
REPRESSION AND PROTEST

STRUCTURAL MODELS
AND STRATEGIC INTERACTIONS

Hélène Combes and Olivier Fillieule
Translated from French by Jean-Yves Bart

H
ow states respond to mobilizations, the determining factors of these responses and
their effects on protest action in the short-, medium- and long-term are major
concerns in the sub-field of the sociology of social movements. As early as the 1970s,

Ted Gurr had called attention to the importance of the “repression” variable and to the
problem with looking at it in static terms. In From Mobilization to Revolution,1 Charles Tilly
then claimed that repression and toleration as well as opportunity and threat are determi-
nants of the “costs and benefits of collective action”. Repression, he argued, can sometimes
trigger mobilization, but it may also make any kind of action impossible; in any case, it plays
a key role in the dynamic and relational structuring of repertoires of collective action.

For a long time, researchers have failed to build on these perceptive insights, which suggested
that relational and process-based approaches to the trajectory of social movements should
be developed. There are multiple reasons for this. First, the literature has long leaned toward
a rational-choice approach to collective action, focused on entrepreneurial resources at the
expense of environmental factors, including the state’s action. With the highly successful
introduction of the notion of “political opportunity structure”, increasingly related to the
“political process” paradigm,2 little actual progress occurred, as authors neglected the moves
and countermoves of authorities and protesters and emphasized simple dichotomous vari-
ables (such as the degree of openness or closure of a political system),3 which did little to
account for the complexity of the perception of deterrence and repression within activist
groups.4 Likewise, the great diversity of the agencies that make up states, whose interests,
powers and sub-cultures vary considerably, has long been addressed in simplistic terms
(strong/weak state), as if their action was purely instrumental and derived from a single
political impetus.5 In most studies, police action was considered only under the univocal and
perennial category of “police repression”.6

1. C. Tilly, From Mobilization to Revolution (Reading: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1978).
2. D. McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970 (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1999).

3. H. Kriesi et al., New Social Movements in Western Europe (London: UCL, 1995).
4. See for instance H. Flam, Mosaic of Fear. Poland and East Germany before 1989 (Boulder: East European
Monographs, 1998); J. Goodwin, J. Jasper, “Caught in a winding, snarling wine: the structural bias of political
process theory”, Sociological Forum, 14, 1999, 27-54.

5. O. Fillieule, Stratégies de la rue. Les manifestations en France (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 1997).
6. D. Della Porta, Social Movements, Political Violence and the State. A Comparative Analysis of Italy and Ger-
many (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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In this respect, the attention given to protest cycles from the late 1980s on has been a factor
of progress.1 Researchers started working on retracing the trajectories of families of social
movements, taking into account the evolution of the interactions between states and pro-
testers (emergence, diffusion, repression, radicalization and involution). However, these early
theoretical forays remained steeped in the natural history of the movements, punctuated by
obligatory phases, which made it difficult to fully study the internal composition of the cycles
and the relationships between loose networks and more formal organizations within the
same family of movements.2 Only in the 1990s, as research increasingly focused on the
diversity of states’ responses to conflicts, was the action repertoire of protestors finally con-
sidered in its interactions with that of the authorities, via studies on policing and on the
specific role of police action in determining the context of collective mobilizations.3

Along with this theoretical turn, and as several movements thrived, some research areas
experienced a return to the academic limelight. The Iranian revolution, first, and then,
crucially, the collapse of the Eastern bloc gave new clout to concepts that had been neglected
for some time, such as the “sociology of revolutions”, or the “democratic transition” issue,
in relation to the liberalization of the so-called authoritarian regimes.4 The “Arab Awak-
ening”, which began in early 2011 with the Tunisian revolution and the fall of Hosni
Mubarak, will likely confirm this resurgence. The development of research on terrorism has
made a new approach to the links between repression and protest particularly crucial.5

If we were to conduct a survey of the literature on the links between repression and protest
movements, the conclusion would probably be dire. Indeed, among the dozens of possible
factors of recourse to repression mentioned in the comparative literature or in case studies,
only two of them have a degree of consistency: protest contributes to increasing repression,
and past recourse to repression increases the chances that it will be used again.

1. S. Tarrow, Democracy and Disorder. Protest and Politics in Italy, 1965-1975 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989).
2. I. Sommier, La violence révolutionnaire (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2010).
3. Principally: D. Waddington, K. Jones, C. Critcher, Flashpoints: Studies in Public Disorder (New York: Routledge,
1989); D. Della Porta, Social Movements...; D. Della Porta, H. Reiter (eds), Policing Protest. The Control of Mass
Demonstrations in Western Democracies (London: University of Minnesota Press, 1998); O. Fillieule, D. Della
Porta (eds), Police et manifestants (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2006), 61-84; J. Goldstone, “Bridging insti-
tutionalized and noninstitutionalized politics”, in J. Goldstone (ed.), States, Parties and Social Movements (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 20-4; J. Earl, “Tanks, tear gas, and taxes: toward a theory of move-
ment repression”, Sociological Theory, 21, 2003, 44-68; “Controlling protest: new directions for research on
the social control of protest”, Research in Social Movements, Conflicts and Change, 25, 2004, 55-83; “Intro-
duction: repression and the social control of protest”, Mobilization, 11, 2006, 129-43; J. Earl, J. D. McCarthy,
S. Soule, “Protest under fire? Explaining the policing of protest”, American Sociological Review, 68, 2003,
581-606; D. Della Porta, O. Fillieule, “Policing social protest”, in D. Snow et al. (eds), The Blackwell Companion
to Social Movements (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 217-41.

4. M. Beisinger, “Nationalist violence and the state: political authority and contentious repertoires in the former
USSR”, Comparative Politics, 30(4), 1998, 401-22; M. Bennani-Chraïbi, O. Fillieule (eds), Résistances et protes-
tations dans les sociétés musulmanes (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2003); C. Kurzman, “Structural opportu-
nity and perceived opportunity in social movement theory: the Iranian revolution of 1979”, American Sociological
Review, 61, 1996, 152-70; K. Rasler, “Concessions, repression, and political protest in the Iranian revolution”,
American Sociological Review, 61, 1996, 132-52; D. Zhao, The Power of Tienanmen: State-Society Relations and
the 1989 Beijing Student Movement (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2001); J. Goodwin, No Other Way Out.
States and Revolutionary Movements, 1945-1991 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); V. Boudreau,
“Precarious regimes and matchup problems in the explanation of repressive policies”, in C. Davenport, H. John-
ston, C. Mueller (eds), Repression and Mobilization, SMPC: Social Movements, Protest & Contention (Minnesota,
University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 33-57; Q. Wiktorowicz, The Management of Islamic Activism. Salafis, the
Muslim Brotherhood, and State Power in Jordan (New York: SUNY Press, 2001).

5. T. Björgo, J. Horgan (eds), Leaving Terrorism Behind. Individual and Collective Disengagement (London: Rout-
ledge, 2009).
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The first of these two observations is so self-evident that it does not require much elabo-
rating.1 We may however note that the factors accounting for this positive relationship are
numerous, beyond the fact that protest lowers the cost of repression by providing a legitimacy
for repression in the name of defending law and order. It happens fairly often that state
agents openly or covertly support the most radical branches of reformist movements in order
to delegitimize them or disturb public order themselves by having recourse to various forms
of police provocation.2 In other cases, the authorities opt for propaganda, promoting an
image of the protesters as enemies from within, manipulated by foreign agents. Dorronsoro
et al. show this quite aptly regarding the Turkish case, with their analysis of the “meta-
ideology of national security” – the obsession of security and national unity combined with
the denunciation of the enemy within.3 Conversely, there are cases where the authorities
persist in defining protest as a criminal offense or a domestic conflict, thereby stripping
opponents of all political legitimacy.

The second observation posits strong correlations between contemporary and past recourse
to repression. This is also quite easily explained: former recourse to repression lowers the
cost of repression in various ways. First, political leaders and state agents are familiar with
the modes of ideological justification and techniques to use; they have skills and even routines
that allow them to reduce uncertainty. Second, the costs of recourse to repression, particu-
larly in terms of both domestic and international credibility, are lower. Lastly, a number of
ratchet effects make it more difficult to revert to non-repressive ways of handling protest.
To name only a few of these mechanisms, a shift towards less violent modes of conflict
resolution might be perceived as an admission of weakness, or a direct threat of delegitim-
ization and loss of influence in the short- or medium-term for the agents and institutions
directly involved in the repression of protestors (via police provocation, kidnappings, mur-
ders, torture, etc.).

The research findings become however completely inconsistent when attempts are made to
measure the effect of repression on protest. On the one hand, many authors argue that
repression has a positive effect on mobilization,4 for multiple reasons that all pertain to more
or less explicit mechanisms of radicalization, such as the triggering of “moral shocks” and

1. See J. Earl, “Introduction: Repression...”, 132-3 for a brief overview on this subject.
2. G. T. Marx, “Civil disorder and the agents of social control”, Journal of Social Issues, 26, 1970, 19-57; “The
subversive and the informer”, Sociologie du travail, 15, 1973, 241-68; “Thoughts on a neglected category of
social movement participant: the agent provocateur and the informant”, American Journal of Sociology, 80,
1974, 402-42; “The new police undercover work”, Urban Life, 8, 1980, 399-446; “Who really gets stung? Some
issues raised by the new police undercover work”, Crime and Delinquency, 28, 1982, 165-93; W. Churchill,
J. Wander Wall, Agents of Repression. The FBI's Secret Wars against the Black Panther Party and the American
Indian Movement (Boston: South End Press, 1990); M. Carley, “Defining forms of successful state repression of
social movement organizations: a case study of the FBI's COINTELPRO and the American Indian movement”,
Research in Social Movements, Conflicts and Change, 20, 1997, 151-76; O. Fillieule, Stratégies..., 340-51; D. Cun-
ningham, “State versus social movement. FBI counterintelligence against the New Left”, in J. A. Goldstone,
States, Parties and Social Movements (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 45-77.

3. G. Dorronsoro (ed.), La Turquie conteste. Mobilisations sociales et régime sécuritaire (Paris: CNRS éditions,
2006).

4. See for instance J. Olivier, “State repression and collective action in South Africa 1970-84”, South African
Journal of Sociology, 22, 1991, 109-17; K. Rasler, “Concessions, repression...”; M. Khawaja, “Repression and pop-
ular collective action: evidence from the West Bank”, Sociological Forum, 8, 1993, 47-71; M. Bennani-Chraïbi,
O. Fillieule (eds), Résistances...; M. Hafez, Why Muslims Rebel. Repression and Resistance in the Islamic World
(Boulder: Lynne Riener Publishers, 2003); L. Bianco, Jacqueries et révolution dans la Chine du 20e siècle (Paris:
La Martinière, 2005); R. Francisco, “The dictator dilemma”, in C. Davenport, H. Johnston, C. Mueller (eds),
Repression and Mobilization..., 58-82; G. Dorronsoro (ed.), La Turquie conteste....
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the production of emotional mobilizations.1 What seems to matter most here is the level of
repression. Some authors observe a curvilinear relationship, which suggests that semi-repres-
sive regimes are those that generate the most violence, whereas others claim that situations
of extreme repression may act as catalysts for radicalization. This argument is made by
Goodwin in his work on the emergence of revolutionary movements,2 and by Einwohner in
her analysis of the Warsaw ghetto uprising, where collective action was indeed the response
to a desperate situation – hence “the emergence of a motivational frame that equated resist-
ance with honor and dignity”.3 On the other hand, equally numerous authors explain that
repression can tear a movement apart, discourage activism and end protests.4

According to Brockett, these divergences in research findings are largely due to “the lack
of appropriate data collected to examine [the repression-protest] relationship”.5 Much of
the literature uses comparative approaches derived from the statistical processing of often
unreliable databases, such as the World Handbook of Social and Political Indicators,6 or
more broadly, data obtained through press sources, whose unreliability has been widely
shown.7

Many strategies have been deployed to attempt to address these criticisms, starting with the
search for alternative sources (chiefly police sources), the recourse to more direct indicators
of repression,8 to longitudinal data,9 the production of mathematical models, and lastly more
in-depth analysis of contextual variations.10 Christian Davenport is undoubtedly among those
who have most contributed to giving a degree of methodological consistency to this research.
Based on a multi-dimensional conception of the perception of threats by the state, he shows
that the latter reacts to a variety of factors rather than merely in relation to the intensity of

1. R. Karklins, R. Peterson, “Decision calculus of protesters and regimes: Eastern Europe 1989”, The Journal of
Politics, 55, 1993, 588-614; D. McAdam, S. Tarrow, C. Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2001); C. Kurzman, “The poststructuralist consensus in social movement theory”, in J. Goodwin,
M. Jasper (eds), Rethinking Social Movements. Structure, Meaning and Emotions (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2003), 111-20.

2. J. Goodwin, No Other Way Out...
3. R. L. Einwohner, “Opportunity, honor, and action in the Warsaw Ghetto uprising of 1943”, American Journal
of Sociology, 109, 2003, 650-75.

4. D. Gupta, Y. Vinieris, “Introducing new dimensions in macro models: the socio-political and institutional envi-
ronment”, Economic Development and Cultural Change, 30(1), 1981, 31-58; M. Lichbach, T. Gurr, “The conflict
process: a formal model”, The Journal of Conflict Resolution, 25(1), 1981, 3-29; J. De Nardo, Power in Numbers
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985); E. N. Muller, E. Weede, “Cross-national variation in political vio-
lence: a rational action approach”, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 34(4), 1990, 624-51; R. Francisco, “Coercion
and protest: an empirical test in two democratic states”, American Journal of Political Science, 40(4), 1996,
1179-204.

5. C. Brockett, Political Movements and Violence in Central America (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2005), 266.

6. For a critique, see C. Brockett, “Measuring political violence and land inequality in Central America”, American
Political Science Review, 86(1), 1992, 169-76.

7. O. Fillieule, “On n'y voit rien. Le recours aux sources de presse pour l'analyse des mobilisations protestataires”,
in P. Favre, O. Fillieule, F. Jobard (eds), L'atelier du politiste. Théories, actions, représentations (Paris: La Décou-
verte, 2007), 215-40; Ball, “On the quantification of horror. Notes from the field”, in C. Davenport, H. Johnston,
C. Mueller (eds), Repression and Mobilization..., 189-210.

8. M. Krain, Repression and Accommodation in Post-Revolutionary States (New York: St Martin's Press, 2000);
R. Francisco, “Coercion and protest...”.

9. R. Francisco, “Coercion and protest...”; M. Beisinger, “Nationalist violence...”.
10. C. Davenport (ed.), Paths to State Repression. Human Rights Violations and Contentious Politics (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2000); D. Gupta, H. Singh, T. Sprague “Government coercion of dissidents:
deterrence or provocation?”, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 37(2), 1993, 301-39.
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the protests.1 Yet, despite this contextual leap, the continued recourse to comparative studies
based on aggregated data makes it by definition impossible to effectively contextualize and
temporalize observations. Lastly, regardless of the degree of precision that can be attained
in the elaboration of indicators and of the quality of the statistical data, the number of
effective acts of repression ultimately does not tell us much about the degree of repression
in a society, since when repression achieves its goals, it results precisely in the suppression
of all visible protest.2

Overall, the literature gives us a very confusing picture. We can only gather that, according
to the proponents of various versions of the deprivation theory, repression tends to radicalize
protestors; whereas in the resource mobilization perspective, it is perceived instead as dis-
suasive due to the imbalance between costs, risks and benefits of activism.3 In order to escape
this contradiction, Opp and Roehl suggest formulating the question differently, so as to make
out which effects are observed (specifying relationships) and under what conditions (con-
textualizing relationships).4 To achieve this, it is first necessary to keep in mind that repres-
sion can be direct or indirect, isolated or durable, continuous or discontinuous, selective or
indiscriminate, pre-emptive or reactive. Additionally, distinctions must be made between
anticipated effects and short-, medium- and long-term effects, and between objective risk
and perception of risk.

In the following pages, without laying claim to exhaustiveness considering the wealth of
literature on these issues, we discuss a few of the most significant findings in this field of
study, pinpoint a number of blind spots and suggest possible leads to address them. We
attempt to show how, by shifting scales of observation at macro-, meso- and micro-socio-
logical level, it is possible to move beyond the impasses of the causal and structuralist
approaches to address the ties between repression, repertoire and cycles of mobilization
through a dynamic approach to the interactions between protest action and state handling.
In doing so, we will first examine and qualify the well-established observation that violence
tends to decrease in Western democracies’ handling of social conflicts. We will then address
the key question in this field of study, namely that of the effects of repression on protests
in a macro-sociological and dynamic perspective. Subsequently, we will discuss the impact
of repression at the level of activist organizations, and eventually assess its effects on indi-
vidual careers.

1. C. Davenport, “Repression and mobilization: insights from political science and sociology”, in C. Davenport,
H. Johnston, C. Mueller (eds), Repression and Mobilization..., VII-XII.

2. P. Oliver, “Repression and crime control: why social movement scholars should pay attention to mass incar-
ceration as a form of repression”, Mobilization: The International Quarterly, 13(1), 2008, 1-24. See also J. Earl,
“Controlling protest...”, 77.

3. Doug McAdam and Gregory Wiltfang make a distinction between the costs and risks of activism. Cost is defined
as “the expenditure of time, money and energy required of a person engaged in any particular form of activism”
(D. McAdam, G. Wiltfang, “The costs and risks of social activism: a study of sanctuary movement activism”,
Social Forces, 69(4), 1991, 987-1010 (989)). Risk refers to “the anticipated dangers – whether legal, social,
physical, financial, and so forth – of engaging in a particular type of activity”. “Signing a petition is a very
low-cost activity, whereas volunteering to organize among the homeless entails a high cost of time and energy
[...] While the act of signing a petition is always low cost, the risk of doing so may, in certain contexts – during
the height of McCarthyism, for example – be quite high. Similarly, organizing among the homeless may be costly
but relatively risk free.” (D. McAdam, “Recruitment to high-risk activism: the case of Freedom Summer”, Amer-
ican Journal of Sociology, 92(1), 1986, 64-90 (67))

4. K. D. Opp, W. Roehl, “Repression, micromobilization, and political protest”, Social Forces, 69(2), 1990,
521-47(523).
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Repression in democracy

D
uring the 1990s, many studies on “Western democracies” converged in observing
that activist demonstrations were being more peacefully monitored and that modes
of police intervention had become more euphemized: in the UK,1 in Italy with the

development of a citizens’ police,2 in Germany,3 in France,4 etc. This suggests a shift from a
model of injunction towards a model of influence.5

Less repression in Western democracies?
McCarthy and McPhail, in their study on Washington, observe “the continuing institu-
tionalization of protest”:6 interactions between police and protesters have become
increasingly routinized and predictable, which diminishes repression. These authors
describe a shift away from the use of force towards a public order management system
characterized by negotiation between affected parties, planning by the authorities, and
the incentives given to protestors to plan their actions. Yet, according to these authors,
this system that depends on the negotiation between police and protestors remains a
fragile one, as evidenced by the many disruptions of negotiations that have occurred
since the early 2000s. Indeed, transformations in policing are contingent, since they are
primarily triggered by changes in activist and political strategies, as shown by the way
in which states have sought to adjust their doctrine and their practices as a response to
increasingly numerous anti-globalization demonstrations and to the repetition of con-
frontational situations.7

While comparative research usually distinguishes two main policing styles – one more oppor-
tunistic, tolerant, soft, selective and flexible, the other legalistic, repressive, hard, diffuse, and
dissuasive8 – more recent research on European countries points to a degree of unification
in the way protests are handled. In the contemporary period, protest policing seems char-
acterized by three tendencies: bargaining, with the rise of negotiation techniques and the
increasingly important role played by mediators between demonstrators and the forces of
order; which results to some extent in under-enforcement of the law, as the eagerness to
compromise and negotiate requires a degree of toleration of law-breaking,9 and in the large-
scale, sophisticated collection of information. Although the use of intelligence is not a new

1. D. Waddington, “Contingence du maintien de l'ordre: l'expérience britannique”, in O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta
(eds), Police et manifestants, 43-60.

2. D. Della Porta, H. Reiter, “Police du gouvernement ou des citoyens? L'ordre public en Italie”, in O. Fillieule,
D. Della Porta (eds), Police et manifestants, 113-33.

3. D. Della Porta, Social Movements, Political Violence...
4. O. Fillieule, D. Tartakowsky, La manifestation (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2008).
5. O. Fillieule, “Du pouvoir d'injonction au pouvoir d'influence? Les limites de l'institutionalisation”, in O. Fillieule,
D. Della Porta (eds), Police et manifestants, 85-112.

6. J. McCarthy, C. McPhail, “The institutionalization of protest in the United States”, in D. S. Meyer, S. G. Tarrow
(eds), The Social Movement Society: Contentious Politics for a New Century (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers), 1998, 83-110.

7. O. Fillieule, P. Blanchard, “A new tool for exploring transnational activism?”, in S. Teune (ed.), Transnational
Challengers. How Activism beyond Borders Changes the Face of Protest (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010);
H. Reiter, O. Fillieule, “Formalizing the informal: the E.U. approach to transnational protest policing”, in D. Della
Porta, A. Peterson, H. Reiter (eds), The Policing of Transnational Protest (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 145-73.

8. D. Della Porta, O. Fillieule, “Policing social protest”.
9. Pierre Favre, “La manifestation entre droit et politique”, in CURAPP, Droit et politique (Paris: PUF, 1993),
281-92.
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trend,1 the availability of new techniques, as well as increasing professionalization, have
reflected an always increasing attention to the collection of information2 – as is indicated,
for instance, in the control of football stadiums.

This trend towards pacification in the policing of conflicts can be related to the increase in
the education levels and political competencies of the populations. Likewise, the demilitari-
zation and professionalization of the police are reflected in recruits from a higher-class
background, and increasing integration in society. Political reforms, as in the South African
case, set the ground for a (slow) change in police attitudes.3 More broadly, reforms intro-
ducing unionization and opening the police to women may have contributed to change.4

Lastly, the literature often evidences a link between pacification and professionalization of
police and the legal definition of demonstrating as a civil liberty. In many cases, the police
focus on violent small groups in order to guarantee the safety of peaceful demonstrators. In
countries experiencing a regime change – despite the fact that some practices, owing to the
continuity in membership, resist reform and endure – new rules of the game are discussed
and negotiated, and, with strict orders not to have recourse to violence, police culture and
methods change – for instance in South Africa,5 or, on a smaller scale, in Mexico City.6

However, the effects of the professionalization and specialization of police are complex and
research conducted in the last three decades often points out a number of ambiguities. If
on the one hand specialization implies the development of negotiating skills, on the other,
the deployment in public order policing of special ant-riot or anti-terrorism units, and/or
special units to counter organized crime, have an escalating effect, as the evolution of public
order police in Denmark shows.7 Last but not least, professionalization brought about an
increasingly legal definition of police intervention that sometimes constrains “tough” styles,
but at other times reduces the possibility for the police to implement de-escalating strategies
by “under enforcing” the law.

Legitimacy of the actors and definitional struggles: varying and selective pacification
While the trend towards the pacification of conflicts in democracies seems to be a deep-
rooted and widespread one, it is worth noting that policing styles remain selective and
dependent on several factors, starting with the perception of marginalized groups by the
authorities. According to Piven and Cloward,8 protests emanating from marginalized groups
– such as ethnic or religious minorities, lower-class people – are particularly targeted by
repression; a similar argument is made by Stockdill in his study of minority activism against

1. G. T. Marx, “Civil disorder...”; “The subversive...” and “Thoughts on a neglected category of social movement
participant...”; F. Donner, Protectors of Privilege (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).

2. R. Mawby, Policing Images. Policing Communication and Legitimacy (Cullompton: Willan, 2002), 156-60.
3. J. Olivier, M. Marks, “L'Histoire sans fin. Réformer en Afrique du Sud”, in O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta (eds), Police
et manifestants, 200-28.

4. See, for instance, on Germany: F. Jobard, “Usages et ruses des temps. L'unification des polices berlinoises
après 1989”, Revue française de science politique, 53(3), 2003, 351-82; on Spain: J. O. Jaime, “The policing of
mass demonstrations in Spain. From dictatorship to democracy”, Working Paper, Robert Schuman Centre for
Advanced Studies, Florence, European University Institute, 1996.

5. J. Olivier, M. Marks, “L'Histoire sans fin...”, 200-28.
6. H. Combes, “Gestion des manifestations dans le Mexique des années 1990”, in O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta (eds),
Police et manifestants, 229-56.

7. A. Peterson, “La Suède et le Danemark face aux mobilisations altermondialistes”, in O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta
(eds), Police et manifestants, 298-330.

8. F. Piven, R. Cloward, Poor People's Movements (New York: Vintage Books, 1977).
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AIDS,1 and Mathieu in his work on prostitutes.2 Monjardet, in his research on the profes-
sional ideology of the French CRS [riot control forces]3 and Donner, on the police repression
of unrest during the 1968 Chicago Democratic Convention,4 have likewise pointed out the
differences in the perception of activist groups by the police. New movements addressing
new causes are also not as well tolerated as others enjoying longstanding legitimacy; the
anti-globalization movement is a case in point. Escalation is particularly likely in ethnic
conflicts, especially when police forces come mainly from the same community. In Northern
Ireland, for instance, the Royal Ulster Constabulary – a police force essentially made up of
Protestants – because of its blatantly colonial policing style, has for a long time fuelled the
radicalization of the Catholic community.5 Likewise, the stigmatization of specific causes
(deemed “anti-patriotic”, “communist”, etc., by political authorities and the forces of order
in the street) stimulates repression. In the early 2000s, in Turkey and Tunisia,6 Islamists were
among those most often repressed, whereas conventional actors such as unions and political
parties faced less repression.7 The form repression takes can also depend on a “patrimonial-
istic handling of conflicts”, leading “civil authorities [to] define acceptable targets of violence
while ruling out others”8 such as the surroundings of presidential residences or the occupa-
tion of public buildings.9 Lastly, groups that use a non-conventional or innovative action
repertoire are more subject to repression than those whose repertoire is routinized.10 This
is particularly true of the recourse to guerrilla tactics, for instance,11 and more broadly of
any kind of “radical” and “revolutionary” tactic.12

The contingent character of the evolutions of conflict policing in democracies also depends
on a range of contextual events that prompt more or less durable backtracking, such as the
Vichy regime, the multiple operations aimed at “restoring order” and “pacifying” the French
mainland and the colonies under the pressure of national liberation wars, the May 1968
unrest, etc.13 In his “historical anthropology” book Charonne 8 février 1962, Dewerpe points
out that “democratic massacres” are far from infrequent,14 as he brilliantly demonstrates by
analyzing political, administrative, police and media mechanisms. The theory of pacification
therefore appears to be subject to criticism; the return of the “repression and criminalization

1. B. Stockdill, Activism Against AIDS (London: Lynne Reiner Publishers, 2003), 144.
2. L. Mathieu, Mobilisations des prostituées (Paris: Belin, 2001).
3. D. Monjardet, “Le maintien de l'ordre: technique et idéologies professionnelles des CRS”, Déviance et société,
12(2), 1988, 101-26; “L'organisation du travail des CRS et le maintien de l'ordre”, in P. Favre, O. Fillieule, F. Jobard
(eds), L'atelier du politiste..., 257-72.

4. F. Donner, Protectors..., 116-17.
5. G. Ellison, J. Smith, The Crowned Harp. Policing Northern Ireland (London: Pluto Press, 2000).
6. B. Hibou, La force de l'obéissance. Économie politique de la répression en Tunisie (Paris: La Découverte, 2006);
and “Économie politique de la répression: le cas de la Tunisie”, Raisons politiques, 20, 2005, 9-36.

7. A. Uysal, “Maintien de l'ordre et répression policière en Turquie”, in O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta (eds), Police et
manifestants, 257-80.

8. O. Fillieule, “Du pouvoir d'injonction au pouvoir d'influence?”, 100.
9. H. Combes, Faire parti. Trajectoires de gauche au Mexique (Paris: Karthala, 2011), 244.
10. For instance: F. Jobard, “L'impossible répression. Leipzig, RD, 9 octobre 1989”, in O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta
(eds), Police et manifestants, 175-200; A. Uysal, “Maintien de l'ordre...”, 270.

11. M. Loveman, “High-risk collective action: defending human rights in Chile, Uruguay, and Argentina”, American
Journal of Sociology, 104, 1998, 477-525.

12. J. Goodwin, No Other Way Out...
13. On the Algerian context, see for instance E. Blanchard, “Police judiciaire et pratiques d'exception pendant la
guerre d'Algérie”, Vingtième Siècle. Revue d'histoire, 90, April-June 2006, 61-72; La police et les algériens
(1944-1962) (Paris: Nouveau Monde éditions, 2011).

14. A. Dewerpe, Charonne, 8 février 1962: anthropologie historique d'un massacre d'État (Paris: Gallimard, 2006),
24.
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of mobilizations”1 within the framework of the emergence and growth of the anti-globali-
zation movement2 are further evidence of this. Indeed, several elements seem to indicate an
inflection, both in principle and in practice, in the control of mobilizations: on the one hand,
in the street, public order polices are increasingly militarized and heightened security zones
are created;3 on the other hand, most importantly, the will to anticipate disruptions of public
order is liable to elicit violations of civil liberties, in the broader context of the penalization
of social movements. As King,4 for instance, explains regarding Canada, the increase in the
number of anti-globalization demonstrations has evidently prompted an extension of police
surveillance to non-criminal populations, a new development that seems particularly well
suited to infringing freedom of assembly on occasions where foreign demonstrators, though
they may constitute a minority, are among the most hardened.5 A number of violations of
individual fundamental rights have been observed,6 both in terms of freedom of movement
(denial of the right to cross borders, banning of demonstrations, removal and deportation
orders) and in terms of right to privacy (compilation and exchange of databases on dem-
onstrators with no possibility of ex ante judicial review).7

All of the above observations on the contingent character of conflict pacification in democ-
racies usefully complement the very numerous studies in comparative politics relying on the
quantitative analysis of aggregated databases, which tend to unambiguously link democracy
and low levels of repression. Undeniably, in a democratic regime, the existence of alternatives
to repression, its cost and negative consequences, particularly in electoral terms, and the
existence of opposing forces make the recourse to repression less likely than in an author-
itarian regime. However, several questions remain unanswered.

On the one hand, the recognition of a given form of opposition as “political” is a constant subject
of definitional struggles in democracies: to name just a few examples, we may think of the inner-city
riots in France and the UK,8 the outbreaks of violence in black US ghettos in the 1960s9 and of
the lootings in Argentina.10 Depending on the prevailing interpretation, repression of the participants
is either considered as the implementation of ordinary crime control policy, or as protest policing.

On the other hand, there are many examples of states that, faced with growing protest, have
issued ad hoc laws to criminalize protest actions or deprive specific categories of individuals
of some of their political rights. For instance, as a response to the successful Montgomery bus
boycott, a ban on carpools was voted. Likewise, several US cities have in the past few years
banned all public gatherings around clinics to prevent disruptions from anti-abortion groups.

1. O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta (eds), Police et manifestants, 11.
2. I. Sommier, O. Fillieule, É. Agrikoliansky (eds), La généalogie des mouvements antiglobalisation en Europe.
Une perspective comparée (Paris: Karthala, 2008).

3. O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta (eds), Police et manifestants.
4. M. King, “From reactive policing to crowd management? Policing anti-globalization protest in Canada”, Juris-
prudencija, 79(1), 2006, 40-58.

5. O. Fillieule et al., “L'altermondialisme en réseaux. Trajectoires militantes, multipositionnalité et formes de
l'engagement: les participants du contre-sommet du G8 d'Evian”, Politix, 17(68), 2005, 13-48.

6. S. Grosbon, “Liberté de manifester et droits du manifestant”, DEA [MPhil] thesis, Paris, Université Paris X,
2003; H. Reiter, O. Fillieule, “Formalizing the informal...”.

7. S. Grosbon, “Liberté de manifester...”.
8. D. Waddington, F. Jobard, M. King (eds), Rioting in the UK and France. A Comparative Analysis (Cullompton,
Willan, 2009).

9. For instance: G. T. Marx, “Issueless riots”, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science,
391, 1970, 21-33.

10. J. Auyero, M. Mahler, “Relations occultes et fondements de la violence collective”, Politix, 93(24), 115-42.
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More subtly still, in a paper where she argues that social movement repression and ordinary
crime control policies should be considered jointly, Oliver1 points out that in the US, the state
also responded to the riots in the 1960s by implementing a fairly systematic policy of crimi-
nalization of ghetto populations. After Nixon’s 1968 victory (with 13% of votes for Georges
Wallace, an openly racist candidate) and the launch of the “war on drugs” policy, resources
for surveillance and repression in the ghettos increased steadily, and the rates of arrests and
prison sentences for black citizens in underprivileged neighborhoods rose dramatically. Olivier
argues that this systematic policy of “surveillance and prevention of crime” led to the selective
“incapacitation” of the African Americans’ potential for activism, and may have been a con-
tributing factor in the decline of the civil rights movement from the early 1970s.2

This last point calls attention to a problem that is rarely addressed in the literature: it is
impossible to restrict the definition of repression to the effective and most visible forms of
coercion exerted on protestors, as do most studies on policing and the comparative literature
relying on quantitative databases.3 In the same way that power cannot be assessed on the
basis of its actual application,4 any consideration of repression must also take into account
deterrence, incapacitation and intelligence.5 In her study of the 1968 Chicago student move-
ment, Rolland-Diamond emphasizes the role of “hidden repression” – “surveillance, infil-
trations, actions of agents provocateurs, efforts at sabotaging actions and alliances” – in the
demobilization of the movement.6 Deterrence refers to all measures aimed at preventing
protest by raising the cost of participation: we may think for instance of the 1970 French
anti-wreckers law, the martial law declared in 1980 by General Jaruzelski in Poland, or of
the red zones delineated during international summits. Incapacitation refers to techniques
enabling a massive or selective return to a previous prohibition regime through the limitation
of demonstrators’ rights. Stopping demonstrators at borders is de facto a breach of freedom
of movement,7 without there necessarily being a direct link between the reasons cited for
the restriction of movement or the pre-emptive arrest and the event in question. The growth
in intelligence brings us back to the continuum between ordinary crime control and political
activity, as the means and techniques implemented in the struggle against hooliganism in
sports and transnational protest so eloquently show.8

Repression and mobilization: a dynamic perspective

M
any comparative studies on the relationship between repression and protest focus
on the macro-social level and make of the “form and level of repression” variable
one of the components of the “structure of political opportunities” (SPO).9 Such

a fossilized take on the SPO is of little usefulness; we can only agree with Rasler when she

1. P. Oliver, “Repression and crime control...”.
2. J. C. Jenkins, J. Agone, “Political opportunities and African-American Protest, 1948-1997”, American Journal
of Sociology, 109(2), 2003, 277-303; D. McAdam, J. R. Sampson, S. Weffer, H. MacIndoe, “‘There will be fighting
in the streets’: the distorting lens of social movement theory”, Mobilization, 10, 2005, 1-18.

3. C. Davenport, “State repression and political order”, Annual Review of Political Science, 10, 2007, 1-23.
4. P. Bachrach, M. Baratz, “Two faces of power”, American Political Science Review, 56(4), 1962, 947-52.
5. P. Oliver, “Repression and crime control...”.
6. C. Rolland-Diamond, Chicago: le mouvement 68. Territoires de la contestation étudiante et répression politique
(Paris: Syllepse, 2011), 335.

7. S. Grosbon, “Liberté de manifester...”; M. King, “D'une gestion policière réactive...”.
8. H. Reiter, O. Fillieule, “Formalizing the informal...”.
9. D. Della Porta, Social Movements...; H. Kriesi et al., New Social Movements.
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argues that this model “overlooks the pattern of tactical moves and countermoves between
regime and challengers, as both sides engage in a series of choices regarding action, repression
and concessions”.1

Other studies that address contextual trends in the short- and medium-term, in relation to
cycles of mobilization, more effectively tackle the complex relationships between protest and
repression. The research on trends in public order policing presented at the beginning of
this paper use such a medium-term perspective.

The influence of cycles of mobilization on the effects of repression
Tarrow,2 in his research on the proliferation and radicalization of social conflicts and
repression in Italy in the 1960s, was the first to introduce a dynamic approach to the
relationships between protest and repression. He showed that in the mid 1960s, the context
was particularly ripe for the emergence of protest movements, prompting an ascendant
phase of protest (1966/mid-1968) and subsequently a phase of radicalization (mid-
1968/1972), after which the state launched a wave of repression that put an end to the
protest cycle. In the last phase, in part as a result of repression, strongly radicalized new
organizations seceded from reformist groups that had been brought back into line and
within which disengagement grew.3 Brockett conducted a similar type of research on the
basis of case studies in Guatemala and Salvador. The cycle-based approach enabled him
to explain the different effects of repression in the two countries.4 He showed that the use
of repression by authoritarian regimes restricts access to the polity and generally maintains
protest at a minimal level. A movement can therefore only emerge in an initial context of
relative opening up of opportunity. Conversely, when repression happens pre-emptively
and routinely, there are few opportunities for protests to develop. In ascendant phases of
protest, Brockett suggests that repression does not discourage protest, but instead stimu-
lates it. During the upswing of a cycle, “a violent attack by state agents against a member
of the group (such as a parent, a close friend, a village elder, or factory union leader)
might provoke anti-regime activity from other group members, not necessarily out of
self-defense but out of rage and a desire for revenge”. Accordingly, emotion is “a crucial
component of individual and group motivation”. Lastly, in the last phases of the cycles,
mass and sometimes indiscriminate repression of both activists and civil populations
accused of covering for them, such as farmers in rural areas, ultimately leads to a radical-
ization of some groups – which take up armed struggle and go into clandestinity – and
the demise of reformist organizations.5 When regimes trained to use intelligence techniques
and to do fieldwork have the ability to quash these movements, they generally do so. On

1. K. Rasler, “Concessions, repression, and political protest in the Iranian revolution”, American Sociological
Review, 61, 149. See also J. A. Goldstone, C. Tilly, “Threat (and opportunity): popular action and state response
in the dynamics of contentious action”, in R. Aminzade, J. A. Goldstone, D. McAdam, E. Perry, W. H. Sewell Jr.,
S. Tarrow, C. Tilly (eds), Silence and Voice in the Study of Contentious Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001) and J. C. Jenkins, J. Agone, “Political opportunities and African-American protest...”.

2. S. Tarrow, Democracy and Disorder....
3. See also I. Sommier, La violence révolutionnaire...; G. Zwerman, P. Steinhoff, “When activists ask for trouble:
state-dissident interactions and the New Left cycle of resistance in the United States and Japan”, in C. Daven-
port, H. Johnston, C. Mueller (eds), Repression and Mobilization, 85-107 on left-wing movements in the 1960s
in France, the USA and Japan.

4. C. Brockett, “A protest-cycle resolution of the repression/popular-protest paradox”, Social Science History,
17(3), 1993, 457-84 (459); Political Movements and Violence..., 3.

5. C. Brockett, Political Movements and Violence..., 24.
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the other hand, if repression subsides and an opening up of political opportunity is on the
cards, popular movements emerge again.1

In a book mainly focused on Algeria and Egypt that also includes attempts at comparisons
with Morocco, Tunisia and Syria, Hafez2 picks up Brockett’s distinction between pre-emptive
and reactive repression to account for the trajectories of Islamic movements. At odds with the
many studies that explain the emergence and radicalization of these movements through relative
deprivation indicators only, and in line with Singerman3 and Burgat,4 the author shows that
pre-emptive repression contributes to preventing the lasting emergence of resources, the con-
stitution of activist networks and the gathering of popular support.5 On the other hand, when
thanks to a degree of toleration or even of tactical support from a regime busy repressing
other sectors of society, Islamist movements manage to collect resources and form support
networks, subsequent confrontation with repression is very likely to prompt heightened mobi-
lization and radicalization in certain sectors. This observation ties in with numerous studies
on protestors’ perceptions of chances of success6 and with the idea that the strong ties forged
within activist networks become strengthened rather than weakened in the face of repression,
especially when the latter involves prison sentences and torture.7

A few blind spots of macro-social approaches
Studying the effects of repression at the macro-social level of political opportunity yields
insights when attention is paid to the moves and countermoves of the state and protest
movements over time. Yet, opting for this level of analysis entails a number of blind spots,
a few of which we outline below.

First, as we suggested above, only taking into account visible forms of repression means dis-
regarding the fact that in reactive phases of repression, what initially appears as the end of
protest is sometimes actually the result of organizational networks going on standby, tempo-
rarily renouncing open protest and instead favoring more discreet or less visible forms of
action. Many recent examples illustrating this point can be found in the literature, especially
in Taylor’s work on feminist movements.8 Osa, in her book about the advent of Solidarity in
Poland,9 provides a striking case in point: the author combines the analysis of events with an

1. C. Brockett, Political Movements and Violence..., 265-328.
2. M. Hafez, Why Muslims Rebel....
3. D. Singerman, Family, Politics, and Networks in Urban Quarters of Cairo (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1995).

4. F. Burgat, “À propos des représentations de la violence politique en Égypte”, Dossier du CEDEJ, “Le phé-
nomène de la violence politique: perspectives comparatistes et paradigme égyptien”, Le Caire, CEDEJ, 1994.

5. M. Hafez, Why Muslims Rebel..., 77. See also M. Khawaja, “Repression and popular collective action...”, 67.
6. B. Klandermans, “Mobilization and participation: social-psychological expansions of resource mobilization
theory”, American Sociological Review, 49, 1984, 583-600; M. Bennani-Chraïbi, Soumis et rebelles (Paris: CNRS
éditions, 1994); M. Lichbach, “Deterrence or escalation? The puzzle of aggregate studies of repression and
dissent”, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 31, 1987, 266-97; C. Kurzman, “Structural opportunity and perceived
opportunity in social movement theory...”.

7. D. Della Porta (ed.), Social Movements and Violence. Participation in Underground Organizations, in Bert Klan-
dermans (ed.), International Social Movement Research, 4 (Greenwich: Jai Press, 1992); D. McAdam, R. Paulsen,
“Specifying the relationship between social ties and activism”, American Journal of Sociology, 99, 1993, 640-67;
L. Martinez, The Algerian Civil War. 1990-1998 (London: Hurst, 2000); S. Labat, Les islamistes algériens (Paris:
Seuil, 1995).

8. V. Taylor, “La continuité des mouvements sociaux. La mise en veille du mouvement des femmes”, in O. Fillieule
(ed.), Le désengagement militant, 229-50.

9. M. Osa, Solidarity and Contention. Networks of Polish Opposition (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press,
2003).
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effort to identify the “networks of opposition” that were formed in Poznan during the 1956
movement, and went underground while still developing until the emergence of Solidarity.
The dense network of organizations created in 1956 was soon crushed by repression and by
the party’s stranglehold. A period of great political stability ensued, as all visible protests had
disappeared. Yet, when the strike broke out in Gdansk in 1980, the protest grew so quickly
that the government was temporarily paralyzed, and had to give in and officially recognize the
Solidarity trade union. Osa argues that three factors explain the success of 1980: first, the
political context changed;1 second, the Catholic church strongly supported Solidarity: within
the context of John Paul II’s election, these ties strengthened the movement considerably in
terms of popular support and legitimacy; lastly, the strike spread to other Polish industrial sites
and rural areas with remarkable speed. The latter two factors, according to Osa, result from
the rebirth of the network of organizations that had led the protest twenty years earlier. Osa
shows how over the preceding 24 years, these organizations kept developing and recruiting
activists around a few groups of central organizations. Admittedly, these “dormant” groups
were not responsible for the Gdansk strike, but they were in a position to build on it very
quickly. When martial law was declared, this network made it impossible for the outcome to
resemble 1956; in 1989, the union was powerful enough to immediately launch a new wave
of strikes and defeat the ruling party in the first elections. This case is an instructive one in
several respects. First, understanding the emergence and success of Solidarity entails putting it
in perspective with past struggles. Had the author stuck to the study of Solidarity’s visible
actions, she would have addressed separately things that are actually related, neglected the
movements’ standby phases and underground activities – all the mobilization process that
made the 1980-1989 movement possible without a single public demonstration. More impor-
tantly still, Osa deftly shows that the effects of the 1956 repression are more complex than they
seem. While, in the short term, the regime quashed all visible forms of mobilization, it actually
paved the way for the slow and progressive construction of a very dense network of opposition.

As they are limited to a macro-social level of analysis, protest cycle approaches are not well
suited to investigating internal dynamics, both in the diverging strategies devised by states
to deal with opposition movements and in the relationships between loose networks and
formal organizations within the same group of movements.

Boudreau2 shows that “weak states” with few resources for repression seek to concentrate
their repressive policies as efficiently as possible, which means that the analysis of repression
targeting a given group and of its effects cannot be dissociated from that of broader rela-
tionships between other dissenting groups, both synchronically and diachronically. Hence,
in the 1980s, the Indonesian government let the student movement develop to a surprising
extent because it was chiefly focused on subduing the Acehnese and Timor resistance move-
ments. Likewise, in Turkey after 1980, as well as in several North African countries in the
preceding years, the concentration of repression on far-left organizations was a contributing
factor in the emergence and growth of Islamic movements, before the “Islamic threat” became
the priority. Also in Turkey, the civil war between the state and Kurdish separatists practically
determines the way all protest movements are perceived and handled by security institutions,
in the name of a “meta-ideology of national security”.3

1. Among other developments, as Poland had more and more commercial and banking relationships with Western
Europe, the political and economic cost of repression had become very high.

2. V. Boudreau, “Precarious regimes and matchup problems...”.
3. G. Dorronsoro (ed.), La Turquie conteste...
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How repression affects organizations

Repression and multi-organizational fields
On the meso level of “multi-organizational fields”,1 we can consider repressive policies in
the more precise context of the space of mobilizations, constructed dynamically. This entails
making a distinction between “initiator movements” that “signal or otherwise set in motion
an identifiable protest cycle” and “spin-off movements” that “draw their impetus and inspi-
ration from the original initiator movement”,2 as well as identifying the interactions of
counter-movements and potential standby phases, and conversions of material and human
resources, of skills, from one cause to the next. As Sommier rightly points out,3 such an
approach makes it possible to “retrace the evolution of the cycle through a sequence-by-
sequence breakdown made on the basis of responses to protests, of the reactions they elicit,
for instance from counter-movements, but also via the relationships between organizations:
mutual borrowings, competitions, sets of alliances and oppositions, etc.” She goes on to
explain that “the radicalization process that characterizes the Italian cycle (and led to its
exhaustion due to defections and a rise in the cost of engagement) is for instance closely
linked to competitions between far-right groups as well as to their confrontation in the street
with far-right activists, who were also used, as part of the strategy of tension, for counter-
mobilization purposes by a fringe group of the military secret services”.4

The reorganization of activist work
Looking at the meso level of organizations, we may also observe the multiple effects of
repression on the internal functioning of activist organizations, as the literature shows. In
his research on the Chilean Communist Party under the Pinochet dictatorship, Rolando
Alvarez5 shows that first, the party’s membership dramatically decreased. The most exposed
Communist leaders were sheltered in casas de seguridade and kept away from the new party
leadership. Following numerous deportations, arrests and deaths, the party went into clan-
destinity. “Going underground was like learning a new language”,6 making everyday domestic
life very difficult. Alvarez argues that this experience of the underground, this daily resistance
to repression, was the impetus for a key turn for the Chilean Communist party in the early
1980s: the creation of a guerilla group, the Frente Patriotico Manuel Rodriguez, that
attempted to assassinate Pinochet in 1986, whereas the Communist party had traditionally
remained moderate and perceived such actions as leftist excess. In other words, “the sub-
jectivity of the underground was an indispensible condition for ‘naming’ a new way of
experiencing Communist activism, by then increasingly linked to the military theme”.7 Lastly,
going underground contributed to transforming a party that had been until then “inclusive”

1. R. L. Curtis, L. A. Zurcher, “Stable resources of protest movements: the multi-organizational field”, Social
Forces, 52(1), 1973, 53-61.

2. D. McAdam, “‘Initiator’ and ‘spin off’ movements: diffusion processes in protest cycles”, in M. Traugott (ed.),
Repertoires and Cycles of Collective Action (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 217-39 (219).

3. I. Sommier, La violence révolutionnaire.
4. See also I. Sommier, La violence politique et son deuil. L'après-68 en France et en Italie (Rennes: Presses
Universitaires de Rennes, 1996).

5. R. Alvarez, Desde las sombras. Una historia de la clandestinidad comunista 1973-1980 (Santiago: Ediciones
Lom, 2003).

6. R. Alvarez, Desde las sombras.., 76.
7. R. Alvarez, Desde las sombras.., 16 and 221-2.

❘ REVUE FRANÇAISE DE SCIENCE POLITIQUE ❘ ENGLISH ❘ VOL. 61 No 6

14 ❘ Hélène Combes and Olivier Fillieule

                        D
ocum

ent dow
nloaded from

 w
w

w
.cairn-int.info - Institut d'E

tudes P
olitiques de P

aris -   - 193.54.67.92 - 10/04/2018 16h11. ©
 P

resses de S
ciences P

o 



into an “exclusive” organization.1 Indeed, “the main features of clandestine activism have
resulted in a trend of extreme control and disciplinary vigilance in the way the Party operated;
this was seen as the only viable way of resisting the dictatorship’s new ‘scientific’ methods
of repression”.2

Likewise, in the Arab world, there is a wealth of literature on the impact of repression on
the internal organization of protest groups.3 Regarding Jordan, for instance, Wiktorowicz
explains how the Salafists, faced with repression, recruit and collect part of the financial
resources necessary for action through informal networks in face-to-face interactions. This
decentralized and segmented network structure, combined with the lack of a well-established
religious hierarchy at the helm of the movement, contributes to protecting activists from
repression. The arrest or killing of a religious notable would thus not mean that the organ-
ization became a headless body; the ties forged and maintained within the organization are
hard to detect and punish by a regime constrained by its own “defensive democratization”
policy and therefore unable to revert to the arbitrary policy of terror that had prevailed in
the 1960s. This strategy led Salafists to concentrate their activities in contexts of micro-
mobilization. Unable to lecture at the mosque, the preachers organized home lectures and
the believers were brought together by word of mouth, from acquaintance to acquaintance,
which makes it more difficult to have recourse to undercover agents. As it was impossible
to partake in “moments of fervor” such as Ramadan, when the surveillance of public areas
is heightened, they organized iftar (fast-breaking) gatherings within family circles, where
friends were also invited. This was the opportunity to combine the temporality of ritual
performance and the temporality of indoctrination and “physical or spiritual revolt”.4 As
they intercut networks of acquaintanceship and friendship, these activist networks were par-
ticularly opaque.5

The Jordanian case calls attention to an all-too-often neglected dimension in the study of
the effects of repression: the reconsideration of the division of labor within activist groups,
particularly as far as gender relations are concerned.6 First, going underground and taking
up armed struggle to oppose repression favors the strengthening of roles generally fulfilled
by men, with the pre-eminence of security forces, and the value placed on readiness to fight
and physical strength effectively contributing to excluding women from power. More subtly,
repression can conversely strengthen women’s strategic positions in the mobilization process,
though this may not always be acknowledged. The literature has shown the importance of
the role played by women in creating and maintaining activist networks.7 These networks,
because they are inscribed in the private and domestic spheres, are sometimes the only ones
to escape state surveillance. Clark, for instance, shows that in Yemen, the mobilization of
women is primarily accomplished though Qur’anic study groups – nadwas – intermediary
institutions where women activists pursue goals of individual mobilization and propagation

1. M. N. Zald, R. Ash-Gardner, “Social movement organizations: growth, decay and change”, in J. B. McCarthy,
M. N. Zald (eds), Social Movements in an Organizational Society: Collected Essays (New Brunswick: Transaction
Books, 1987), 125-6. See also M. Hafez, Why Muslims Rebel...

2. R. Alvarez, Desde las sombras.., 23.
3. M. Bennani-Chraïbi, O. Fillieule (eds), Résistances...
4. Q. Wiktorowicz, The Management of Islamic Activism, 75.
5. Q. Wiktorowicz, The Management of Islamic Activism, 140-3.
6. O. Fillieule, “Travail militant, action collective et rapports de genre”, in O. Fillieule, P. Roux (eds), Le sexe du
militantisme (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2009), 23-74.

7. K. Neuhouser, “‘Worse than men’: an analysis of gendered mobilization in an urban Brazilian squatter settle-
ment, 1971-1991”, Gender & Society, 9(1), 1995, 38-58; S. Cable, “Women's social movement involvement: the
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of the faith (da’wa).1 Conversely, it is clear that as organizations go into clandestinity, resort
to armed violence and become increasingly militarized, the redistribution of leadership posi-
tions and of the most valued roles is made at the expense of women. The literature on
guerilla movements in Latin and Central America shows this consistently,2 despite some
slight differences between movements, as do studies on the place of women in the Black
Panther Party3 and the African National Congress in South Africa,4 which show that women
are frequently used to provide sexual services to fighters or limited to their role as mothers.
Two more important effects of repression on the internal functioning of protest groups
deserve a mention. On the one hand, several authors have raised the question of the specific
effects of the repressive strategy of decapitating the leadership of protest groups. Studies
particularly focused on the temporal scale generally point out that while repression can ini-
tially cause disarray, it can in the long run result in the proliferation of small-scale leader-
ships, as in the Algerian and Palestinian cases, or in the rise to the top of organizations of
new generations of activists.5 On the other hand, the tactical changes brought about by the
burden of repression (withdrawal, standby or armed struggle) generally do not benefit the
different factions that exist within the organizations in the same way. It is thus not surprising
that, when facing repression, some groups whose material and ideological resources are best
adjusted to a change of context manage to reinforce their prevalence over less well-endowed
ones. This can be observed in the trajectories of revolutionary movements in the 1970s in
Italy, Germany and Japan. Sommier, for instance, points out that the competition between
left-wing organizations was a crucial factor in the Italian escalation, with the militaristic
watershed of Potere Operaio and Lotta Continua starting in 1972, and then the game of
higher and higher stakes first between Brigade members and independent actors and then
amongst independent actors.6 In Japan, the competition was even more heated, to the extent
that the internal conflicts (uchigeba) caused more deaths than the repression.7 A similar

role of structural availability in recruitment and participation processes”, The Sociological Quarterly, 33(1), 1992,
35-50; J. Gerson, K. Peiss, “Boundaries, negotiation, consciousness: reconceptualizing gender relations”, Social
Problems, 32(4), 1985, 317-31; B. McNair Barnett, “Invisible Southern Black women leaders in the civil rights
movement: the triple constraints of gender, race, and class”, Gender & Society, 7(2), 1993, 162-82; “Black
women's collectivist movement organizations: their struggles during the ‘doldrums’”, in F. M. Marx, P. Yancey
Martin (eds), Feminist Organizations: Harvest of the Women's Movement (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1995), 199-219; C. Payne, “Men led but women organized: movement participation of women in the Mississippi
Delta”, in W. Guida, R. L. Blumberg (eds), Women and Social Protest (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990),
3-22; B. Robnett, How Long? How Long? African American Women in the Civil Rights Movement (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1997); S. Buechler, “Beyond resource mobilization? Emerging trends in social move-
ment theory”, The Sociological Quarterly, 34(2), 1993, 217-35.

1. J. A. Clark, “Islamic women in Yemen. Informal nodes of activism”, in Q. Wiktorowicz (ed.), Islamic Activism. A
Social Movement Theory Approach (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2004), 164-84 (165). See also D.
Singerman, Family, Politics, and Networks...; S. Pfaff “Collective identity and informal groups in revolutionary
mobilization, East Germany in 1989”, Social Forces, 75(1), 1996, 91-118.

2. J. Falquet, “La coutume mise à mal par ses gardiennes mêmes: revendications des indiennes zapatistes”,
Nouvelles questions féministes, 20(2), 1999, 87-116; “Division sexuelle du travail révolutionnaire: réflexions à
partir de la participation des femmes salvadoriennes à la lutte armée (1981-1992)”, Cahiers des Amériques
latines, 40, 2003, 109-28.

3. B. Robnett, “African-American women in the civil rights movement, 1954-1965: gender, leadership, and micro-
mobilization”, American Journal of Sociology, 101, 1996, 1661-93.

4. J. Olivier, “State repression and collective action...”.
5. R. Robinet, “‘La victoire du prolétariat ou la mort’. Les débuts de la Ligue communiste du 23 septembre
(1973-1974) et l'échec du mouvement socialiste armé mexicain”, Masters dissertation, Sciences Po Paris: 2007,
53; R. Alvarez, Desde las sombras..., 149.

6. I. Sommier, La violence révolutionnaire; D. Della Porta, Social Movements...
7. P. G. Steinhoff, “Death by defeatism and other fables: the social dynamics of the Rengo Sekigun purge”, in
T. S. Lebra (ed.), Japanese Social Organization (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), 195-224;
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situation occurred in Mexico in the 1970s: the hunt for “petit bourgeois” in some armed
groups and internal disputes resulted in executions of activists.1

Interactions and mutual adjustments of repertoires
These remarks on the effects of tactical reorientations bring us to another element that can
be observed at the meso level of organizations: the effects of repression on changes in modes
of action as well as the way in which the repressive repertoire adjusts in response. There is
a wealth of literature on these issues, exploring both the trajectories of radicalization we
discussed earlier and forms of retreat into roundabout, covert modes of resistance and oppo-
sition. This includes the vast body of work on the “weapons of the weak”,2 which we will
not address here, although it is worth noting that it has recently experienced interesting
developments, with the publication of studies on the modalities and conditions of protest
in Eastern European countries.3 There have been however fewer studies on the cross-effects
of moves and countermoves of agents of repression and protest movements; those that do
exist mostly stick to the observation of violent demonstrations4 and riots in democratic
countries.5

All of the above, however, suggests that it is worth conducting further research on these
“strategic interactions” (in the sense of Goffman). According to Goffman, the interaction
order does not boil down to a structural order, which means that the determinants of the
way action unfolds are also rooted in interactional logic, even if the protagonists are “caught”
in the situation and interpret it on the basis of structural interactions. Additionally, following
on from this first point, the protagonists are related to one another through a system of
interdependences, and accordingly their decisions, anticipations and possible calculations are
informed by the decisions, anticipations and calculations of both their partners and their
opponents: Goffman calls this “mutual anticipation”. The individuals and groups involved
co-produce the event, in a structurally determined normative frame, which means that the
relationships established between the actors are also cooperative ones, since the actors

G. Zwerman, G. Steinhoff, D. Della Porta, “Disappearing social movements: clandestinity in the cycle of New Left
protest in the United States, Japan, Germany, and Italy, Mobilization, 5, 2000, 85-104; G. Zwerman, G. Steinhoff,
“When activists ask for trouble: state-dissident interactions and the New Left Cycle of resistance in the United
States and Japan”, in C. Davenport, H. Johnston, C. Mueller (eds), Repression and Mobilization..., 85-107.

1. V. Okión Solano, “El movimiento de acción revolucionaria. Una historia de radicalización política”, in V. Okión
Solano, M. García Ugarte, Movimientos armados en México, siglo XX (Mexico: El Colegio de Michoacán/CIESAS,
2006), 417-60; R. Robinet, “La victoire du prolétariat ou la mort”.

2. J.-F. Bayart, A. Mbembe, A. Toulabor, Le politique par le bas en Afrique noire. Contributions à une problém-
atique de la démocratie (Paris: Karthala, 1992); A. Bayat, Street Politics. Poor People's Movements in Iran (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1997); J. C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak (New Haven, Yale University Press,
1985); The Art of not Being Governed. An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (Yale: Yale University
Press, 2009).

3. See for instance J. Bushnell, Moscow Graffitis. Language and Subculture (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990); H.
Flam, Mosaic of Fear...; H. Johnston, D. Snow, “Subcultures of opposition and social movements: The Estonian
national opposition, 1940-1990”, Sociological Perspectives, 41, 1998, 473-97; C. Mueller, “Hybrid exit repertoires
in a disintegrating Leninist regime”, American Journal of Sociology, 105, 1999, 697-735; M. Osa, Solidarity and
Contention...; H. Johnston, “‘Let's get small’: the dynamics of (small) contention in repressive states”, Mobiliza-
tion: An International Journal, 11(2), 2006, 195-212. See also on Cuba, Marie-Laure Geoffray, “Culture, politique
et contestation à Cuba (1989-2009). Une sociologie politique des modes d'action non conventionnels en con-
texte autoritaire”, PhD thesis in political science, Paris, Institut d'études politiques, 2010.

4. D. Waddington, K. Jones, C. Critcher, Flashpoints. Studies in Public Disorder (New York: Routledge, 1989);
O. Fillieule, Stratégies de la rue...

5. D. Waddington, F. Jobard, M. King (eds), Rioting in the UK and France...
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negotiate a practical agreement on their perception of what is at stake, on rules of good
conduct, and on boundary crossing.

At this level of analysis, the impasses of the structural sociology of mobilizations and the
methodological issues discussed earlier are resolved. Admittedly, the literature has progres-
sively acknowledged that tactical repertoires are the product of a permanent construction
between state structures and protest movements,1 and Tilly2 has pointed out the need to
start from the observation of the actual events and simultaneously analyze the ways in which
state actors define the environment in which individuals move, the place occupied in this
environment by the media and target audiences, as well as the ways in which protest groups
contribute to altering the conditions in which individuals act. Yet this acknowledgment has
yet to result in a properly structured research agenda. “The attention to individual episodes,
innovations, successes and failures in claim making, which affected subsequent claim making
with respect to similar issues”3 still retains a strong objectivist bias.4

We argue that understanding the mechanisms at the core of repressive episodes entails paying
heed to the rationales of interaction and to the performance of agents of repression and
protestors alike, to the conditions of their adoption, their transformations and their exten-
sion. In other words, it is necessary to focus on the consistency of the means available and
effectively used and on the uncertain relations between structural constraints, practical
dilemmas and strategic interactions.5 This approach holds that actors rely on their experience
to settle on a course of conduct and decode current situations, but also to decide what needs
to be done; as the action unfolds, the discrepancies between anticipation and reality leads
them to make strategic adjustments. This model has two main benefits in that, first, it
includes a theory of the actor, and secondly, it brings a more precise specification of the
relation between structure and event to the table – in other words, of the dynamic of social
processes. Methodologically speaking, this implies combining the macro and meso-socio-
logical dimensions with the micro-sociological one, which means raising the question of the
individual effects of repression, of the way individuals invest modes of action with their own
attitudes and knowledge, their motives and perceptions.

Bring the actor back in

W
hile the question of the individual effects of repression is largely present in the
literature, no effort whatsoever is generally made to link individual trajectories
with organizational strategies and contexts.6 Existing studies thus merely address

the factors of engagement, of radicalization and withdrawal, focusing on causal explanations
and disregarding the temporal development of experience.

1. O. Fillieule, D. Della Porta (eds), Police et manifestants....
2. C. Tilly, Contentious Performances (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).
3. C. Tilly, Contentious Performances, 79.
4. P. Balsiger, “Le legs de Charles Tilly à la sociologie des mobilisations”, Revue française de science politique,
59(6), December 2009, 1276-80; O. Fillieule, “Tombeau pour Charles Tilly. Répertoires, performances et strat-
égies d'action”, in O. Fillieule, É. Agrikoliansky, I. Sommier (eds), Penser les mouvements sociaux. Conflits sociaux
et contestations dans les sociétés contemporaines (Paris: La Découverte, 2010), 77-100.

5. O. Fillieule, D. Tartakowsky, La manifestation (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2008).
6. D. Della Porta, Social Movements...; O. Fillieule, “Disengagement from radical organizations. a process and
multi-level model of analysis”, in B. Klandermans, C. Van Stralen (eds), Movements in Times of Transition (Min-
nesota: University of Minnesota Press, forthcoming).

❘ REVUE FRANÇAISE DE SCIENCE POLITIQUE ❘ ENGLISH ❘ VOL. 61 No 6

18 ❘ Hélène Combes and Olivier Fillieule

                        D
ocum

ent dow
nloaded from

 w
w

w
.cairn-int.info - Institut d'E

tudes P
olitiques de P

aris -   - 193.54.67.92 - 10/04/2018 16h11. ©
 P

resses de S
ciences P

o 



For a career approach
Pursuing approaches of individual activism in terms of “career”,1 in the sense of Becker,2

offers a way out of this quandary. Without going into detail on the theoretical and meth-
odological requirements of this perspective here, we will emphasize a few aspects of it that
bear directly upon our concerns.

As it takes into consideration processes and the permanent dialectic between individual
history, institution and situations, the career approach enables us to understand how, at
each stage of an individual’s biography, behavior is determined by past behavior and in turn
informs the field of possibles to come, thereby situating periods of engagement in their entire
life cycle. Hence, the notion of career gives us the opportunity to consider together the
questions of predispositions to activism, of introduction to activism, and of the differences
and variations over time of the forms of engagement (such as radicalization and withdrawal).
This marks a clear break with the majority of studies that stick to correlating the individual’s
social properties (sex, age, class membership, degree of relative deprivation) with attitudes
towards repression, neglecting the fact that these properties only make sense within the
configuration in which they are actualized.

Being mindful of the configurations in which actors move at the various stages of their
trajectories, leads us to formulate a few general remarks.

First, individual changes of attitude and behavior due to repression do not follow an action/
reaction pattern; they are part of long and complex processes, as evidenced by a host of
recent research on radicalization, introduction to armed struggle and clandestinity.3

Second, attempting to model changes of behavior on the basis of a rational-choice conception
of action does not make sense. However refined the explanatory models of the individual
effects of repression in terms of costs/benefits may get, they are particularly inadequate to
explain sets of decisions that we can only begun to understand through a comprehensive
approach paying heed to the motives put forward by actors, and relating them to their
structural positions.4 It should be noted, moreover, that the available literature is disappoint-
ingly inarticulate on this point: researchers have focused their efforts on defining and meas-
uring positive and negative incentives, with findings that were often interesting in and of
themselves, but of little use in terms of modeling.

Lastly, the configurational rationales that account for the heterogeneity of the individual
effects of repression must be interpreted in the context of interconnected levels of

1. Howard Becker, Outsiders (Glencoe: Free Press, 1966).
2. For instance: O. Fillieule, “Some elements of an interactionist approach to political disengagement”, Social
Movement Studies, 9(1), 2010, 1-15; “Disengagement from radical organizations...”; J. Horgan, Walking Away from
Terrorism (London: Routledge, 2009).

3. R. Bertrand, “ ‘Plus près d'Allah’. L'itinéraire social et idéologique d'Imam Samudra, terroriste et militant
islamiste indonésien”, in A. Collovald, B. Gaïti (eds), La démocratie aux extrêmes (Paris: La Dispute, 2006),
201-22; L. Gayer, “Le parcours du combattant: une approche biographique des militants sikhs du Khalistan”,
Questions de recherche du CERI, 28, 2009, <http://www.ceri-sciences-po.org/publica/question/qdr28.pdf>;
I. Sommier, “Une expérience ‘incommunicable’? Les ex-militants d'extrême gauche français et italiens”, in O. Fil-
lieule (ed.), Le désengagement militant, 171-88; La violence révolutionnaire; A. Collovald, B. Gaïti, “Questions sur
une radicalisation politique”, in A. Collovald, B. Gaïti (eds), La démocratie aux extrêmes, 19-45; T. Björgo,
J. Horgan, (eds), Leaving Terrorism Behind...; J. Horgan, Walking Away from Terrorism; A. Blom, “Les ‘martyrs’
jihadistes veulent-ils forcément mourir? Une approche émique de la radicalisation autosacrificielle au Pakistan”,
Revue française de science politique, 61(5), 2011, 867-91.

4. J. Elster, Le désintéressement. Traité critique de l'homme économique (Paris: Seuil, 2009).
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organizational contexts and rationales. First, behaviors in response to repression must be
related to the perception of repression in a given space and in a given context (particularly
in reference to the memory of past events), as well as to the value placed on a given type of
response to repression in a given region of the social space (honor, revenge...), considering
that individuals have diverse pre-existing allegiances (brotherhoods, guilds, clans, com-
munity networks). Second, at the meso level of organizations, we need to be particularly
aware of the transformations of opportunities for engagement under the effect of repres-
sion (disappearing, breaking up, going underground, or conversely intensifying action and
recruiting massively), while keeping in mind that they are also informed by the way in
which groups encourage or discourage engagement through their public image and a range
of tools for selection, used to filter potential members in or out and orient their activities.
We also need to relate individual behaviors to the modalities of organizational socializa-
tions, i.e. “the multiple socializing effects of activism, themselves in part determined by
organizational rules and modes of operation, understood as a set of constraints (status,
proposed or reserved activities, leadership, and so on)”.1 In what follows, without laying
claim to exhaustiveness, we list a few mechanisms useful to better grasp the individual
effects of repression.

Individual trajectories and repression
In the literature, we find scattered comments on the different effects of repression on
individual trajectories depending on socio-biological criteria. Differences in social back-
grounds and the lateral possibilities they allow are predominantly covered. Combes,2 for
instance, shows that in Mexico, while it is always possible for members of the elites and
of the middle class to leave hotbeds of repression, this is rarely the case for the most socially
underprivileged who, once they have been identified and targeted by the repression, often
have no choice beyond radicalization and exit. More broadly, levels of education, of unem-
ployment or professional insertion are sometimes considered as factors explaining a frus-
tration that is conducive to radicalization, but these findings are strongly nuanced by
several studies that show that levels of relative frustration have ultimately little relation to
trajectories of radicalization.3 Regarding gender, based on the observation that repression
takes on different forms depending on whether it targets men or women, some studies
emphasize the gender determination of modes of response to repression. Thus, it seems
that the “mothers of the disappeared” movements managed to grow in Latin America first
and foremost because they were perceived as unthreatening by the authorities. The case
of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, in Argentina, is very much a paradigmatic one in
this respect.4 When women started organizing illegal demonstrations in April 1977 to
protest against the “disappearance” of their children, husbands and friends, the govern-
ment initially reacted by calling them crazy, and only made a few arrests, a response that

1. O. Fillieule, “Disengagement from radical organizations...”.
2. H. Combes, “Gestion des manifestations dans le Mexique des années 1990”, 229-56.
3. For instance, on Pakistani jihadists: C. Fair, “Who are Pakistan's militants and their families?”, Terrorism and
Political Violence, 20(1), 2008, 49-65; V. Asel, C. Fair, S. Shellman, “Consenting to a child's decision to join a
jihad: insights from a survey of militant families in Pakistan”, Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, 31(1), 2008,
973-94.

4. J. Simpson, J. Bennett, The Disappeared (London: Robson Books, 1985); M. Agosin, The Mothers of Plaza de
Mayo (Trenton: The Red Sea Press, 1990); M. Guzman Bouvard, Revolutionizing Motherhood. The Mothers of
the Plaza de Mayo (Wilmongton: Scholarly Resources Inc, 1994).
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appears particularly moderate considering the frequent recourse to torture and assassina-
tion at the time.1

Findings on the influence of pre-existing networks are more consistent. The existence of
groups and networks structured prior to the beginning of repression seems in most cases to
favor trajectories of radicalization and make withdrawal and defection more difficult.2 In the
Southern Cone (Argentina, Chile, Uruguay), Loveman stresses the importance of the activist
networks that existed before authoritarian regimes came into power to explain the emergence
– or lack thereof – of human rights organizations.3 In a study on anti-nuclear movements
in Germany, Opp and Roehl show that while repression does have a negative effect on
popular mobilization, it encourages the development of micro-mobilizations led by the
people who had ties to the victims of repression through their social networks.4 Lastly, and
most convincingly, in societies with deep-rooted clan or caste solidarity, repression generally
prompts phenomena of “block recruitment”, both offering material resources for effective
action (learning of violence, mentoring, armament) and drastically reducing the field of what
is conceivable. Grosjean and Dorronsoro5 show this aptly in the case of the PKK and of the
Kurdish Hezbollah: these organizations recruit blocks of new members, mobilizing entire
families from the same villages and associations, not unlike the role of qawm in Afghanistan
described by Dorronsoro earlier.6

It appears, to be more precise, that the impact of pre-existing social networks varies
depending on whether the repression is targeted or indiscriminate.7 When the leaders and
the most active members of a movement are targeted, the demobilization of the less com-
mitted activists and of simple sympathizers is more likely. However, when repression indis-
criminately affects activists and sympathizers alike, or even members of the population sus-
pected of supporting them, the extension of the mobilization and radicalization become
more likely. France is a case in point: the “collective responsibility” policy applied to the
FLN arguably played a significant role in the engagement of large sectors of the population
in the war; so is Algeria with its more recent response to Islamist movements.8

We also need to consider the existence and the succession of “micro cohorts” of activists,
joining and sometimes leaving organizations at various stages of repression. Many studies
on trajectories of radicalization in revolutionary movements in the 1970s under the effect

1. While the lower levels of repression endured by these movements of “mothers” evidently owes largely to
gender stereotypes, the recourse to this type of action can obviously not be reduced to a deliberate strategy
of minimization of risks and costs. Charles Payne emphasizes this point in his discussion of the more lenient
treatment of African-American women in the civil rights movement. He explains that while women underwent
specific forms of oppression, very few of them were lynched in the South and they were less often the direct
targets of police violence following the post-1966 radicalization. Payne qualifies these observations by showing
that the racial dimension largely attenuates the moderation of this violence towards women.

2. K. D. Opp, P. Voss, C. Gern, Origins of a Spontaneous Revolution: East Germany, 1989 (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1995); H. Flam, “Standard deliberative and decision-making settings”, in H. Flam (ed.), States
and Anti-Nuclear Movements (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 299-328; H. Johnston, “‘Let's get
small’...”, 195-212.

3. M. Loveman, “High-risk collective action...”, 477-525.
4. K. D. Opp, W. Roehl, “Repression, micromobilization, and political protest”.
5. O. Grojean, G. Dorronsoro, “Engagement militant et phénomènes de radicalisation chez les kurdes de Turquie”,
ejts.org, 2004, <http://ejts.revues.org/index198.html>.

6. G. Dorronsoro, La révolution afghane (Paris: Karthala, 2001).
7. T. D. Mason, D. A. Krane, “The political economy of death squads: toward a theory of the impact of state-
sanctioned terror”, International Studies Quarterly, 33, 1989, 175-98.

8. M. Hafez, Why Muslims Rebel..., 82.
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of repression argue that radicalization more easily affected those who did not experience the
initial phase, but joined the movement afterwards, at the peak of the cycle of mobilization.
This seems to be corroborated by a rise in the levels of violence with the second or even
third generation of activists.1 The reasons are legion. Here we will refer especially to the
research of Steinhoff and Zwerman, demonstrating that in Japan, as well as in the USA, the
first generations of activists generally withdraw at the moment when repression leads to the
development of the clandestine armed struggle; they are replaced by others, younger and
with different backgrounds. In the US, the second cohort includes more African-Americans,
a substantial proportion of working-class members and various minorities, recruited from
public and community colleges, organizations fighting against poverty, and gangs. In Japan,
while the movement started amongst university-educated elites, it has spread to young
workers, marginalized members of society and Korean residents born in Japan, who are
deprived of their civil rights. For both authors, these social differences are most likely a
factor of radicalization.

More generally, this effectively illustrates that, contrary to a homogenous vision of collectives,
it is necessary to pay attention to two interconnected dimensions to understand the diversity
of the individual effects of repression within a single movement: on the one hand, the
succession of activist generations brings to the forefront of the analysis the internal dynamics
of recruitment and selection, the transformations of collective identities and the resulting
organizational and ideological changes;2 and, on the other hand, this ebb and flow of mili-
tants must be correlated with a historical period that includes a succession of repressive
events. Traumatic episodes, such as the killing of Fred Hampton and Mark Clark by the
Chicago police in December 1969 or the “battle of Valle Giulia” in Rome on 1 March 1967,
constitute “socializing events,” the weight and individual consequences of which depend, in
fact, on earlier socializing events and on the particular generation of activists. Furthermore,
the specific forms repression assumes for a given cohort produce a range of socializing effects
that lay the foundations for generational phenomena. Analysts for instance often consider
the experience of prison and torture crucial: they serve as incubators of activism and of
intense forms of socialization, and may indeed redefine identities.3

Lastly, the importance of the succession of generations of activists in understanding the
individual effects of repression also raises questions about transmission of the memory of
struggles, which could be disrupted and facilitate withdrawal when repression decimates an
entire generation, as Bennani-Chraïbi shows with respect to the disappearance of militants
from the left and the far-left on Moroccan campuses in the 1970s.4

The reference to socializing experiences in prison brings us to the impact of institutions on
individual trajectories. The influence of activist organizations, particularly in repressive con-
texts, is particularly important here. This secondary socialization may sometimes assume the

1. D. Della Porta, Social Movements...; I. Sommier, La violence révolutionnaire.
2. O. Fillieule, “Propositions pour une analyse processuelle de l'engagement individuel”, Revue française de sci-
ence politique, 51(1-2), 2001, 199-215 (209).

3. G. Kepel, Exils et Royaumes (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 1994) on Egypt; L. Bucaille, Génération Intifada
(Paris: Hachette, 1996) on Palestine; L. Martinez, The Algerian Civil War... on Algeria; Haenni, “Banlieues indoc-
iles. Sur la politisation des quartiers périphériques du Caire”, PhD thesis, Paris, Institut d'études politiques, 2001
on Egypt; Larzillière, “Tchétchénie: le djihad reterritorialisé”, Critique internationale, 20, 2003, 151-64 on
Chechnya; R. Bertrand, “‘Plus près d'Allah’...” 201-22 on Indonesia.

4. M. Bennani-Chraïbi, “Parcours, cercles et médiations à Casablanca: tous les chemins mènent à l'action asso-
ciative de quartier”, in M. Bennani-Chraïbi, O. Fillieule (eds), Résistances..., 293-352.
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form of explicit inculcations. Their goal is to homogenize activists’ categories of thought and
their way of acting within the organization and on behalf of it, but most of the time they
relate to a “logic of practice” that operates beyond the level of consciousness.1 If, as Gerth
and Wright Mills put it, “institutions imprint their stamps upon the individual, modifying
his external conduct as well as his inner life”,2 then we need to examine both the content
and the methods of the process of institutional socialization, which can be broken down as
follows:3 on the one hand, the acquisition of resources (“know-how” and “wisdom”), which
obviously depend on the other capital held prior to engagement; on the other, the acquisition
of an ideology. Lastly, in order to consider the degree of redistribution of activists’ networks
of sociability, both in the activist sphere and in other social sub-worlds, we need to study
both individual and collective identities.

Here, research in social psychology helps us greatly to understand the mechanisms of attach-
ment to a group and continued faithfulness to a cause in the face of repression. The main-
tenance of attachment is based on two mechanisms: sacrifice and investment. The higher
the sacrifice made to join a group and remain committed to it, the higher the cost of
defection; the cost of activism, in this sense, determines its price. The more efforts have been
made, the more it is difficult to admit that they have been vain. The notion of investment,
on the other hand, brings us back to the existence of alternatives. The more individuals are
caught up in a system that is the only one to distribute rewards and costs, the more they
remain committed. Attachment breeds cohesion; cohesion, defined as the range of affective
ties that exist between individuals, is based on the two mechanisms of renunciation and
communion.4 Renunciation refers to a withdrawal from all social relationships outside the
group. Communion designates all the ways to reinforce the feeling of belonging to a com-
munity brought together by a dialectic of unanimity-exclusion. Ensuring cohesion requires
means and techniques of control, from the most subtle to the most extreme, such as mor-
tification and denial. Mortification is renouncing one’s desires and interests, giving up one’s
private identity to identify with a group. Denial, on the other hand, refers to unconditional
dedication to an authority, and to the members’ internalization of what the group says and
wants. The more exclusive the organizations, the more these mechanisms of attachment are
likely to impact individuals and cause phenomena of conversion and alternation, in the sense
used by Berger and Luckman.5

As it happens, repression mechanically encourages the development of exclusive organiza-
tions. Faced with the risks of infiltration, arrest, and the dismantling of activist networks,
they become progressively cut off from the outside world and adopt strict codes of conduct
that often leads them to a state of isolation that is conducive to the construction of tight-knit
emotional communities.6

1. P. Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1992).
2. H. Gerth, C. Wright Mills, Character and Social Structure. The Psychology of Social Institutions (London: Rout-
ledge & Kegan Paul, 1954), 173.

3. O. Fillieule, B. Pudal, “Sociologie du militantisme”, in O. Fillieule, É. Agrikoliansky, I. Sommier (eds), Penser les
mouvements sociaux..., 163-84; O. Fillieule, “Some elements of an interactionist approach to political
disengagement”.

4. R. M. Kanter, Commitment and Community. Communes and Utopias in Sociological Perspective (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1972).

5. P. L. Berger, T. Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality. A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (New
York: Anchor Books, 1966).

6. M. Crenshaw, “How terrorism declines”, Terrorism and Political Violence, 3(1), 1991, 69-87; W. Laqueur, The
Age of Terrorism (Boston: Little Brown, 1987); D. Della Porta, Social Movements....
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This final observation is another reminder that, in order to understand the individual effects
of repression, we need to consider the contextual, organizational and individual levels jointly.

Hélène Combes and Olivier Fillieule

Hélène Combes is a CNRS research officer and a member of the CERI research team (Sciences Po
Paris). Her publications include the volume Faire parti. Trajectoires de gauche au Mexique (Paris: Kar-
thala, 2011). She has also co-edited several journal issues: “Enquêter dans les partis politiques”, RIPC,
17(4), 2010; “Observer les mobilisations”, Politix, 93, 2011; “El clientelismo en debate”, Desacatos, 36,
2011 (<http://www.ciesas.edu.mx/desacatos/ini.html>). Together with Julien Fretel, she coordinates the
Groupe d’études des organisations et partis politiques (GEOPP) of the Association française de science
politique (Sciences Po Paris-CERI, 56 rue Jacob, 75006 Paris <combes@ceri-sciences-po.org>).

Olivier Fillieule is a CNRS director of research and a member of CRAPUL (Centre de recherche sur
l’action politique de l’Université de Lausanne). He teaches political sociology at the University of Lau-
sanne. Among his most recent publications are: Demonstrations (Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2012)
and “The independent psychological effects of participation in demonstrations”, Mobilization, An Inter-
national Journal, 17(3): 489-502. Further information about his research activities and publications can
be found on his website: <http://people.unil.ch/olivierfillieule/> (Université de Lausanne, IEPI, Anthro-
pole, 1015 Lausanne, Switzerland <olivier.fillieule@unil.ch>).
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