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Introduction

1. Conceptualizing social movements and protest
2. Generalizable characteristics: volatility; class
3. Political consequences



1. What is a social movement

Analytical
1. goal is to transform (or rarely preserve) social/political systems

• sex between men illegal in England since 16C
• reform to revolution, e.g. against monogamy

2. by mobilizing people who lack institutionalized access to power
• gay men and lesbian women

3. over lengthy campaigns, extending across a polity (and beyond)
• Wolfenden Report 1959 … same-sex marriage 2013

4. sustained by formal organizations
• Homosexual Law Reform Society (1958); Gay Liberation Front 

(1970); Stonewall (1989)



• ‘the actor makes some explicit claim that the means of action can be 
recognized as legitimate and the ends of action can become binding 
for the wider community’ (Offe 1985)
• contrast IRA or Islamic terrorism
• contrast mindfulness



Genealogical
• Originates in late 18th / early 19thC Western Europe / North America 

(Tilly 1995)
• e.g. British Anti-Slavery (1788–)

• Enlightenment ideals: equality and liberty; popular sovereignty
• “Movement” (counterposed to “Conservative”) means teleology (e.g. 

J.S. Mill in 1838)
• Activists cross movements; e.g. U.S. Feminist Movement
• after Civil War (1st wave): from Anti-Slavery
• after 1960s (2nd wave): from Civil Rights and Anti-War

• Conservative counter-movements borrow the same form
• e.g. U.S. Pro-Life Movement



• Some movements become 
embedded in the political 
system—paradox
• e.g. labour movement; 

gay rights / LGBT



Protest events

• Protest: ‘action expresses a grievance, a conviction of wrong or 
injustice; the protestors are unable to correct the condition directly 
by their own efforts; the action is intended to draw attention to the 
grievances; the action is further meant to provoke ameliorative steps 
by some target group; and the protesters depend upon some 
combination of sympathy and fear to move the target group in their 
behalf. Protest ranges from relatively persuasive to relatively 
coercive combinations …, but always includes both’ (Turner 1969)



National Union of Mineworkers’ strike, 1984



Outrage’s “wink-in” at Piccadilly Circus, 1991



What social movements do

1. Political
• change law/policy
• institutionalize access to power (paradoxically diminishing)

2. Social
• connect people in networks—strong ties; weak ties extending over 

long distances
• create autonomous social spaces (e.g. meetings, assemblies)

3. Cultural
• create and strengthen collective identity; ‘the personal is the 

political’ (1969)
• cultivate ideas—strategy, utopian



2. Generalizable characteristics
2.1 Volatility

• Waves of protest can erupt suddenly: 
• 1989 collapse of communism
• 2011 Occupy and Arab Spring
• 2020 BLM …



Black Lives Matter protests in USA
(after Dunivin et al. 2022)



2020



• Most protest events are small and few are large, but
most protesters participate in large events (Biggs 2018)

• Most events are concentrated in brief intervals of time …



U.K. strikes, 1900-2011: participant-days

Strike-days in UK, 1900–2011 (Biggs 2018)

Gini coefficient .46
73% of strike-days in 27% of years 



• Even participants in the large waves are surprised—metaphors 
of ‘forest fire’, ‘contagion’, ‘avalanche’



2.2 Class basis

• Recent political sociologists claim 
• protest is increasing—“social movement society”
• protest is associated with university education

• Such claims forget the labour movement (Biggs 2015)!
• Hobsbawm, ‘Economic Fluctuations and Some Social Movements 

since 1800’ (1952)
• American social movement organizations in New York Times in 20C 

(Amenta et al. 2012): 
• 36% labour
• 10% civil rights



Effect of degree on 
ever having 

protested
—demonstration, 

boycott, 
unofficial strike—
adjusting for sex 

and age (WVS, 
1981–2022)



• Is the association between protest and university degree due to 
selection or exposure?

• US cohort born c.1949; college 1967–71, demonstrations to 1973:
• matching effect (for treated): +18%age points (Kam & Palmer 2008)
• matching effect (for control): +6%age points (Mayer 2011)

• don’t include parental liberalism in match!
• UK cohort born 1970; university 1988–92, demonstrations in 2004:

• matching effect (for treated): n.s. (Persson 2014)
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Demonstrations in Hungary and United Kingdom (ESS, 2002–2020)
2.3 Left-wing?

• In Western Europe 
and North America, 
protest is left-wing

• But not universal: 
in Eastern Europe, 
protest is right-wing
• democracy 

established by the 
right, not the left

• cultural liberalism 
associated with 
right (Kostelka & 
Rovny 2019)



3. Political consequences



Protest

Mobilization
Social / political
change advocated
by movement

Structural shifts 
e.g. political 

opportunities;
public opinion

Methodological problem



Example: 
decriminalization 
of homosexuality

‘the ongoing individualization 
of world models of society in 
the post–World War II period 

generated wholesale 
redefinitions of sex, which in 

turn facilitated a worldwide 
wave of sex-law reforms’ 

(Frank, Camp, & Boutcher
2010)



Empirical analysis, U.S.

Aggregate time series
• Number of protest events in one year/month => 

Political changes in next year/month, 
controlling for other factors

• Protest has no positive effect (Giugni 2007; McAdam & Su 2002; Olzak
& Ryo 2007; Olzak & Soule 2009)

• Problems: event count; fixed lag; small N



Geographical disaggregation
• Walmart stores, early 21st C: protest impedes stores opening (Ingram, 

Yue, & Rao 2010)
• Sit-ins, 1960: occurrence of sit-in protest in city or nearby cities makes 

desegregation more likely (Biggs & Andrews 2015)
• Protest by African Americans, 1960s: nonviolent protest in county—

matching counties—increased Democratic Presidential vote in 1972; 
whereas riot decreased (Wasow 2020)

• Tea Party, 2009: rally attendance—fine weather as instrument—
increases Republican vote, makes Republican Reps more conservative, 
speeds retirement of Democratic Reps (Madestam et al. 2013)

• BLM protest, 2010s: reduces killings by police, but increases 
homicides—difference in difference, matched places (Campbell 2023)



Individual
• Demonstrations against restrictive legislation in 2016: Latinos more 

supportive of rights for undocumented immigrants immediately 
afterwards—interrupted survey (Branton et al. 2015)

• Volunteers who went to Freedom Summer in 1964 versus no 
shows: two decades later, more left-wing and more likely to be in 
lower-paid jobs (McAdam 1988)



Negative effects

Winter of discontent, 
1978–9

• Disruptive protest in Egypt reduces support for democracy (Ketchley & 
El-Rayyes 2021)



Conclusion

• Characteristics of social movements:
• fluctuate over time, taking us by surprise
• since decline of labour movement, overrepresentation of 

university graduates
• Social movements can bring about change

• methodological challenge: confounding with political opportunities, 
public opinion

• comparison across space and within survey provides persuasive 
evidence for effect
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