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The Age of Sail has long fascinated readers, writers and the general public.

HermanMelville, Joseph Conrad, Jack London et al. treated ships at sea as

microcosms; petri dishes in which larger themes of authority, conflict and

order emerge.

In this fascinating book, Pfaff and Hechter explore mutiny as

a manifestation of collective action and contentious politics. The authors

use narrative evidence and statistical analysis to trace the processes by

which governance failed, social order decayed and seamen mobilized.

Their findings highlight the complexities of governance, showing

that it was not mere deprivation, but how seamen interpreted that depriva-

tion, which stoked the grievances that motivated rebellion.

Using the Age of Sail as a lens to examine topics still relevant

today – what motivates people to rebel against deprivation and poor

governance – The Genesis of Rebellion: Governance, Grievance and

Mutiny in the Age of Sail helps us understand the emergence of populism

and rejection of the establishment.
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Preface

The Age of Sail has long fascinated readers. Writers like Herman

Melville, Joseph Conrad, Jack London and Herman Wouk treated

ships at sea as microcosms, literary petri dishes in which they explored

grand themes of authority, conflict and order. Popular novelists such as

Patrick O’Brien and C. S. Forester have lovingly and perceptively ren-

dered the naval world at the time of Nelson. Accounts of mutiny

comprise a particular genre in maritime literature, stretching from

Mutiny on the Bounty to Billy Budd and The Caine Mutiny. A host of

successful feature films have followed in the wake of the books. The

challenge before us lies in combining the excitement of maritime history

with the methods that enable us to make broader claims about the

mechanisms that explain rebellion.

In researching and writing this book, we have brought perspec-

tives from the social sciences to bear on history. And we have sought to

enrich the social scientific perspective by engaging in the kind of detailed

and contextual analysis that the use of historical evidence allows.

Drawing upon a host of primary and secondary sources, we trace the

processes by which governance failed, social order decayed and seamen

mobilized with systematic, multivariate analysis of ships that had muti-

nies and those that did not. These sources allow us to understand how

seamen interpreted governance and why failures of governance instilled

a sense of grievance in them. Our analyses reveal that the failure of

governance is the single largest factor that explains the incidence of

mutiny. Our findings show how seamen attained solidarity and why
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discipline and punishment played an ambiguous role in securing social

order.

Unlike earlier inquiries into mutiny, the present one is moti-

vated by a twin concern for the causes of rebellion and its antithesis,

social order. Mutiny in the Age of Sail implicates both of these phenom-

ena. Despite the harsh conditions that seamen faced aboard Royal Navy

vessels, mutiny was a rare event. We argue that the infrequency of

mutiny – like that of large-scale rebellions more generally – owes, in

part, to people’s tendency to tolerate accustomed levels of subordina-

tion and deprivation under normal conditions, and, in part, to the

capacity of authorities to attain social order by governing fairly and

effectively. If we want to understand the relationship between govern-

ance, social order and rebellion then and now, we need to rethink the

genesis of rebellion.
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