy 
documents in order to embed a set of shared principles and a 
certain way of acting in public. 8 Other members of the banned 
organizations joined the NPD which, under a new leadership, 
had opened its ranks to them and sharpened its profile as a 
'movement party'. 9 As a consequence, the NPD recorded a 
significant increase in membership, broadened its repertoire of 
action, and created a professional party organ. With its 'three-
pillar concept' the party follows a strategic approach combining 
the elements of 'fighting for the minds, fighting for the streets, 
and fighting for the voters'. 10 

The NPD and the networks of neo-Nazi groupuscules are 
connected by a complex relationship of co-operation and rivalry 
caused by different strategies and tactics and by personal compe-
tition. However, both political currents are embedded in local 
movement milieux which make certain infrastructural facilities 
such as bars, youth centres, and subcultural zones available to 
them in everyday life. These milieux function as meeting points 
or means of communication without being monopolized by 
either one of the two currents. 11 This milieu is the source that 
feeds the marches organized by the NPD and the neo-Nazi grou-
puscules. The importance of such public, not directly violent 
political actions 12 for the constitution and development of parts 
of the extreme right in Germany as a political and social move-
ment can be elucidated from the number of marches held, which 
has risen significantly in recent years, and from the strategic use 
made of these marches as one kind of political action. Building 

7 See Donatella Della Porta and Mario Diani, Social Movements: An Introduction (Oxford, 
1999), 140. 

8 SeeJaneJenson, 'What's in a Name? Nationalist Movements and Public Discourse', 
in HankJohnston and Bert Klandermans (eds.), Social Movements and Culture (London, 
1995), rn7-26. 

9 On the 'movement party' as a type see Michael M. Zwick, Neu£ soziale Bewegungen als 
politische Subkultur: ,?,ielsek:,ung, Anhiingerschaj/, Mobilisierung-eine empirische Ana!)ise (Frankfurt, 
1990), 15. 

10 See the party leadership of the NPD's Strategische Leitlinien zur politischen Arbeit tier NPD 
(Berlin, 2002), 551 . 

11 See, in general, Dieter Rucht, Barbara Blattert, and Dieter Rink, Soziale Bewegungen 
aef dem Weg zur Institutionalisierung: ,?,um Strukturwandel 'alternativer' Gruppen in beiden T eilen 
Deutschfunds (Frankfurt, 1997), 47. 

12 The repertoire of political action currently used by the extreme right goes beyond 
marches to include occasional pickets, squats, and street theatre. 
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on the work ofJiirgen Gerhards and Rucht as well as Werner 
Bergmann and Rainer Erb, 13 this essay explores the intentions 
pursued by the dual intermediary structure of 'rnicromobilization 
actors' and 'mesomobilization actors' within the extreme right 
movement milieu in organizing these events and arranging them 
in a particular way. 

Frequency and Issues Addressed 

In autumn 1998 a leading cadre of the neo-Nazi movement in 
Germany published an article on the past and future of the 
movement. One point he emphasized heavily was the relevance 
of marches: 

In particular, there is no reason to be despondent. What we have 
achieved in the last twenty years shows us that we are on the right track. 
... Ten years ago we were only a hundred comrades coming together 
for a demonstration; today we are easily able to mobilize fifty times as 
many like-minded people. The future political success of a movement 
depends on its growth. Ten years ago it was a bad experience when our 
comrades were assaulted by the red mob. Today we eagerly await such 
an attack in order to show them who has captured the streets in the 
meantime. In addition, not long ago every nationalist was knocked down 
with the Auschwitz club. Nowadays the average citizen is not bothered 
even by professed National Socialists because they have become used to 
us. These first small successes show us that we have to continue going 
out among the public as often and as strongly as possible. 14 

To a certain extent this assessment corresponds to the actual use 
of marches as a political instrument. It is true that in the early 
1990s neo-Nazi cadres had already tried to establish an annual 
event in Wunsiedel commemorating Rudolf Hess, who was laid 
to rest in this small Bavarian town after his suicide in August 
1987. However, the dynamic this movement gathered, with up to 
2,000 neo-Nazis demonstrating in 1992, was broken by a nation-

13 See Jurgen Gerhards and Dieter Rucht, 'Mesomobilization: Organizing and 
Framing Two Protest Campaigns in West Germany', American Journal ef Sociology, 98 
(1992), 555-g5; Werner Bergmann and Rainer Erb, 'Eine soziale Bewegung von rechts? 
Entwicklung und Vernetzung einer rechten Szene in den neuen Bundeslandern', 
ForschungfjoumalNeue So;:.ialeBewegungen, 7/2 (1994), 8o-g8. 

14 Hamburger Sturm, 5 (1998), issue 19, 8-g. 
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wide ban on the Rudolf Hess marches, implemented by massed 
police forces. 

Not until early 1997 did the extreme right succeed in organizing 
a large demonstration in Munich, protesting against an exhibition 
that exposed the Wehrmacht's s involvement in the mass murder of 
civilians on the Eastern Front and in the Balkans. This march was 
attended by about 5,000 people. After the event, two of its organ-
izers wrote: 'Psychologically Munich was an enormous break-
through. After four years of bans and increasing repression the 
scene has found its feet again. State authorities can forget many 
years of attempted intimidation and have to consider new tactics. 
Munich has created a new self-confidence which will affect every 
single participant and have wide repercussions.' 15 

In 1997 some twenty-five marches of the extreme right were 
organized in Germany, with about 9,000 people attending 
them. 16 In 1998 there were forty-six marches with 21,000 partici-
pants, followed by 12,100 at fifty-three marches in 1999, and 
20,100 at seventy events another year later. Compared to 1997, 
their number of marches in 2001 had quadrupled at 107, with 
29,500 extreme rightists taking part. After a modest drop in 2002 
(eighty-four marches with 22,000 participants), the number 
increased again in 2003 with ninety-two (25,100), and went up to 
102 with 28,850 participants in 2004. 

The period under consideration here marks further significant 
changes in the capacity of the extreme right for political action. 
Compared to the 1980s, when a maximum of 300 neo-Nazis came 
together from all over (West) Germany to stage a demonstration 
march, nowadays this figure can be achieved by regional mobiliza-
tion alone. Nationwide and long-term mobilizations are at present 
attracting between 2,000 and 3,000 extreme rightists. In addition, 
their marches are no longer high-risk events. The NPD and 
neo-Nazi groupuscules can refer to decisions of the Federal 
Constitutional Court which has, on a number of occasions, lifted 
bans on extreme rightist demonstrations that had been imposed by 
town clerks' offices and confirmed by lower-level courts. 17 To this 
extent] aschke's judgement that 'it has become difficult for extreme 

15 Einheit und Kampf, 18 (May 1997), 8. 
16 These figures include demonstration marches with more than fifty participants. 
17 See e.g. Deutsckes VerwaltungshlaU, 1 Aug. 2000, n21-2; Deutsckes Verwaltungsblatt, 1 

Nov. 2000, 1605-8. 
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right groups to hold public meetings and demonstrations at all', 18 

is no longer accurate. 
A further qualitative change is marked by the fact that the 

movement milieu in several regions of Germany can provide up 
to 200 neo-Nazis at short notice for demonstrations with little or 
no public advertising. And, finally, the NPD and the neo-Nazi 
groupuscules can organize marches to react to topical political 
developments or incidents. They are capable of planning and 
carrying out campaigns in which marches are combined with 
other kinds of political action, and in which propaganda material 
is made available via the internet. 

If we look at the political issues addressed by the total of 525 
marches of the extreme right between 1997 and 2004, some 23 
per cent were in protest against actions taken by the state author-
ities or civil society against far rightist activities and/ or a demand 
for 'equal rights', such as freedom of speech, for the far right. 
Another 19 per cent addressed economic and social issues includ-
ing marches organized to mark May Day, or directed against 
globalization. In almost 13 per cent of the marches, the central 
theme was the glorification of the Wehrmacht, the W ajfen-SS, and 
Nazi leaders such as Rudolf Hess. These attracted the highest 
average number of participants. Demonstrations against immi-
gration and in favour of German nationalism and revanchism 
made up another 13 per cent, leaving 8.5 per cent each for 
marches focusing on anti-war demagogy, 19 and directly attacking 
'the left'. The remaining 15 per cent are accounted for by 
marches demanding harsher punishment for criminals, address-
ing family and environmental protection issues, condemning the 
Allied bombing during the Second World War, or disseminating 
openly anti-Semitic messages. 

Dimensions of an Extreme Right 'Demonstration Policy' 

The issue of marches of the extreme right in contemporary 
Germany is not one of numbers alone. The leaders of the move-

18 Hans-GerdJaschke, 'Sehnsucht nach dem starken Staat: Was bewirkt Repression 
gegen rechts?', Aus Politik und 2;,eitgeschichte, B 39 (2000), 22:10, at 27. 

19 See Fabian Virchow, 'Die extreme Rechte und der Krieg gegenJugoslawien', anti-
militarismus in.formation, 29 (1999) 7, 138-46. 
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ment use the marches as a tool to expand the movement and 
disseminate the political ideas and self-perceptions of its activists. 
Although the extreme right in Germany makes use only of the 
kinds of political action that are used by social movements in 
general, marches have gained an importance that cannot be seen 
as coincidental. On the contrary, the extended debate on how to 
make use of them, the experience of holding them, and their 
relevance to tactical and strategic approaches shows quite clearly 
that they have become one of the most important political tools 
and fields of activity for certain parts of the extreme right in 
Germany since the mid-199os. Accordingly, we have to speak of 
a sophisticated 'demonstration policy'20 that counts on an 'insti-
tutionalized movement'21 with a relatively stable infrastructure. 

Various texts by leading activists of the extreme right move-
ment reveal a number of the aims and purposes of their demon-
stration policy. These can be divided into those relating to the 
coherence, growth, ideological and habitual education, and 
performance of the movement on the one hand, and those whose 
aim is to affect parties outside the movement itself, such as the 
police, bystanders, and the general public on the other. The 
following belong to the first group: 

• Marches provide an excellent opportunity to contact like-
minded people from other cities or regions in Germany or 
even beyond. Contacts become friendships and visits are 
followed by return visits, thereby contributing to the emer-
gence or strengthening of an informal network which cannot 
be destroyed by the state authorities. 

• They function as acts of initiation, when the first-timer admits 
his/her affiliation openly and may be seen doing so by 
neighbours, teachers, workmates, or relatives. If participating 
in a demonstration does not remain an isolated event, the 

2o I take this term from Marie-Luise Ehls, who has shown that the NSDAP followed a 
specific demonstration policy during the Weimar Republic. See Marie-Luise Ehls, Protest 
und Propaganda: Demonstrationen in Berlin zur :(,eit der Weimarer &puhli/c (Berlin, 1997). 

2 l The idea of an 'institutionalized movement' implies that 'sporadic protests are 
constant at least at a low level and are carried out by separate networks and infrastruc-
tures. . . . Institutionalization marks the emergence and consolidation of this infrastruc-
ture as one factor to guarantee the continuation of movement politics instead of the 
abolition of the movement character as seen by Michels or Rammstedt.' Rucht, Blattert, 
and Rink, Sozia/e Bewegungen, 46,. 
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repetition of this act can become an important part in a 
progressive political socialization process by which young 
people may become strongly integrated into the movement 
milieu. These mechanisms of integration affect not only the 
ideological dimension but also the habitual one. Marches are 
training areas for a certain set of behavioural rules connected 
with slogans such as 'camaraderie', 'discipline', 'faith', and 
'order'. 

• Marches, especially the larger ones or those held near histori-
cal sites, are expected to invigorate those undertaking labori-
ous day-to-day grass-roots activities. 22 The feeling of be-
longing to a movement bigger and potentially more influential 
than the small local group which most of the participants 
belong to is a conditio sine qua non for the emergence and the 
development of any movement. 23 In the case of the NPD and 
the neo-Nazi groupuscules, the frequency of marches and 
their embedding into political campaigns form one significant 
contribution to the process of evolving and maintaining the 
collective identity of the movement, called 'identization' by 
Alberto Melucci. 24 The specific way of presenting the move-
ment as the avant-garde sacrificing itself for a 'new Germany' 
is another. 

• The ongoing holding of marches is seen as a proof of the intre-
pidity and steadfastness of the movement, which cannot be 
intimidated by the state authorities or by violent anti-fascists. 
As early as 1994, a small neo-Nazi journal argued that, espe-
cially in case of 'anti-fascist terror' and 'persecution by state 
authorities', it is necessary to demonstrate to sympathizers 'our 
unbroken willpower and capability of action. This is not done 
only with speeches and leaflets, but especially by staging 
successful actions. '25 

• A strategic document from a regional branch of the NPD 
showed in 2000 that the planning and running of marches is 
used to draw loosely organized youth groups into, or close to, 

22 See Jurgen Schwab, Deutsche Bausteine: Grundlagen Deutscher Politi/c (Stuttgart, 1999), 
149. Schwab, at that time, was a leading activist of the NPD. 

23 See Alberto Melucci, 'The Process of Collective Identity', in Hank.Johnston and 
Bert Klandermans (eds.), Social Movements and Culture (London, 1995), 41-64, at 49. 

24 Alberto Melucci, Challengmg Codes: Collective Action in the lriformation Age (Cambridge, 
1996),n. 

25 Umbruch: Hefte.ftir Ideologie und Strat,egie, 1/2 (1994), 6-J. 
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the existing organizational structures of the extreme right. 26 

Marches of the extreme right therefore also serve the purpose of 
mobilizing resources by increasing membership figures and 
intensifying the affinity of the movements' supporters. The 
leaders hope that more engaged members will identify more 
strongly with the movement. 27 

• They are a suitable way of selecting budding cadres. Selection 
as a candidate does not depend on a profound knowledge of 
extreme right ideology or German history, that is, National 
Socialism. More important are a readiness for action, organiza-
tional ability, acceptance at local and regional level and, most 
importantly, loyalty and allegiance to the movement's leaders. 

• Finally, marches are used for paramilitary training and to instil 
a 'soldierly masculinity'. A report in a neo-Nazi magazine docu-
ments what happens on many marches: 'It is very important 
that everyone follows the marching order; when a group or a 
bus arrives it is necessary to line up for roll call immediately. 
After all, we are political soldiers.'28 The 'formal elements of the 
stylistic presentation of a politicized militarism'29 also include 
carrying flags and drums and wearing uniforms, which is 
prohibited by German law if it expresses a shared political 
ideology. 30 

To sum up, the various dimensions of the demonstration policy 
mentioned here aim to create a temporary emotional collective 
that helps to recruit new followers and to stabilize the collective 
identity of the movement, to select cadres, and to form ideologi-
cal world-views and attitudes. 

The second group of aims is directed towards wider society. 
Like all marches, those of the extreme right occupy public space in 
a physical and pointed way. They take a political point of view 
and multiply 'the effect of an individual expression of opinion by 
their combination'.31 In post-war Germany, public meetings and 

26 Jurgen Gerg, Strategiepapier der NPD Schleswig-Holstein (Lubeck, 2000), 7-9. This 
attempt has not been very successful. 

27 See Zwick, Neue so;dale Bewegungen, 96. 
28 Hamburger Sturm, 5 (1998), issue 19, 9. 
29 Eike Hennig, Expressive kulturelle und politische Jugendstile in der Bundesrepublik, HiMoN-

Diskussionsbeitrage 114/88 (Siegen, 1988), 40. 
30 See Jenny Rosing, Kleidung als Gefahr? Das Unifomwerbot im Versammlungsrecht (Baden-

Baden, 2004). 
31 Ehls, Protest und Propaganda, 3. 
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marches of the extreme right have never been accepted casually. 
Protesters have always argued that political forces in the tradition 
of National Socialism are not entitled to basic rights such as 
freedom of speech and assembly. Over the last ten years the 
extreme right has forcefully and successfully claimed these rights, 
which they have been granted by several judgements of the 
Federal Constitutional Court.32 

Leading activists of the extreme right, especially from its neo-
N azi strand, admit that the specific issue of the march is not 
always important. What matters is that a march is held at all in 
order to demonstrate the existence of the extreme right and its 
determination not to be excluded from the public sphere. 33 In a 
middle-term perspective, the leaders hope that the marches will 
help to create an image of the extreme right as a political force 
capable of acting. Accordingly, NPD activist Schwab argues that 
the big events in particular 'make it plain to the "average citizen" 
... who is the real political opposition in this country concerning 
the matters vital to the German people ... The media will be 
forced to have a good look at nationalistic topics and viewpoints, 
even if they comment negatively on them. '34 

Some factions of the extreme right attempt to use marches as 
cover to air explicitly National Socialist terms, icons, and politi-
cal messages in public without being prosecuted. Their aim is for 
the ban on the National Socialist German Workers' Party 
(NSDAP) to be lifted. Neo-Nazi Michael Kuhnen expressed their 
strategy in public as early as April 1991 when he looked back over 
several years of political activism: 

32 See Volker Neumann, 'Feinderkliirung gegen rechts? Versammlungsrecht zwischen 
Rechtsgiiterschutz und Gesinnungsaktion', in Claus Leggewie and Horst Meier (eds.), 
Verbot der NPD oiler: Mit Rechtsradikalen /eben? (Frankfurt am Main, 2002), 155-68; Oliver 
Dorr, 'Keine Versammlungsfreiheit fur Neonazis? Extremistische Demonstrationen als 
Herausforderung fur das geltende Versammlungsrecht', Verwaltungsarchiv, 93/4 (2002), 
485-505; Wolfgang Leist, Versammlungsrecht und Rechtsextremismus: Di.e rechtlichen Miiglichkeiten, 
rechtsextremistische Demonstrationen zu verbieten oiler zu beschriinken (Hamburg, 2003); Wolfgang 
Hoffinann-Riem, 'Demonstrationsfreiheit auch fur Rechtsextremisten? Grundsatziiber-
legungen zum Gebot rechtsstaatlicher Toleranz', Neue]uristische Wochenschrift, 57 (2004), 
39, 277;-82; Patrick Biihrung, Demonstrationifreiheitfiir Rechtsextremisten? Verjassungsrechtliche 
Spielraume fiir ei.ne Verschiirfang des Versammlungsgesetzes (Munich, 2004). 

33 See letter from Christian Worch to Peter Topfer, 19 Apr. 1999 and the interview he 
gave to the neo-Nazi magazine Triskek, 5 (2002), 11. 

34 Schwab, Deutsche Bausteine, 148--g. 
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The ANS [Aktionsfront Nationale Sozialisten] was not an end in itself. Its 
only task was to fight for a political situation in which the NSDAP could 
be re-founded as a legal party. When we started with it in 1977 it was 
almost inconceivable in public that there were young National 
Socialists, and that they could declare their support for National 
Socialism candidly and as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 
But gradually they had to come to terms with it. Today it is generally 
known to the public that there is a true National Socialist movement 
again. And these are the steps necessary for success. The continued 
existence of something prohibited must first become public knowledge; 
then a situation has to arise in which the public understands that a ban 
has no effect despite all the oppression; then they will come to terms 
with the existence of such a movement and take note of it naturally. 
Only after that can a movement of this type can expect a mass follow-
ing under certain circumstances. 35 

In the meantime, leading neo-Nazi activists can refer to a deci-
sion by the Federal Constitutional Court which states that the 
dissemination of National Socialist ideology alone is not sufficient 
to ban such marches.36 One of the major neo-Nazi magazines in 
Germany sees this decision as 'ground-breaking' for the nation-
wide organization of marches. 37 

Also important is the neo-Nazi leaders' intention to exert pres-
sure on the state authorities, civil society, and left-wing protago-
nists by means of these marches. Building on the historical 
experience of the storm troopers, who, as Reichardt also points 
out in this volume, organized marches through working-class 
areas in order to demonstrate their claim to power in the streets 
(and thus in the state as a whole),38 today's neo-Nazi activists also 
intend to break the real or imagined 'predominance of the reds' 
by organizing public events. 39 A march held in Frankfurt am 
Main in 2001 is a good example of this approach. At the same 
time, it shows that the extreme right tries to use its demonstration 

35 Michael Kiihnen, Unser Weg: Geschichte des .Natwnalsozialismus (n.p., 1986), 56. 
36 See Deutsches Verwaltungshlatt, 1 June 2001, 897-goo. 
37 See <,entralorgan, 12 (Summer, 2001), 12. 
38 This is whatjoseph Goebbels noted in his book Kampf um Berlin (19th edn.; Munich, 

1941): 'The street, of course, is the characteristic feature of modern politics. Those who 
are able to capture the streets will be able to win the masses; and those who capture the 
masses take the state with them' (p. 86). Also: 'We openly confess that our aim was to 
capture the street. And with the street we wanted to win over the masses and the people. 
And at the end of this road was political power' (p. 127). 

39 For the case ofGottingen see Deutsche Stimme, 7 (2001), 13. 
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policy to profit from topical political issues. Steffen Hupka, the 
organizer of this event, explained his approach: 

I intended to organize a big demonstration in 2001 in connection with 
an EU, IMF, or NATO summit in Germany because in past years there 
had been large demonstrations against those capitalist-imperialist 
organizations in other countries (Seattle, Prague, France), and we 
wanted to make use of this worldwide protest by joining it .... As a 
place for the demonstration we selected a city that at present symbolizes 
all that has to be overcome. Capital is at home in Frankfurt am Main, 
the European Central Bank has its headquarters there, and the foreign 
mafia dominates. Since the end of the war an anti-fascist march has 
come into being in Frankfurt that unites all of the city's relevant societal 
forces: the left, the city administration, political parties, the police, the 
church, foreign gangs, the Jews, etc. A big demonstration, therefore, 
would constitute a great provocation. That is why we estimated the 
resistance of the forces mentioned to be very strong. But our efforts had 
an important objective: the destruction of the myth of Frankfurt am 
Main as an impregnable stronghold of the enemies of our people and, 
thus, the demoralization of our enemies. 40 

In retrospect, Hupka judged the action a breakthrough which 
must be followed by further activities. However, nothing similar 
has happened since then. 

Trying to put pressure on the state authorities is an important 
part of the extreme right's demonstration policy. Neo-Nazi 
activist Christian Worch, for example, reacted to the repeated 
refusal of the city council of Leipzig to allow him to put on a 
march ending at the memorial to the Battle of the Nations by 
organizing more and longer marches. The policing of neo-Nazi 
marches is often heavy-handed, and this results in a tendency 
for each side to pit its strength against the other, for example, 
the police threatening to dissolve the demonstration, or a 
number of neo-Nazis wandering around and provoking physical 
violence. 

Violence is an important issue at marches of the NPD and the 
neo-Nazi groupuscules, but not in the sense that there are many 
direct acts of violence against bystanders or counter-protesters. 
Indeed, the vast majority of the marches are carried out in a 
highly disciplined manner. At the same time, there is a strong 

40 Z,entralmgan, 12 (Summer, 2001), 14. 
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aura of violence aiming to intimidate political opponents while 
producing a self-image of non-conformism. This aura of violence 
comes from the habitus of the majority of the participants, the 
political symbols they carry, public knowledge of the accumu-
lated potential violence of this political faction, and speeches 
given and slogans shouted as part of the event. The way in which 
the extreme right stages marches makes use of the extensive and 
comprehensive world of political symbols which is highly rele-
vant to the careers of individuals inside the movement, the cohe-
sion of the organization, and the spread of its aura. 'Style and 
symbol-that is, clothes ( or individual garments like boots, belts, 
parts of uniforms), colour, habitus, the way of speaking (or individ-
ual key words), and aestheticized signs as expressive symbols of 
opinions and behaviours-signal to the public the direction to 
which an individual or a group belongs. Style and symbol also 
refer to existing or desired lines of tradition that are invoked and 
occupied for the present.'41 Shouting slogans such as 'glory and 
honour for the Waffen SS' glorifying the violent criminals of 
National Socialism boosts the feeling of one's own power, as does 
reference to a 'force without compassion that overcame all odds, 
that did not fear even to murder'. 42 

To sum up, the demonstration policy of the extreme right 
intended to prove the existence of a political force capable of 
action, to disseminate racism, anti-Semitism, and National 
Socialist ideology, and to exert pressure on the state authorities 
and political opponents in order to widen the movement's scope 
for action. According to the cadres of the movement, further 
support will occur only after internal structures and qualifica-
tions have been improved, 43 or as a consequence of a further 
deterioration in Germany's economic and social situation.44 

41 Eike Hennig, 'Die Bedeutung van Symbol und Stil fur den Neonazismus und die 
Rechtsextremismusforschung in der Bundesrepublik', in Rudiger Voigt (ed.), Politik der 
Symbole-Symbok der Politik (Opladen, 1989), 179-g6, at 179. 

42 Raphael S. Ezekiel, The Racist Mind: Portraits of American Neo-Nazis and Klansmen (New 
York, 1995), 157. 

43 See Strategische Leitlinien zur politischen Arbeit der NPD. 
44 See letter from Christian Worch to Peter Topfer, 11Jan. 1999. 
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Demonstration Policy and Social Movement 

In their attempt to make marches an effective instrument of 
political action, the leaders of the NPD and the neo-Nazi grou-
puscules are fully aware of the relevance of numbers, symbolic 
expressiveness, and the appropriation of space45 in struggling for 
presence and building a collective identity. In the papers edited 
by members of the extreme right, the number of participants 
is regularly compared with the number of counter-protesters. 
Democratic activities by civil society that result in few counter-
protesters turning out are often treated with scorn and derision. 
On the contrary, if the number of extreme right participants in a 
march is lower than expected or hoped, the point is made that it 
is not the number that counts, but the fact that a march has 
taken place at all. As well as inflating the numbers of participants, 
the extreme right's demonstration policy tends to spread them 
over a larger geographical area. These two forms of social expan-
sion46 are closely connected; at the present stage of the extreme 
right's development as a social movement they are expressed in 
the fact that some marches are held on the same day in different 
cities. Attempts are also made to hold several marches and public 
rallies in one city within a short period of time. 

A demonstration calendar of the extreme right in Germany 
has developed, with four dates on which events calling for 
nationwide mobilizations are held each year. Attendance at these 
is a must for the movement's followers. These events are as 
follows. In mid-February a rally is held in Dresden, where the 
extreme right calls the Allied bombing of the city in early 1945 a 
'bombing Holocaust'. On I May, in Berlin or in several cities 
simultaneously, the extreme right holds an event in favour of 
Nazi social policy. In mid-August a march is held in Wunsiedel 
in praise of Rudolf Hess, and, finally, a public rally was held in 
the small town of Halbe near Berlin in November (now mid-
March), at which the extreme right honours the Wehrmacht and 
the Wajfen-SS at one of the biggest military cemeteries in 
Germany. 

45 See, in general, Thomas Balistier, Strq/Jenprotest: Formen oppositioneller Politik in der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschfond (Munster, 1996), 22-3, 17&,. 

46 See ibid. 13;-8. 
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Three out of four of these-Dresden, Wunsiedel, and Halbe-
are connected to historical events or individuals with great 
symbolic relevance and offer collective patterns of interpretation 
that are highly important for the movement's identity. These 
marches are organized annually and take a ritualized course with 
a strict set of rules to be obeyed by participants. In Wunsiedel 
and Halbe neo-Nazi activists had already started to establish 
these marches in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but they could 
not proceed because of counter-protests, judicial bans, and heavy 
police intervention.47 Only since the beginning of the twenty-
first century, and in view of the decisions of the Federal 
Constitutional Court, has the movement been able to follow up 
the earlier attempts. The opportunity to hold a march in 
Wunsiedel again evoked enthusiastic responses from several 
groups of the extreme right. The NPD branch in Thuringia 
marked the symbolic relevance of the event, declaring: 'After the 
judicial decision ... lifted the ban imposed by the administra-
tion ofWunsiedel, the way has been cleared for the most impor-
tant mass meeting of the year .... The mass of people marched 
through the town in exemplary and disciplined order.'48 

Between 2001 and 2004 the number of participants in the Hess 
march increased from 1,000 to 4,700, making it what Balistier 
has called one of the German extreme right's 'institutionalized 
action-days'. 49 

As the extreme right's demonstration policy has been relatively 
successful for some years, its continuation and development can 
be taken for granted. Several options are imaginable, and they 
may be pursued by different protagonists of the extreme right 
movement at the same time. While it seems that the NPD is wary 
of organizing marches in pre-election periods in case of negative 
media reporting should there be clashes with counter-protesters, 
some neo-Nazi groupuscules tend to copy radical left-wing 
performances at demonstrations, for example, 'black blocs'. 
Another difference is between marches which are militarized in 

47 See Patrick O'Hara and Daniel Schluter (eds.), Der Mythos stirbt i:.ulet;:.t (Hamburg, 
2002); Thomas Dorfler and Andreas Kliirner, 'Der "Rudolf-HeB-Gedenkmarsch" in 
Wunsiedel: Rekonstruktion eines nationalistischen Phantasmas', Mittelweg.36, 13/ 4 (2004), 
74-g1. 

48 URL <http://www.npd-thueringen.de/berichte/hess2oo1.htm>, accessed 15 Nov. 
2001. 

49 Balistier, Strq/Jenprotest, no. 
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style, for example, by using drums, or follow a ritual course, such 
as honouring dead German soldiers by mystic invocation, 
thereby recalling Nazi rallies,50 on the one hand, and attempts to 
move back the historical-ideological ancestry by going out on to 
the streets wearing working clothes on the other.51 These 
approaches do not necessarily exclude one another, especially as 
the same people organize and attend both types of march. 
Rather, the existence of different approaches shows that the 
diverse images are to a certain extent related to the proposed 
area of influence. If it is a march that mainly aims to keep the 
movement together and to build its identity, the first approach is 
more likely; if its focus is more on the general public, the second 
approach may gain more attention from leading activists. 

As marches have become a relevant form of political action for 
the extreme right movement, research should continue on this 
subject integrating an interactionist theoretical approach that 
analyses the consequences and repercussions that media report-
ing, counter-protests, the police, and bystanders have on the 
development of the extreme right as a social movement. 

50 See Horst Ueberhorst, 'Feste, Fahnen, Feiem: Die Bedeutung politischer Symbole 
und Rituale im Nationalsozialismus', in Rudiger Voigt (ed.), Politik der Symhole: Symhole der 
Politik (Opladen, 1989), 15,78. 

5t For an example see the neo-Nazi magazine Der Fahnenträger, 9 (Aug. 2003), 19. 
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Is the French Manif still Specific? 

Changes in French Street 
Demonstrations 

DANIELLE TARTAKOWSKY 

A National Repertory of Collective Action 

In the nineteenth century, the French republican ideal rejected 
any organized mediation between the individual and the state. 
Parliament was thought of as the only legitimate political repre-
sentation of society while intermediary structures were consid-
ered illegitimate and seen as attempts to revive the selfish 
interests of the corporations abolished by the French Revolution. 
The part played by what has been called the Rue (street) in build-
ing and destroying so many nineteenth-century regimes may 
explain the general distrust of political parties, trade unions, and 
associations. The latter two were only legalized by the bills of 
1884 and 1901. A distrust of organized collective action in public 
spaces, however, prevailed for much longer. These kinds of 
mobilizations, not yet called manifestations at that time, were 
considered illegitimate, even when they no longer posed a threat 
to the new republican regime. 1 

Consequently, when republicans enshrined the new regime's 
constitutional liberties in the 1880s, the right to public demonstra-
tion was conspicuously absent, as it was again in the constitutions 
of the Fourth and Fifth Republics in 1946 and 1958 respectively. 
Instead, it was left to the local mayors and, in Paris, to the Préfet de 
police, to determine, case by case, whether planned demonstrations 
should be allowed or not. In sharp contrast, the right to demon-
strate in public, or a more liberal laissez-faire, prevailed in 
Germany, Britain, and Belgium. There demonstrations were not 

1 Danielle Tartakowsky, Le Pouvoir est dans la rue. crises politiques et manifestations en France 
(Paris, 1998). 
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thought of as a rival to universal suffrage, which France intro-
duced relatively early by comparison. Nor did they convey the 
same threats and connotations to the collective subconscious. 

Between the 1880s (somewhat earlier, as we have seen, in the 
case of Bohemia2) and the First World War, each European 
country nevertheless created a national repertory of collective 
action, which was endowed with its own, mostly implicit, rules 
and rites. The relations between state and Church in Catholic 
countries, the part played by the army in political life and the 
trust or mistrust it enjoyed, and the survival or the disappearance 
of guilds and friendly societies account for differences between 
them. In Germany (where May Day was thought of as a symbolic 
counterpoint to the imperial feast, an anti-Sedan festival), the 
socialists who 'learnt to demonstrate' at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century in order to obtain universal suffrage borrowed 
military marches and used to march in step. 3 By contrast, French 
demonstrators rejected the notion of marching in step. Anti-mili-
tarism grew amongst demonstrators of all kinds after some of 
them were killed by soldiers on May Day 1890 in Fourmies. In 
Catholic Italy, where May Day was thought of as an 'Easter 
workers' day', demonstrations borrowed civic feasts and friendly 
society processions. In England, the trade unions hoisted banners 
instead of flags, whereas in France, the anticlericalism of the 
French and the early suppression of corporations prevented them 
from hoisting these banners. In the USA, those who wanted to be 
heard by the federal government marched on Washington 
whereas local demonstrations were long the rule in France.4 

Those national repertories provided a common framework for 
demonstrations of all kinds organized in each country, even 
when there was no formal right of public demonstration. 
However, these demonstrations played different parts in the 
various political systems, especially after the First World War. 

In France, demonstrations, or whatever they were called at the 
time, have always been frequent, even before 1935, when there 
was no regulation of any sort. Since the 1950s they have 
commonly been called manifs-an abbreviation for manifestation. (If 

2 See the essay by Hugh LeCaine Agnew in this volume. 
3 BerndJiirgen Warneken (co-ord.), Als die Deutschen demonstrieren lernten: Das Kulturmuster 

'friedliche Straßendemonstration' im preußischen Wahlrechtskampf, 1908-1910 (Tiibingen, 1986). 
4 Michel Pigenet and Danielle Tartakowsky, 'Le Mouvement social', Marches, 202, 

(Jan.-Mar. 2003). 
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we want to take the comparative historical perspective further, we 
will need to collect and specify the different and sometimes 
successive terms used for what we today call 'demonstrations' or 
'marches'.) These manifs were no longer rebellions or revolution-
ary movements. Nor did they any longer play a prominent part in 
the rise of fall of regimes, whether in 1940, 1944, or 1958. On the 
other hand, they played a leading part in the two main crises of 
the Third and Fifth Republic respectively, that is, in February 
1934 and May/June 1968. On these two occasions, huge demon-
strations marked both the starting points of the crises (6 February 
1934 and 13 May 1968) and their respective ends (12 February 
1934 and 30 May 1968). One could say that they provided a 
means for getting through a crisis without harming the regime. In 
a way, the demonstrations became an expression of the bound-
aries no one intended to cross; a sign that the demonstrators of all 
kinds wished to remain within the legal framework set by the 
regime, whose rules and conventions they all accepted; a sign that 
those who were struggling against each other were vying for hege-
monic leadership and that they were not willing to assume power 
by violence. In other words, these demonstrations proved that the 
crisis France was going through on these occasions was not a crisis 
of the regime, which survived in both cases. Since the French 
Revolution, the image of the levée on masse against the enemies of 
the regime has been deeply rooted in the national imagination. In 
the two crises mentioned, the winning side was the one that was 
able to mobilize masses of people in the name of the Republic 
against those who threatened it, or appeared to do so: the anti-
fascists against the extreme right in 1934, and the Gaullists against 
the Communists and the extreme left in 1968. 

After 1968, demonstrations never again played such an impor-
tant part in French political life. Most of the numerous demon-
strations organized since then were similar to what they used to 
be previously, with the exception of those which occurred when 
the French political system was unstable. Most of them belong to 
what we have called manifestations-processions or, more often, mani-
festations-petitions. But since the 1980s, new forms of demonstration 
have appeared, with new functions in political life, new features, 
and new routes. These new types of demonstration will be 
analysed in the second and third parts of this essay.5 

5 Cf. also Danielle Tartakowsky, La Manif en éclats (Paris, 2004). 
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A Conventional W ay of Intervening in Politics 

Since the 1970s, and especially during the 1990s, demonstrations 
have become more and more numerous in France every year. 
While there were on average fewer than 50 demonstrations each 
year in Paris between the end of the Algerian War and 1968, this 
figure has risen to more than 1 ,ooo demonstrations since the 
1990s, with more than 1,500 demonstrations in some years. While 
most were very small, some were huge. Moreover, demonstra-
tions have .become a common and direct way of challenging the 
government. Some were directed against proposed bills or the 
politicians who drafted them. Between 1984, when French 
Catholics were mobilized against Alain Savary's draft bill against 
private schools (the equivalent of the English 'public school'), and 
the mobilization against Alain Juppé's draft bill concerning the 
reform of pensions in the autumn 1995, most demonstrations 
were successful: the draft bills were withdrawn and some of the 
politicians involved had to leave office. Of course, this had 
already happened before the 1980s, but what was new was that 
none of these demonstrations were thought of by the respective 
government as a symptom of paroxysmic political crisis. On the 
contrary, they were considered a kind of referendum initiated by 
civil society (referendum d'initiative populaire), although the French 
constitution makes no provision for such a procedure. We could 
say that in the last decades of the twentieth century, demonstra-
tions, with the tacit agreement of the successive governments, 
became a conventional way of intervening in French politics and 
a stealthy constitutional right, unless they threatened the public 
order.6 

The constitution of the Fifth Republic, which introduced the 
referendum into French political life, may be one explanation for 
this change, although, as the chronology shows, it is not a suffi-
cient one. The new constitution was passed in 1958, while the 
function of demonstrations did not change before the 1980s. This 
change cannot be dissociated from the remarkable changes in the 
French political system after 1968, that is, the fall of the extreme 
left and, later on, of the French Communist Party, which had 

6 Conseil constitutionnel, decision n° 94-352 DC du 18 janvier 1995. Journal officiel, 21 
Jan. 1995, p. u55. 
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previously conferred a strategic function upon demonstrations; 
the victory of François Mitterrand in the presidential election of 
1981, which, for the first time, was able to reconcile the Republic 
with the principle of alternation; and later on, the cohabitation of 
Mitterrand and Jacques Chirac, and afterwards, of Chirac and 
Lionel] ospin. 

For the first time in modem French history, these successive 
changes were achieved through an evolutionary constitutional 
process and without any crisis of the regime. This made it possi-
ble to see demonstrations in a different way and to organize 
them for other aims. The demonstration againstjean-Marie Le 
Pen on I May 2002 further legitimized demonstrations. It took 
place during an election, which was exceptional in French 
political life, and assisted the victory of Jacques Chirac, although 
it was mostly organized by the trade unions and other organ-
izations of the left. The demonstration can be compared to 
the mass levies against the Leagues of the extreme right organ-
ized on 12 February 1934, or on 30 May 1968 against the 
Communists and the extreme left. In these three cases, the 
government was able to take advantage of the demonstrations, 
even ifit did not organize them. For that reason, the President of 
the French Parliament initiated a homage to the demonstrators 
from the tribune of Parliament in 2002, after the re-election of 
Chirac. But one year later, Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin 
thought that such an official blessing might hinder those who 
wanted to reform France. His statement on those demonstrating 
against his proposed pension reform-'the street does not 
rule'-may be considered a mistake, for the word Rue is loaded 
with connotations and therefore apt to increase mobilization. 
But my hypothesis is that he was being deliberately provocative. 
His intention was to put his pension reform through before 
grappling with the issue of social security. At the same time, he 
wanted to end the power and legitimacy that demonstrations 
had gained in French political life since the 1980s, with the active 
co-operation of the Catholics and the right, who had initiated 
this change in 1984, when they successfully demonstrated against 
the bill promoted by Alain Savary. The mobilization which 
compelled Dominique de Villepin to withdraw his cont:rats première 
embauche (CPE) in 2006 shows the limits of Jean-Pierre Raffarin's 
victory. 
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Demonstrations Extraneous to the National Repertory 

In the two last decades, new types of demonstrations have 
appeared which are extraneous to the French national repertory 
of collective action. All the demonstrations discussed in the first 
part of this essay were cast in the same mould, generated at the 
beginning of the twentieth century.7 They were always organized 
in the same places, with more or less the same rites, referred to 
the same precedents in French history, and were therefore also 
able to resound in the national imagination (imaginaire national).
But as the French political system and culture are now in crisis 
even if the regime holds on, this national repertory of collective 
action is no longer able to account for all the features of every 
demonstration, although it still does for most of them. These 
demonstrations that are extraneous to the national repertory of 
action will be the subject of the following sections. 

Demonstrations were able to assert themselves as a specific 
way of intervening in politics after the end of the era of revolu-
tions and revolts in the late nineteenth century.8 They soon 
became a symbol of the positivistic idea of history as a march 
forward towards a better future and a kind of substitute for the 
delayed next revolution. Demonstrations represented an ability 
to act in a strategic temporality where everyone knew that 
people's expectations would not yet be fulfilled. We may wonder 
whether the contemporary withdrawal of the 'horizons of expec-
tation', 9 which used to structure political thought and action, and 
the prevailing 'presentism', 10 will lead to the end of this form of 
action. The disappearance of the 'horizons of expectation' might 
result in the return of revolts, that is, actions which are not 
inserted in a strategic temporality, but aim to succeed here and 
now. This hypothesis, recently expressed by Jose Bové, may be 
too radical. Nevertheless, during the last twenty years, the public 
space has been used for new kinds of demonstration that are 
extraneous to the French repertory of collective action, or which 

7 Danielle Tartakowsky, Les Manifestations de rue en France, 1918-1968 (Paris, 1997). 
8 Vincent Robert, Les Chemins de la manifestation, 1848-1914 (Lyon, 1996). 
9 Reinhart Koselleck, Vergangene :i(,ukurifl: .'i(,ur Semantik geschichtlichcr ,?,eiten (Frankfurt am 

Main, 1979). 
10 Fram;:ois Hartog, RJgimes d'Historicite: Presentisme et experiences du t,emps (Paris, 2003). 
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disappeared from it a long time ago. Various kinds of demonstra-
tions have asserted themselves, all of which are different from 
what the manif used to be. 

The first group is composed of what may be called 'direct 
actions'. Their intention is to achieve immediate success and they 
may be violent or illegal, sometimes just aiming to gain the atten-
tion of the media. An example of this kind of direct action is the 
cutting down of genetically modified organisms (GMO) by Jose 
Bové and the Greens in France. 

The second group is composed of marches stricto sensu, in which 
participants march from town to town for several days. Such 
marches were common in Britain and the United States in the 
1930s, but have always been exceptional in France. Since 1983, 
however, when the first one was organized in France, they have 
become frequent. In that year young beurs, that is, French-born 
children of North African immigrants, decided to march from 
Lyon to Paris 'for equality and against racism'. This kind of action 
has subsequently been copied by a number of other groups, for 
example, the unemployed movement AC (a play on words: the 
initials AC stand for Agir contre le chômage, meaning 'Act against 
Unemployment', but the word assez also means 'enough!'). In 1994 
they decided to march from all over France in order to reach Paris 
on the very day of the referendum on the Treaty of Maastricht. 
AC called this march 'their own referendum' (notre referendum à 
nous), meaning that they were trying to produce an alternative to a 
parliamentary democracy which they regarded as incapable of 
listening, or of solving the problem of unemployment. 

Most of the groups who have marched in recent years have had 
either no organizational structure, or a recently formed one. They 
needed to assert themselves, and chose this kind of action because 
it seemed to be a good way of strengthening their emerging 
organization, and establishing a social network or communal ties. 

The third significant change in the repertory of collective 
action is semantic. Over the two last decades, many organizations 
have referred to demonstrations as 'marches'. However, they 
could just as well be called manifs, since they have all the necessary 
characteristics: a short walk in a town along a route negotiated 
with the authorities, while displaying certain flags and banners. 
Examples of this trend are the 'March for Dignity' (the French 
'gay pride' parade) or the marche citoyenne in Strasburg against Le 
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Pen's National Front Congress in 1997. In recent years, the term 
'march' has also been preferred to manifestation or manif for a 
demonstration organized in a quartier by the family, neighbours, or 
friends of adolescents killed by gangs or the police. These demon-
strations, however, differ from manifs. Generally they are silent, 
without any flags or banners, and they borrow features from the 
White March organized in Belgium during the Dutroux affair. 
The word 'march' is also preferred for demonstrations of interna-
tional solidarity, for example the 'March for Mumia', 11 or the 
'March for Palestine'. It is also used when the organizers want to 
express a will to fight against a denial of justice, or for demonstra-
tions dealing with death, or ethical questions, such as the 'Neither 
Whore nor Submissive' movement. 12 The word is also preferred 
to manifestation whenever a demonstration is organized by associa-
tions or trade unions willing openly to express their distance from, 
and sometimes their distrust of, common and conventional politi-
cal means. 

Other innovations have been introduced by associations such as 
DAL (Droit au Logement, Right to Housing), Act Up, Green-
peace, and so on. These associations are quick to subvert the 
common usage or aspect of public space. DAL, for example, estab-
lishes squats in some of the wealthiest parts of Paris, while Act Up 
and Greenpeace like actions which attract a great deal of media 
coverage, such as 'die ins', red ink thrown on fraçades of public 
buildings or insurance companies to symbolize blood, or putting a 
huge condom on the obelisk of Luxor on the Place de la Concorde 
in Paris. Although Techno-parades, Flash-mobs, and parades of 
other kinds do not appear to have explicit political aims, they 
display a new relation to public space and can therefore also be 
considered an expression of the changing form of demonstrations. 

All the demonstrations referred to above are different from 
each other, but they also share certain similarities. First, they 

11 Mumia Abu,;Jamal, a Black Panther activist, was sentenced to death in the USA in 
1982. His execution has twice been prevented by international mobilization. 

12 Ni putes, ni soumise (neither whore, nor submissive) is a 'mixed mass movement 
that sprang from the Women's march against ghettos and for equality (February 1st to 
March 8th 2003). Symbolically, the march set off from Vitry-sur-Seine, where 19-year-old 
Sohanne was burnt alive in her housing estate's trash area-a victim of her desire to be 
free. For five weeks, five girls and two boys walked across France to denounce the condi-
tion of girls and women in the ghettos. After being received by the Prime Minister's 
office, NPNS was joined by 30,000 sympathisers on International Women's Day' 
<http://www.niputesnisoumises.com>, accessed 23 Oct. 2006. 
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hardly ever refer to the domestic historical precedents which 
sometimes exist for their actions, for example, in the case of the 
unemployed, the Hunger Marches of the 1930s. Most are readier 
to refer to foreign models, which are sometimes their effective 
matrix, but where the link is often hypothetical, for example, 
when some of the demonstrators see themselves in the tradition of 
Gandhi's campaign of non-violence or the Palestinian Intifada. 
This propensity to refer to foreign models serves as a substitute for 
a domestic historical precedent whose mobilization has been 
prevented by the lack of a 'horizon of expectations'. In a way, a 
preference for space over time mirrors globalization itsel£ 

Demonstrations of international solidarity played an impor-
tant part in the emergence of demonstrations at the end of the 
nineteenth century. May Day, for example, provided an occasion 
for learning how to demonstrate in many Western countries. 
While these demonstrations have not totally vanished since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and its internationalism, their 
features and aims are no longer what they used to be. The inter-
national dimension of some demonstrations is now expressed in 
other ways and under different circumstances. 

In Germany and Switzerland, and also in many other 
European countries, demonstrations used to be much rarer than 
in France, but they have also increased in frequency since the end 
of the 1960s. Most have been concerned with international issues, 
such as the Vietnam War, nuclear weapons, the war in Iraq, anti-
globalization, and the global justice movement. Their increased 
frequency and changed forms also correlate with the increasing 
part taken by immigrants in these demonstrations and the new 
repertories of collective action which some of them have intro-
duced. As demonstrations have always been frequent in France, 
where, furthermore, international issues have generally been 
taken into account by trade unions, left-wing parties, and organi-
zations linked to them, this evolution was less perceptible in the 
1960s and 1970s. In the 1980s, however, things changed. As Paris 
has become a 'global city', many demonstrations are now organ-
ized by associations of immigrants, which were legalized in 1981.13 

European integration and globalization have reduced the 
powers of the nation-state and created new centres of economic 

13 In Paris, their demonstrations account for m-15°/o of the demonstrations held during 
the last quarter of the twentieth century, while previously they represented barely 1%. 
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and political decision-making. This has precipitated demonstra-
tions organized to support them or, more often, to oppose their 
consequences. The supporting manifestations seldom require 
public space. When they do, this space is more often used for 
festivals than for processions, as if they have difficulty in symbol-
izing a movement forward, towards the future. Demonstrations 
against globalization and for global justice are more frequent and 
may take the form of a march through Europe, or from one 
country to another. Examples of this are the European march of 
the unemployed, or the demonstrations organized to move from 
Belgium to France during the strike at Renault-Vilvorde. In 
addition, these demonstrations gather protestors from all over 
Europe in towns which have become the geographical and polit-
ical heart of Europe, such as Brussels or Strasburg, or, occasion-
ally, Maastricht or Amsterdam. 

This geographical dispersal of demonstrations increased after 
the protest against the World Trade Organization in Seattle in 
1999 and the growth of the anti-globalization or global justice 
movement (altermondialisme). This new movement has opened up 
new spaces and set new agendas for international demonstra-
tions. It organizes them on a new scale, such as the worldwide 
march of women, or what French newspapers have called the 
manif-monde against the war in Iraq. It allows for demonstrations 
that signify a will to move on, even if they are not yet able to 
show the future towards which they are marching. 

But if the demonstrations for global justice display some new 
features, they also borrow heavily from the national repertories of 
collective action in different countries. In South America, where 
these demonstrations were preceded by many earlier ones in 
favour of adjusting the debt, they are mostly held around banks 
and stock exchanges. In the leading countries of Europe, the 
USA, and Canada, demonstrators usually target the offices of 
multinational companies. In Asia and Africa they prefer to gather 
near parliaments or other sites of government. 14 In contexts 
where the appropriation of public space for political purposes has 
always been weak and well-framed by dominant and legalistic 

14 Lesley J. Wood, 'Breaking the Bank and Taking to the Streets: How Protesters 
Target Neoliberalism' , paper presented to the colloquium of GERMM, In Mobilisations 
altennondialistes, 3-5 Dec. 2003. Papers may be read on<http://www.afsp.msh-paris.fr>, 
accessed 23 Oct. 2006. 
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organizations, such as the British trade unions or the Social 
Democratic parties, mobilizations initiated by movements such as 
the Direct Action Network in the United States or Reclaim the 
Street in Britain are able to appropriate public space in a rather 
different form. Their impact is less spectacular in France, and 
especially in Paris, where innovative ways of appropriating space 
are more difficult, as it is already saturated with the history and 
demonstrations for which this city has provided the setting for a 
century. 

Demonstrations organized for other purposes in France could 
be affected by these developments, as they are no longer as subor-
dinated to the centre of French political power as they used to be. 
Some demonstrations may be organized in towns whose propen-
sity for such action used to be weak, but which are affected by 
delocalization, or have acquired a high symbolic significance for 
the globalization process, such as Nice or the French town of 
Millau, site of the MacDonald's restaurant attacked by Jose Bové. 

This new geography of action first asserted itself during the 
social movement of autumn 1995. At that time, a railway strike 
prevented the organization of a 'national' demonstration in 
Paris. Compared with 1968, the demonstrations organized in the 
capital, which gathered workers from the Île-de-France, were not 
very important. In many provincial towns, however, the situation 
was reversed. As a matter of fact, the inclination to demonstrate 
was proportional to the number of 'no' votes in the referendum 
on the Maastricht treaty. 15 Therefore, although there are still 
more than a thousand demonstrations in Paris each year, they 
are no longer in the foreground of the political stage. Paris's rela-
tive decline in this matter and the growing importance of demon-
strations organized outside the capital have been aided by the 
development of television and the worldwide web, which can 
provide a direct focus on events happening anywhere in the 
world. 

In addition, the national demonstrations organized in Paris, 
which used to be frequent between 1968 and 1995 but are now 
relatively rare, are no longer the only way to globalize the claims. 
Since 1995, the French national newspapers have been publish-
ing maps indicating the locality and importance of the demon-

15 Patrick Garcia,Le Bicentenaire de la revolutwn.fra71faise, pratiques sociales d'une commhnora-
tion (Paris, 2000). 
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strations organized in every French town each time a social or a 
political movement requires this form of action. These daily 
maps have become a new way of embodying the movement. 

Is the 'Manif' Still Specific? 

As shown above, the French national repertory of action summa-
rized by the word manifis no longer as inclusive as it used to be 
before the 1980s. Many demonstrations belonging to foreign 
repertories have been adapted for France, while some of the 
French demonstrations have been exported to other countries, 
for example, the mass levies organized against terrorists or the 
extreme right in Spain or Austria. Far from being isolated, those 
repertories are, on the contrary, part of a worldwide exchange. 
All the demonstrations that have been organized in France since 
the 1980s reflect some of the characteristic manners of French 
society. This gives them a certain similarity that transcends their 
political differences. However, demonstrations have also 
acquired new features. The demonstrators are more individual-
ized than they used to be, and they borrow from parades and 
festivals. The various repertories may be exchanged between 
different organizations. Syndicalists, for example, may organize a 
'die in' when a factory closes down, and associations belonging to 
new social movements may prefer the word 'demonstration' to 
the word 'march'. But exchanges also take place between differ-
ent countries. The revolutionary symbols, such as red flags or 
'The Internationale', which used to unify the world, have 
vanished and given way to signs that are more easily exchanged. 
However, the global justice movement, which was able to signify 
the will to move forward, did not create any unifying symbols 
(perhaps because this was at odds with its various networks and 
its will to act here and now). The only exception is ATTAC's '%' 
logo, which has a transnational meaning. 16 

16 This is another example ofa deliberate wordplay. ATTAC is the abbreviation for 
Association pour la taxation des transactions financieres au bénéfice des citoyens (associa-
tion for the taxation of financial transactions for the benefit of citizens), but in French, as 
in many other European languages, it may be heard as 'attack'. This offensive term was 
deliberately chosen to express a will to resist liberalism, which has been present in France 
since the social movement of autumn 1995. It is not perceived as a threat or as violent by 
French public opinion. 
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Visual and sound markers such as percussion instruments, 
formerly restricted to certain regions, were popularized by the 
television and the worldwide web, thus becoming symbols of this 
new world culture. The French tous ensemble (all together) has 
taken root in Belgium and Italy. Conversely, the red surtouts of the 
Belgian syndicalists, the rainbow flag of the Italian pacifists, the 
Argentine cazzerola, the white clothing of the Italian tutti bianci, 
and the Brazilian batacuda have been appropriated by many 
French demonstrators in recent years. While some of this borrow-
ing is mainly cultural, most of it also has a political meaning. It 
expresses objective alliances which are now determined by the 
perception of a common opponent: the United States during the 
Iraq war or, more often, the process of globalization. 

But the French specificities also decreased for other, more 
political, reasoris. The demonstration of February 1934 and 
May/June 1968 may be called 'crisis demonstrations'. They did 
not accompany any other forms of action and constituted the 
beginning and end of two political crises which were turning 
points in French political life. The demonstrations asserted them-
selves as a temporary means of action whose efficiency was owed 
to the fact that there were parties ready to relay their action on to 
this conventional stage. The demonstrations organized since the 
1980s are no longer 'crisis demonstrations', not even those that 
compelled the government to withdraw draft bills or to dismiss 
secretaries or, elsewhere, those that initiated the global justice 
movement. On the other hand, all these demonstrations are 
symptoms of a crisis of politics, which is rather different from the 
crises of 1934 or 1968. What we call 'crisis' is no longer a short 
moment in which latent contradictions are openly expressed in 
order to accelerate radical political change, but a long-lived 
structural crisis. In this new kind of crisis, the demonstrations 
mentioned generally accompany strikes (in autumn 1995), elec-
tions (May 2002), festivals and forums (Seattle), or petitions (for 
example, 'Let's rescue research!' in 2004). They are subordinate 
to an agenda over which they have no control, and they do not 
make a stir on their own. When they do, it is only through their 
occasional relation to a social movement which subdues and 
transcends the demonstrations. 

All are the expression of a crisis of political representation 
affecting most European countries. Some, mostly marches or 
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parades, attempt to renew social bonds and are sometimes able 
to generate new organizations (for example, after the marches of 
the beurs or of 'Neither Whores, nor Submissive'). But apart from 
the first global justice demonstrations, which were able to create 
an important worldwide movement, most contemporary demon-
strations in France find it difficult to capitalize on their occasional 
successes and transmit their experiences. Therefore, each indi-
vidual movement tends to bring forth a new organization, for 
example, one of the unemployed, which results in an increasing 
fragmentation among the increasingly numerous French political 
organizations. This process also creates political ambiguities. In 
May 2002, for example, most of the people who demonstrated 
against Le Pen belonged to the political left, but their demonstra-
tions benefited Jacques Chirac, who won the election for the 
French presidency. 

The fact that ultimate defeats coexist with emerging realign-
ments is probably the best explanation for differences between 
the various political appropriations of public space in today's 
France. The bonds with different political times and places show 
that the national repertory of collective action, which emerged at 
the end of the nineteenth century and prevailed for a hundred 
years, has come to an end. It has been struck by a crisis whose 
symptoms are the growth and diversity of demonstrations. This 
explains why the once specific French national repertory of 
collective action is now increasingly resembling that of other 
countries that are experiencing the same crises of the nation-state 
and of political representation. 

In The Invention of Tradition, Eric Hobsbawm explains how and 
why new rites emerged in the industrial Europe of the r88os. 17 

National repertories of collective action were a part of this devel-
opment. The prevailing neo-liberalism requires new 'traditions', 
however, whose relations with national and transnational frame-
works will necessarily change. The contemporary changes, which 
have affected most of the national repertories in Europe, may be 
their first symptom. 

17 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1983). 
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