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Common sense and historical experience com-
bine to suggest a simple but compelling view of
the roots of power in any society. Crudely but
clearly stated, those who control the means of
physical coercion, and those who control the
means of producing wealth, have power over
those who do not. This much is true whether the
means of coercion consists in the primitive force
of a warrior caste or the technological force of a
modern army. And it is true whether the control
of production consists in control by priests of the
mysteries of the calendar on which agriculture
depends, or control by financiers of the large-
scale capital on which industrial production
depends. Since coercive force can be used to gain
control of the means of producing wealth, and
since control of wealth can be used to gain coer-
cive force, these two sources of power tend over
time to be drawn together within one ruling class.

Common sense and historical experience
also combine to suggest that these sources of
power are protected and enlarged by the use of
that power not only to control the actions of men
and women, but also to control their beliefs.
What some call superstructure, and what others
call culture, includes an elaborate system of
beliefs and ritual behaviors which defines for peo-
ple what is right and what is wrong and why; what
is possible and what is impossible; and the behav-
ioral imperatives that follow from these beliefs.
Because this superstructure of beliefs and rituals
is evolved in the context of unequal power, it is
inevitable that beliefs and rituals reinforce
inequality, by rendering the powerful divine and
the challengers evil. Thus the class struggles that
might otherwise be inevitable in sharply unequal
societies ordinarily do not seem either possible or
right from the perspective of those who live
within the structure of belief and ritual fashioned
by those societies. People whose only possible
recourse in struggle is to defy the beliefs and ritu-
als laid down by their rulers ordinarily do not.
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The emergence of a protest movement
entails a transformation both of consciousness
and of behavior. The change in consciousness hag
at least three distinct aspects. First, “the system”—
or those aspects of the system that people experi-
ence and perceive-loses legitimacy. Large num-
bers of men and women who ordinarily accept
the authority of their rulers and legitimacy of
institutional arrangements come to believe in
some measure that these rulers and these
arrangements are unjust and wrong. Second,
peaple who are ordinarily fatalistic, who believe
that existing arrangements are inevitable, begin
to assert “rights” that imply demands for change.
Third, there is a new sense of efficacy; people
who ordinarily consider themselves helpless
come to believe that they have some capacity to
alter their lot.

The change in behavior is equally striking,
and usually more easily recognized, at least
when it takes the form of mass strikes or
marches or riots. Such behavior seems to us to
involve two distinguishing elements. First, masses
of people become defiant; they violate the
traditions and laws to which they ordinarily acqui-
esce, and they flaunt the authorities to whom they
ordinarily defer. And second, their defiance is
acted out collectively, as members of a group, and
not as isolated individuals. Strikes and riots are
clearly forms of collective action, but even some
forms of defiance which appear to be individual
acts, such as crime or school truancy or incendi-
arism, while more ambiguous, may have a collec-
tive dimension, for those who engage in these
acts may consider themselves to be part of a
larger movement. Such apparently atomized acts
of defiance can be considered movement events
when those involved perceive themselves to be
acting as members of a group, and when they
share a common set of protest beliefs.




Institutional Limits on the
Incidence of Mass Insurgency

Aristotle believed that the chief cause of internal
warfare was inequality, that the lesser rebel in
order to be equal. But human experience has
proved him wrong, most of the time. Sharp
inequality has been constant, but rebellion infre-
quent. Aristotle underestimated the controlling
force of the social structure on political life.
However hard their lot may be, people usually
remain acquiescent, conforming to the accus-
tomed patterns of daily life in their community,
and believing those patterns to be both
inevitable and just. Men and women till the fields
each day, or stoke the furnaces, or tend the
looms, obeying the rules and rhythms of earning
a livelihood; they mate and bear children hope-
fully, and mutely watch them die; they abide by
the laws of church and community and defer to
their rulers, striving to earn a little grace and
esteem. In other words most of the time people
conform to the institutional arrangements which
enmesh them, which regulate the rewards and
penalties of daily life, and which appear to be the
only possible reality.

Those for whom the rewards are most
meager, who are the most oppressed by inequal-
ity, are also acquiescent. Sometimes they are
the most acquiescent, for they have little defense
against the penalties that can be imposed
for defiance. Moreover, at most times and in
most places, and especially in the United States,
the poor are led to believe that their destitution
is deserved, and that the riches and power that
others command are also deserved. In more tra-
ditional societies sharp inequalities are thought
to be divinely ordained, or to be a part of the nat-
ural order of things. In more modern societies,
such as the United States, riches and power are
ascribed to personal qualities of industry or tal-
ent; it follows that those who have little or noth-
ing have only what they deserve. . ..

Ordinarily, in short, the lower classes accept their
lot, and that acceptance can be taken for
granted; it need not be bargained for by their
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rulers. This capacity of the institutions of a
society to enforce political docility is the most
obvious way in which protest is socially struc-
tured, in the sense that it is structurally pre-
cluded most of the time.

Sometimes, however, the poor do become
defiant. They challenge traditional authorities,
and the rules laid down by those authorities. They
demand redress for their grievances. American
history is punctuated by such events, from the
first uprisings by freeholders, tenants, and slaves
in colonial America, to the postrevolutionary
debtor rebellions, through the periodic erup-
tions of strikes and riots by industrial workers, to
the ghetto riots of the twentieth century. In each
instance, masses of the poor were somehow able,
if only briefly, to overcome the shame bred by a
culture which blames them for their plight; some-
how they were able to break the bonds of confor-
mity enforced by work, by family, by community,
by every strand of institutional life; somehow they
were able to overcome the fears induced by
police, by militia, by company guards.

When protest does arise, when masses of
those who are ordinarily docile become defiant,
a major transformation has occurred. . .. [T]he
emergence of popular uprisings reflects pro-
found changes in the larger society. ... [O]nly
under exceptional conditions will the lower
classes become defiant—and thus, in our terms,
only under exceptional conditions are the lower classes
afforded the socially determined opportunity to press for
their own interests.

... This argues that it not only requires a
major social dislocation before protest can
emerge, but that a sequence or combination of
dislocations probably must occur before the
anger that underlies protest builds to a high
pitch, and before that anger can find expression
in collective defiance.

And with that said, the implication for an
understanding of the potential for political influ-
ence among the poor becomes virtually self-
evident: since periods of profound social dislocations
are infrequent, so loo are opportunities for protest
among the lower classes.
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The Patterning of Insurgency

Just as quiescence is enforced by institutional life,
and just as the eruption of discontent is deter-
mined by changes in institutional life, the forms of
political protest are also determined by the institu-
tional context in which people live and work. . . .

The Electoral System as a Structuring
Institution

In the United States the principal structuring
institution, at least in the early phases of protest,
is the electoral-representative system. The signifi-
cance of this assertion is not that the electoral
system provides an avenue of influence under
normal circumstances. To the contrary, . . . it is
usually when unrest among the lower classes
breaks out of the confines of electoral proce-
dures that the poor may have some influence,
for the instability and polarization they then
threaten to create by their actions in the factories
or in the streets may force some response from
electoral leaders. But whether action emerges in
the factories or the streets may depend on the
course of the early phase of protest at the polls.
Ordinarily defiance is first expressed in the
voting booth simply because, whether defiant or
not, people have been socialized within a politi-
cal culture that defines voting as the mechanism
through which political change can and should
properly occur: The vitality of this political cul-
ture, the controlling force of the norms that
guide political discontent into electoral chan-
nels, is not understood merely by asserting the
pervasiveness of liberal political ideology in the
United States and the absence of competing ide-
ologies, for that is precisely what has to be
explained. Some illumination is provided by cer-
tain features of the electoral system itself, by its
rituals and celebrations and rewards, for these
practices help to ensure the persistence of confi-
dence in electoral procedures. Thus it is signifi-
cant that the franchise was extended to white
working-class men at a very early period in the
history of the United States, and that a vigorous
system of local government developed. Through
these mechanisms, large proportions of the pop-
ulation were embraced by the rituals of electoral
campaigns, and shared in the symbolic rewards
of the electoral system, while some also shared in

the tangible rewards of a relatively freely dis-
pensed government patronage. Beliefs thuyg nur
tured do not erode readily.

Accordingly, one of the first signs of popular
discontent in the contemporary United States ig
usually a sharp shift in traditional voting pag.
terns. In a sense, the electoral System serves tq
measure and register the extent of the emerging
disaffection. Thus, the urban working clagg
reacted to economic catastrophe in the lang.
slide election of 1932 by turning against the
Republican Party to which it had given its ale.
giance more or less since 1896. Similarly, the
political impact of the forces of modernizatioy,
and migration was first evident in the crucial
presidential elections of 1956 and 1960. Urban
blacks, who had voted Democratic in successively
larger proportions since the election of 1936,
began to defect to Republican columns or to stay
away from the polls.

These early signs of political instability ordi-
narily prompt efforts by contending political
leaders to placate the defecting groups, usually
at this stage with conciliatory pronouncements.
The more serious the electoral defections, or the
keener the competition among political elites,
the more likely that such symbolic appeasements
will be offered. But if the sources of disturbance
and anger are severe—and only if they are severe
and persistent—conciliations are likely merely to
fuel mass arousal, for in effect they imply that
some of the highest leaders of the land identify
with the indignation of the lowly masses.

Moreover, just as political leaders play an
influential role in stimulating mass arousal, so do
they play an important role in shaping the
demands of the aroused.! What are intended to
serve as merely symbolic appeasements may
instead provide a focus for the still inchoate anx-
ieties and diffuse anger that drive the masses.
Thus early rhetorical pronouncements by liberal
political leaders, including presidents of the
United States, about the “rights” of workers and
the “rights” of blacks not only helped to fuel the
discontents of workers and blacks, but helped to
concentrate those discontents on demands artic-
ulated by leading officials of the nation.

But when people are thus encouraged in
spirit without being appeased in fact, their defi-
ance may escape the boundaries of electoral ritu-
als, and escape the boundaries established by the




political norms of the electoral-representative
system in general. They may indeed become
rebellious, but while their rebellion often ap-
pears chaotic from the perspective of conven-
tional American politics, or from the perspective
of some organizers, it is not chaotic at all; it is
structured political behavior. When people riot
in the streets, their behavior is socially patterned,
and within those patterns, their actions are to
some extent deliberate and purposeful.

Social Location and Forms of Defiance
mENN

Just as electoral political institutions channel
protest into voter activity in the United States,
and may even confine it within these spheres if
the disturbance is not severe and the electoral
system appears responsive, so do other features
of institutional life determine the forms that
protest takes when it breaks out of the bound-
aries of electoral politics. Thus, it is no accident
that some people strike, others riot, or loot the
granaries, or burn the machines, for just as the
patterns of daily life ordinarily assure mass quies-
cence, so do these same patterns influence the
form defiance will take when it erupts.

First, people experience deprivation and
oppression within a concrete setting, not as the
end product of large and abstract processes, and
it is the concrete experience that molds their dis-
content into specific grievances against specific
targets. Workers experience the factory, the
speeding rhythm of the assembly line, the fore-
man, the spies and the guards, the owner and the
paycheck. They do not experience monopoly
capitalism. People on relief experience the
shabby waiting rooms, the overseer or the case-
worker, and the dole. They do not experience
American social welfare policy. Tenants experi-
ence the leaking ceilings and cold radiators, and
they recognize the landlord. They do not recog-
nize the banking, real estate, and construction
systems. No small wonder, therefore, that when
the poor rebel they so often rebel against the
overseer of the poor, or the slumlord, or the mid-
dling merchant, and not against the banks or the
governing elites to whom the overseer, the slum-
lord, and the merchant also defer. In other
words, it is the daily experience of people that
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shapes their grievances, establishes the measure
of their demands, and points out the targets of
their anger.

Second, institutional patterns shape mass
movements by shaping the collectivity out of
which protest can arise. Institutional life aggre-
gates people or disperses them, molds group
identities, and draws people into the settings
within which collective action can erupt. Thus
factory work gathers men and women together,
educates them in a common experience, and
educates them to the possibilities of cooperation
and collective action. Casual laborers or petty
entrepreneurs, by contrast, are dispersed by
their occupations, and are therefore less likely to
perceive their commonalities of position, and
less likely to join together in collective action.

Third, and most important, institutional roles
determine the strategic opportunities for defi-
ance, for it is typically by rebelling against the
rules and authorities associated with their every-
day activities that people protest. Thus workers
protest by striking. They are able to do so because
they are drawn together in the factory setting, and
their protests consist mainly in defying the rules
and authorities associated with the workplace.
The unemployed do not and cannot strike, even
when they perceive that those who own the facto-
ries and businesses are to blame for their troubles.
Instead, they riot in the streets where they are
forced to linger, or storm the relief centers, and it
is difficult to imagine them doing otherwise.

That they should do otherwise, however, is
constantly asserted, and it is in such statements
that the influence (as well as the absurdity) of the
pluralist view becomes so evident. By denying the
constraints which are imposed by institutional
location, protest is readily discredited, as when
insurgents are denounced for having ignored the
true centers of power by attacking the wrong tar-
get by the wrong means. Thus welfare administra-
tors admonish recipients for disrupting relief
offices and propose instead that they learn how to
lobby in the state legislature or Congress. But wel-
fare clients cannot easily go to the state or
national capital, and when a few do, they are of
course ignored. Sometimes, however, they can
disrupt relief offices, and that is harder to ignore.

In the same vein, a favorite criticism of the
student peace movement, often made by erst-
while sympathizers, was that it was foolish of the
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students to protest the Vietnam War by demon-
strating at the universities and attacking blame-
less administrators and faculties. It was obviously
not the universities that were waging the war, crit-
ics argued, but the military-industrial complex.
The students were not so foolish, however. The
exigencies of mass action are such that they were
constrained to act out their defiance within the
universities where they were physically located
and could thus act collectively, and where they
played a role on which an institution depended,
so that their defiance mattered.

Since our examples might suggest otherwise,
we should note at this juncture that the tendency
to impute freedom of choice in the evolution of
political strategies is not peculiar to those who
have large stakes in the preservation of some
institution, whether welfare administrators or
university professors. Nor is the tendency pecu-
liar to those of more conservative political per-
suasion. Radical organizers make precisely the
same assumption when they call upon the work-
ing class to organize in one way or another and to
pursue one political strategy or another, even in
the face of overwhelming evidence that social
conditions preclude the exercise of such options.
Opportunities for defiance are not created by
analyses of power structures. If there is a genius in
organizing, it is the capacity to sense what it is
possible for people to do under given conditions,
and to then help them do it. In point of fact, how-
ever, most organizing ventures ask that people do
what they cannot do, and the result is failure.

It is our second general point, then, that the
opportunities for defiance are structured by features of
institutional life.? Simply put, people cannot defy insti-
tutions to which they have no access, and to which they
make no contribution.

The Limited Impact
of Mass Defiance

If mass defiance is neither freely available nor
the forms it takes freely determined, it must also
be said that it is generally of limited political
impact. Still, some forms of protest appear to
have more impact than others, thus posing an
analytical question of considerable importance.
It is our judgment that the most useful way to
think about the effectiveness of protest is to examine the

disruptive effects on institutions of different forms of
mass defiance, and then to examine the political rever.
berations of those disruptions. The impact of mass-
defiance is, in other words, not so much directly
as indirectly felt. Protest is more likely to have a
seriously disruptive impact when the protestors
play a central role in an institution, and it is
more likely to evoke wider political reverbera-
tions when powerful groups hayve large stakes in
the disrupted institution. . ..

The Limits of Institutional Disruption

To refer to an institutional disruption is simply to
note the obvious fact that institutional life
depends upon conformity with established roles
and compliance with established rules. Defiance
may thus obstruct the normal operations of insti-
tutions. Factories are shut down when workers
walk out or sit down; welfare bureaucracies are
thrown into chaos when crowds demand relief;
landlords may be bankrupted when tenants
refuse to pay rent. In each of these cases, people
cease to conform to accustomed institutional roles; they
withhold their accustomed cooperation, and by doing
so, cause institutional disruptions.

By our definition, disruption is simply the
application of a negative sanction, the with-
drawal of a crucial contribution on which others
depend, and it is therefore a natural resource for
exerting power over others. This form of power
is, in fact, regularly employed by individuals and
groups linked together in many kinds of cooper-
ative interaction, and particularly by producer
groups. Farmers, for example, keep their prod-
ucts off the market in order to force up the price
offered by buyers; doctors refuse to provide treat-
ment unless their price is met; oil companies
withhold supplies until price concessions are
made.

But the amount of leverage that a group gains
by applying such negative sanctions is widely vari-
able. Influence depends, first of all, on whether or
not the contribution withheld is crucial to others;
second, on whether or not those who have been
affected by the disruption have resources to be
conceded; and third, on whether the obstruction-
ist group can protect itself adequately from
reprisals. Once these criteria are stated, it
becomes evident that the poor are usually in the
least strategic position to benefit from defiance.




Thus, in comparison with most producer
groups, the lower classes are often in weak insti-
tutional locations to use disruption as a tactic for
influence. Many among the lower class are in
locations that make their cooperation less than
crucial to the operation of major institutions.
Those who work in economically marginal enter-
prises, or who perform marginally necessary
functions in major enterprises, or those who are
unemployed, do not perform roles on which
major institutions depend. Indeed, some of the
poor are sometimes so isolated from significant
institutional participation that the only “contri-
bution” they can withhold is that of quiescence
in civil life: they can riot.

Moreover, those who manage the institutions
in which many of the lower classes find them-
selves often have little to concede to disruptors.
When lower-class groups do play an important
- role in an institution, as they do in sweatshops or
in slum tenements, these institutions—operated
as they often are by marginal entrepreneurs—
may be incapable of yielding very much in
response to disruptive pressure.

Finally, lower-class groups have little ability
to protect themselves against reprisals that can
be employed by institutional managers. The
poor do not have to be historians of the occa-
sions when protestors have been jailed or shot
down to understand this-point. The lesson of
their vulnerability is engraved in everyday life; it
is evident in every police beating, in every evic-
tion, in every lost job, in every relief termination.
The very labels used to describe defiance by the
lower classes—the pejorative labels of illegality
and violence—testify to this vulnerability and
serve to justify severe reprisals when they are
imposed. By taking such labels for granted, we
fail to recognize what these events really repre-
sent: a structure of political coercion inherent in
the everyday life of the lower classes.

We can now comment on the association of
disruption with spontaneity, perhaps another relic
of traditional ways of thinking about lower-class
uprisings, although here the issue is a little more
complicated. Disruption itself is not necessarily
Spontaneous, but lower-class disruptions often are,
in the sense that they are not planned and exe-
cuted by formal organizations. In part, this testifies
to the paucity of stable organizational resources
among the poor, as well as to the cautious and
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moderate character of such organizations as are
able to survive. But even if formal organizations
existed, and even if they were not committed by
the exigencies of their own survival to more cau-
tious tactics, the circumstance that lead to mass
defiance by the lower class are extremely difficult
to predict; and once defiance erupts, its direction
is difficult for leaders to control. . . .

Still, if the lower classes do not ordinarily
have great disruptive power, and if the use of
even that kind of power is not planned, it is the
only power they do have. Their use of that power,
the weighing of gains and risks, is not calculated
in board rooms; it wells up out of the terrible tra-
vails that people experience at times of rupture
and stress. And at such times, disruptions by the
poor may have reverberations that go beyond the

“institutions in which the disruption is acted out.

The Limits of Political Disruption

It is not the impact of disruptions on particular
institutions that finally tests the power of the
poor; it is the political impact of these disrup-
tions. At this level, however, a new set of structur-
ing mechanisms intervenes, for the political
impact of institutional disruptions is mediated by
the electoral-representative system.

Responses to disruption vary depending on
electoral conditions. Ordinarily, during periods of
stability, governmental leaders have three rather
obvious options when an institutional disruption
occurs. They may ignore it; they may employ puni-
tive measures against the disruptors; or they may
attempt to conciliate them. If the disruptive group
has litte political leverage in its own right, as is
true of lower-class groups, it will either be ignored
or repressed. It is more likely to be ignored when
the disrupted institution is not central to the soci-
ety as a whole, or to other more important groups.
Thus if men and women run amok, disrupting the
fabric of their own communities, as in the immi-
grant slums of the nineteenth century, the specta-
cle may be frightening, but it can be contained
within the slums; it will not necessarily have much
impact on the society as a whole, or on the well-
being of other important groups. Similarly, when
impoverished mobs demand relief, they may
cause havoc in the relief offices, but chaotic relief
offices are not a large problem for the society as a
whole, or for important groups. Repression is
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more likely to be employed when central institu-
tions are affected, as when railroad workers struck
and rioted in the late nineteenth century, or when
the police struck in Boston after the First World
War. Either way, to be ignored or punished is what
the poor ordinarily expect from government,
because these are the responses they ordinarily
evoke,

But protest moverents do not arise during
ordinary periods; they arise when large-scale
changes undermine political stability. It is this con-
text, as we said earlier, that gives the poor hope
and makes insurgency possible in the first place. It
is this context that also makes political leaders
somewhat vulnerable to protests by the poor.

At times of rapid economic and social change,
political leaders are far less free either to ignore
disturbances or to employ punitive measures. At
such times, the rélationship of political leaders to
their constituents is likely to become uncertain.
This unsettled state of political affairs makes the
regime far more sensitive to disturbances, for it is
not only more likely that previously uninvolved
groups will be activated—the scope of conflict will
be widened—but that the scope of conflict will be
widened at a time when political alignments have
already become unpredictable.

When a political leadership becomes unsure
of its support, even disturbances that are isolated
within peripheral institutions cannot be so safely
ignored, for the mere appearance of trouble and
disorder is more threatening when political align-
ments are unstable. And when the disrupted insti-
tutions are central to economic production or to
the stability of social life, it becomes imperative
that normal operations be restored if the regime
is, to maintain support among its constituents.
Thus when industrial workers joined in massive
strikes during the 1930s, they threatened the
entire economy of the nation and, given the elec-
toral instability of the times, threatened the
future of the nation’s political leadership. Under
these circumstances, government could hardly
ignore the disturbances.

Yet neither could government run the risks
entailed by using massive force to subdue the
strikers in the 1930s. It could not, in other words,
simply avail itself of the option of repression. For
one thing the striking workers, like the civil rights
demonstrators in the 1960s, had aroused strong
sympathy among groups that were crucial

supporters of the regime. For another, unlegg
insurgent groups are virtually of outcast status,
permitting leaders of the regime to mobilize pop-
ular hatred against them, politically unstable con-
ditions make the use of force risky, since the reac.
tions of other aroused groups cannot be safely
predicted. When government is unable to ignore
the insurgents, and is unwilling to risk the uncer.
tain repercussions of the use of force, it will make
efforts to conciliate and disarm the protestors,

These placating efforts will usually take sev-
eral forms. First and most obviously, political
leaders will offer concessions, or press elites in
the private sector to offer concessions, to remedy
some of the immediate grievances, both symbolic
and tangible, of the disruptive group. Thus mobs
of unemployed workers were granted relief in the
19380s; striking industrial workers won higher pay
and shorter hours; and angry civil rights demon-
strators were granted the right to desegregated
public accommodations in the 1960s.

Whether one takes such measures as evi-
dence of the capacity of American political institu-
tions for reform, or brushes them aside as mere
tokenism, such concessions were not offered read-
ily by government leaders. In each case, and in
some cases more than in others, reform required
a break with an established pattern of government
accommodation to private elites. Thus the New
Deal’s liberal relief policy was maintained despite
widespread opposition from the business commu-
nity. Striking workers in the mid-1930s succeeded
in obtaining wage concessions from private indus-
try only because state and national political lead-
ers abandoned the age-old policy of using the
coercive power of the state to curb strikes. The
granting of desegregated public accommodations
required that national Democratic leaders turn
against their traditional allies among southern
plantation elites. In such instances concessions
were won by the protestors only when political
leaders were finally forced, out of a concern for
their own survival, to act in ways which aroused
the fierce opposition of economic elites. Inx short,
under conditions of severe electoral instability,
the alliance of public and private power is some-
times weakened, if only briefly, and at these
moments a defiant poor may make gains.

Second, political leaders, or elites allied with
them, will try to quiet disturbances not only by
dealing with immediate grievances, but by making




efforts to channel the energies and angers of the
protestors into more legitimate and less disruptive
forms of political behavior, in part by offering
incentives to movement leaders or, in other
words, by coopting them. Thus relief demonstra-
tors in both the 1930s and the 1960s were encour-
aged to learn to use administrative grievance pro-
cedures as an alternative to “merely” disrupting
relief offices, while their leaders were offered posi-
tions as advisors to relief administrators. In the
1960s civil rights organizers left the streets to take
jobs in the Great Society programs; and as rioting
spread in the northern cities, street leaders in the
ghettos were encouraged to join in “dialogues”
with municipal officials, and some were offered
positions in municipal agencies.

Third, the measures promulgated by govern-
ment at times of disturbance may be designed
not to conciliate the protestors, but to under-
mine whatever sympathy the protesting group
has been able to command from a wider public.
Usually this is achieved through new programs
that appear to meet the moral demands of the
movement, and thus rob it of support without
actually yielding much by way of tangible gains. A
striking example was the passage of the pension
provisions of the Social Security Act. The orga-
nized aged in the Townsend Movement were
demanding pensions of $200 a month, with no
strings attached, and they had managed to
induce some 25 million people to sign support-
ing petitions. As it turned out, the Social Security
Act, while it provided a measure of security for
many of the future aged, did nothing for the
members of the Townsend Movement, none of
whom would be covered by a work-related insur-
ance scheme since they were no longer working,
and most of whom would in any case be dead
when the payments were to begin some seven
years later. But the pension provisions of the
Social Security Act answered the moral claims of
the movement. In principle, government had
acted to protect America’s aged, thus severing
any identification between those who would be
old in the future and those who were already old.
The Social Security Act effectively dampened
public support for the Townsend Plan while
yielding the old people nothing. Other examples
of responses which undermine public support
abound. The widely heralded federal pro-
grams for the ghettos in the 1960s were neither
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designed nor funded in a way that made it possi-
ble for them to have substantial impact on
poverty or on the traumas of ghetto life. But the
publicity attached to the programs—the din and
blare about a “war on poverty” and the develop-
ment of “model cities”—did much to appease
the liberal sympathizers with urban blacks.

Finally, these apparently conciliatory mea-
sures make it possible for government to safely
employ repressive measures as well. Typically,
leaders and groups who are more disruptive, or
who spurn the concessions offered, are singled
out for arbitrary police action or for more formal
legal harassment through congressional investi-
gations or through the courts. In the context of
much-publicized efforts by government to ease
the grievances of disaffected groups, coercive
measures of this kind are not likely to arouse
indignation among sympathetic publics. Indeed,
this dual strategy is useful in another way, for it
serves to cast an aura of balance and judicious-
ness over government action.

The main point, however, is simply that the
political impact of institutional disruptions depends
upon electoral conditions. Even serious disruptions,
such as industrial strikes, will force concessions
only when the calculus of electoral instability
favors the protestors. And even then, when the
protestors succeed in forcing government to
respond, they do not dictate the content of those
responses. As to the variety of specific circum-
stances which determine how much the protes-
tors will gain and how much they will lose, we still
have a great deal to learn.

The Demise of Protest

It is not surprising that, taken together, these
efforts to conciliate and disarm usually lead to
the demise of the protest movement, partly by
transforming the movement itself, and partly by
transforming the political climate which nour-
ishes protest. With these changes, the array of
institutional controls which ordinarily restrain
protest is restored, and political influence is
once more denied to the lower class.

We said that one form of government
response was to make concessions to the protes-
tors, yielding them something of what they
demanded, either symbolic or material. But the
mere granting of such concessions is probably
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not very important in accounting for the demise
of a movement. For one thing, whatever is yielded
is usually modest if not meager; for ancther, even
modest concessions demonstrate that protest
“works,” a circumstance that might as easily be
expected to fuel a movement as to pacify it.

But concessions are rarely unencumbered. If
they are given at all, they are usually part and par-
cel of measures to reintegrate the movement into
normal political channels and to absorb its leaders
into stable institutional roles. Thus the right of
industrial workers to unionize, won in response to
massive and disruptive strikes in the 1930s, meant
that workers were encouraged to use newly estab-
lished grievance procedures in place of the sit-
down or the wildcat strike; and the new union
leaders, now absorbed in relations with factory
management and in the councils of the Demo-
cratic Party, become the ideological proponents
and organizational leaders of this strategy of
normalcy and moderation. Similarly, when blacks
won the vote in the South and a share of patron-
age in the municipalities of the North in response
to the disturbances of the 1960s, black leaders
were absorbed into electoral and bureaucratic
politics and became the ideological proponents of
the shift “from protest to politics” (Rustin).

This feature of government action deserves
some explanation because the main reintegra-
tive measures—the right to organize, the right to
vote, black representation in city government—
were also responses to specific demands made by
the protestors themselves. To all appearances,
government simply acted to redress felt griev-
ances. But the process was by no means as
straightforward as that. As we suggested earlier,
the movements had arisen through interaction
with elites, and had been led to make the
demands they made in response to early encour-
agement by political leaders. Nor was it fortu-
itous that political leaders came to proclaim as
just such causes as the right to organize or the
right to vote or the right to “citizen participa-
tion.” In each case, elites responded to discon-
tent by proposing reforms with which they had
experience, and which consisted mainly of
extending established procedures to new groups
or to new institutional arenas. Collective bargain-
ing was not invented in the 1930s, nor the fran-
chise in the 1960s. Driven by turmoil, political
leaders proposed reforms that were in a sense

prefigured by institutional arrangements tha¢
already existed, that were drawn from a reper-
toire provided by existing traditions. And ap
aroused people responded by demanding simply
what political leaders had said they shoulg
have. If through some accident of history they
had done otherwise, if industrial workers haq
demanded public ownership of factories, they
would probably have still gotten unionism, if
they got anything at all; and if impoverished
southern blacks had demanded land reform,
they would probably have still gotten the vote.

At the same time that government makes
efforts to reintegrate disaffected groups, and to
guide them into less politically disturbing forms
of behavior, it also moves to isolate them from
potential supporters and, by doing so, dimin-
ishes the morale of the movement. Finally, while
the movement is eroding under these influences,
its leaders attracted by new opportunities, its fol-
lowers conciliated, confused, or discouraged, the
show of repressive force against recalcitrant ele-
ments demolishes the few who are left.

However, the more farreaching changes do
not occur within the movement, but in the politi-
cal context which nourished the movement in
the first place. The agitated and defiant people
who compose the movement are but a small pro-
portion of the discontented population on which
it draws. Presumably if some leaders were
coopted, new leaders would arise; if some partici-
pants were appeased or discouraged, others
would take their place. But this does not happen,
because government’s responses not only destroy
the movement, they also transform the political
climate which makes protest possible. The con-
cessions to the protestors, the efforts to “bring
them into the system,” and in particular the mea-
sures aimed at potential supporters, all work to
create a powerful image of a benevolent and
responsive government that answers grievances
and solves problems. As a result, whatever sup-
port might have existed among the larger popu-
lation dwindles. Moreover, the display of govern-
ment benevolence stimulates antagonist groups,
and triggers the antagonistic sentiments of more
neutral sectors. The “tide of public opinion”
begins to turn—against labor in the late 1930s,
against blacks in the late 1960s. And as it does,
the definitions put forward by political leaders
also change, particularly’ when prodded by




contenders for political office who sense the shift
in popular mood, and the weaknesses it reveals in
an incumbent’s support. Thus in the late 1960s,
Republican leaders took advantage of white
resentment against blacks to attract Democratic
voters, raising cries of “law and order” and “work-
fare not welfare”—the code words for racial
antagonism. Such a change is ominous. Where
once the powerful voices of the land enunciated
arhetoric that gave courage to the poor, now they
enunciate a rhetoric that erases hope, and
implants fear. The point should be evident that as
these various circumstances combine defiance is
no longer possible,

The Residue of Reform

When protest subsides, concessions may be with-
drawn. Thus when the unemployed become
docile, the relief rolls are cut even though many
are still unemployed; when the ghetto becomes
quiescent, evictions are resumed. The reason is
simple enough. Since the poor no longer pose
the threat of disruption, they no longer exert
leverage on political leaders; there is no need for
conciliation. This is particularly the case in a cli-
mate of growing political hostility, for the conces-
sions granted are likely to become the focus of
resentment by other groups.

But some concessions are not withdrawn. As
the tide of turbulence recedes, major institu-
tional changes sometimes remain. Thus the right
of workers to join unions was not rescinded when
turmoil subsided (although some of the rights
ceded to unions were withdrawn). And it is not
likely that the franchise granted to blacks in the
South will be taken back (although just that hap-
pened in the post-Reconstruction period). Why,
then, are some concessions withdrawn while oth-
ers become permanent institutional reforms?

The answer, perhaps, is that while some of the
reforms granted during periods of turmoil are
costly or repugnant to various groups in the soci-
€ty, and are therefore suffered only under duress,
other innovations turn out to be compatible (or at
least not incompatible) with the interests of more
powerful groups, most importantly with the inter-
ests of dominant economic groups. Such an asser-
tion has the aura of a conspiracy theory, but in fact
the process is not conspiratorial at all. Major
industrialists had resisted unionization, but once
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forced to concede it as the price of industrial
peace, they gradually discovered that labor unions
constituted a useful mechanism to regulate the
labor force. The problem of disciplining indus-
trial labor had been developing over the course of
a century. The depression produced the political
turmoil through which a solution was forged. Nor
was the solution simply snatched from the air. As
noted earlier, collective bargaining was a tried
and tested method of dealing with labor distur-
bances. The tumult of the 1930s made the use of
this method imperative; once implemented, the
reforms were institutionalized because they con-
tinued to prove useful.

Similarly, southern economic elites had no
interest in ceding southern blacks the franchise.
But their stakes in disfranchising blacks had
diminished. The old plantation economy was
losing ground to new industrial enterprises;
plantation-based elites were losing ground to
economic dominants based in industry. The feu-
dal political arrangements on which a plantation
economy had relied were no longer of central
importance, and certainly they were not of cen-
tral importance to the new economic elites.
Black uprisings, by forcing the extension of the
franchise and the modernization of southern
politics, thus helped seal a fissure in the institu-
tional fabric of American society, a fissure result-
ing from the growing inconsistency between the
economic and political institutions of the South.

What these examples suggest is that protesters
win, if they win at all, what historical circumstances
have already made ready to be conceded. Still, as Alan
Wolfe has said, governments do no change magi-
cally through some “historical radical transfor-
mation,” but only through the actual struggles of
the time (154). When people are finally roused
to protest against great odds, they take the only
options available to them within the limits
imposed by their social circumstances. . . .

A Note on the Role
of Protest Leadership

The main point of this chapter is that both the
limitations and opportunities for mass protest
are shaped by social conditions. The implica-
tions for the role of leadership in protest move-
ments can be briefly summarized.
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Protest wells up in response to momentous
changes in the institutional order. It is not cre-
ated by organizers and leaders.

Once protest erupts, the specific forms it
takes are largely determined by features of social:
structure. Organizers and leaders who contrive
strategies that ignore the social location of the
people they seek to mobilize can only fail.

Elites respond to the institutional disruptions
that protest causes, as well as to other powerful
institutional imperatives. Elite responses are not
significantly shaped by the demands of leaders and
organizers. Nor are elite responses significantly
shaped by formally structured organizations of the
poor. Whatever influence lowerlass groups occa-
sionally exert in American politics does not result
from organization, but from mass protest and the
disruptive consequences of protest.

Finally, protest in the United States has been
episodic and transient, for as it gains momen-
tum, so too do various forms of institutional
accommodation and coercion that have the
effect of restoring quiescence. Organizers and
leaders cannot prevent the ebbing of protest,
nor the erosion of whatever influence protest
yielded the lower class. They can only try to win
whatever can be won while it can be won.

In these major ways protest movements are
shaped by institutional conditions, and not by
the purposive efforts of leaders and organizers.
The limitations are large and unyielding. Yet
within the boundaries created by these limita-
tions, some latitude for purposive effort remains.
Organizers and leaders choose to do one thing,
or they choose to do another, and what they
choose to do affects to some degree the course of
the protest movement. If the area of latitude is

less than leaders and organizers would prefer, it
is also not enlarged when they proceed as if instj-
tutional limitations did not in fact exist by under-
taking strategies which fly in the face of these
constraints. The wiser course is to understand
these limitations, and to exploit whatever lag-
tude remains to enlarge the potential influence
of the lower class. And if our conclusions are cor-
rect, what this means is that strategies must be
pursued that escalate the momentum and
impact of disruptive protest at each stage in its
emergence and evolution.

Notes

1. Edelman ascribes the influence of public officials as
“powerful shapers of perceptions” to their virtual monop-
oly on certain kinds of information, to the legitimacy of
the regime with which they are identified, and to the
intense identification of people with the state (101-102),
2. This is perhaps what C. L. R. James means when he
writes: “Workers are at their very best in collective action
in the circumstances of their daily activity or crises arising
from it” (95). Richard Flacks has also made a related
argument regarding the importance of what he calls
“everyday life” in shaping popular movements.
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