
1 
 

Eventful protest and social change 

 

Oleg Zhuravlev (Ph. D Student, Public Sociology Laboratory, Russia and EuropeanUniversity Institute, Italy) 

(olegzhur@ya.ru) 

 

Abstract of the plenary paper to be given at the interdisciplinary conference “Mega-events for the regional 

development: citizen participation and social impact” (March 23-24, 2016) 

 

In our presentation, we will consider the theories of political events, explicate some conceptual problems 

within them and show how these theories can be used in empirical analysis. 

 

Protest events and eventful protests  

 

       Over the last two decades theories of protest events / eventful protests have become an important 

explanatory tool in social movement studies. The central claim of the eventful approach to contentious politics 

is that the event itself should be analyzed as independent factor of socio-political dynamics. The researchers 

who argue that the event is an explanans, not only an explanandum, claim that events themselves produce 

new subjectivities, solidarities and resources through intensifying social interaction in action and, therefore, 

can influence social structures. One of the most influential sociological theories of protest events is William 

Sewell’s concept of “transformative events”. Doug McAdam and Sewell define transformative events as 

“turning points in structural change, concentrated moments of political and cultural creativity when the logic 

of historical development is reconfigured by human action but by no means abolished” (McAdam and Sewell, 

2001). In his definition of political events Sewell tries to link collective experience of rupture in daily life with 

structural transformations (Sewell, 1996). The relations between an experience of abruptness and a 

transformation of social structures are at the central of our consideration. In what follows we will describe the 
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most important arguments of the different theories of protest events focusing on the problem of relations 

between experiential and structural dimensions of eventfulness.  

 

Two sides of eventfulness: experience of rupture and structural change 

 

    There are two different aspects of eventfulness of protests. The first one sees an event as a specific type of 

collective experience within which new identities and relations are forged. Donatella della in her analysis of 

“eventful protests” claims that involvement in an abrupt collective action transforms subjectivities and 

reshapes social relations within the very occurrence of mobilization (della Porta, 2014). The second aspect of 

eventfulness of protests is its structural effect. William Sewell analyzes both aspects of eventful temporality. 

On the one hand, he argues that the event “certainly raises the emotional intensity of life” and therefore 

intensifies collective action and public debates. The author underlines generic character of protest 

mobilizations that generate new cultural meanings, collective identities and social relations. For example, in 

his brilliant study of French Revolution Sewell shows that civic national identity emerged during and 

immediately after the taking of the Bastille. The new understanding of a nation was the result of innovative 

interpretation of violent attack on Bastille as popular uprising. This interpretation was the product of 

intensified public debates and collective emotions. At the same time, Sewell claims that structural changes in 

different realms of society should coincide for structural transformation to occur. Sewell argues that “a 

revolution is not just a forceful act that expresses the will of the people <…> Only when it became clear that 

the taking of the Bastille had forced the king to yield effective power to the National Assembly could the acts 

of Parisian people be viewed as a revolution in this new sense. The epoch-making cultural change – the 

invention of a new and enduring political category - could therefore only take place in tandem with practical 

changes in institutional and military power relations” (Sewell, 1996). Thus, a historical event is the result of a 

coincidence of different disruptive events in different social realms which is accomplished by significant 

institutional changes.  

     

    The two aspects of eventfulness can be interrelated: a rupture in daily life can produce an atmosphere of 

uncertainty, fear and joy that can mobilize collective action, initiate public debates, and intensify collective 
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emotions. In turn, mobilized human action can reinforce a condition of uncertainty, synchronize various social 

struggles, articulate new cultural meanings, and bring about a social change (Bourdieu, 1988). However, as 

Adam Moore argues, these two dimensions of eventfulness are different. Moreover, they can constitute 

contrast definitions of what event is: “events stand apart from this ordinary background of life. This way of 

conceptualizing events stands in clear contrast with Sewell and Sahlins, who base their distinction upon 

analytically defined outcomes — structural transformations — rather than social experience and narration, 

where I think they can be more properly grounded (Moore, 2011). In this work, we link the two aspects of 

eventfulness of protests and raise the following question: under what conditions the experience of rupture can 

become a factor of social and political change? Our hypothesis is that collective identities and cultural 

meanings that emerge within protests can brings about a structural change if they extent beyond events as 

temporally and spatially limited happenings and influence dominant identities and social relations. We will 

focus on consideration of eventful identities’ impact of “symbolic structures” that are “legitimate principles of 

vision and division of social world”. These principles constitute common sense of agents from various social 

groups (Bourdieu, 1991).    

 

Eventful identity and transformation of symbolic structures    

 

   By “eventful identity” we will mean a collective identity that is produced within and by an experience of 

collective action and shared by participants and bystanders of a protest event. Such an identity is different 

from what is usually meant by the term “social identity”. On the one hand, “collective identity concerns 

cognitions shared by members of a group”, while “social identity concerns the socially constructed cognitions 

of an individual about his membership in one or more groups” (Klandermans, 2014). On the other hands, 

eventful collective identity is immanent to collective action itself, while social identity is more stable and 

rooted in social roles. Indeed, as David Snow argues, social identities are used to place people in the social 

space while collective identities “are constituted by a shared sense of ‘we-ness’ and ‘collective agency’” (Snow, 

2001).  
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    Francesca Polletta and James Jasper argue movements themselves can create collective identities: “Some 

movements seem to attract participants even in the absence of prior identities and networks. “Moral shocks” 

produced, for example, by a photograph of a tortured animal or the disaster at Three Mile Island can mobilize 

people who do not know each other or the organizers <…> political activity itself provides that kind of 

solidarity (Jasper and Polletta, 2001). However, eventful collective identities can influence social identities. 

An “eventful protest” i. e., a protest that is characterized by an experience of a rupture in daily life can 

become a “transformative event”, i. e., an event that changes social structures if an eventful collective 

identity shared by protesters can transform their and other people’s social identities, i. e. their perception of 

social groups and of relations between them. Thus, a collective identity itself is twofold. On the one hand, it is 

based on a common experience of togetherness and collective action. On the other hand, collective identity is 

symbolic resource that can define and redefine relations between social groups. As Pierre Bourdieu argues, 

“political subversion presupposes cognitive subversion, a conversion of the vision of the world” within which 

collective identity construction plays the central role: “political action … aims to make or unmake groups, and 

<…> to transform the social world in accordance with their interests” (Bourdieu, 1991). But what is needed 

to make an experience of togetherness a new and transformative collective identity? Bourdieu claims that the 

protest event which is always a result of a crisis of social reproduction can lead to significant social change 

only if protesters who want transformation obtain “the critical discourse” (ibid.). However, Bourdieu argues, 

it usually does not happen, because “the propulsive force of heretical criticism is met by the resistant force of 

orthodoxy. Dominated individuals <…> cannot constitute themselves as a separate group <…> unless they 

question the [dominant] categories of perception of the social order <…> Dominated individuals are less likely 

to bring about a symbolic revolution - which is the condition for the reappropriation of the social identity of 

which their acceptance of dominant taxonomies has deprived them - when the subversive force and critical 

competence <…> is relatively slight” (ibid.).  

 

    The same issue is in the center of the research of Adam Moore, who shows that a political event can 

reproduce rather than change social structures if collective identities that are articulated within this event are 

constructed in the lines of existing borders between social groups and are defined by the dominant public 

discourses. Analyzing the violent clashes between Bosnian and Croatian football fans in the Bosnian city of 

Motsar in 2007,  Moore argues that a disruptive event blocked the articulation of a perception of social world 



5 
 

that would be alternative to the dominant ethnocentric discourse and therefore contributed to reproduction 

rather than transformation of social structures. “As an instance of ethnic violence — rather than mere 

hooliganism — the events served as warning for those who sought to carve out alternative ways of coexisting 

and identifying themselves” the author claims. Moore argues that although social scientists often presuppose 

that social structures reproduce themselves in the normal course of daily life, while disruptive events tend to 

change structures, we should recognize that often social reproduction requires “maintenance work”, while 

abrupt events can be a mechanism of this work. In his research the author argues that “since the end of the 

war, ethnicity has remained the chief framework through which social life is organized and interpreted in the 

city <…> but cracks in the facade were beginning to show, opening up space <…> for people to consider the 

possibility of alternative forms of social identification and association” (ibid.). However, the two days of 

unexpected violence in the city that were followed by the work of interpretation of this violence in terms of 

ethnical cleavages, contributed to reassertion of the ethnocentric discourse: “emplotted into this narrative 

framework, the violent events in Mostar were specters of ethnic conflict past and future, proof that attempts 

to return to a multiethnic way of living that existed before the war would be futile, or possibly even 

dangerous” (ibid.). Finally Moore concludes that political events if do not articulate discourses and identities 

alternative to the dominant ones contribute to reproduction of social structures rather to social change 

(ibid.). 

 

In the presentation we will exemplify these theoretical discussion by the empirical analysis of recent protests in 

the U. S., Europe and post-communist countries.  


