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For the last two centuries, organized demonstrati-
on marches have been widely used as a means of
political protest, and there is little sign that taking
to the streets to register support for, or opposition
to, a cause has lost its appeal in the twenty-first
century. Although they share certain elements, ho-
wever, the success of demonstration marches and
their ability to achieve the results desired by orga-
nizers and supporters vary considerably.

On 25 and 26 February 2005, scholars from a
number of different countries and backgrounds in
history, political science, anthropology, psycholo-
gy, and geography, and people with practical ex-
perience in the organization of demonstration mar-
ches met at the German Historical Institute Lon-
don to discuss the changing forms, elements, and
outcomes of demonstration marches since the ni-
neteenth century. Instead of focusing on individu-
al demonstrations, each paper had a comparative
perspective. The presenters were asked to discuss
the use of symbols, rituals, and traditions; the aims
and expectations of the marchers; their interaction
with the media, politicians, the police, and onloo-
kers; the significance and use of space; the import-
ance of numbers; the problem of violence versus
peaceful protest; how the success of demonstrati-
on marches could be measured; and their legacy.

Hagen Schulze (Director, German Historical In-
stitute London) opened the conference and wel-
comed the participants. Thereafter Matthias Reiss
(London), who had planned and organized the con-
ference, briefly summarized some of the guiding
questions, before Clifford Stott (Liverpool) presen-
ted the keynote speech: *Overcoming the Histo-
rical Legacy of Gustave LeBon: Identity and the
Social Dynamics of the Crowd.” Stott stressed the
historical context in which ideas of crowd psycho-
logy first developed in nineteenth-century France.
Born out of a framework of social tensions and
upheaval in which the crowd was the lower clas-
ses’ only weapon to create change in their favour,
crowd psychology seemed to offer the promise of
manipulating and controlling the crowd as well as

harnessing its revolutionary potential. The crowd
was understood as a pathological intrusion into
the social order which had no normative struc-
ture and had to be controlled by the use of over-
whelming force. This view, popularized but not in-
vented by LeBon, became highly influential and
still often determines the authorities’ approach to
crowd control today. However, Stott stressed that
police tactics based on LeBon’s theory often pro-
voked the violence they were designed to prevent.
New theories of crowd psychology have success-
fully overcome the legacy of LeBon. They hold
that crowd behaviour is driven by social identity
and that changing the contexts of events also re-
sults in changes in the psychology of the crowd.
Stott explained these new theories and the limitati-
ons of the old ideas using the example of the Anti-
Poll Tax Riot which took place in London on 31
March 1990, and the policing of football fans du-
ring the 2004 European Championship in Portugal.

The first session, on *The Long Nineteenth Cen-
tury’, was chaired by Jon Lawrence (Cambridge)
and opened by Pia Nordblom (Mainz), who spoke
on ’Resistance, Protest and Demonstrations in Eu-
rope in the early Nineteenth Century: The ,,Ham-
bacher Fest” of 1832°. Nordblom placed the cele-
bration at Hambach into the context of widespread
social and political protest in Europe in the early
1830s. Compared with the revolutionary activities
elsewhere in Europe, Hambach was a peaceful af-
fair in the traditional form of a public festival, but
imbued with a new political meaning. Nordblom
described the long procession to the castle of Ham-
bach, which reminded contemporaries of the mass
progression of Napoleon’s armies, the use of co-
lours and symbols by the participants, and the or-
der of the procession. All in all, between 20,000
and 30,000 people from a broad social background
attended the festival, but the organizers tried to
keep the poor away. Nevertheless, in many com-
munities in the Rhine area the lower classes rioted
after the festival, and the Bavarian authorities reac-
ted by taking punitive measures which contributed
considerably to the violence in the area after the
festival. Nordblom concluded by commenting on
the changing and lasting legacy of the festival in
Germany’s political culture.

Hugh L. Agnew (Washington, D.C.) followed
with a paper on ’Demonstrating the Nation: Sym-
bol, Ritual, and Political Protest in Bohemia, 1867-
1875’. Reforms within the Habsburg Empire after
the war with Italy in 1859 opened the way for the
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transformation of the Czech nationalist movement
into a mass-based political phenomenon. Accor-
ding to Agnew, a number of public manifestations
of the late 1860s and early 1870s in Bohemia we-
re symptoms of this gradual transformation. They
included celebrations of the return of the coronati-
on regalia from Vienna to Prague and the laying of
the foundation stone of the new National Theatre,
but especially the series of mass protest meetings
called "people’s camps’ (tdbory lidu) that expres-
sed the nationalist reaction to the Ausgleich with
Hungary and the ensuing December constitution in
Cisleithania. The tdbor movement drew on foreign
examples, in particular, the mass meetings organi-
zed by Daniel O’Connell in Ireland, but it also ad-
apted symbols and rituals from domestic sources
that were to remain recurrent features of Czech po-
litical demonstrations throughout the remainder of
the century and beyond. Agnew explained the va-
rious symbols and procedures common to the cele-
brations and demonstrations, including the use of
the traditional heraldic symbols of the Kingdom of
Bohemia and aspects of its coronation rituals, the
application of colours to represent political positi-
ons, the use of song and music, and the selection
of specific locations for protest. In addition, he as-
sessed the effectiveness of these manifestations in
changing policy and winning popular support.
Birgitta Bader-Zaar’s (Vienna) paper, ’,,With
Banners Flying“: A Comparative View of Wo-
men’s Suffrage Demonstrations 1907-1914°, con-
cluded the first session. Providing case studies
from Britain, Austria, France, Germany, and the
United States, Bader-Zaar explained the various
ways in which female demonstrators dealt with
the constraints they faced when moving in pub-
lic spaces. Moderate suffrage organizations em-
phasized respectability and circumvented possible
antagonism either by encouraging women to use
cars and carriages, thus avoiding setting foot on
the streets, or by organizing orderly, well-planned
processions. Especially in England and the Uni-
ted States, the processions were characterized by
a rich use of symbols such as suffrage colours,
banners, floats, and pageants, all emphasizing fe-
minine civic values. The militant Women’s Social
and Political Union joined in staging spectacular
demonstrations that drew impressive numbers of
participants and onlookers, but reverted to radical
tactics such as raids on Parliament when its expec-
tations of success were disappointed. The publicity
around these events encouraged the Labour Move-

ment in Britain to commit itself to the women’s
franchise, and, in contrast to the moderate suffrage
movement, the radicals’ protests were largely mo-
delled on traditional labour demonstrations consis-
ting of assembled crowds marching on foot. Ac-
cording to Bader-Zaar, interest in demonstrations
began to fade shortly before the First World War.
In England it became difficult to make every new
procession more impressive and entertaining than
the previous one. Movements on the Continent still
hesitated to adopt this tactic, and the Labour Move-
ments in Austria and Germany questioned its chan-
ces of success. Militants in the United States began
to give up marching, preferring instead to picket
a prominent spot, the White House. Nevertheless,
demonstrations were important for the integration
of suffragists in the movement, and for publicizing
the cause. The ultimate decision concerning wo-
men’s enfranchisement, however, lay in the hands
of governments and parliaments, which could only
be brought round under specific political conditi-
ons.

The second session, ’Protest between the World
Wars’, was chaired by Richard Bessel (York). In
his paper ’Between Peace and Order: Demobiliza-
tion and the Politics of the Street in Britain and
Germany, 1917-1921°, Adam R. Seipp (College
Station, Texas) discussed the discrepancy between
the support the war enjoyed for most of its durati-
on and the rejection of its legacy in both defeated
and victorious countries when demobilization be-
gan. Using evidence from demonstrations in Mu-
nich and Manchester, Seipp argued that this transi-
tion can best be understood as a crisis of reciproci-
ty. The rhetoric in both cities was based on the idea
that service during the war legitimized grievances
and deserved reward. Not only members of the ar-
med forces, but the entire social milieu of those
who had served, were depicted as having made sa-
crifices, and women and non-combatants were ab-
le to harness this flexibility to make space for their
own demands. Seipp explained the need to frame
the protest in both cities within a rhetoric of loyal-
ty by arguing that the period of demobilization was
still *wartime’, when protest was easily coded as
disloyalty. In Manchester, the protesters’ efforts to
demonstrate within the boundaries of loyalty ren-
dered their activities ineffective, while in Munich,
the Jews were used as scapegoats to permit coded
criticism of the government.

Matthias Reiss (London) spoke on ’Marching on
the Capital: National Protest Marches of the Un-
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employed in Interwar Great Britain’. In the 1920s
and 1930s, four organizations in Britain organized
national protest marches to London or Edinbur-
gh: the National League of the Blind, the Natio-
nal Unemployed Workers” Movement, the Jarrow
Borough Council, and the British Campaigners’
Association. Each of these organizations contribu-
ted in its own way to this form of political pro-
test, which reached its peak in 1936. In additi-
on, each enjoyed different levels of political sup-
port and had different resources at its disposal. All
marches were two-act dramas and shared many
common features. The march to the capital ser-
ved to demonstrate strength and the urgency of
the marchers’ cause, as well as to mobilize sup-
port, collect funds, and disseminate information.
Former servicemen and non-combatants alike pre-
sented themselves as forgotten heroes of the Great
War and tried to convey an image of military order
to emphasize their respectability and deserving-
ness. The climax of each march was the arrival
of the marchers in the capital, where mass mee-
tings for their reception were held. Afterwards, the
marchers attempted to present their case to Parlia-
ment or to Cabinet members, but were rarely suc-
cessful. All governments defended representation
as the exclusive privilege of elected Members of
Parliament. Reiss concluded that historians are still
divided about whether the marches were success-
ful and argued that they probably worked best as
a means of information, as the street was the most
effective mass medium to which the unemployed
had unrestricted access.

The conference continued on the following day
with a session on ’Protest in the City’, chaired by
David Gilbert (London). In "Demonstrating in Zu-
rich between 1830 and 1940: From Bourgeois Pro-
test to Proletarian Street Politics’, Christian Kol-
ler (Zurich) explained that demonstration marches
became popular in this Swiss city during the last
quarter of the nineteenth century. Organized pro-
test in the era of bourgeois revolutions up to 1870
took the form of assemblies, but the emerging La-
bour Movement merged this form of protest with
other traditions and created the classical demons-
tration march, for which the May Day demons-
tration soon became the model. Until the end of
the First World War, the Social Democratic Labour
Movement was the only political force in Zurich
to organize demonstration marches. In the 1920s,
the Communists copied this form of protest, and
in the early 1930s, the Swiss fascists contended

with the left for the streets as a political arena.
According to Koller, both the bourgeois assemb-
lies and as the proletarian marches tried to convey
the impression that the claims of their respective
movements were supported by large numbers of
citizens. In addition, the Labour Movement’s de-
monstration marches also intended to show that the
workers were not a rebellious mob, but a discipli-
ned class fighting for its rights by peaceful means.
Nevertheless, the Labour Movement’s marches in-
to the bourgeois area of the town symbolized the
proletarian attack on this class, which conferred
a certain ambiguity on these demonstrations. Alt-
hough both bourgeois protest meetings and organi-
zed proletarian street politics were intended to be
peaceful, from time to time proletarian street poli-
tics slipped from Social Democratic control, lea-
ding to street battles with the police or military
forces. In the early 1930s the emergence of the fa-
scists as new actors in street politics also led to an
increase in everyday political street violence. Whi-
le the bourgeois protest assemblies twice success-
fully initiated far-reaching constitutional changes
(in 1830 and in 1867-8), the success of the socia-
list demonstration marches is more difficult to as-
sess. Few of these marches resulted in immediate
action by the political élite. Koller thus suggested
that the main achievement of the socialist demons-
tration marches was to give the abstract concepts
of class and class struggle concrete expression by
institutionalizing and ritualizing a certain form of
collective body politic.

Neil Jarman’s (Belfast) paper was entitled * Ano-
ther Form of Troubles: Parades, Protests, and the
Northern Ireland Peace Process, 1995-2004°. Ex-
plaining the history and role of annual comme-
morative parades for demonstrating and affirming
cultural and political identity in Northern Ireland
from the eighteenth century, Jarman focused on the
symbolic importance of these parades to Protes-
tants and Catholics after the declaration of a cea-
sefire in 1994. Since 1995 disputes about whether
the Protestant Orange Order and related organiza-
tions have a right to march along ’traditional’ pa-
rade routes in the face of opposition from local
residents and political opponents have dominated
much of the summer months, and in recent years
a number of parades have degenerated into violent
rioting and serious public disorder. Using the com-
munity of Portadown as a case study, Jarman re-
viewed the recent history of parades in Northern
Ireland while placing the disputes within their im-
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mediate political context and acknowledging their
historical antecedents. He also discussed the role
of symbols, tradition, territoriality, and power as
key elements that have underpinned and helped to
sustain the problem, before summarizing the main
attempts made by government, civil society, and
the protagonists to address the problems and esta-
blish a peaceful means of managing the culture of
parading that remains significant in the local con-
text.

Nikola D. Dimitrov (Weimar) concluded the
session with a paper on ’Street of Anger: Oppositi-
on Protests in Belgrade and Sofia during the Win-
ter Months of 1996-1997°. Although Yugoslavia
and Bulgaria had developed different types of so-
cialists system and faced different sets of problems
in the 1990s, the outcries of 1996-7 in their respec-
tive capitals were similar. Large daily rallies on the
main boulevards of Belgrade and Sofia brought to-
gether thousands of people who marched through
the city centres from one government building to
the next, shouted opposition slogans, and made as
much noise as possible. The people in both cities
utilized the same methods and their protests de-
veloped in similar ways over the winter months,
leading to considerable street violence and outrage
against the major public buildings in Belgrade and
Sofia. Nevertheless, the results of the protests we-
re strikingly different. In Bulgaria, parliamentary
elections were announced (February 1997), while
in Serbia the rivalry between the opposition lea-
ders and a much more violent response from the
government led to further years of political strug-
gle. Showing a number of images and also refer-
ring to the recent street protests in Kiev, Dimitrov
explained the use of space, satire, and irony in the
demonstration marches he focused on.

The fourth and final session on New Models
of Demonstrations’ was chaired by Irina Noviko-
va (Riga), who started by also making some re-
marks on the recent protest in the Ukrainian ca-
pital of Kiev. Speaking on ’Symbolizing ,,Peace*
in the Cold War: the British and West German
Easter Marches, 1958-1964’, Holger Nehring (Ox-
ford) compared the staging of the British and West
German anti-nuclear weapons protests in order to
show how protest traditions and the Cold War en-
vironment interacted in shaping the symbolics of
protest in both the United Kingdom and the Fe-
deral Republic of Germany. The protest form of
the *Easter March’ was imported to West Germany
from Britain in 1960, but despite this transnational

link, the symbolic politics of the marches in both
countries still depended on national political tra-
ditions and therefore differed markedly. Nehring
focused in particular on the symbolics of "peace’,
a word also used by the Soviet Union, the GDR,
and Communist Parties to legitimize their own po-
licies and denounce the West as totalitarian. This
confronted the British and West German protes-
ters with a formidable challenge when staging their
protests. At the same time, protesters had to situate
themselves within traditions of ’good politics’ and
’public peace’ in the two countries.

In contrast to Nehring, Fabian Virchow’s (Kiel)
paper 'Towards a Typology of Demonstration Mar-
ches: the Case of the Far Right in Germany’ focu-
sed on the public processions of the far right. After
the Second World War, the German far right was
long unable to use demonstration marches as part
of its political strategy. After initial attempts du-
ring the 1980s, some factions of the German far
right took up the idea of demonstrations and ral-
lies as a means of mobilizing followers and disse-
minating propaganda more systematically from the
early 1990s. Now there are rallies every weekend
in Germany, the largest of which can attract up to
5,000 participants, and a demonstration march ca-
lendar with certain fixed dates has been establis-
hed among the far right. According to Virchow,
these marches have become among the most at-
tractive and high-profile events which the far right
has to offer its young followers. On the one hand,
the marches aim to recruit new followers and ac-
tivists and are designed to season participants and
train new leaders; on the other, these demonstrati-
on marches try to increase the neo-fascist move-
ment’s chances of disseminating its propaganda.
Virchow argued that the demonstration marches of
the far right differ in various ways, depending on
the events which trigger them, their aims, and the
ways in which they try to achieve them. He con-
cluded by presenting a typology of far right mar-
ches in Germany, ranging from ’fighting demons-
trations’ to silent commemorative marches taking
place at symbolic locations.

The final paper in this session, presented by Da-
nielle Tartakowsky (Paris), was on ’Is the French
manif still specific? Mutations of French Street
Demonstrations’. Tartakowsky argued that natio-
nal repertoires of collective action with their own,
often implicit, rules came into existence in the
countries of Western Europe between the 1880s
and the First World War. These national repertoires
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provided the framework for all kinds of demonstra-
tions organized in the various countries of Europe,
even where a formal right to public demonstration
did not exist. In France, where this repertoire has
been summed up in the term manif since the 1950s,
public demonstrations played a leading part in the
main crises of the Third Republic (February 1934)
and the Fifth Republic (May/June 1968), and have
become more frequent since the 1970s. Although
most of these demonstrations were similar to tho-
se of earlier decades, Tartakowsky suggested that
the French manif is no longer as inclusive as it
used to be before the 1980s. In the last decades of
the twentieth century, new kinds of demonstrations
appeared, with new functions in political life, new
features, and partly in new places. Some of these
new demonstrations have, with the tacit agreement
of the government, become a conventional way of
interfering in politics. As a result, a de facto con-
stitutional right to demonstrate, provided the pub-
lic order is not endangered, has been introduced
by stealth in France. Tartakowsky explained that
the new kinds of demonstrations are rather diffe-
rent from what the manif used to be, and that the
systeme manifestant has been shaken by changes
in French political culture, the crisis of the tradi-
tional organizations, the irruption of new models
of demonstrations, and the circulation of other na-
tional models throughout Europe and all over the
world.

The conference concluded with a panel discus-
sion on ’Protest in the Twenty-First Century: Old
Traditions, New Developments’, which was chai-
red by Dominik Geppert (London) and brought to-
gether a number of people with practical experi-
ence of organizing demonstrations. Bertold Baur
(Frankfurt/Main) from the German Metalworkers’
Union IG Metall opened the discussion. In a short
paper he summarized IG Metall’s experience of
mobilizing its members for demonstrations, whi-
le highlighting the opportunities and risks inher-
ent in such a step. Felix Kolb (Dérverden), foun-
ding member of ATTAC Germany and a former
spokesperson for this organization, reported on the
efficiency of demonstrations in generating press
coverage and attracting new members. He also
argued that the reliance of social movements on
mass demonstrations was a weakness, as the mo-
vements could not control the interpretation of the
processions they organized. He suggested that in-
stead of judging the ’success’ of a demonstration,
one should speak of its ’outcome’. Dieter Rucht

(Berlin), who has worked extensively on contem-
porary protest and is a member of ATTAC Germa-
ny’s academic advisory board (Wissenschaftlicher
Beirat), commented on both papers. This was fol-
lowed by a general discussion.

The conference showed the various ways in
which organizers of demonstrations were influ-
enced not only by national traditions, but also by
events in other countries. The question of how this
transfer of knowledge actually took place is one
of the points which still require more clarificati-
on. While the different papers showed strong con-
tinuities between demonstrations organized by di-
verse social and political groups over time, im-
portant changes also became apparent. The desi-
re to appear respectable, for example, which do-
minated organized demonstrations from the nine-
teenth century on, became less important after the
Second World War, when irony and satire acqui-
red a more prominent role in many demonstrations
and the formerly orderly, almost military-style pro-
cessions became far less disciplined. Banners have
likewise lost their once important symbolic signifi-
cance and have been replaced by whatever people
can find. The protesters on the streets of Belgra-
de, for example, enthusiastically waved Ferrari and
other flags while demonstrating against the regime
in 1996-7. The importance of the marchers’ mo-
bility is another question which needs further re-
search. The denial of mobility is obviously signi-
ficant in certain cases, for example, the blockade
of the annual parades in Portadown by the police,
and intrusion into the territory of the class-enemy
is also a symbolic act, as the example of Zurich
shows. However, the question remains as to whe-
ther a demonstration march in general has a diffe-
rent impact from a protest meeting. Finally, the ap-
pearance of new media, for example, photography,
film, and television, and their impact on demons-
tration marches repeatedly came up in the discussi-
on. While organizers of demonstrations use the pu-
blicity which the press and other media offer, they
have little control over how a wider audience are
informed about their march. When the unemploy-
ed marched to London between the world wars,
for example, the police asked the film companies
to abstain from filming the processions in order to
deny them publicity. Photos of demonstrations are
often carefully arranged and need to be interpreted
with caution. This conference, which brought to-
gether people from various fields, will, it is hoped,
be a step towards solving these and other problems,

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.



and highlight the need for an interdisciplinary and
multinational approach to the study of demonstra-
tion marches. A publication is planned.
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