
Charles Tilly (1929–2008)

CHARLES TILLY, A SOCIAL SCIENTIST WHO DEPLOYED HISTORICAL

interpretation and quantitative analysis in the large-scale study of
social change, died on 29 April in New York City after a long illness.
He was 78. He taught at the universities of Delaware, Toronto and
Michigan, as well as at Harvard and the New School for Social
Research, and ended his career at Columbia, where he was the Joseph
L. Buttenweiser Professor of Social Science.

Tilly published over 50 books and more than 600 articles in the
fields of social movements, revolutions, state building, democracy,
and historical and urban demography. He is best known for his work
on ‘contentious politics’, an area of research that he virtually created.
In his magisterial Contentious Politics in Great Britain, 1758–1834, pub-
lished by Harvard University Press in 1995, he demonstrated how the
repertoire of contention evolved from the parochial, local and often
violent events of the eighteenth century into the national, associa-
tional and mostly non-violent events of the nineteenth.

Tilly’s increasing preoccupation with contention did not still his
contributions to other areas of the social sciences. In the 1990s, he
co-authored (with Chris Tilly) Work under Capitalism, and also pro-
duced a theoretical and historical study of inequalities, Durable
Inequality, which completed his epistemological shift from the struc-
tural approach of his early work to the emphasis on mechanisms and
processes that marked the last decade of his thinking.

Even as his health began to fail, the new century saw an accelera-
tion in Tilly’s productivity. His most recently published books are
Contention and Democracy in Europe, 1650–2000 (2004); Social Move-
ments, 1768–2004 (2004); Economic and Political Contention in Compara-
tive Perspective (co-authored and co-edited with Maria Kousis, 2005);
Trust and Rule (2005); Popular Contention in Great Britain, 1758–1834
(revised paperback edition of the 1995 book, 2005); Identities, Bound-
aries, and Social Ties (2005); Why? (2006); The Oxford Handbook of
Contextual Political Analysis (co-edited and co-authored with Robert
Goodin, 2006); Contentious Politics (co-authored with Sidney Tarrow,
2006); Regimes and Repertoires (2006); Democracy (2007); and Credit and

© The Author 2008. Journal compilation © 2008 Government and Opposition Ltd
Published by Blackwell Publishing, 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK and 350 Main
Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
11

11
/j.

14
77

-7
05

3.
20

08
.0

02
66

.x
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2008.00266.x


Blame (2008). Several of these books were written while he was receiv-
ing chemotherapy for non-Hodgkins lymphoma. The latest, Conten-
tious Performances, which Cambridge University Press will bring out in
late 2008, he was robbed of the satisfaction of seeing in print.

Tilly’s sense of humour, his quick ear for cant and his impatience
with pretence were combined with unfailing generosity, broadness of
spirit, and his open and his egalitarian relationship to all who knew
him. His underlying characteristic was his generosity. His abiding
virtue was the intellectual excitement he generated, which will be
remembered by all those who had the privilege of working with him.

Sidney Tarrow
Cornell University
11 May 2008
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