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I. Global Scenes of Contentious Politics in and over Space and Place 

 

Tehran Pars, Iran, 1970s 

 

When we got out of the house that night, I saw something that I hope nobody will 

ever see again. The whole neighborhood had been surrounded by the soldiers who 

had sneaked in quietly and stopped anyone from turning a light on…. Yes, they 

had brought four bulldozers. They forced everybody out of their homes, and then 

started to demolish them. In one house, a whole family including children went up 

on the roof top, and said ‘we won’t come out.’ But the agents destroyed the house. 

The man fell and the house collapsed on him. And the woman, as soon as she saw 

this, fainted and dropped her child from her hands. 
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The scene could have taken place in a shantytown of Buenos Aires or in a favela of Rio 

de Janeiro where state agents routinely raze poor enclaves, particularly but not 

exclusively those deemed ‘out-of-(urban)-place’. This particular one occurred in Javadieh 

in Tehran Pars, Iran, during the 1970s. The cited squatter is referring to a specific episode 

within the wave of state action against illegal housing that started in 1974 and ended in 

1977. During the 1970s, and much like their counterparts in Quito, Lima, and dozens of 

other Latin American cities, thousands of poor Iranian families invaded lands and 

subsequently demanded security of tenure, services (electricity, running water, sewer 

systems), and improvement of their dwellings, from the state. By the summer and 

autumm of 1977, writes Asef Bayat (1997, 46), “the squatter areas had emerged as battle 

grounds. The municipality’s demolition squads, escorted by hundreds of paramilitary 

soldiers, as well as dozens of bulldozers, trucks, and military jeeps, raided the settlements 

to destroy illegal dwellings and to stop their further expansion.” State repressive action 

was, Bayat continues, “normally carried out at night, when collective resistance against 

demolition was very difficult – when the residents were either in bed or away from their 

shelters. The municipal agents would ask people to come out of their dwellings and the 

bulldozers would wreck the shacks and shanties, leaving behind the rubble of tin plates, 

car tires, and mud bricks” (46). Contention over urban space was never ending: After 

state troops and officials were gone, “squatters would reappear on the ruins of their 

wrecked shelters and try once again to put together the rubble to resurrect their homes. ‘If 

they demolish even for 50 times [sic], we will rebuild again,’ said a shantytown dweller” 

(48). 
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Beijing, China, 1989 

 

When I got up in the morning, I saw students in Beijing Teacher’s were already 

marching at the campus stadium. I wanted to know what was happening in 

People’s University. I went there by bicycle. At the time that I arrived, students of 

People’s University had gone north to meet students from Beijing University. I 

then followed. By the time that I met with students of People’s University that 

had already joined with students from Beijing University and moved back again. I 

then rode back to the Friendship Hotel intersection and watched. There were 

police lines there and students from Northern Communication were stopped by 

them on the south side. When the big troops [of students] arrived, with the efforts 

from both sides, the police line soon collapsed….As soon as students pushed 

policemen aside, I rode back to Beijing Teacher’s to see what they were doing. I 

saw that students were sitting on the sidewalk outside their university. I passed the 

message: go quickly in Chegongzhuang direction, students from other universities 

are coming.  

 

 

Place-specific details aside, the frantic back-and-forth described in the above testimony 

could have come from a Seattle protester or a Bolivian rioter. This one comes from a 

student called the “liaison man” by sociologist Dingxing  Zhao. Not formally movement 

organizers, liaison men were students who “wanted to see more of the demonstration” 
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and who ended up providing crucial coordination, riding their bicycles from one 

university to another during the 1989 Beijing student movement. The very ecology of 

Beijing’s Haidian district in or around which most universities are located, one at a short 

distance from the next, facilitated liaison men’s spatial practices, as well as the rapid 

communication and diffusion of dissident ideas (Zhao 1998). 

 

 

 

Santiago del Estero, Argentina, 1993 

 

Personnel from the different precincts...as a preventive measure, carried out 

movements to simulate a stockade...covering the surroundings of the Government 

House....After a while, demonstrators from different unions started to arrive through 

various routes. [Most of the protesters] were concentrated on the main square [in 

front] of the Government House, and the rest were located at the back of the 

building....The protest atmosphere increased [and] some sectors were already trying 

to go forward, over the police stockade that was holding the crowd back with 

enormous efforts…[T]hey started to throw blunt objects (bricks, sticks, bottles, etc.) 

at the police personnel and the building as they started to move forward. [After the 

tear gas] the demonstrators withdrew but came back in new groups….When there was 

finally physical contact between the demonstrators that were angrily struggling to get 

closer to the Government House and the police personnel the situation was almost 

untenable....When faced with the seriousness of the facts, and given the lack of 
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elements for riot control, we started the retreat...[T]he protesters started to enter the 

House of Government through different places, throwing incendiary bombs into the 

building...they destroyed everything they found on their way: chairs, tables, glasses, 

windows, documents, etc. […] An estimated number of 1500 protesters, following the 

same actions that were taken in the Government House…moved towards the 

Courthouse that is located a few meters away from the House. The police personnel 

were overwhelmed and the building is more vulnerable because of the existence of 

large windows with glass and multiple entrances. 

 

 

This excerpt comes from the report written on the hot night of December 16, 1993 by a 

police agent in Santiago del Estero, Argentina. That day, the city witnessed what The 

New York Times (Dec. 18, 1993, p. 3) called "the worst social upheaval in years." Three 

public buildings – the Government House, the courthouse, and the legislature – and 

nearly a dozen of local officials' and politicians' private residences were invaded, looted, 

and burned down by thousands of public workers and residents of Santiago. State and 

municipal employees, primary and high school teachers, retired elderly, students, union 

leaders, and others demanded their unpaid salaries and pensions with arrears of three 

months, protested against the implementation of structural-adjustment policies, and 

voiced their discontent with widespread governmental corruption.  
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Miami, United States, 2003 

 

Activist Lisa Fithian arrived in Miami weeks before the November 17, 2003 meeting of 

the Free Trade Area of the Americas. She has been involved in planning protests around 

the world, from Cancún to Seattle and Prague. She was there to scrutinize the city: “My 

eye is trained,” she said, “I walk through a city, and I see a parking garage, and I think, 

That’d be a great place to drop a huge banner, or I see an open restaurant, and I think, 

That’d be a good place to escape if things get crazy. Sometimes places will tell me what 

they want ” (New York Times Magazine, November 16, 2003, p. 60). 

 

 

II. The Place of Space in the Study of Politics 

 

Squatters in Iran, students in China, police agents in Argentina, and activists in the 

United States know it well: Space, whether as a terrain to be occupied, an obstacle to be 

overcome, or as an enabler to have in mind, matters in the production of collective action. 

Space is sometimes the site, other times the object, and usually both the site and the 

object of contentious politics. 

 For the past decade, following the pioneering works of Foucault (1980; 1979) and 

Lefevbre (1991), geographers and social theorists have been making calls to incorporate 

“space” in our understandings and explanations of social phenomena.1  Space has been 

“reasserted” in contemporary social theory and analysis (Soja 1989), to the extent that, by 

now, the proposition that "the social and the spatial are inseparable and that the spatial 
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form of the social has causal effecticity" (Massey 1994, 255) is widely accepted among 

geographers and sociologists. "[S]ociety," writes geographer Doreen Massey (1994, 254), 

"is necessarily constructed spatially, and that fact -the spatial organization of society- 

makes a difference to how it works." This means that the spatial should be approached 

not merely as a product of social processes, that is space as "socially constructed," but 

also as part of the explanation of those processes, that is the social as "spatially 

constructed." Massey tells us (1984, 4):  

 

 

Spatial distributions and geographical differentiation may be the result of social 

processes, but they also affect how those processes work. 'The spatial' is not just 

an outcome; it is also part of the explanation...[it is important] for those in [the] 

social sciences to take on board the fact that the processes they study are 

constructed, reproduced and changed in a way which necessarily involves 

distance, movement and spatial differentiation. 

 

 

Despite the widely shared reassertion of “the interpretive significance of space in the 

historically privileged confines of contemporary critical thought” (Soja 1989, 11), 

research on contentious politics has been surprisingly slow in acknowledging the 

geographic constitution of contentious action. In a comprehensive review, geographers 

Martin and Miller (2003) note that among social movement researchers, for example, the 

absence of attention to the geographic structuring of collective action remains a 
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significant gap. In another insightful article devoted to thematization of space as one of 

the “silences” in the study of contentious politics, William Sewell, Jr. (2003, 52) 

acknowledges that, “[M]ost studies bring in spatial considerations only episodically, 

when they seem important either for adequate description of contentious political events 

or for explaining why particular events occurred or unfolded as they did. With rare 

exceptions, the literature has treated space as an assumed and unproblematized 

background, not as a constituent aspect of contentious politics that must be 

conceptualized explicitly and probed systematically.” In sum, space- and place-related 

dynamics usually are part of the descriptions of contentious politics but “rarely play 

significant part in analysts' explanations of what is going on" (Tilly 2000, 5).  

In an issue of the journal Mobilization specifically dedicated to the dissection of 

the place of space in the analysis of protest activity, Martin and Miller  (2003, 149) argue 

that space and place are “both context for and constitutive of dynamic processes of 

contention.” As in any other social process, contention takes place in particular 

geographical contexts and this spatial constitution affects the way in which this "sit(e)-

uated" (Pred 1990) collective practice operates.  

Truth be told, spatial sensibilities have been around since social sciences’ 

inception. A case in point is The Communist Manifesto where Marx and Engels highlight 

the spatial concentration of workers as an essential pre-condition for the mobilization of 

the industrial proletariat. 
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But with the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in number; 

it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, and it feels that 

strength more. The various interests and conditions of life within the ranks of the 

proletariat are more and more equalized, in proportion as machinery obliterates all 

distinctions of labour, and nearly everywhere reduces the wages to the same low 

level (1848/1998, 45).  

 

 

Spatial amassing in factories leads not only to an increasing force of the working class as 

a political actor but also to a shared understanding of that mounting collective might.2 

Space, Marx and Engels believed, matter as both the material and symbolic basis for 

collective action. In what reads as an anticipation of the “time-space compression” 

argument made by David Harvey (1990), The Communist Manifesto encapsulates both 

the enabling and constraining dimensions of physical space. While “miserable highways” 

hindered the “union of workers” – and thus their collective action – during the Middle 

Ages, the railways facilitates joint action during the inception of industrial capitalism: 

 

 

Now and then the workers are victorious, but only for a time. The real fruit of 

their battles lies, not in the immediate result, but in the ever expanding union of 

the workers. This union is helped on by the improved means of communication 

that are created by modern industry, and that placed the workers of different 

localities in contact with one another. It was just this contact that was needed to 
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centralize the numerous local struggles, all of the same character, into one 

national struggle between the classes. But every class struggle is a political 

struggle. And that union, to attain which the burghers of the Middle Ages, with 

their miserable highways, required centuries, the modern proletarians, thanks to 

the railways, achieve in few years. 

 

 

Feagin and Hahn (1973) provide a by now classic example of the way in which space has 

been part of the description of protest, in their case ghetto revolts, mainly in terms of the 

role played by segregation and "ghetto encapsulation." Collective behavior approaches 

have also paid some attention to the spatial dimensions of riots (McPhail 1971; 1991; 

1992; Miller 1985). As Miller (1985, 249) argues, “assembling processes” are more 

likely to occur in some cities than in others. Residential segregation, population density, 

city size, types of residential dwellings, presence or absence of barriers to street-level 

communication (railroads, rivers, highways, etc.) are major elements in the “immediate 

interaction environment” (McPhail 1971,1072) in which riots take place. Urban history 

has also been attentive to the role of space in contentious episodes. Historians of France, 

to cite one last example, are very familiar with the spatialization of insurrectionary 

processes: see, for example, Gould’s (1995) path-breaking work on the macro-level 

ecological dimensions of insurgent identities and Farge and Revel’s (1991) detailed 

description of the "vanishing children" Parisian revolt. 

 Space and place, contemporary social scientists agree, should become part of the 

understanding and explanation of contentious politics. In this brief chapter I highlight the 
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presence of a working consensus among social scientists and geographers regarding the 

recursive relation between physical and symbolic space and contentious politics: space 

and place constrain and enable (and are constrained and enabled by) contentious 

politics. This structured and structuring dimension of space and place is best summarized 

by William Sewell Jr. (2001, 5) when, referring to two particular cases of contentious 

politics (social movements and revolutions), he points out that they are not only “shaped 

and constrained by the spatial environments in which they take place, but are significant 

agents in the production of new spatial structures and relations.” Below, I survey four 

main areas around which analysts have been working towards geographically 

contextualized interpretations and explanations of contentious politics. These are: 1. 

Space as a repository of social relations; 2. Built environment as facilitator and obstacle 

in contentious politics; 3. Mutual imbrication between spatially-embedded daily life and 

protest; 4. Spaces as meaningful arenas, i.e. space as place. 

 

 

III. Space as Depository  

 

Analyses sensitive to the difference that geography, as a container of durable social 

relations, makes in the operation of social processes – from counterrevolutionary activity 

(Tilly 1964) to political culture (Putnam 1994) to forms of rule (Geertz 1981) to political 

and ethnic violence (Roldan 2002; Varshney 2002) – have been a staple in the social 

sciences. Geographers, in particular, have paid sustained attention to this dimension. A 

case in point is Routledge’s (1993) work on the peasant-based Chipko movement that 
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surfaced in India in 1972 in response to ecological destruction, an analysis highly 

sensitive to issues of physical and symbolic environment as well as space as a container 

of social relations. 

Wendy Wolford’s  (2003) penetrating analysis of the contextual dynamics 

surrounding individual decisions to join the Brazilian Movement of Rural Landless 

Workers (MST) provides an example of an approach to space as a repository of social 

relations (see also Wright and Wolford 2003 for an expanded fine-grained treatment of 

the genesis and development of the movement). Wolford compares two different groups 

within the MST movement: a group of former family farmers in Santa Catarina, in 

southern Brazil, and a group of former rural plantation workers in the estate of 

Pernambuco, in the Brazilian embattled northeast. Wolford’s question – “Why do people 

decide to join the MST?” – receives a geographically-based theoretical answer (spatial 

contexts are embedded with specific social relations critically important to the choices 

concerning participation in collective action) and an empirical one:  

 

 

In southern Brazil, small farmers who decided to join MST were tied into a 

spatially expansive form of production that they valued as part of a broader 

community. Family and community ties that were forged and re-forged through 

everyday practices working on the land helped to lower the threshold for 

participation in MST. In the northeast, on the other hand, MST found it very 

difficult to mobilize new members because social ties on the sugarcane 

plantations were too weak to facilitate mobilization and the culture of private 
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property and hierarchy made MST’s methods of land occupation appear 

illegitimate (2003, 159) 

 

 

 

IV. Space as Built Environment 

 

Although not focused on geographic differences, McAdam’s (1982) now classic work on 

the genesis and development of the civil rights movement also hints at the relevance of 

the spatial dimension in the organization of insurgency – in his case, pointing at rural 

isolation and at the system of racial domination as impediments to activism. The sheer 

physical distance built into the working of the sharecropping system was, together with 

racial violence, an obstacle to collective action inhibiting an essential ingredient in joint 

politics: co-presence. Crucial in popular contention (Tilly 2003), co-presence is both 

enabled and constrained by the built environment: “Because it is largely the networks of 

roads, city streets, canals, ports, railways, and airports that govern movement through 

space, the built environment is a major determinant of the time-distance constraints [“the 

length of time required for persons, objects, or mediated messages to get from one place 

to another”] under which social movements operate” (Sewell 2001, 60). A conclusive 

empirically-grounded statement on the impact that the built environment had on 

counterrevolutionary activity in rural areas can be found in Tilly’s 1964 classic. 
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 Zhao’s ecological analysis of the genesis and development of the Beijing student 

movement illustrates another point about the physical environment: it makes possible or 

hampers the likelihood of contention and molds its form. As Zhao (1998,1495) puts it:  

 

 

Almost all campuses in Beijing are separated from the outside by brick walls with 

only a few entrances guarded by the university’s own security forces. During the 

1989 Beijing student movement, no police or soldiers had ever gone inside 

campuses to repress students… the existence of campus walls was important for 

the development of the movement. 

 

 

Another example of the ways in which the physical environment, by shaping social 

interactions, has an impact on the unfolding of contentious politics comes from the  

Nepal’s Movement for the Restoration of Democracy (MRD) analyzed by Routledge 

(1997). During 1990, and partially encouraged by the success of democratic protest in 

Eastern Europe, the principal oppositions parties of Nepal launched the MRD to demand 

“the dismantling of the panchayat system, the restoration of parliamentary democracy, 

and the reduction of the kings’s powers to those of a constitutional monarch” (Routledge 

1997:74). Activists consciously utilized the urban topography of Patan, the city that 

served as the base of operations of the underground leadership of the movement. Many 

squares in Patan were used by militants as meeting places given that, being linked by a 

“labyrinthine web of streets, the squares afforded a protected space out of the purview of 
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the government” (1997:78). Patan’s narrow streets, furthermore, “prevented any mass 

deployment of government forces, or the deployment of armed vehicles, while aiding the 

escape of activists from the police. The interconnected network of backstreets that 

traversed the town enabled activists to avoid the main streets, and to move unhindered 

from one end of Patan to the other, or from Patan to Kathmandu without detection” 

(1997,78). Urban geography, in other words, provided activists with the free and safe 

spaces that, according to Sewell (2001, 69) are “a sine qua non of social movements.”3  

 Contentious politics takes places in physical space; activists take advantage or put 

up with spatial constraints. The Beijing “liaison men” were not an exception in their 

deployment of spatial practices. The Nepali MRD provides another example of the 

relevance of spatial practices in contentious politics. The chief location of MRD activity 

was the capital, Kathmandu, and the surrounding towns of Patan, Kirtipur, and Bhaktapur 

where, geographer Paul Routledge tells us, the MRD enacted two different spatial forms 

of protest: the “pack” and the “swarm.” 

 

 

Concerning the tactics of the swarm, numerous demonstrations were conducted 

within urban spaces…movement slogans calling for the end of the panchayat 

regime and a return to democracy. By temporarily occupying streets and squares, 

Nepalis articulated, both physically and symbolically, their resistance to the 

regime. During the demonstrations, packs of students initiated spontaneous corner 

demonstrations whereby small groups of students would assemble at a strategic 

location within the city, shouting anti-government slogans, burning effigies of the 
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king, and distributing movement literature; then disperse if the police arrived and 

reassembled at another location. Often many of these corner demonstrations 

would be held simultaneously at various locations so as to stretch police 

capabilities of deployment. Various diversionary tactics were employed by 

activists (e.g. running through the streets with mashals [burning torches]) to draw 

police attention away from movement meeting sites (Routledge 1997, 76). 

 

 

The highly theatrical disruptions of public space organized by ACT UP such as kiss-ins, 

die-ins, etc. (Brown 1997) or the public performances carried out in the midst of a highly 

repressive context by the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo in Argentina 

(Arditti 1999; Bouvard 1994) provide other illustrations of spatial practices deployed by 

social movements. During the last decade, to provide one last example, the road-blockade 

became a widely shared spatial practice throughout Latin America adopted by different 

groups to make diverse sorts of claims – from the unemployed in Argentina to the 

indigenous peoples in Ecuador and Bolivia (Svampa and Pereyra 2003; Barrera 2002; 

Sawyer 1997). 

 

 

V. Spatial Routines 

 

The embeddedness of contentious politics in local context gives protest its power and 

meaning. Existing scholarship insists on the rootedness of collective action in “normal” 
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social relations, on the multifarious ways in which joint struggle takes place embedded, 

and often hidden, in the mundane spatial structures of everyday life (Rule 1988; Roy 

1994; Auyero 2003). As Sewell (2001, 62) puts it: “The sites and the strategies of 

contentious political movements are shaped in various ways by the spatial routines of 

daily life. Contentious events often arise out of spatial routines that bring large numbers 

of people together in particular places.” In other words, daily spatial routines (rounds to 

the market, strolls in the local square, etc.)  shape the emergence and form of contentious 

politics.  

Likewise, contentious politics, “develops its own particular spatial routines with 

their own histories and trajectories” (Sewell 2001, 62). These routines, as Tilly’s notion 

of “repertoire of contention” captures well, shape subsequent collective struggles. 

Understood as the set of practices by which people get together to act on their shared 

interests, the notion of repertoire invites us to examine patterns of collective claim-

making, regularities in the ways in which people band together to make their demands 

heard, across both time and space (see also, Tarrow 1996). “Repertoires,” Tilly asserts 

(1995, 25), “are learned cultural creations, but they do not descend from abstract 

philosophy or take shape as a result of political propaganda; they emerge from struggle.” 

This collective struggle takes place, literally, in space as it becomes clear when Tilly 

enumerates some of the things protesters learn: “People learn to break windows in 

protest, attack pilloried prisoners, tear down dishonored houses, stage public marches, 

petition, hold formal meetings, organize special-interest associations. At any particular 

point in history, however, they learn only a rather small number of alternative ways to act 

together” (1995, 26).  
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Blackouts are frequently adopted as forms of expressing dissatisfaction against a 

certain government or policy, from Argentina (a massive turning out of lights in the 

capital was a highly successful collective act of protest against the perceived widespread 

corruption of the neoliberal presidency of Menem) to Nepal. In this last case, we can 

view the organization of the blackout as a crystal-clear summation of the extant 

continuities between a spatialized organization of daily life and the public contestation 

of/in space. Writes Paul Routlege (1997, 77): 

 

 

Although the blackouts were called by the movement leadership, the 

communication of the action was conducted by city residents. Residents relayed 

the message of the action from rooftop to rooftop across Kathmandu…. 

Traditional Newar houses within the city consist of only three, four or five 

storeys. The upper storey opens out onto a porch (kaisi) which is used for various 

rituals. One of these – the flying of kites during the Mohani festival as a message 

to the deities to bring monsoons to an end – involves symbolic communication. 

The poerches are also used for more secular activities such as the drying of 

clothes and talking with neighbours. By informing their neighbours of the 

blackout protests from their rooftop poerches, residents utilised a cultural space 

that was already important for both community and symbolic communication. In 

so doing, a space of interwoven meanings was produced. The rooftops acted as a 

place for the performance of religious rituals, daily activities, and resistance. The 
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latter was facilitated by the propinquity of low elevation of the city dwellings, and 

the fact that they were out of the purview of government forces. 

 

 

VI. Meaningful Spaces: Place 

 

In an article devoted to explore the existing links between the head of the Hindu-

nationalist Shiv Sena party, Bal Thackeray, and anti-Muslim riots, New Yorker 

contributor Larissa MacFarquhar (1997) mentions the campaign launched by the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (B.J.P) to reconstruct a temple as a crucial moment in the rise of 

Hindu Radicalism. Her description exemplifies how certain meaningful arenas can 

become both context and stake in contentious politics; how place as a web of meanings 

located in space matters in politics (see Tuan 1977; Agnew 1987). The campaign, 

MacFarquhar describes, “focussed on a mosque in Ayodhya, a small city in the northern 

state of Uttar Pradesh. The mosque was built on what was said to have been the site of 

Lord Ram’s birthplace. Some Hindus maintained that there had been a Ram temple on 

the site which was destroyed by the Moguls to make way for the mosque in 1528. The 

B.J.P decided that the mosque was an unendurable insult to Hindus and had to be 

removed.” In September 1990, as close to hundred thousand Hindus stormed the mosque, 

thirty people died when the crowd was stopped by the police. Years later, “three hundred 

thousand Hindus gathered at the temple grounds and, this time, were not restrained. The 

mosque was destroyed, and across the country the worst communal violence since 

Partition ensued” (MacFarquhar 1997, 52). 
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 Places are sites and objects of contentious politics. Collective actions swirl around 

physical locations with preexisting meanings. Joint struggles can also modify the 

symbolism of certain settings. As Sewell (2001, 65) asserts:  

 

 

The 1963 March on Washington gathered on the Mall in front of the Lincoln 

Memorial for the obvious symbolic reason that Lincoln had been the author of the 

Emancipation Proclamation. But the success of the March had the unintended 

consequence of changing the meaning of the Mall, of making it henceforth the 

preeminent site for national protest marches, beginning a long series of gigantic 

demonstrations ranging from marches against nuclear energy, to gay right 

marches, to the Million Man March. 

 

 

Much the same could be said about the symbolic reconfiguration of space sometimes 

produced by ethnic violence. As Veena Das observes: “Each riot leaves its own 

signature….the violence against the Sikhs in 1984 in Delhi or against the Tamils in 1983 

was a traumatic experience for the entire Sikh and Tamil communities because the 

violence penetrated into spaces that had been considered relatively immune. In contrast, 

the Hindu-Muslim riot in 1987 in Delhi remained confined to the walled city, a 

traditional area in which riots have occurred with some regularity” (1990,11). Communal 

conflicts of the kind analyzed by Brass (1996), Roy (1994), Amin (1995) and others also 

point to the relevance of symbolically charged space as not only the locus of contention 
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but as its object. As Das (1990,11) points out: “The control of sacred spaces and their 

protection continues to be an important symbol around which communal conflicts tend to 

be organized.”  

 

VII. Tasks Ahead 

 

Contentious politics does not unfold, to quote geographer Doreen Massey, "on the head 

of a pin, in a spaceless, geographically undifferentiated world" (1984, 4). As my 

admittedly uneven survey shows, space and place are increasingly seen as crucial 

explanatory dimensions in the study of contentious politics. What sorts of questions does 

a spatial approach to politics lead us to ask? First, how is protest or social movement 

activity affected by the dominant social, political, cultural, and/or economic relations in a 

certain region? For example, does the fact that patronage is a prevailing informal way of 

doing politics in certain places of the world affect the form that collective action takes in 

such regions? Second, how does physical space affect the origins and course of joint 

action? For example, do certain types of city layouts favor, discourage, or preclude 

certain types of contentious politics? How is co-presence, a crucial dimension in social 

movement activity, affected by, say, suburban life? How are protest tactics influenced by 

the geographic isolation of a particular community? Third, how and why do particular 

forms of making claims and/or expressing grievances tend to recur in time and others 

tend to disappear after a short use? How are recurring forms of protest rooted in habitual, 

everyday, practices? For example, how do particular types of routine survival strategies 

used by the urban poor impact on the type of actions adopted during subsistence crises? 
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And last, how and why certain sites acquire the character of meaningful places in the 

aftermath of collective action? What are the concrete processes of meaning-making at 

work in, say, the transformation of an otherwise ordinary street corner into a popular 

memorial that reminds passer-bys of either heroic or regrettable contentious experiences?  

Geographers and social scientists agree in that contentious politics should be seen 

as both geographically structured and geographically structuring collective practices. 

Contention, in other words, takes place in extant geographies and creates new ones. 

Despite existing theoretical agreements, there is still much empirical research to be done 

on the difference space and place make in the origins, dynamics, and outcomes of 

politics. Let’s get to work. 
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Notes 

                                                 
1 See, e.g., Soja 1989; Pred 1990; Massey and Allen 1984; Massey 1994; Harvey 1989; Giddens 1984; 

Gottdiener 1985; Agnew 1987. 

2 Smith (1987, 60) makes a similar argument about the 1917 Russian Revolution in Petrograd: “No fewer 

than 68 percent of the city’s workforce worked in enterprises of more than a thousand workers – a 

degree of concentration unparalleled elsewhere in the world. The concentration of experienced, 

politically aware workers in large units of production was critical in facilitating the mobilization 

of the working class in 1917.”  

3 For a conceptual dissection of the term “free space” see Polletta (1999) 
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