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Introduction
During the years of the past decade an ex-

traordinarily wide variety of Americans have
chosen at one time or another to take their
politics into the streets. The diversity of those
who have employed protest tactics is striking:
urban and rural blacks, college and high school
students, farmers, veterans, white homeowners,
the parents of school children, the peace con-
stituency, so-called hard hats or construction
workers, religious groups, ethnic minorities,
and conservative organizations have all re-
cently engaged in widely publicized protests
of one form or another.1

While scholarship on protest is beginning to
accumulate, a problem of limited perspective
continues to inhibit our understanding of the
phenomenon. This perspective, constrained
both by lack of data and by inadequate con-
ceptual development, has given rise to the view
that protest is essentially extraordinary in char-
acter2 and that those who use it must do so
because they lack the resources to employ more
Conventional means of bringing demands to
bear on the political system. The purpose of
this article is to challenge this view and to
begin to restate some of the generalizations
built upon it. In particular, I would contend
that if we examine the attitudes toward pro-
test, the social characteristics of protesters, and
the uses and organization of protest among
blacks and whites separately, we find racial

* This research was made possible by a grant from
the Government and Legal Processes Committee of the
Social Science Research Council and by funds granted
by the Office of Economic Opportunity to the Institute
for Research on Poverty at the University of Wiscon-
sin. I wish to thank Floyd Stoner for his assistance in
processing the data. I am also grateful to Paul Schu-
maker, Murray Edelman, Alan Rosenbaum, and Joel
Grossman for their comments on an earlier draft of
this paper. The conclusions are the sole responsibility
of the author.

"Jerome Skolnick, The Politics of Protest (New
York: Ballantine, 1969) p. 22.

2 Lester Milbrath has written, for example, that pro-
test demonstrations are "by definition, extraordinary
rather than normal." Political Participation (Chicago:
Rand McNally, 1965), p. 27. And Michael Lewis
argues that one of the common defining threads which
characterize various sorts of demonstrative political
manifestations is their proclivity to go "beyond the
constraints of the institutionalized political process."
"The Negro Protest in Urban America (1968)," in
Protest, Reform and Revolt, ed. Joseph Gusfield, (New
York: John Wiley, 1970), p. 151.

variations important enough to suggest sub-
stantial modifications in the standard interpre-
tation of the role and nature of this form of
political expression. Protest among blacks was
found in the present research to be carried
out primarily by members of the adult middle
and working classes and to represent an in-
tegral and normal feature of the black adapta-
tion to urban politics in particular. Protest
among whites, in contrast, is an extraordinary
form of participation at all levels of politics
for a small, predominantly upper middle-class
segment of the white community. One of the
chief ironies of this more complex view of
the role of protest in domestic politics, as we
shall see, is that the routine quality of protest
and its institutionalization in the black com-
munity—a strength in the short run—are even-
tually bound to strip the technique of much
of its force as a means for blacks of making
political demands. In pursuing this analysis,
we will find that the data challenge and clarify
some assumptions about the relationship of
participation in protest to the possession of so-
cial resources.

Data and Research Setting
The data on which this analysis is based are

drawn from a 1970 survey of Milwaukee resi-
dents age 18 and over. The study design was
constructed to yield two separate probability
samples, one each of the black and white
populations as close in size as possible. The
final sample numbered 331 whites and 246
blacks.3 Comparing 1970 Census data from Mil-
waukee with the survey sample indicates that
with a few minor exceptions the fit of the
sample with its universe is high. Sample dis-
tributions along the sex, occupation, education,
and income dimensions closely match the cor-
responding census distributions, except that low
education (less than high school) blacks and
whites and high income (over $10,000) whites

3 The black population of Milwaukee numbered
105,000 in 1970, or 14.7 per cent of the total. This
proportion of blacks is not especially small for cities
of this size. Milwaukee falls among the second ten
largest cities in the country. The average percentage
of blacks in these cities is 20.7. The percentages of
blacks in Boston (16.3), San Francisco (13.4), and
Indianapolis (18.0), all of which cities fall in the
second ten largest group, compare most favorably with
Milwaukee.
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are slightly undersampled. Interviewers were
all professionals, and they were matched with
their respondents by race.

Since cross-sectional surveys in single cities
suffer the obvious disadvantages of limited time
and geographical perspectives, it is necessary
both to warn the reader of the tentative na-
ture of the findings and to make explicit at
least one relevant characteristic of the research
setting, i.e., that among cities of its general
size Milwaukee has a particularly rich recent
history of political protest and violence, espe-
cially among blacks. Among the riots in the
summer of 1967, for example, the Milwaukee
riot was considered by the Kerner Commission
to be among the three most severe in the na-
tion.* The city appears to occupy a similarly
high position in regard to the level of protest
activity: in one study of protest in 43 large
American cities over a six-month period in
1968, Milwaukee experienced more protest in-
cidents than any other city.5 Milwaukee's most
notable protest campaign occurred in 1967 and
involved six months of daily street marches
and rallies led by Father James Groppi to
secure open housing laws. Although these
marches drew predominantly from the black
community, a large number of whites took part
sporadically. Other major black protests in-
cluded a school boycott (1965) by an or-
ganization called Milwaukee United School In-
tegration Committee (MUSIC) to protest ra-
cial imbalance in the inner city schools. Vari-
ous private institutions have also been targets
of prolonged protest: the Eagles Club, a major
supermarket chain, and the largest manufac-
turing employer in the city, Allis-Chalmers,
have been picketed and boycotted by black
organizations to protest various discriminatory
racial practices. Finally, during 1969, the Na-
tional Welfare Rights Organization became
active in Milwaukee and helped to sponsor a
number of demonstrations and sit-ins by wel-
fare recipients and their sympathizers.

This high level of political intensity and
militance may have increased the extent and
diffusion of individual protest participation in
both the black and the white communities to
such an extent that patterns reported here
are atypical of what we might find in other
parts of the country. The rare and scattered
bits of comparable evidence from other sur-
veys cited in the text, however, generally sup-

' Report of the National Advisory Commission on
Civil Disorders (Washington, D.C.: Government Print-
ing Office, 1968), pp. 158-159.

'Peter K. Eisinger, "The Conditions of Protest Be-
havior in American Cities," The American Political
Science Review, 67 (March 1973), 11-28.

port the Milwaukee findings. One presumed
advantage of the frequency and scope of pro-
test in Milwaukee is that it virtually ensures
a significant pool of protest participants for
analysis which random sampling techniques
can be expected to tap.

Attitudes Toward Protest as a
Political Tactic

Protest may be defined as a form of collec-
tive expression, disruptive in nature, designed
to provide its users both with access to deci-
sion makers and with bargaining leverage in
negotiations with them.6 While protest relies
for its dynamics on a delicate balance of
threat and moral appeal,7 it falls short of and
may be distinguished from outright political
violence.8

Most surveys which have sought to tap at-
titudes toward protest have revealed predom-
inantly hostile sentiments, leading to the view
that protest is a form of political noncon-
formity. For example, a national Harris poll
conducted in 1965 showed that 68 per cent
believed that antiwar picketing and demon-
strations were more harmful than helpful; 68
per cent believed that civil rights demonstra-
tions were likewise more harmful than help-
ful; and 65 per cent felt the same way about
student demonstrations.9

In 1966 the Harris poll asked whites
whether, if they were in the same position as
Negroes, they would feel justified "to march
and protest in demonstrations." Exactly half
the sample said they would not feel justified;
35 per cent said they would.10 A later Harris
poll, taken in 1968, found that a full 82 per
cent of their respondents "disapproved" of
Negro "demonstration tactics."11

In a smaller survey conducted in Ann Ar-
bor, Michigan, Marvin Olsen found that dis-
approval of protest was not only relatively high
but that it focused particularly on mass dem-

* James Q. Wilson was one of the first to characterize
protest as a bargaining process in these terms. "The
Strategy of Protest: Problems of Negro Civic Action,"
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 3 (September 1961),
291-303.

'See the discussion of this point in Ralph Turner,
"The Public Perception of Protest," American Sociologi-
cal Review, 34 (December 1969), 815-831, at p. 820.

'Eisinger, pp. 13-14; see also H. L. Nieburg, "The
Threat of Violence and Social Change," American
Political Science Review, 56 (December 1962), 865-
873, at p. 872.

' These data are cited in Amitai Etzioni, Demonstra-
tion Democracy (New York: Gordon and Breach,
1970), p. 10

10 William Brink and Louis Harris, Black and White:
A Study of Racial Attitudes Today (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1967), p. 222.

11 Etzioni, p. 10.
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onstrations and sit-ins. Sixty per cent of his
sample, most of which was above average in
education, expressed strong negative opinions
regarding such tactics.12 Angus Campbell, sum-
marizing findings based on the 15 city Michi-
gan Survey Research Center study, writes that:

White response to the black protest movement . . .
was generally unfavorable, a majority believing it
to be pushing too fast and too violently and with
hurtful consequences . . . Black evaluation of the
black protest was far more positive than that of
whites. . . .13

As instruments for assessing attitudes toward
protest, these surveys are suggestive, but they
have two major shortcomings. One is that, with
the exception of Campbell, investigators gen-
erally have failed to introduce controls for
race in their reports or their study design.
Either marginal totals are presented for ra-
cially undifferentiated samples, or the surveys
themselves have been conducted only among
whites. A second shortcoming involves the
phrasing of questions: Respondents were asked
about their feelings toward antiwar picketing,
civil rights demonstrations, student protest, and
the black protest movement. Thus, the re-
sulting negative attitudes may simultaneously
reflect hostility toward any or all of the fol-
lowing: toward a particular mode of political
expression (protest), toward presumed posi-
tions on certain broad substantive issues (civil
rights, the war in Asia), and toward certain
distinct protesting groups in society (blacks,
students).

The advantage of the Milwaukee survey is
that it asks both blacks and whites questions
about protest itself, without reference to the
issues which might give rise to protest or the
groups which use it, although, to be sure, we
still cannot be absolutely certain that respon-
dents did not supply their own substantive as-
sociations with protest in answering the ques-
tions. Sharp racial differences emerge in the
assessment of protest as a tactic. Favorable
attitudes toward protest are widespread in the
black community, and these feelings transcend
the boundary dividing those who have actu-
ally taken part in protest from those who have

12 Marvin Olsen, "Perceived Legitimacy of Social
Protest Actions," Social Problems, 15 (Winter, 1968),
p. 299. Other sources of data showing similar attitudes
toward protest may be found in Skolnick, p. 22-23;
and Hazel Erskine, "The Polls: Demonstrations and
Race Riots," Public Opinion Quarterly, 31 (Winter
1967-1968), 655-677.

"Angus Campbell, White Attitudes Toward Black
People (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Institute for Social
Research, University of Michigan, 1971), p. 139.

Table 1. Explanations of the Reasons for Protest

Instrumental Reasons
To gain attention;
to win demands

Expressive Reasons
Because they are angry;
to express outrage

Negative Reasons

Black

56% (138)

20% (49)

8% (20)
Imitation; trouble-making

Other
DK

1% (2)
15% (37)

100% (246)

White

36% (119)

15% (48)

38% (123)

1%(2)
12% (39)

102% (331)

Differences significant at .001 level (Chi-square
=63.503).

not.14 Black protesters come to participate in
demonstrative politics in an aura of subcom-
munity approval and confidence. But while the
attitudes of the black subcommunity reinforce,
if not stimulate, individual decisions to engage
in protest, those of the white community are
largely antipathetic to such participation.

A majority of the blacks in the sample are
convinced that the motivations which lie be-
hind protest participation are largely instru-
mental in nature. When respondents were
asked in the survey why they supposed that
"people protest and demonstrate so much these
days," 56 per cent of the blacks explained that
protest was essentially a device to gain certain
ends. People were seen to protest in order to
gain attention or access to decision makers or
they protest in order to gain substantive goals.
(Table 1). Only eight per cent attributed pro-

"This finding seems consistent with the observa-
tions concerning widespread black support or at least
sympathy for black rioters. Matthew Holden has written
in this regard that:

in addition to people accustomed to violating the
law or being in trouble with the police—whose par-
ticipation in riots could be easily predicted—there
was a substantial reservoir of more respectable black
people who were at least sentimentally friendly to
violence. They did not perceive how many black
people—hard-working, tax-paying, and responsible—
would permit themselves to 'get caught up in the
situation,' let alone how many more would say 'I
wouldn't do it myself, but I can understand those
who do.'

Politics of the Black "Nation" (New York: Chandler,
1973), p. 77. Empirical evidence to this effect surfaced
first in the Watts riot studies: David O. Sears and
T. M. Tomlinson found in their study of attitudes
after that riot that the major opinion cleavage in inter-
preting the disturbances was between the races, not
between black rioters and black nonrioters. "Riot
Ideology in Los Angeles: A Study of Negro Attitudes,"
Social Science Quarterly, 49 (December 1968), p. 485-
503.
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Table 2. Percentage Which Would Like to See More, Fewer, or No
Demonstrations, Controlling for Protest Participation

More
Fewer
None
Doesn't matter
DK, NA

Protesters

71% (37)
13% (7)
4% (2)

10% (5)
2% (1)

100% (52)

Black

Nonprotesters

36% (69)
20% (38)
24% (46)
21% (40)
* (1)

101% (194)

Total

43% (106)
18% (45)
20% (48)
18% (45)
1% (2)

100% (246)

Protesters

26% (9)
40% (14)
6% (2)

11% (4)
17% (6)

100% (35)

White

Nonprotesters

5% (14)
53% (157)
27% (80)
14% (40)
2% (5)

101% (296)

Total

7% (23)
52% (171)
25% (82)
13% (44)
3% (11)

100% (331)

Differences between black protesters and white protesters are significant at the .001 level (Chi-square = 19.044)-
Differences between black nonprotesters and white nonprotesters are significant at the .001 level (Chi-square

=92.062).

test participation to negative motives such as
imitation ("It's the thing to do") or meaning-
less trouble-making. By contrast, 38 per cent
of the white sample interpreted protest nega-
tively as trouble-making or imitation, while
36 per cent saw it as an instrumental tactic.
To explain protest participation in terms of
instrumental motivations is not necessarily to
approve it, of course, but it is to concede that
some people find it genuinely useful for seri-
ous purposes. Most blacks do not question
the integrity of the motives of protest partici-
pants, but a substantial number of members of
the white community apparently do.

Not only do most blacks believe that pro-
test is a useful political tool, but a significant
proportion of them would like to see it used
more often. Forty-three per cent of the black
sample would like to see more demonstrations
rather than fewer or none, compared to only
seven per cent of the white respondents. As
might be expected, black protesters contribute
disproportionately to the black group which
would like to see more demonstrations, but
the percentage of black nonprotesters15 who
say they would like to see more is larger than
that of white protesters who hold the same
view (Table 2).

In short, support for protest is greater in that
segment of the black community which has
never taken part in protest than it is even
among white protesters.

Among protesters themselves, blacks were
much more confident than whites about the

15 As I explain in greater detail later on, protesters
are those who answered affirmatively when asked in
the interview whether they had ever taken part in a
sit-in, demonstration, mass march, Or other type of
protest action. The category "protester" does not in-
clude those who merely engaged in union picketing on
strike.

impact of their particular efforts. The protest
participants were asked whether each of the
protests in which they had taken part had
helped "to get what you wanted." In 53 per
cent of the instances of participation, black
protesters answered in the affirmative, com-
pared to 38 per cent among whites.

Black protesters receive other supportive
cues from the black community, but whites
engage in protest in the face of strong com-
munity opposition. For example, the figures
in Table 3 show that a high number of blacks
believe that demonstrating is better than vot-
ing in Milwaukee as an instrumental device.
(Forty-one of the 59 blacks who agree with
this proposition are nonprotesters.) The over-
whelming proportion of the white sample ex-
presses an unambivalently negative opinion
concerning the primacy of protest. Even the
white protesters themselves disagree that dem-
onstrations are "better" than voting.16

Blacks also regard protest in general as an
effective device to gain the attention of govern-
ment. Protesters and nonprotesters scarcely dif-
fer on this score. More whites, however, doubt
the efficacy of protest.

Finally, blacks appear to subscribe to an
attitude similar to the notion of citizen or civic
duty which scholars have developed in relation
to voting. We might call this attitude "protest
duty." A sizable majority of whites are either
ambivalent about or opposed to the necessity
of protest participation, but most blacks believe
it is important to take part.

In summary, the attitudes of the black sub-
community, in contradistinction to those of the
larger white community, support protest par-
ticipation and foster expectations of its effec-

M Twenty-two of the 35 white protesters disagreed
with the statement; only three agreed.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
23

07
/1

95
95

07
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.2307/1959507


596 The American Political Science Review Vol. 68

Table 3. Attitudes Toward Protest

Black White

Demonstrations are better than voting in this city because
demonstrations are about the only way to get your point
across.

Demonstrations and mass marches are one good way to get
the city government to listen to you.

It's sometimes important to take part in demonstrations
because that's one way to make your voice heard.

Agree
Agree & Disagree
Disagree
DK

Agree
Agree & Disagree
Disagree
DK

Agree
Agree & Disagree
Disagree
DK

24% (59) 4% (14)
22% (54) 11% (38)
47% (115) 82% (270)

7% (18) 3% (9)
p< .001 (Chi-square 79.201)

69% (169) 23% (75)
19% (47) 20% (66)
9% (23) 54% (179)
3% (7) 3% (11)

p < .001 (Chi-square 157.320)
73% (179) 29% (97)
13% (31) 19% (63)
10% (24) 47% (153)
5% (12) 5% (16)

p<.001 (Chi-square 120.381)

tiveness. Favorable attitudes toward protest are
not held by a splinter minority, but seem wide-
spread among blacks, both those who take part
in demonstrative politics and those who do not.
Previous surveys, then, have given an incom-
plete impression. While protest may constitute
an act of political nonconformity in the so-
ciety at large, it enjoys major and widespread
support as an acceptable device for political
self-expression among blacks.

Social Status and Protest Participation
Efforts to generalize about the relationship

between social status and protest participation
have produced a forest of ambiguities. Part of
the problem may be attributed to inadequate
data, but the more important source of con-
fusion stems from inconsistent, vague, and oc-
casionally inaccurate conceptualizations of the
roots of protest.

Most empirical efforts to explore the social
correlates of protest participation have been
based on surveys of college students. Samples
have invariably been racially homogeneous or
so nearly uniform that interracial comparisons
cannot be made with confidence. Drawing en-
tirely on the educated young, these selective
samples ensure that even the most tentative
generalizations must be extremely limited in
scope. The difficulties inherent in these studies
are compounded by the contradictory conclu-
sions which are beginning to emerge. Early
studies of the southern civil rights movement
and of campus protest indicated that protest
participants among both black and white stu-
dents were more likely to come from middle-
rather than lower-class families, a finding which
suggested that protest participation, like vot-
ing, is likely to be associated with the indi-

vidual possession of social resources.17 One
of the most recent studies of campus political
activists, however, concludes that protesters
are in fact sociologically no different from
nonparticipants and conventional activists.18

The Milwaukee data have the advantage of
being drawn from the entire adult populations
of both racial communities, which therefore
renders them somewhat more reliable bases
than student samples for the construction of
general propositions about protest participa-
tion.

The major ambiguities in the discussion of
the relationship between protest participation
and social status, however, derive not from the
empirical works cited here but rather are found
in the more influential theoretical literature.
In speaking of the sources of protest, several
writers view the tactic as a technique of the
"powerless" or the "relatively powerless."19

17 On the social backgrounds of white student pro-
testers see David Westby and Richard Braungart,
"Class and Politics in the Family Backgrounds of Stu-
dent Political Activists," American Sociological Re-
view, 31 (October 1966), 690-692. Seymour Martin
Lipset offers a thorough summary of the literature
which arrives at these findings in "The Activists: A
Profile," in Confrontation, ed. Daniel Bell and Irving
Kristol (New York: Basic Books, 1969), pp. 45-57.
On black student protest participation see Donald R.
Matthews and James W. Prothro, Negroes and the
New Southern Politics (New York: Harcourt, Brace
and World, 1966), p. 418; and John M. Orbell, "Pro-
test Participation Among Southern Negro College Stu-
dents," American Political Science Review, 61 (June,
1967) 446-456, at 450.

18 James W. Clarke and Joseph Egan, "Social and
Political Dimensions of Protest Activity," Journal of
Politics, 34 (May 1972), 500-523.

18 Wilson uses the term "powerless." Michael Lipsky
speaks of the "relatively powerless." Lipsky, "Protest
as a Political Resource," American Political Science
Review, 62 (December 1968), p. 1144.
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Powerlessness is conceived in a generally nar-
row sense as a function of low social status,
a condition characterized largely by the ab-
sence of middle-class resources. For Wilson,
blacks are a prime example of a powerless
group because they lack, among other things,
the resources which come with class status.20

Lipsy characterizes "relatively powerless groups
as those lacking in conventional political re-
sources, namely those various currencies of po-
litical exchange which accompany high posi-
tion in the social order.21

The problem here is that the Milwaukee data
show that individuals who participate in pro-
test activity in fact possess the social attributes
of middle-class status. These findings, appar-
ently at odds with the blanket conceptualiza-
tion of protest as a tactic primarily of those
low in the possession of social status re-
sources,22 suggests the need for some attempts
at reconciliation and reformulation.

It is imperative, first of all, to consider the
sort of powerlessness which gives rise to pro-
test behavior on the part of individuals as a
multidimensional phenomenon, one that may
include other characteristics and conditions be-
sides low social status. Second, it is necessary
to make clear that, so long as we do conceive
powerlessness in social status terms, among
others, such powerlessness may refer to the
relative position in society of the group or col-
lectivity from which the protesters are drawn
without necessarily implying that the individ-
uals who actually participate in protest are also
low in status.

Let us turn to the data. The extent of protest
participation in Milwaukee is just high enough
to enable us to discern patterns with some
measure of confidence. Among blacks, 21 per
cent (N — 52) claimed to have taken part in
at least one protest, while 11 per cent of the
whites (N = 35) said they had done so. Protest
participation was determined by answers to a
series of questions inquiring whether the re-

20 Wilson, "Strategy of Protest," p. 292.
21 Lipsky, p. 1144. Lipsky does not enumerate those

resources but relies on Robert Dahl's list of resources
in "The Analysis of Influence in Local Communities,"
in Social Science and Community Action, ed. Charles
R. Adrian (East Lansing, Michigan: Institute for Com-
munity Development and Resources, 1960), p. 32.

" Wilson has written, for example, that "Protest
actions involving such tactics as mass meetings, picket-
ing, boycotts, and strikes rarely find enthusiastic par-
ticipants among upper-income and higher status in-
dividuals." "Strategy of Protest," p. 206. Etzioni has
argued that it is the "underclasses," socioeconomically
speaking, which "have a special affinity for protest."
Demonstration Democracy, p. 6. That blacks as a
group, regardless of the objective social status of any
given black individual, may comprise a racial "under-
class" is a possibility I shall consider later.

spondent had ever taken part in a mass march,
a demonstration, a sit-in, a protest rally or pro-
test meeting, or any other form of protest or
direct action. The variety of terms employed to
refer to protest is of little importance for
analytical purposes. Rather, it simply reflects
the numerous conventional ways of character-
izing protest in current usage.

Each respondent was asked how many of
each type of protest he had participated in.
Then he was asked a variety of questions con-
cerning the details only of the three most re-
cent of each type of incident.

Black respondents reported a total of 226
instances of participation, of which we have
some details on 149. Whites reported 153 in-
stances, of which they described 97. (It is im-
portant to note that in the later discussion on
patterns in the use of protest the unit of analy-
sis is often an instance of participation, not
a separate protest incident. Sometimes instances
of participation by different individuals oc-
curred in the same protest incident.) While
more blacks, proportionally, took part in pro-
test, the rate of participation by individual pro-
testers did not differ much by race: white pro-
testers averaged 4.5 instances of participation,
while blacks averaged 4.3.

In order to examine the relationship between
protest participation and status, respondents
were first divided within each racial sample into
groups of those who had participated in pro-
test and those who had not.23 Protesters ranked

23 Protest participation was initially treated both as a
dichotomous dummy variable (protest/no protest) and
as a continuous variable (frequency of protest partici-
pation, ranging from 0 to 10 or more). Fifty-six of the
87 protesters had taken part in more than one pro-
test. The relationships between protest participation,
treated as a dummy variable, and socioeconomic and
demographic indicators are, for the moment, more im-
portant, since the object of the analysis is to dis-
tinguish those who take part in such activity from
those who never do. The relationships are uniformly
slightly stronger than when protest is treated as a con-
tinuous variable. Pearson's r coefficients are compared
in the table below when the protest variable is treated
differently.

Table A. SES and Protest Participation as a
Dichotomous and a Continuous Variable

Age
Income
Education
No. of Organi-

zational
memberships

Black

Protest/
no protest
(dichoto-

mous)

- . 2 7
.06
.37

.24

Frequency
of protest
(continu-

ous)

- . 2 0
.08
.25

.16

White

Protest/
no protest
(dichoto-

mous)

- . 2 0
.10
.43

.19

Frequency
of protest
(continu-

ous)

- . 1 2
.01
.35

.05
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Table 4. Socioeconomic Differences Between Protesters and Nonprotesters by Race*

Mean Income

Mean No. of Group
Memberships

Mean Education

Protesters

$6790
(48)

1.90
(52)

11.96 Yrs.
(52)

Black

Ncnprotesters

$6300
. (172)

1.02
(194)

9.89 Yrs.
(193)

Entire
Black

Sample

$6400
(220)
1.21
(246)

10.3 Yrs.
(245)

Protesters

$8320
(34)

2.14
(35)

14.57 Yrs.
(35)

White

Nonprotesters

$7310
(270)
1.28
(296)

10.96 Yrs.
(294)

Entire
White
Sample

$7400
(304)
1.37
(331)

11.04 Yrs.
(329)

* Differences between protester and nonprotester means for both races are significant at .001 level using a two-
tailed difference of means test (t) except for difference in black income means (not significant) and white income
mpgnc (n^ 1 Ct\means (p<.10).

higher than nonprotesters in terms of income,
education, and group memberships,24 as we see
in the figures in Table 4.

Protesters also fall disproportionately in the
higher occupational categories. For both races,
protest and high occupation are positively re-
lated. The gamma coefficient for blacks is .38,
for whites .41.25 Eighteen per cent of the black
protesters are professionals or businessmen
compared to seven per cent of the nonpro-
testers. In the white sample 37 per cent of the
protesters are professionals (none fall in the
business category) compared to 12 per cent
of the nonprotesters who fall in either the pro-
fessional or business classifications. Among
whites, skilled and semi-skilled workers are
underrepresented among the protesters, but
among blacks they are nearly perfectly repre-
sented. Twenty-nine per cent of the black pro-
testers fell in these categories compared to 30
per cent in the entire sample. Only 15 per cent
of the white protesters fell here compared to
30 per cent of the entire white sample.

By all standard indicators of socioeconomic
status, protesters are better-off than nonpro-
testers within each racial group. If these data
reflect accurately more universal patterns of the
correlates of protest behavior, then any impli-
cation that protest is primarily a tactic of poor
individuals is clearly wrong.

While both black and white protesters stand
24 Robert Alford and Harry Scoble offer a discus-

sion of organizational membership as a political re-
source in "Sources of Local Political Involvement,"
American Political Science Review, 62 (December
1968), 1192-1206.

25 Goodman and Kruskal's gamma is a nonpara-
metric measure of association for ordinal grouped data.
Occupational categories, based on the U.S. Census
classification, are ordinally ranked. For a discussion
of gamma, see William L. Hays, Statistics for Psychol-
ogists (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963),
p. 655.

above the average status indicators of their
respective racial samples, it would appear that
the black protesters do not differ as much from
the black population as a whole as white pro-
testers differ from the white population. In
this sense it seems possible to argue that black
protesters occupy a slightly different social
location in their racial community than white
protesters do in theirs.

White protesters possess all the trappings of
the upper middle class. They not only tend pre-
dominantly to be professionals (the second
largest occupational category for whites is
housewives, however), but they are the only
group with a mean education which falls in
the post high school years. They have nearly
four more years of education than white non-
protesters and they earn substantially more
money. By these characteristics alone, they
stand apart from the bulk of the white popu-
lation. They are unrepresentative of the mass,
a minority by virtue not only of their participa-
tion in protest but also of their status.

The black protesters are not strictly repre-
sentative, socioeconomically, of the black mass
population, for they too are better-off, but they
seem more than their white counterparts to
resemble the norm of the community out of
which they come. That is to say, simply, that
the gaps in education, income, and group
memberships between black protesters and non-
protesters are smaller than those between white
protesters and nonprotesters.

One must be cautious in dealing with this
difference, for it is to some degree an artifact
of statistical constraints. The range in the white
income and education data is simply greater
than it is in the black data.26 Nevertheless, it

26 The standard deviation for black income is 87,
for white income 166. For black education the stan-
dard deviation is 99, for white 183. This simply indi-
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would be ill-advised to dismiss the difference
altogether. Consider the data on education.
White protesters average two and a half years
of college; white nonprotesters do not quite
average completion of high school. Both black
protesters and nonprotesters, however, aver-
age less than a high school education. The
difference between high school and even some
college education makes a profound difference
in psychology, outlook, earning potential, and
opportunity. Simply by entering college, an in-
dividual differentiates himself from his fellows
in the community who do not go to college in
a way far more significant than the year or two
which this adds to his educational level would
indicate. The simple number of years of educa-
tion, in other words, does not always repre-
sent a perfect additive interval measure of all
the things for which education stands, espe-
cially when the step upward between high
school and college is considered. In short, the
black protester with his high school educa-
tion is more like the average black individual
than the white protester with his college years
is like the average white individual.

Two other minor points here support the
argument that black protesters are more typi-
cal of their racial community than white pro-
testers are of theirs. One is that the income
difference between black protesters and non-
protesters is not statistically significant, as we
saw in Table 4, while the difference in white
incomes is significant at a moderate level. We
may be relatively sure, then, that the white
protesters do differ on this dimension from the
nonprotesters, but we cannot make the same
assertion about blacks with confidence.

Another point involves an examination of
the correlation coefficients derived from run-
ning the frequency of protest for protesters
only against the status indicators. (That is,
protest is treated as a continuous variable, but
since we have eliminated nonprotesters from
the calculations, the range of protest frequency
now runs from one to 10 or more.) It will be
recalled that protest and high status are posi-
tively related to some degree for both races,
whether protest is treated as a dichotomous or
a continuous variable. When nonprotesters are
eliminated, however, we discover that for black
protesters the frequency with which an indi-
vidual takes part in protest decreases as status
indicators increase. But for whites protest fre-
quency and status vary together positively.

cates that the dispersion around the mean for blacks
is lower, signifying a greater probability that black
protesters' means will fall closer to the sample mean.

Table 5. Correlations (Pearson's r) Between Frequency
of Protest and Status Indicators for Protesters Only

Black White

Income
Education
Number of organizational

memberships

- . 1 4
- . 1 2
- . 1 3

.14

.08

.23

These coefficients are, of course, extremely
small, but they do at least hint that once an
individual makes the decision to protest, his
subsequent patterns of protest participation
will differ depending upon his race. The more
whites protest, the more likely it is that they
are socioeconomically differentiated from the
norm, i.e., from the mean scores on the vari-
ous status indicators. Black protest is most
frequent, however, among those who stand just
above the socioeconomic norm. As blacks ad-
vance up the status hierarchy, becoming in-
creasingly differentiated from the black socio-
economic average, they are less likely to pro-
test with great frequency. Thus, if frequency
of protest can be thought to indicate the de-
gree of commitment to protest or seriousness
of intent, then the most committed and serious
black protesters are more likely than occa-
sional black protesters to resemble socioeco-
nomically their fellows in the community who
do not protest. To this extent at least, protest
attracts a more "normal" constituency among
blacks than it does among whites.

Other data suggest that black protesters not
only resemble the socioeconomic norm in the
black community but that they are also drawn
disproportionately from its more integrated,
stable elements. Black protesters are more
likely than black nonprotesters to own or to
be in the process of buying their homes.
Among whites, however, the pattern is re-
versed: protesters are more likely than non-
protesters to be renters (Table 6).

Black protesters and nonprotesters also tend
to resemble one another in terms of the aver-
age length of time they have lived in the city.
The average for the former is 13.6 years, for
the latter, 15 years. White protesters have
lived in the city an average of 11.4 years com-
pared to the white nonprotester average of
24.2 years.27 While these figures are to some

* Black protesters have lived in their neighborhoods
an average of 5.4 years compared to 4.5 for black
non-protesters. For whites the figures are 6.5 and 11.3
respectively.
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Table 6. Home Ownership and Protest Participation

Own
Buying
Rent
Other

Protesters

12% (6)
35% (18)
52% (27)
2% (1)

100% (52)

Black

Nonprotesteis

8% (16)
24% (46)
68% (131)
* (1)

100% (194)

Sample

9% (22)
26% (64)
64% (158)

1%(2)

100% (246)

Protesters

20% (7)
17% (6)
57% (20)
6% (2)

100% (35)

White

Nonprotesters

32% (96)
17% (49)
49% (144)

2% (6)

100% (295)

Sample

31% (103)
17% (55)
50% (164)
2% (8)

100% (330)

degree a function of age,28 they nevertheless
add to the evidence that black protesters
seem more centrally located in or integrated
members of their racial community than white
protesters do of theirs.

The discovery that individual protest par-
ticipation cannot be explained by the absence
on the part of the protesters themselves of
conventional resources does not necessarily re-
quire that we abandon the notion that protest
is a political tool of the powerless, as long
as we understand powerlessness as a function
of other factors besides low status.

Powerlessness may, for example, be related
not so much to individual poverty as to lack
of group legitimacy. To lack legitimacy is to
be distrusted, ignored, or dismissed by those in
power. Legitimacy implies that decision makers
will accede willingly to petitions for a hearing
and will take seriously substantive demands.
Middle-class people have traditionally had
legitimacy in American politics, but status is
no guarantee of legitimacy. Race, age, and
ideology are other, often more important, fac-
tors which enter into a community's judgment
about the legitimacy of citizen political groups.
When legitimacy is withheld, members of pe-
nalized groups are not readily admitted to posi-
tions of power in political parties or electoral
organizations; they are not appointed to ad-
ministrative posts; their advice is not actively
or routinely sought by decision makers. Since
protest is a means of gaining access to coun-
cils of power by groups which have been de-
nied legitimacy,29 protest may be conceived
as a strategy employed by those who are rela-

28 Pearson r coefficients for the relationship between
length of residence and age are .53 for blacks and .74
for whites.

29 A study of protest incidents in 43 American cities
indicates that protest is a more effective tool for gain-
ing access to public officials than it is for gaining sub-
stantive demands. Protesters met with their target to
present their demands in 58 per cent of the 120 cases
of protest, but they gained concessions in only 15 per
cent of the protests. Eisinger, "The Conditions of Pro-
test Behavior in American Cities," p. 17.

tively powerless in terms of the legitimacy they
command.

The resort to protest may also be a signal
of impatience regardless of whether or not a
group has status or legitimacy. For the im-
patient, protest is a particularly useful interim
tool between periods of electoral activity de-
signed to force consideration of certain con-
troversial issues by an often unwieldy political
system. But even in polities in which such is-
sues are raised and discussed, action may be
deemed slow or inadequate. Groups which do
not control the governmental apparatus capable
of hastening consideration or fulfilling of de-
mands are likely to feel impatient and power-
less. It goes without saying that blacks fall into
this category. From this perspective, it is not
difficult to understand why blacks have per-
sisted in their use of protest despite the fact
that the political system has at times finally
been responsive. To be impatient about the
pace of change and at the same time unable
to affect that pace with a high degree of cer-
tainty is also to be powerless.

Finally, we may retain the original equation
of powerlessness with the absence of conven-
tional resources as a source of protest in one
sense: that is that protest may occur on behalf
of those groups which are disadvantaged so-
cioeconomically. Protest in this particular con-
text, then, is a means by which certain better-
off members of the community can represent
their disadvantaged fellows or their disadvan-
taged group in the political arena and drama-
tize their or its concerns.

To summarize, we have seen that both black
and white protesters pos'sess more resources
than those who do not take part in protest.
In this respect the protesters of the two races
resemble each other. But we have also seen
that black protesters appear much more to re-
semble the average member of their racial
community than white protesters do theirs.
This discovery has led to the construction of
a tentative argument about the different social
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location of protesters in their respective racial
communities.

The Uses and Organization of Protest
Among Blacks and Whites

To this point we have examined data which
indicate that in Milwaukee (1) black attitudes
are broadly congenial to protest as a tactic
while white attitudes are generally hostile;
(2) black protesters, while socioeconomically
somewhat better-off than the norm in their
community, are still more likely to resemble
black nonprotesters than white protesters (also
better-off) resemble white nonprotesters; and
(3) black protesters seem to exhibit more
stable attachments to the community relative
to nonprotesters than do white protesters. All
of these findings suggest that protest activity
is a relatively normal form of political par-
ticipation among blacks and that protest par-
ticipants are integrated members of the black
community. Protest among whites, however, is
an act of nonconformity in the broader white
community, and white protesters represent a
minority not only by virtue of their small num-
bers30 but by their marked deviance from the
average measures of social status and com-
munity attachment. Further data on the use
to which protest is put and the means by which
it is organized confirm and complement these
findings.

30 It is appropriate to recall here that only 11 per
cent of the white sample had ever taken part in pro-
test, while 21 per cent of the black sample had done
so.

First of all, protest in the black community
is used almost exclusively in the local arena.
While blacks occasionally participate in pro-
tests aimed at institutions of the federal gov-
ernment or at nongovernmental targets, the
overwhelming focus of their protest in Milwau-
kee has been on municipal agencies. (Not
only is most black protest aimed at city gov-
ernment, but, nationally, most protests against
city government are carried out by blacks.)31

Whether or not this pattern reflects a greater
interest among blacks in local government as
opposed to government at other levels is diffi-
cult to say, but it does suggest a different level
of focus. White protest participation was more
evenly distributed among the various targets,
as Table 7 indicates. White protesters also ap-
pear more physically mobile than black pro-
testers. Forty per cent of the instances of pro-
test participation cited by whites involved leav-
ing the city of Milwaukee; only 11 per cent
of those mentioned by blacks did.

In Table 7 instances of protest participation
are divided according to the nature of the
target and the particular area of concern which
prompted the protest. State government is not-
ably absent from the table, a reflection, un-
doubtedly, of its relatively low salience for the
general public.32

Those who took part in protests against the
31 Eisinger, pp. 16-17.
32 See for example M. Kent Jennings and Harmon

Zeigler, "The Salience of American State Politics,"
American Political Science Review, 64 (June, 1970),
523-535.

Table 7. Targets of Protest

Federal Government
Antiwar protest
Demonstrations to escalate the war in Vietnam
Presidential candidates

Local Government
Welfare
Schools
Police
Jobs
Housing

Universities
Martin Luther King Memorial Marches
Private Institutions
Protest Seeking "Civil Rights" or "Equality" (target unspecified)
Other

(2)
—
(2)

(9)
(12)
(8)
(8)
(64)

Black

3% (4)

68% (101)

* (1)
5% (8)

17% (25)
7% (10)

100% (149)

(15)
(7)
(1)

(1)
(5)

(3)
(10)

White

24% (23)

20% (19)

10% (10)
4% (4)
3% (3)

32% (31)
7% (7)

100% (97)

* Less than one per cent.
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federal government and its representatives were
largely antiwar demonstrators, participants in
a movement in which blacks, by all accounts,
were not vigorously active.

A breakdown of protest against local gov-
ernment targets shows that most Milwaukee
blacks were moved to take part in protest
through the campaign led by Father James
Groppi for a local open housing ordinance.
These marches took place almost daily over a
six-month period from the end of August, 1967
to March, 1968. This ready availability of an
outlet and focus for protest undoubtedly ex-
aggerated or increased the concern for open
housing in relation to other local issues. Nev-
ertheless, even if the Groppi protesters are
excluded, most blacks who took part in protest
still directed their energies against local gov-
ernmental institutions and agencies.

After housing, issues having to do with pub-
lic education stimulated the most protest par-
ticipation among blacks. This finding accords
with data on aggregate patterns of protest in-
cidents in American cities: a survey of pro-
tests against local government targets in 43
large cities found that the major target of
protesters was the public education system.33

The overwhelming focus of black protesters
on local government is probably best explained
by the greater black dependence on municipal
services. For blacks much more than whites,
the level and nature of the local public com-
mitment to housing, police, schools, and wel-
fare substantially determine the quality of their
daily lives. Hence, the perceived failures, over-
sights, and transgressions of municipal gov-
ernment are less easy to ignore, for most blacks
have no way of substituting private resources
for inadequate public ones in order to secure
the decent amenities of urban living. Whatever
the explanation, the patterns of participation
indicate that protest is a tactic of major im-
portance on the local scene for blacks, an in-
tegral part of their pursuit of urban politics.
For whites it plays a more peripheral role in
local politics. Indeed, many whites who take
part in protest directed at local targets do so
in behalf of primarily black causes, judging
from the proportion of instances of white
participation in the Groppi marches.

While the races appear to use protest for
substantially different purposes, one aspect of
their protest experience is very similar. For
most people of both races individual protest
participation is not a function of organiza-

38 Eisinger, p. 17.

tional membership. Only 27 per cent of the
black protesters and 20 per cent of the white
said they belonged to an organization which
had taken part in some type of protest.

Despite the lack of formal group affiliation
among the protesters, however, most protests
in which blacks took part have been carried
out by stable, ongoing organizations rather
than by ad hoc groups created for a single pro-
test campaign. When respondents were asked
who organized the protests in which they had
taken part, blacks named Father Groppi as the
organizer 75 times out of a total of 149 in-
stances of participation. Groppi was the head
of the NAACP Youth Council, also known in
Milwaukee as the Commandoes. Groppi used
the organizational base and resources of this
group to launch a number of protest cam-
paigns, including the six-month open housing
marches among others. An additional 31 in-
stances of black participation were inspired
by civil rights and welfare rights organizations.

In contrast white protesters were mobilized
less frequently by ongoing organizations. Out
of a total of 97 instances of participation, only
11 were prompted by Groppi, six by civil rights
groups, and seven by peace groups. Twenty,
however, appeared to be stimulated by ad hoc
student groups and 13 by individual clergy-
man. Another 10 occurred in protests organ-
ized by ad hoc neighborhood organizations,
formed to press one particular grievance (see
Table 8).

These findings are suggestive on several
counts. For both races the major portion of
the potential protest constituency does not lie
within the confines of organizational member-
ship lists. While we can be certain that many
protest leaders or organizers know their poten-
tial constituency, we can be equally sure that
many do not. The task of mobilizing unat-
tached or unaffiliated individuals for protest
can now be seen to assume major proportions.
Communication with potential participants is
made more difficult by the absence of organi-
zational ties and networks linking those indi-

Table 8. A Breakdown of the Type of Group Responsible
for Stimulating Instances of Protest

Black White

Ongoing stable
organization

Ad hoc organization
Undetermined

Totals

72% (107) 26% (25)
11% (17) 46% (45)
17% (25) 28% (27)

100% (149) 100% (97)
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viduals together. Protest constituencies must
often be assembled anew each time a protest
occurs.

The two races, however, seem to confront
this problem differently. While we have no way
of knowing at present whether or not this is
peculiar to Milwaukee, blacks more than whites
seem to have institutionalized the organization
of protest to a greater degree. Hence, they are
potentially more efficient in performing the
mobilization task.

Institutionalization occurs because most pro-
tests are organized by ongoing groups. These
groups supply a ready leadership cadre, as well
as auxiliary workers. They have other resources
at hand as well, such as office space and mime-
ograph machines. In addition, they have insti-
tutional experience and memories, both of
which may be drawn upon over and over to
provide guidelines and lessons for dealing with
new situations. In effect the black organiza-
tions which mobilize protesters on a semiregu-
lar basis as one of their several functions are
analogous in certain respects to local political
party organizations and may in some sense
be surrogates for them. Party organizations are
after all essentially collections of leaders and
workers, one of whose tasks is to seek out,
identify, and mobilize potential voters among
the populace.

The protest into which whites are drawn is
less institutionalized in the sense that its or-
ganization is carried out most often by ad hoc
groups created for the immediate purpose at
hand. The task of mobilization is made all the
more difficult by the fact that white groups
must organize anew, establish leaders, create
communications networks, seek workers and
resources, and set out without prior institu-
tional experience to identify likely partisans
of a particular cause.

The patterns of the uses of protest and the
ways in which it is organized substantiate and
enlarge upon the earlier findings based on
protester characteristics. All of the evidence
presented indicates that protest is a tactic which
blacks have singularly adapted to the pursuit of
urban politics, a tactic moreover which repre-
sents an integral and widely accepted part of
the institutionalized political life of the black
community.

Protest for whites involves a more eclectic
focus, for their efforts are not confined to the
local political arena. In any given political
setting, white protest is a relatively rarer phe-
nomenon, carried out by a small, socioeco-
nomically privileged segment of the population.

White protest is, then, extraordinary, nonin-
stitutionalized, and deviant from the norms of
the broader community.

Some Conclusions
While one might argue that even the most

casual observers have known for a long time
that blacks support34 and use protest, the
data presented above not only specify and de-
scribe the scope and nature of that support
for the first time but also suggest its integral
as opposed to its extraordinary role in the black
community. This sort of modification and
specification of commonly held interpretations
is useful in itself. The data and analysis of-
fered here, however, also throw light upon sev-
eral other problems. These are: (1) the rela-
tionship of socioeconomic status to protest par-
ticipation; (2) the relationship of the different
social locations of black and white protesters
to the differing racial attitudes toward protest;
and (3) the implications of the institutionali-
zation of protest among blacks.

(1) Social Status and Protest Participation.
If we examine protest participation as a func-
tion of individual social characteristics, it is
clear (at least in Milwaukee) that protesters
themselves cannot be called "poor." They rank
higher on every measure of social status than
do their nonprotester fellows in their respective
racial communities. To what extent can we ac-
cept, then, the alternative interpretation that
protesters are at least drawn from "poor"
groups, that is, in the words of Lipsky, those
groups which are powerless by virtue of their
lack of conventional resources?

This interpretation is of little use in under-
standing the roots of white protest, for the
latter cannot be viewed as an expression by
advantaged members of a socioeconomically
disadvantaged group. There are at least two
other interpretations, both more satisfying
logically and empirically. On the one hand we
might view white protest as an expression by
members of groups which lack power either
because they lack legitimacy or because their
members do not occupy positions of authority
and power. At least one fourth of the instances
of protest cited by whites were connected with
the peace movement or were organized by col-
lege students. These represent subgroups which,
though high in social status, do not command
universal attributions of legitimacy and whose
ability to gain their ends is very much a func-

34 Gary Marx published data documenting black sup-
port for protest as early as 1967. Protest and Prejudice
(New York: Harper and Row, 1967), pp. 15-17.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
23

07
/1

95
95

07
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.2307/1959507


604 The American Political Science Review Vol. 68

tion of the fact that their members do not
occupy positions of formal power. On the other
hand we may see white protest as a means
of representing or supporting disadvantaged
groups to which the white protesters them-
selves do not belong. This interpretation can
help to explain why approximately half the
instances of white protest took place on behalf
of black groups and black causes. Viewing
protest as a means of supporting or represent-
ing other groups, whose powerlessness may or
may not be a function of the lack of con-
ventional socioeconomic resources, scarcely
permits one to call white protest a tactic of
the poor.

Now in the case of black protest it is at first
glance intuitively acceptable to view protest
as a tactic of the relatively powerless whose
condition is a function of their low status in
the socioeconomic hierarchy. That is to say,
we know that blacks as a racial group are
socioeconomically disadvantaged in relation to
whites as a group and thus are relatively
powerless. Yet within that disadvantaged group,
those who are most likely to take part in pro-
test are better off. But the problem with inter-
preting black protest as a tactic of a poor col-
lectivity is that it is not clear that the power-
lessness of blacks is any more a function of
their collective relative poverty than it is of
their lack of legitimacy (a function simply
of being black or of adherence to racially
threatening ideologies) or of their lack of
formal power in political institutions. In short,
the relationship between the lack of conven-
tional socioeconomic resources on the part of
any given group and the tendency of that
group's members to take part in protest is not
at all clear. Previous formulations of protest as
a tactic of the powerless (defined as a function
of the lack of conventional resources), the
under-classes, or the poor require further speci-
fication and clarification and may in many
cases be plainly wrong.

(2) Social Location and Attitudes Toward
Protest. In one part of this article data were
presented concerning attitudes toward protest.
Later we examined data which established the
social status of the protesters, and more
broadly, their social location in their respective
racial communities. It is possible to argue—
speculatively, at least—that the patterns of
racial attitudes are related to the somewhat
different social locations of black and white
protesters.

As we have seen, the two racial communi-
ties in Milwaukee regard protest in substan-
tially different terms. By engaging in protest,

both blacks and whites violate certain conven-
tions of the dominant white community and
thereby become subject to whatever social
costs that community imposes—costs such as
public disapproval, vilification, rebuke, ostra-
cism, and even assault.35 But the potential
burden on black protesters is eased to some ex-
tent, for blacks find much support for protest
in the attitudes of the black community. Black
community support may in some sense serve
as a countervailing force to the negative white
attitudes toward protest. In short, protesters of
different races face potentially different net so-
cial costs for their unconventional political ex-
pression.

Two points are needed to elaborate and
qualify this argument. One is that social costs
are not the only sanctions to which protesters
might be subject. Economic reprisals (loss of
job) and legal sanctions represent additional
burdens which members of the society may
choose to impose on protesters. These particu-
lar costs may in fact be potentially higher for
black protesters than for'white protesters, al-
though we have little hard evidence to indicate
that this is so. Nevertheless, it is a possibility.
In the absence of data, however, the discussion
here must be limited to an exploration of the
impact of differential social costs.

Second, whites surely do not enter protest
actions totally bereft of any social support;
rather they generally do so with the approval of
their reference groups, such as the student
community or the peace movement. The sup-
port they derive from these subgroups may
buffer the disapproval of the larger society
just as the black community's social norms
provide a buffer for black protesters.

The difference, however, is that blacks enter
protest with the broad-based social support of
their racial community. This is a general sort
of social approval which transcends the dis-
tinctions between protesters and nonprotesters,
and between black society at large and its sub-
groups. The support given white protesters on
the other hand comes from subgroups which
themselves frequently command only modest
legitimacy or incur deep and wide-spread am-
bivalence in the white society at large. Further-
more, white protesters must eventually leave
the protective cover (such as it is) of their
supporting subgroups and come to terms with
the greater society. College students graduate
from school; the peace movement, diffuse in

S5Merton discusses political nonconformity and the
"almost inevitable punishment" by the group which re-
sults. Social Theory and Social Structure (Glencoe,
IUinois: The Free Press, 1957), p. 365.
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the first place, has seldom supplied an all-
encompassing or permanent life environment.
Blacks, however, are always members of the
black community and may always draw on
the support it provides.

Given (1) that white protesters are subject
to white norms and expectations, which are
hostile in regard to protest; and (2) that blacks
are subject to both black and white norms,
which tend to neutralize one another to some
degree, it is plausible to expect that these dif-
ferences should have different consequences
for the individual protester, depending on his
race. It is highly probable that those who must
potentially incur the greater social costs
(whites) must have compensating resources
and characteristics, while those who face much
lesser costs (blacks) have less need of com-
pensation. Now let us recall that white pro-
testers stand significantly above the socioeco-
nomic norm in their community, while blacks
hover much closer to the norm in theirs. The
reason for such a pattern, I would speculate,
is that social status resources may provide the
sort of compensation necessary to offset social
disapproval.36 Since whites face higher net
costs, they have need of greater resources.
Black protesters, too, are somewhat better off
than the average member of their racial com-
munity, although they are not as socioeco-
nomically secure or differentiated as their white
counterparts. They have need of compensating
resources as well, however: although they enter
protest with the support of their community,
they must also deal with the disapproval of the
larger community in which they live.

Consider now the problem for whites of
the costs of defying white norms from the per-
spective of the data on home ownership and
length of residence. It can be argued that de-
fiance is possible not only if one has compen-

36 While this proposition remains here in hypothetical
form, there is evidence that those with resources such
as education and a prestigious occupation value those
resources more than those without them. There is also
some slight evidence that people without such resources
(i.e., the working class) compared to those with such
resources are more likely to feel dependent on others'
opinions than on their own capabilities for economic
advancement. Herbert Hyman, "The Value Systems of
Different Classes: A Social Psychological Contribu-
tion to the Analysis of Stratification," in Class, Status
and Power, ed. Reinhard Bendix and Seymour Martin
Lipset, 1st ed. (Glencoe, 111.: The Free Press, 1953),
pp. 430, 434, 437. These findings do not suggest that
social resources may compensate for the loss of so-
cial approval, but they indicate that protesters, be-
cause they are better-off, may be more independent of
the opinions of others and more personally satisfied
with the status resources they control than are those
who are both nonprotesters and less well off.

sating resources but also if one's place in the
community is relatively peripheral or less se-
cure. It seems reasonable to assume that the
more tenuous the roots one sinks in a com-
munity, the less likely he is to feel bound by
its social conventions. Thus, we find that whites
who take part in protest are less likely to own
than to rent their home, and they have not
lived in the community as long as white non-
protesters have.

This argument as a whole has some curious
implications. Given the potentially greater so-
cial costs for white protesters, and assuming
that the value placed on social approbation
does not vary systematically by race, it would
seem that on the average white protesters must
feel more intensely about the issues which draw
them into demonstrative politics than black
protesters do. Given the liberal conviction, per-
haps, that the injustices blacks have protested
against in the last decade stand at the top of
the list of injustices in America, this is not a
conventional interpretation of the domestic
political scene. But it would seem to be a logi-
cal one in the context of this analysis: if whites
must pay higher net social costs for their par-
ticipation, then they will participate only when
their feelings are deeply enough felt to make
the expense worth it. Blacks, who risk less
in terms of such costs, can afford to protest
more casually.

Now, simply being white probably confers
certain advantages in political contests, advan-
tages which relate to everything from the man-
ner in which an official receives petitioners to
the likelihood of a favorable response. Blacks
employed protest early in the 1960s in part
to overcome such white advantages, for pro-
test is a device which cuts through some of the
subtle biases in the contest to influence public
decisions. But if the foregoing analysis is cor-
rect, then whites, by their greater intensity of
feeling in protest, have simply established yet
another advantage over blacks in political con-
flicts in which the races are competing for the
same resources or for an official's ear, insofar
as intensity of feeling enters the calculus of
decision making.

(3) The Institutionalization of Protest in
the Black Community. It is a standard observa-
tion that the institutionalization of a process
leads to its routinization, a reduction of its
initial novelty, excitement, and impact. Protest
among Milwaukee blacks is relatively insti-
tutionalized in relation to that among whites.
If it is not yet routine, then it faces the danger
of becoming so. After more than a decade of
experience, the value of mass protest persists
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only so long as protest is organized more or
less spontaneously for the issue at hand. Long
protest campaigns and long-lived, stable pro-
test organizations are not likely to maintain
their status as frightening, forceful, galvaniz-
ing devices. To lose the capacity to shock, and
thereby to gain media attention, is to lose a
means of communicating with what Lipsky has
called "third party reference publics," who
serve as potential allies.37

In such a situation the protest organizer will
be under pressure to escalate his tactics to
break the routine and re-establish the credibil-

" Lipsky, pp. 1145-1146.

ity of his passion. Escalation ultimately leads
to the necessity to consider violence, a step
which most practitioners of protest do not wish
to take. So they are caught in a dilemma, the
resolution of which is not at all clear. In any
event, the routinization of protest implies that
the more it is used, the less effective it will be.
This means that black urban communities
which have relied upon protest as an im-
portant means of wielding influence in the city
may strip themselves of power by their own
efforts to gain it through protest. To weaken
oneself despite the intensification or persistence
of one's own struggle is perhaps both the irony
and the true meaning of powerlessness.
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