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How do the few persuade the many?
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twenty million black people
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whether the contradictions of
this society can be resolved by
a coalition of progressive forces
which becomes the effective
political majority in the United
States.”
— Bayard ?
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How do the few persuade the many?

▶ “Neither [the civil rights]
movement nor the country’s
twenty million black people
can win political power alone.
We need allies. The future of
the Negro struggle depends on
whether the contradictions of
this society can be resolved by
a coalition of progressive forces
which becomes the effective
political majority in the United
States.”
— Bayard ?

▶ “My theory is, strong people
don’t need strong leaders.”
— Ella Baker (?)

▶ “The only time I hear people
talk about nonviolence is when
black people move to defend
themselves against white
people…[Black people] have
already been nonviolent too
many years.”
— Stokely ?

▶ ”Because of the way this
society is organized, because of
the violence that exists on the
surface everywhere, you have
to expect that there are going
to be such explosions.”
— Angela Davis (1971)



Data from 1960s allow us to test these
competing approaches

▶ About 2,854 nonviolent black-led protest events
(Dynamics of Collective Action data)

▶ About 819 violent black-led protest events (DCA data)
▶ About 753 violent black-led protest events (Carter data)



Significant variation in 1960s protest activity
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How do marginal groups advance interests?

▶ Elite model
▶ Elites dominate (e.g., ???)
▶ “An emerging

consensus…that public
opinion is shaped primarily, if
not exclusively, by political
elites” (?, 45)

▶ “Mass-based interest groups
and average citizens have
little or no independent
influence,” ?, 565.

▶ Pluralistic model
▶ Mass interest groups can

shape attitudes and policy
(e.g., ??)

▶ “Oppositional
counterpublics are critical
sites for emergence of
non-elite influence on mass
opinion,” ?, 19; (?).

▶ Protests send an informative
cue to elites (??)



Both sets of models fail to explain significant
variation in “Most Important Problem”
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My model: Narrative power

▶ Theory
▶ Media set agendas and favor elite narratives but also

seek profits and dramatic stories (???)

▶ Methods like “staging protests” to “dramatize injustice”
allow subordinate groups to seed news agendas
(???)

▶ Strategies like nonviolent or violent disruption create
tiny “morality plays” that help frame media coverage
(??)

▶ Nonviolent or violent tactics will, on average, produce
differential effects
(????)

▶ Depending on strategy, agenda seedingmoves median
dominant group elites and masses towards status quo or
egalitarian coalition
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My model: Narrative power
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Agenda seeding: Protesters & state nonviolent
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Overview of Research Designs
Questions Methods Explanatory Outcome variables

variables & data of interest

Outcomes:

Q1. Do protests sway voters?

(a) Protest→ voting Regression Nonviolent (DCA) & Change in county-level
( panel , OLS, IV) Violent protest Democratic vote share

(DCA & Carter)



Voting Analysis

▶ Units
▶ 3093 U.S. counties (Hawaii & Alaska dropped)

▶ Response variable
▶ County-level Democratic Presidential vote share

▶ Explanatory variables
▶ Protest ‘Treatment’

▶ Controls
▶ Lagged Democratic vote share
▶ 1962, 1972 and 1983 censuses of counties



County Data

▶ Control variables from censuses include
▶ median age
▶ median income
▶ per capita local government expenditures
▶ percent black & (percent black)2

▶ percent of housing owner occupied
▶ percent of population foreign born
▶ percent population growth
▶ percent unemployed
▶ percent urban
▶ percent with high school or more education
▶ total population



Protest ‘Treatment’

▶ Components of Protest ‘Treatment’
▶ Intensity:

▶ Protest participants>= 10 (DCA data) or
▶ Protest arrests >= 10 (Carter data)

▶ Distance:
▶ County & protest<= 100 miles

▶ Time:
▶ Protest & election<= 730 days



Panel models of effect of protest on presidential
Democratic vote share, 1964-1972

Nonviolent Protest
(Olzak & West

participant data)

Violent Protest
(Olzak & West

participant data)

Violent Protest
(Carter arrest data)

15. Spatial panel (N=9,264)

14. White matched (N=2,089)

13. Matched (N=2,560)

12. 90% white (N=6,642)

11. All counties (N=9,273)

10. Spatial panel (N=9,264)

9. White matched (N=2,387)

8. Matched (N=3,262)

7. 90% white (N=6,641)

6. All counties (N=9,273)

5. Spatial panel (N=9,264)

4. White matched (N=2,306)

3. Matched (N=2,636)

2. 90% white (N=6,642)

1. All counties (N=9,273)

−7.5 −5.0 −2.5 0.0 2.5
Change in county−level Democratic vote share
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Overview of Research Designs
Questions Methods Explanatory Outcome variables

variables & data of interest

Outcomes:

Q1. Do protests sway voters?

(a) Protest→ voting Regression Nonviolent (DCA) & Change in county-level
(panel, OLS, IV ) Violent protest Democratic vote share

(DCA & Carter)





Rainfall, April 4th through April 10th, 1968

Rainfall (mm)

0−7
7−24
24−58
58−120
120−1342



Does rainfall influence protest activity?

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Heavydownpour dampens protest
Afro-American (1893-1988); Jan 1, 1966; ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Baltimore Afro-American
pg. 1



IV models of effect of violent protests in April
1968 on vote share



Placebo effect of violent protests in April 1968
on vote share
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Overview of Research Designs
Questions Methods Explanatory Outcome variables

variables & data of interest

Outcomes:

Q1. Do protests sway voters?

(a) Protest→ voting Regression Nonviolent (DCA) & Change in county-level
(panel, OLS, IV) Violent protest Democratic vote share

(DCA & Carter)

(b) Protest→ election Counterfactual Violent protest in State-level change in
simulation April 1968 (Carter) 1968 vote share



Counterfactual 1968 Presidential Election

Humphrey Gains # of Electoral Votes # of Outcomes % of Outcomes

NJ, OH 234 22 0

DE, NJ, OH 237 133 1

MO, NJ, OH 246 55 1

DE, MO, NJ, OH 249 285 3

IL, NJ, OH 260 463 5

DE, IL, NJ, OH 263 2,143 21

IL, MO, NJ, OH 272 1,139 11

DE, IL, MO, NJ, OH 275 5,760 58

Table: Results of 10,000 counterfactual simulated elections. Estimated increase is
drawn from a random normal distribution with a mean of the original Democratic
vote share plus 1.94 percentage points and a standard deviation of 0.25.



Nixon’s “Southern Strategy” moved midwest
and mid-Atlantic

Candidates
Humphrey
Humphrey Gains
Nixon
Wallace
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Overview of Research Designs
Questions Methods Explanatory Outcome variables

variables & data of interest

Outcomes:

Q1. Do protests sway voters?

(a) Protest→ voting Regression Nonviolent (DCA) & Change in county-level
(panel, OLS, IV) Violent protest Democratic vote share

(DCA & Carter)

(b) Protest→ election Counterfactual Violent protest in State-level change in
simulation April 1968 (Carter) 1968 vote share

Mechanisms:

Q2. Do activists lead or follow?

(a) Protest↔media Time series Nonviolent (DCA) & Newspaper headlines,
(b) Protest↔ polls (descriptive plots & Violent protest Public opinion,
(c) Protest↔ elites Granger causality) (DCA & Carter) Congressional speech



Nonviolent protest activity and public opinion
on “civil rights”
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Violent protest activity and public opinion on
“social control”
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Individual attitudes: 1960s surveys

▶ UC Berkeley and Field Research Corporation ran dozens
of “California Polls” in 1950s, 1960s and 1970s
▶ In October 1965, surveyed 1,260 California adults
▶ Subjects were asked to ‘agree or disagree with several

statements that have been made about the Los Angeles
riots and about racial disturbances in general’



California Survey on ‘LA Riots,’ October 1965

1. One thing the riots did was to
bring attention to the bad
conditions that exist in Negro
slums

2. People are less sympathetic now
toward the civil rights movement
than they were before the riots

3. The police should crack down
harder and faster when Negroes
get out of line

4. Most white people don’t
understand the difficulties
Negroes face in trying to better
themselves

5. The more concessions people
make, the more Negroes demand,
they should be satisfied with
what they have

6. The only real solution is to do
more to improve bad social
conditions caused by segregation
and poverty

7. The riots prove that Negroes are
not yet ready to be accepted in
respectable, law-abiding society

8. White people will have to bend
over backward to help Negroes
improve themselves
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Vote for Brown vs Watts Attitudes, by Party
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Vote for Brown vs Watts Attitudes, by Party
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Vote for Brown vs Watts Attitudes, by Race
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Vote for Humphrey vs Urban Unrest among
Whites, by Party ID
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Data: ANES 1968. Model controls for income + male + education.



How did White attitudes about civil rights
influence LBJ→ Nixon voters?
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Data: ANES 1968. Model controls for income + male + education.



How did White feelings about Blacks influence
LBJ→ Nixon voters?
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Data: ANES 1968. Model controls for income + male + education.



How did White attitudes about Vietnam War
influence LBJ→ Nixon voters?
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Data: ANES 1968. Model controls for income + male + education.



How did White attitudes about anti-war
protesters influence LBJ→ Nixon voters?
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How did White attitudes about Democratic
convention influence LBJ→ Nixon voters?
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Data: ANES 1968. Model controls for income + male + education.



How did White attitudes about urban unrest
influence LBJ→ Nixon voters?
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Data: ANES 1968. Model controls for income + male + education.



Overview
▶ Introduction
▶ Activist Debate: Integrationists vs Nationalists
▶ Political Science Debate: Elites vs Pluralists
▶ Theory: Narrative Power
▶ Cases: March on Washington
▶ Cases: Watts Uprising
▶ Outcomes: Do Protests Move Voters?
▶ Outcomes: Do Protests Cause Changes in Voting?
▶ Outcomes: Do Protests Matter Politically?
▶ Mechanisms: Do Protests Seed Media & Public Opinion?
▶ Mechanisms: Do Protests Construct Media Frames?
▶ Mechanisms: Do Protests Sway Individual Attitudes?
▶ Conclusion



Implications and contributions

▶ Theoretical:
▶ Mass movements, not just elites, can exert influence over

public opinion, elite discourse, voting and policy
▶ Tactics matter: in electoral politics, through media, can

grow status quo or egalitarian coalitions
▶ Methodological:

▶ Fine grained geographic, temporal and intensity
measures may offer better estimates of effects of protests



Implications and contributions

▶ Empirical:
▶ 1960s protests strongly and substantively influenced

elite discourse, mass opinion and mass voting behavior
▶ Violent protests in 1968 likely tipped presidential

election from Humphrey to Nixon
▶ Political:

▶ Political violence may induce gains from elites but likely
counterproductive within electoral politics

▶ Elites dominate political communication but hold no
monopoly



Thank you

Questions, comments?

owasow@berkeley.edu


