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Introduction
This book follows a thread that runs from the tumult of bread riots to the cool promise
of basic income. Across centuries and continents, ordinary people have refused to
accept hunger and precarity as natural facts. They have rioted, organized, negotiated,
and governed—always with the same fundamental claim: subsistence is political. The
stories collected here are not merely chronicles of outrage; they are accounts of
strategy, coalition, and institutional change. They show how moments of disruption
can be translated into durable policy—and why, just as often, promising reforms stall
or unravel.

We begin in the eighteenth century, where “moral economy” protests over food were
not chaotic spasms but disciplined actions aimed at enforcing community norms of
fairness. Crowds seized grain, reset prices, and compelled authorities to act,
inaugurating a recurring pattern that echoes throughout the book: contention forces
recognition, intermediaries convert demands into proposals, and settlements harden
into policy—or dissipate. From there, the narrative moves through the era of enclosure
and poor relief, charting how movements contested who owed what to whom in an
emerging capitalist order. These early struggles offered a template for the politics of
poverty that would follow: fights over prices and wages, over work and welfare, and
over the boundaries of rights.

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reveal a second core lesson: sustainable
gains require organizational infrastructure. Labor unions, mutual aid societies,
settlement houses, and reform clubs built capacity for collective action while forging
bridges between workers, neighbors, clergy, professionals, and public officials. Tactics
ranged from strikes and boycotts to social investigation and municipal
experimentation. What distinguished successful campaigns was not moral fervor alone
but the craft of coalition—how leaders reconciled differences in interest, identity, and
ideology to expand the circle of the possible.

Mid-century movements demonstrate the feedback loop between policy design and
political power. The social protections of the New Deal did not emerge from
technocratic insight in isolation; they were pushed into being by organized workers
and unemployed councils, then sustained by the constituencies those programs
created. Later, the War on Poverty and the welfare rights movement pressed the claim
that dignity—not merely subsistence—must anchor anti-poverty policy. Their victories
and defeats teach that the architecture of benefits—universal versus targeted, cash
versus in-kind, conditional versus unconditional—shapes who participates, who
benefits, and who will defend the policy when it is attacked.
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By the late twentieth century, austerity and market orthodoxy reconfigured risks and
responsibilities, provoking transnational waves of resistance and innovation.
Campaigns against structural adjustment, debt, and privatization intersected with the
rise of conditional cash transfers and new evidence-centered advocacy. Activists
learned to wield data alongside demonstrations, to pair courtroom strategies with
street-level mobilization, and to contest not only budgets but also the narratives of
“deservingness” that justify exclusion. The early twenty-first century added new
repertoires—encampments that dramatized inequality, wage-floor campaigns that
lifted millions, and renewed debates over universal basic income as automation,
precarity, and crisis reshaped the labor market.

The pandemic crystallized many of these themes. Mutual aid networks sprang up as
neighbors met urgent needs, while governments experimented with emergency cash
and expanded benefits at unprecedented speed. These measures revealed both the
power of simple interventions and the fragility of gains that lack organized defenders.
They also highlighted the promise and perils of digital infrastructure for mobilization:
platforms can lower the cost of collective action and widen participation, yet they can
also concentrate control, amplify disinformation, and exhaust volunteers. Successful
campaigns navigated these tensions by pairing online reach with offline relationships
and clear plans for co-governance.

This is a book for organizers and scholars who want practical lessons without losing
historical depth. Each chapter centers on pivotal campaigns or policy turning points,
asking three questions: What problem did activists define, and how did they frame it?
Which coalitions formed, and how were differences managed? What institutional
strategies converted protest into policy—and with what long-run effects on democratic
power? Along the way, we examine recurring dilemmas: purity versus plurality in
coalition-building, speed versus accountability in crisis response, pilots versus
permanence in program design, and the trade-offs between targeted relief and
universal guarantees.

From bread riots to basic income, the throughline is strategic imagination grounded in
material needs. Movements win when they connect immediate demands to credible
policy paths, build alliances that outlast the news cycle, and craft institutions that
make future organizing easier rather than harder. Policy, in turn, is most resilient when
it enlarges the constituency for justice and embeds participation in its own operation.
The chapters that follow offer a map of this terrain—how people have fought, learned,
and legislated their way toward a politics where no one’s daily bread depends on
charity, and where security is not a privilege but a shared, enforceable right.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: Bread, Grain, and the Moral
Economy: Eighteenth-Century Food Riots
In the mid-eighteenth century, a crowd gathered outside a granary in an English
market town. They were not idle spectators; they came with purpose. Men, women,
and children stood in the lane, some carrying sticks, others hoisting empty sacks. They
watched as carters pulled up with sacks of grain and as merchants tallied their loads.
The crowd did not start smashing windows at once. Instead, they sent a delegation
inside to speak with the miller or the dealer. The conversation might have been tense,
but it was not incomprehensible. The crowd demanded grain be sold at a “just price,”
one that fit longstanding local ideas of fairness. If the dealer refused, the crowd might
seize the grain and resell it at the traditional price. If he agreed, they might let the cart
proceed.

These episodes, recurring across Europe in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, became known as food riots. The phrase conjures images of uncontrolled
violence, but scholars who have scoured court records, diaries, and town minutes have
found something different. These were often remarkably disciplined protests,
conducted in public, with recognizable rules and rituals. Crowds addressed
magistrates, reprimanded hoarders, and enforced communal norms of exchange. They
were, in the language historians have used, enforcing a “moral economy”—a shared
understanding of how markets ought to serve the community rather than devour it.
The moral economy did not reject commerce; it demanded that commerce remain
embedded in social obligations.

The concept of the moral economy, most famously articulated by historian E. P.
Thompson, gives us a lens for reading these protests as politics rather than chaos. In
towns across England—Wiltshire, Somerset, Lancashire, and beyond—crowds built on
a repertoire of customs: the right to glean leftovers after harvest, the expectation that
bakers would sell affordable bread, the belief that authorities had a duty to intervene
when prices spiked. Food riots were not merely expressions of hunger; they were
attempts to mobilize authority and restore norms. They were the visible edge of a
deeper network of understandings about the duties of sellers, the rights of buyers, and
the role of public officials.

Prices were the spark, but scarcity was the fuel. Weather failed. Poor harvests reduced
the grain supply. Roads were bad; transport unreliable. As grain became scarce,
speculators bought it up, anticipating higher prices. Some merchants stored grain in
hope of better returns later. In response, crowds organized watchpoints at quays and
marketplaces. They would track shipments, intercept carts, and inspect weights and
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measures. They insisted that grain grown locally should be sold locally, not shipped
elsewhere for profit. When prices jumped overnight, riots often followed. The crowd’s
message was clear: the market must not be allowed to decide who ate and who
starved.

The rituals mattered. Crowds frequently chose spokespeople—often women—who
confronted dealers with articulate demands. Women appear again and again in
records, not because they were more hungry, but because they were central to
household provisioning and had moral authority on matters of food. In some places,
women led the way into granaries; in others, they stood at the edges and watched the
men negotiate. Either way, the protests were not private acts. They were public
dramas, staged in market squares, with a script everyone understood. Crowds often
turned out in their Sunday best, signaling that this was not a lawless mob but a
community asserting its rights.

Crowds also knew how to apply pressure without destroying property. They might tip
over a cart or roll a barrel into the street, but they rarely burned buildings. They
frequently offered to pay for the grain they took, though at the “just price.” Their goal
was restoration, not theft. By forcing grain onto the market, they ensured that
neighbors had access to bread. In some cases, they wrote petitions or sent formal
deputations to magistrates. In others, they made symbolic gestures—hanging a dead
cat outside a baker’s shop or carving an X into a merchant’s door—to shame those
who violated communal norms. Violence, when it occurred, tended to be targeted and
limited.

For authorities, these episodes posed a dilemma. They could send in troops, but that
risked martyrdom and broader unrest. They could negotiate, but that legitimized
crowd action. In practice, many officials chose a middle path: they brokered deals,
promised inquiries, and sometimes released public stocks to calm the streets. Justices
of the peace might order market sellers to lower prices, threaten speculators with
fines, or require millers to grind grain more promptly. In some towns, they established
“just price” lists or regulated the timing of market days. The protests, in effect,
functioned as political signaling—forcing state actors to acknowledge that economic
transactions were matters of public concern.

Textiles and proto-industry added their own pressures. In regions where cottage
industries boomed, workers in spinning and weaving households depended on
predictable grain prices to balance precarious wages. When bread prices soared, a
family’s earnings evaporated. In places like Manchester and Sheffield, food riots
intersected with labor unrest. Workers who struck for higher wages might find allies in
the streets demanding cheaper bread. Conversely, authorities sometimes suppressed
food riots precisely because they feared they would spill into broader challenges to
property and wage relations. The moral economy was not anti-market, but it refused
to let the market decide everything.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

England was not alone. Across the Channel, French crowds staged grain seizures and
market interventions, especially before the Revolution. The Réveillon riots in Paris in
1789, sparked by rumors that a factory owner planned wage cuts, quickly blended into
food-focused protests. The famous Women’s March on Versailles later that year began
as a quest for bread and turned into a decisive political act, pushing the royal family to
Paris and forcing the new National Assembly to take food supply seriously. The French
Revolution would soon put principles into law, establishing market regulations and
“maximum” prices at moments of crisis. The pattern was clear: hunger made politics
visible, and crowds made demands on state power.

Port cities like Amsterdam and Hamburg saw their own versions. Shipments of grain
could be diverted, warehouses could be locked, and speculation could be denounced.
In the Netherlands, authorities sometimes managed scarcity with careful provisioning
and price controls; in other moments, they relied on repression. Coastal towns
depended on trade, and so their elites were keenly aware of the optics of hunger. If
crowds rioted, merchants feared for their property; if merchants hoarded, crowds
feared for their lives. This uneasy balance produced a set of practices—rotating
markets, public granaries, and municipal oversight—that echoed the moral economy
in institutional form.

The Irish case introduced famine into the political mix, though with different dynamics.
In good years, Irish peasants might engage in local price interventions, but the
catastrophic failures of the 1740s and later the 1840s created a different scale of
crisis. Hunger took on a colonial dimension, as the British state’s response was shaped
by ideology as well as logistics. The memory of earlier food riots and collective action
lingered in rural communities. Even during the Great Famine, collective practices of
sharing and mutual aid persisted, though the scale of need overwhelmed local
customs. The moral economy’s limits were tested by political choices, not just climate.

Spanish and Italian towns also saw price protests. In Spain, subsistence crises
provoked crowds to demand bread and regulate markets, particularly during the
eighteenth century. Authorities sometimes responded with price caps and rationing,
especially in garrison towns where military provisioning mattered. In Italy, bread riots
in cities like Florence and Naples had deep roots in medieval market customs. The
language of “just price” and the presence of public officials in markets formed a
backdrop to these protests. In every case, the crowd’s authority derived from the
legitimacy of its claims: food is not a luxury; it is a necessity that must be secured
before other interests.

The moral economy was not a fixed doctrine; it evolved with the market. As trade
networks expanded and the price of grain became more volatile, communities
developed sharper tactics. They learned to intercept shipments, to negotiate with
retailers, and to file petitions with officials. They also learned when to back down,
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when to disperse, and when to accept compromise. The rituals were flexible: a crowd
could be large and loud or small and solemn. What mattered was the recognition that
this was public business. Hunger turned private consumption into collective concern,
and the moral economy gave that concern a language and a method.

Not everyone approved. Merchants and early capitalist thinkers argued that price
controls distorted incentives and reduced supply. Adam Smith, among others,
criticized the idea of a “just price” as an interference with natural market mechanisms.
Yet even as classical economics gained traction, moral economy practices persisted.
They did so not because people were ignorant of markets, but because they saw
markets as embedded in social relations. The idea that the economy should be
subordinated to moral norms was not pre-modern superstition; it was a political claim
about who had the right to eat and who had the duty to ensure that eating was
possible.

The repression of food riots varied with political context. In some places, authorities
tolerated limited interventions as a safety valve; in others, they prosecuted leaders to
deter future actions. Troops were called out, particularly when riots threatened larger
disturbances or crossed into political territory. Crowds understood the risks, which is
why they often developed codes of conduct: no theft, no arbitrary violence, clear
leaders, and explicit demands. Repression did not kill the moral economy, but it did
shift tactics. Petitions and negotiations became more common; direct seizure of grain
became rarer. The repertoire of protest adapted to the balance of power.

Gender shaped the choreography of food riots. Women were often at the forefront,
reflecting their roles as household provisioners and their moral authority in matters of
food. In some communities, men formed the bulk of a crowd, with women directing the
action or acting as mediators. In others, women led the charge, publicly shaming
merchants or confronting officials. The presence of women gave protests a distinctive
legitimacy; attacking women’s demands risked backlash. Authorities often hesitated to
use extreme force when women were central, fearing moral outrage in the
community.

Local governance structures influenced outcomes. Towns with strong municipal
corporations often negotiated quickly; areas with weak local authority sometimes saw
prolonged standoffs. The presence of public granaries could calm markets; their
absence made crowds more desperate. In some regions, church leaders mediated
disputes, using moral suasion to bring merchants to the table. In others, the church
remained silent or sided with property owners. The capacity to resolve conflicts
depended on the depth of social trust and the credibility of public institutions. Crowds
tested that credibility and sometimes forced its renewal.

Rumors played a crucial role. Stories about shipments hidden in warehouses, about
merchants selling abroad while locals starved, about magistrates taking bribes—these
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could mobilize action faster than any official announcement. Crowds were not simply
reactive; they were informed by dense networks of neighborhood gossip, market
chatter, and workers’ tales. Misinformation existed, but so did accurate intelligence.
The crowd often knew more than officials thought. In such an information
environment, silence from authorities could be as incendiary as a price spike. Rumor,
in effect, functioned as a political currency.

The moral economy also had a ritual of exit: dispersal. When demands were met or
promises extracted, crowds often broke up quietly. They did not seek to occupy
granaries permanently or seize the machinery of the market. They sought restoration
of norms, not revolution of property. This limit is important. It signals that the moral
economy was compatible with market exchange; it was not a rejection of trade but a
demand for fairness within it. The goal was to make the market serve the community,
not to abolish it. The crowd acted as a regulator where the state was absent or
reluctant.

We should not romanticize these episodes. Hunger is brutal, and desperation can turn
ugly. Some riots involved intimidation; some bystanders were harmed; some
merchants lost goods without compensation. Yet the broader pattern was one of
constrained collective action aimed at restoring equilibrium. Crowds exhibited
discipline, purpose, and a shared vocabulary of rights. The moral economy was not a
blueprint for utopia; it was a working theory of fairness, tested in the streets and
modified in practice. It provided a basis for political claims, but it also had limits in the
face of structural change.

At its core, the moral economy made subsistence a political issue. It declared that
hunger is not an individual failing but a public problem that requires collective action.
It challenged the notion that markets operate by natural laws, insisting that markets
are social institutions with rules that can be rewritten. It tied economic activity to
moral norms, and it made those norms enforceable through public pressure. In the
eighteenth century, this meant grain seizures and negotiated prices. In later centuries,
it would mean strikes, policy proposals, and legal claims. The moral economy was not
the end of political struggle over poverty, but it was the beginning of a recognizable
tradition.

As industrialization accelerated and global trade expanded, the moral economy’s grip
loosened in some places and transformed in others. The rise of wage labor, the
enclosure of common lands, and the expansion of property rights shifted the ground
beneath subsistence. Yet the memory of these protests lived on. Communities
continued to demand that authorities act when food prices spiked, and they continued
to enforce norms of fairness where they could. The moral economy became a resource
for later movements, a way of thinking about rights and responsibilities that could be
adapted to new contexts. Its legacy is not a single policy but a political imagination.
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It is tempting to read these episodes as quaint preludes to modern economic policy.
They were not. They were sophisticated exercises in political claim-making, shaped by
material need and moral understanding. The eighteenth-century food riot is a
reminder that markets are not self-regulating in a moral vacuum; they are social
institutions subject to political pressure. The crowd’s demands were not anti-market;
they were anti-starvation. That distinction matters. It allows us to see continuity across
centuries: from bread riots to basic income, the central claim is that no one should be
left at the mercy of the market for the bare necessities of life.

The moral economy, in practice, was a set of strategies and norms that communities
used to regulate the grain trade. It was enacted in granaries, markets, and town halls;
it was recorded in court testimonies, newspapers, and petitions. Its logic was
straightforward: food is essential, markets are social, and fairness is enforceable. This
logic traveled with people as they moved, as they wrote, as they argued. It did not
disappear when classical economics gained prestige; it persisted where hunger
persisted, and it morphed as politics changed. It remains a useful starting point for
understanding how protest becomes policy.

Food riots were not anarchy; they were politics in its rawest form. They made hunger
visible, they forced authority to respond, and they built a repertoire of tactics that
later movements would adapt. The moral economy taught that prices are political,
that scarcity is a test of governance, and that fairness can be enforced. It also taught
that protest has limits, that negotiation matters, and that durable gains require
institutions. Eighteenth-century crowds did not write laws, but they laid the
groundwork for the principle that subsistence is a public responsibility, a principle that
would echo through the centuries that followed.

To see the moral economy in action is to witness a kind of democracy without ballots.
The crowd debated, negotiated, and enforced. It made arguments about right and
wrong and backed them with collective presence. The state, in turn, learned that
ignoring hunger could be costly. The result was not always justice, but it was often a
settlement, a temporary agreement that kept markets functioning and bodies fed.
Those settlements, repeated across towns and years, shaped expectations about what
governments owe and what communities can demand. They are the first chapter in
the long story of movements against poverty.

If the moral economy had a recipe, it was this: identify a local injustice, gather
witnesses, make a public demand, and negotiate with authority. If negotiation failed,
escalate in controlled ways. If it succeeded, hold leaders to their promises. This is a
playbook that echoes far beyond the eighteenth century. It is visible in strikes, in
petitions, in encampments, and in policy campaigns. It is the logic of collective action
refined by the experience of hunger. It begins with bread and ends with power. And it
remains as relevant as ever.
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As we move from this chapter to the next, keep in mind the central lesson:
subsistence is not a private matter. In the eighteenth century, that meant grain prices
and local markets. In later periods, it will mean wages, welfare, housing, and cash
transfers. The moral economy provides a template for thinking about fairness and
enforcement, but the tools change. Some of those changes—enclosures, poor laws,
industrialization—will stretch and strain the moral economy’s logic. The crowd’s rituals
will be tested by new forms of property and new claims to rights. The story of protest
will become more complex, more institutional, and more global. But the core question
will remain the same: who gets to eat, and who decides?
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