
Street Citizens

What are protest politics and social movement activism today? What 
are their main features? To what extent can street citizens be seen as a 
force driving social and political change? Through analyses of original 
survey data on activists themselves, Marco Giugni and Maria T. Grasso 
explain the character of contemporary protest politics that we see today; 
the diverse motivations, social characteristics, values and networks that 
draw activists to engage politically to tackle the pressing social prob-
lems of our time. The study analyzes left-wing protest culture as well 
as the characteristics of protest politics, from the motivations of street 
citizens to how they become engaged in demonstrations to the causes 
they defend and the issues they promote, from their mobilizing struc-
tures to their political attitudes and values, as well as other key aspects 
such as their sense of identity within social movements, their perceived 
effectiveness, and the role of emotions for protest participation.
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Foreword

Between 2009 and 2012 the three of us were leading the CCC project (“Caught 
in the Act of Protest: Contextualizing Contention”). Together with colleagues 
in six countries (later in fourteen countries), and on a quite massive scale, we 
surveyed participants in numerous demonstrations dealing with various issues. 
Marco Giugni and Maria Grasso were part of the initial CCC team and co-
designed and co-fielded the study in respectively Switzerland and the UK. CCC 
was successful in that it produced, as far as we can tell, the largest database on 
individual protest demonstrators available till today. As we speak, the entire 
CCC catalogue now encompasses answers from more than 22,000 individual 
demonstrators participating in 109 distinct events in 14 countries. Most of 
these data are freely obtainable for any researcher interested in studying pro-
test participants. Street Citizens draws on this database, and on the efforts of 
all country teams involved in this endeavor.

Street Citizens is exactly what we hoped the CCC project would lead to: 
a book-length and in-depth treatment of the intriguing phenomenon of peo-
ple taking the streets to vent their discontent. The book makes full use of the 
strengths of CCC. While conceiving the project, we discussed for hours and 
hours about the exact questions we were going to ask, we had endless dis-
cussions about how to sample protesters and demonstrations, and in meeting 
after meeting we debated the numerous contextual data that we thought might 
be interesting. The main motivation for this long – and to be honest, often 
tedious – process was our quest for standardization. We wanted to devise an 
instrument and a method that allows comparing across protesters, demonstra-
tions, and nations. After all, social science is comparison. We are truly happy 
that (finally) a book exploits the comparative strengths of CCC. Our painful 
discussions about a common approach paid off.

Of course, there have been numerous earlier CCC publications. CCC mem-
bers have published papers in various journals, some of them leading in their 
discipline. Two special issues in journals formed another notable spin-off from 
CCC. A collective volume consisting of CCC chapters saw the light. But until 
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xii	 ﻿Foreword﻿﻿

Street Citizens there was no integrated monograph about the protesters we so 
closely surveyed over the years. Previous outputs all dealt with specific and lim-
ited research questions, and often only a small part of the data was mobilized. 
This book uses the full breadth of the data and sketches an integrated picture 
of protesting at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

As godmother and godfathers we are also proud this book puts CCC’s key 
aim center stage: to analyze, in a comparative fashion, who the people are who 
protest, why they do so, and how they have been brought to the streets. We 
always believed that protest and protesters can only be sensibly studied in con-
text. Naturally, some things we know about protest participants seem to apply 
to all protests, irrespective of the context in which they happen or the issues 
they tackle. But the differences across protest events and across nations are 
substantial. The heterogeneity of a practice that Charles Tilly described a long 
time ago as a repertoire or a display following certain rules, is striking. Anti-
austerity protesters in Italy are different from  LGBTQ+ march participants in 
Sweden. They may employ basically the same ritual to express themselves, but 
who they are, what drives them, and how they are recruited varies. This book 
pays homage to this unity in diversity of protest.

Street Citizens is a well-conceived and strong contribution to social move-
ment and protest scholarship. The authors show convincingly that protest and 
protesters vary across issues and nations and, most importantly, that these var-
iations are not random but patterned. Differences can be explained by existing 
and novel accounts of protest incidence and participation. Protests on eco-
nomic and cultural issues, for example, are populated by different population 
segments. They have a lot in common as well but, still, the analyses show that 
there are significant differences with regard to all the variables – cultural, struc-
tural, and cognitive – Giugni and Grasso look at. The question is whether the 
borders between these two distinct types of protest are becoming increasingly 
blurred; the authors suggest that this could be the case but we have to wait for 
further longitudinal evidence to be sure. The book also nicely testifies to how 
the deep crisis hit Southern Europe in the first decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Italy and Spain stand out as countries with distinct protest potentials, and 
with protesters who differ markedly from those in the North European coun-
tries in the sample. At least on the streets, there seems to be a divided Europe 
with very different street contentions in North and South.

Apart from highlighting challenging differences across nations and issues, 
Street Citizens also shows that some persisting myths about protest should 
now be discarded. The fable of the alienated and anti-political protester, for 
example, does not hold up. Protesters are highly interested in politics; they 
identify with political parties, think they can influence politics, and take part 
as well, in a complementary fashion, in conventional forms of participation. 
Protesters are not political outsiders: they are insiders; although that also var-
ies across issues and countries. Further, the myth of the new social media fun-
damentally changing mobilization and recruitment and many other things in 
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Foreword	 xiii

the field of protest, is debunked. Most protesters, as before, are members of 
organizations and are recruited through formal or informal networks. Finally, 
also the idea that the economic crisis led to a renewal of the class base of pro-
test and made the precarious protest can be discarded based on the evidence 
presented in Street Citizens. Socially, culturally, and financially stronger groups 
still overwhelmingly dominate the streets.

In sum, Street Citizens innovates with its comparative approach and deep-
ens our insight into protest and protest participation. At the same time, it pre-
sents strong evidence to help settle a series of long-standing debates in the field.

Bert Klandermans
Jacquelien van Stekelenburg

Stefaan Walgrave
Amsterdam & Beauvechain

February 2018
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1

This book is about citizens, and it is about protest. It is about citizens – in the 
broader meaning – protesting in the streets against policies enacted or pro-
posed by governments as well as against or in favor of certain issues: street cit-
izens. This chapter introduces the main issues addressed in the book, presents 
its main argument, and describes the data and methods used in the analyses. 
Street Citizens explains the character of contemporary protest politics by ana-
lyzing through original survey data on activists themselves the diverse motiva-
tions, social characteristics, and values that draw them to engage politically to 
tackle the pressing social problems of our times such as economic fairness and 
climate change. We ask what are protest politics and social movement activism 
today, what are their main features, and to what extent can street citizens be 
seen as a force driving social and political change. In the age of globalization, 
characterized by a crisis of political responsibility and widespread disaffec-
tion from institutional politics, including nationalist and populist parties gain-
ing popularity across the globe, it seems that left-libertarian protest politics 
faces great challenges in actualizing its potential for wider political change and 
social transformation. Caught between the dominance of financial markets, the 
forces of globalization, and the rise of right-wing populism, the Left today is 
confined to a minority position and increasingly at pains to become the driver 
of social and political change. This is in turn reflected in the features of protest 
politics as it is practiced in the streets and in the values of its key protagonists 
today. In this context, the book analyzes left-wing protest culture as well as 
the characteristics of protest politics, from the motivations of street citizens to 
how they become engaged in demonstrations to the causes they defend and the 
issues they promote, from their mobilizing structures to their political attitudes 
and values, as well as other key aspects such as their sense of identity within 
social movements, their perceived effectiveness, and the role of emotions for 
protest participation.

1

Protest Politics and Social Movement 
Activism in the Age of Globalization
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2	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

Street Demonstrations: A Modular and 
Normalized Form of Contentious Politics

Citizens have at their disposal various instruments to express their discontent 
in the context of liberal democracies today: from voting in elections to directly 
contacting public officials, from signing petitions to refusing to buy certain 
products for political reasons, from engaging in community action groups to 
participating in street demonstrations, and so forth. This “repertoire of conten-
tion” has evolved in the course of the past centuries. As Tilly (1986, 1995) has 
masterfully shown, the two large-scale processes consisting in the emergence 
of capitalism and state formation – the industrial revolution and the national 
revolution, to use Rokkan’s (1970) terminology – have led to a major transfor-
mation of the repertoires of contention. A local (territorially and politically), 
patronized (by local elites), and reactive (aiming to preserve existing rights and 
privileges) repertoire was replaced by a national, autonomous, and proactive 
repertoire. Social movements, in this perspective, were born out of this trans-
formation and the street demonstration became part and parcel of the new 
repertoire, along with the strike, the public rally, and the election (Tilly 1986).

Tarrow (1998: 30) has aptly summarized this idea as follows: “In the 1780s, 
people knew how to seize shipments of grain, attack tax gatherers, burn tax 
registers, and take revenge on wrongdoers and people who had violated com-
munity norms. But they were not yet familiar with acts like the mass demonstra-
tion, the strike, or urban insurrection on behalf of common goals. By the end of 
the 1848 revolution, the petition, the public meeting, the demonstration, and 
the barricade were well-known routines, employed for a variety of purposes 
and by different combinations of social actors.” This excerpt also stresses a 
key feature of this form of mobilization today: the street demonstration, along 
with the petition and the internet call-to-action, have become today “modular 
performances,” or “generic forms that can be adapted to a variety of local and 
social circumstances” (Tilly and Tarrow 2015: 17). No longer attached to a 
specific objective and group – like it was for example for anti-tax riots, revolts 
against conscription, subsistence riots, and grain seizures in the old repertoire 
of contention – demonstrations are used by different actors, on different issues, 
and for different purposes. As such, they also reflect Tilly’s (1994: 7) definition 
of the social movement as “a sustained challenge to powerholders in the name 
of a population living under the jurisdiction of those powerholders by means of  
repeated public displays of that population’s numbers, commitment, unity, 
and worthiness.” And what better means are there for showing numbers, 
commitment, unity, and worthiness than taking to the streets with other people 
to protest?

While Tilly’s argument about changing repertoires of contention refers to 
long-term changes over centuries, the role of protest – and, more specifically, of 
the demonstration – has also changed in the shorter run. In this regard, scholar-
ship has shown that, in spite of ebbs and flows, the number of demonstrations 
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as well as the number of people taking part in them has increased considerably 
in recent decades, with new postmaterialistic concerns developing alongside 
older socioeconomic issues leading to a general increase in issues generating 
protest (Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001). This growing importance of peaceful 
protests was paralleled by an increased legitimacy accorded to such actions by 
both citizens and the state, which has led to a normalization of protest behav-
ior (Dalton 2008; Fuchs 1991; Marsh and Kaase 1979; Topf 1995; Van Aelst 
and Walgrave 2001) and demonstrations have become one of the major chan-
nels of public voice and participation in representative democracies (Norris 
et al. 2005).

Some have argued that, to some extent, this normalization of protest has 
also led to a normalization of protesters, as a broader spectrum of protesters 
coming to reflect more closely the features of average citizens (Van Aelst and 
Walgrave 2001). The normalization of protest, the most common and wide-
spread form of participation beyond voting and beyond certain other forms, 
suggests that it is no longer confined to union militants, progressive intellectu-
als, and committed students so that “on the street we are all equal” (Van Aelst 
and Walgrave 2001). The rise of “emotional mobilizations” is further seen to 
contribute to normalization. Having become so central in contemporary poli-
tics, street demonstrations are an appropriate object of study particularly if one 
wishes to examine who participates in protest activities, for what reason, and 
how they are mobilized. Demonstrations are the most typical form of conten-
tious politics, they are used by different types of people to protest on a variety 
of issues, and they have become increasingly popular among different social 
strata.

Yet, not everybody takes part in demonstrations. First of all, as Van Aelst 
and Walgrave (2001) noted, the less well educated, the socially vulnerable, and 
the needy remain less likely to take to the streets, showing once again the 
powerful mobilizing impact of education for political participation (Berinsky 
and Lenz 2011). Additionally, regardless of the level of education, the propen-
sity to take to the street and engage in protest politics is not the same on the 
left and on the right of the political spectrum. While leftists assign a greater 
importance to protesting in the streets, rightists tend to privilege more institu-
tional channels (Kriesi 1999). These different attitudes vis-à-vis protest politics 
reflect a cultural difference between the Left and the Right. People on the Left 
usually belong to the “civil rights coalition,” stressing direct action as well as 
bottom-up and participatory forms of democracy, whereas people on the Right 
are more akin to the “law and order coalition,” prioritizing top-down inter-
vention and representative democracy (della Porta 1996). It should therefore 
come as no surprise that most of the demonstrations we observe in a given 
context – including those analyzed in this book – are left-leaning, whether they 
address moral and cultural or social and economic issues. We will further dis-
cuss this distinction later on, but now it is time to set the stage for the analysis 
presented in this book by discussing some important changes occurring in the 
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4	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

recent past which might have influenced the ways in which people engage in 
street demonstrations.

Protesting in the Age of Globalization

Van Aelst and Walgrave’s (2001) argument about the normalization of pro-
testers (see further Norris et  al. 2005) – in addition to the widely accepted 
thesis of a normalization of protest, in terms of both frequent usage and public 
acceptance – is a general one, but the ground upon which the authors draw the 
empirical evidence supporting it is situated both in space and in time. While 
showing selectively also data from other countries, their analysis nevertheless 
draws mainly on information about protests and demonstrations in Belgium. 
This country, as the authors maintain, may reflect a tradition of street protest 
which is largely consistent with that of most other Western European coun-
tries. Yet, generalizing their conclusions to the latter can only be speculative. 
Furthermore, their study covers a period prior to the year 2000. This means 
that they miss two important large-scale waves of contention of the recent past, 
namely those carried by the global justice and the anti-austerity movements 
(Ancelovici et al. 2016; della Porta 2007a, 2015; della Porta and Mattoni 2014; 
Flesher Fominaya and Cox 2013; Giugni and Grasso 2015). Furthermore, and 
in relation to the latter, they also miss one of the deepest economic crises ever  
faced by Europe, starting from 2008. We believe that these developments are 
key for understanding contemporary social protest and its features. Let us 
briefly sketch why.

The global justice movement  – also variously known as the no-global 
movement, anti-globalization movement, alter-globalization movement, or 
movement for a globalization from below, just to mention the most common 
labels – broke into the world scene in the late 1990s and arguably formed the 
major wave of contention of the past decades. Although its seeds go back to 
a few years earlier, the public breakthrough of the movement is commonly 
equated with what is often referred to as the “battle of Seattle,” when a series 
of protests were staged against the World Trade Organization conference held 
in November 1999. This event was followed by a series of contentious gath-
erings and campaigns taking basically two forms: protests – often violent, in 
particular when the so-called “black bloc” of radical young protesters was part 
of them – against G7/8 summits and similar governmental meetings, on the one 
hand, and countermeetings represented by the social forums – most notably the 
World and European Social Forums – on the other.

Reflecting a common definition of social movements, the global justice move-
ment was defined as a “loose network of organizations (with varying degrees 
of formality and even including political parties) and other actors engaged in 
collective action of various kinds, on the basis of shared goals of advancing 
the cause of justice (economic, social, political, and environmental) among and 
between peoples across the globe” (della Porta 2007b: 6). The important point 
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Protesting in the Age of Globalization	 5

for our present purpose is that this is an encompassing movement bringing 
together a broad range of actors, networks, and coalitions, from traditional 
“old” ones such as parties at the “left of the left,” trade unions and labor 
organizations, to “new” kinds of actors such as environmental, peace and soli-
darity organizations, but also students’ associations, radical youth groups, and 
still many others. This may be seen as blurring the boundaries between tradi-
tional movements and new social movements, leading, at least to some extent, 
to a homogenization of the movements of the Left in terms of the social com-
position and values orientations of the constituencies mobilized (Eggert and 
Giugni 2012). In other words, the global justice movement brought together, 
under the common “master frame” (Benford 2013b; Snow and Benford 1992; 
Tarrow 1992) of the fight against neoliberalism as well as social and economic 
injustice on the global scale, different strands of “single-issue” movements that 
previously had tended to mobilize on their own, hence contributing to a rap-
prochement of “old” and “new” issues and movements.

Then, from 2008 onward, came the Great Recession, one of the deepest 
economic crises Europe had faced so far. The crisis brought with it a wave 
of anti-austerity protests and movements in the late 2000s and early 2010s. 
Epitomized by large-scale and mediatic events such as the 15M demonstration 
held by the Indignados movement in Madrid in May 2011 or the Occupy Wall 
Street protest that took place in New York in September of the same year, anti-
austerity protests grew rapidly soon after the start of the crisis in 2008, peaking 
between 2011 and 2012 (Cinalli and Giugni 2016a). These protests and move-
ments were a direct response to the economic crisis, but even more so to the 
austerity policies – basically consisting in severe cuts in budgets, most notably 
spending in the social sector – enacted by many European states and supported 
by the so-called “Troika” of the European Commission, the European Central 
Bank, and the International Monetary Fund.

While the political reactions to the Great Recession were probably associ-
ated less with the economic crisis itself and more with government initiatives 
to cope with its negative repercussions (Bermeo and Bartels 2014: 4), tough 
economic conditions can be seen as having generated grievances which people, 
under certain conditions, may seek to redress through protest. This may open 
up the political space for new social groups and constituencies to get involved 
in protest activities in order to improve their own situation or to fight against 
what are perceived to be unjust patterns of wealth distribution in advanced 
capitalist democracies and to draw attention to the fact that not all sectors of 
society bear the costs of economic crisis evenly (Grasso and Giugni 2016a). In 
this regard, scholars have emphasized the importance of the “precariat” as the 
new agents of protest in times of austerity (della Porta 2015; Martin 2015), 
hence stressing the progressive potential of new cleavages brought about by 
globalization – such as the division between winners and losers of globaliza-
tion (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008, 2012) – as opposed to the reactionary potential 
for xenophobic and anti-immigrant claims.
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6	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

Related to the mobilization of a new constituency, the economic crisis and 
the anti-austerity protests spurred by government measures to tackle it have 
also brought about new grievances. Even more so, they revamped old griev-
ances and issues that have been somewhat sidelined by new social movements 
focusing on lifestyle, especially in countries where the pacification of the tradi-
tional class cleavage provided a larger space for such issues to become a basis 
for political mobilization (Kriesi et al. 1995). These relate to questions of ine-
quality and the distribution of resources in advanced industrial societies (della 
Porta 2015). Thus, anti-austerity protests appear to have shifted the focus from 
wider, moral and cultural issues, back to more bread-and-butter, redistributive 
concerns (della Porta 2015). In this sense, participants in anti-austerity demon-
strations share more characteristics with old issue demonstrators (Grasso and 
Giugni 2016b). They are less well-educated and middle class than new issue 
demonstrators. They are also more resource-poor than the usual suspects 
attending protests around new issues. At the same time, they are less organ-
izationally embedded than those at old issue protests. They are also are more 
likely to be drawn from younger generations, and to be students. Furthermore, 
just like the global justice movement, anti-austerity movements have displayed 
innovative forms of organizing and mobilizing, such as an extensive use of 
online social networks (Anduiza et al. 2014) and experiencing various forms 
of deliberative-participative democracy (della Porta and Rucht 2013). As such, 
participants in these movements may be expected to be less institutionalized 
and embedded in organizational networks, and have fewer experiences of pre-
vious extra-institutional participation.

More broadly, this book rests on the assumption that the contours of protest 
participation – and, more specifically, participation in street demonstrations – 
have changed as a result of large-scale processes and structural changes brought 
about by globalization and, more recently, catalyzed by the economic crisis as 
well as by the politicization of such processes and changes by recent social 
movements. In this perspective, the global justice movement has contributed 
to creating the space for a broader participation of citizens in demonstrations 
as well as to bringing together “old” bread-and-butter and redistributive issues 
with “new” lifestyle, moral and cultural issues. The recent deep economic crisis 
has brought back to the fore inequality and the class cleavage as a basis for 
political mobilization on traditional issues. Relatedly, anti-austerity protests 
have further contributed to repoliticizing and remobilizing that cleavage and 
have brought those issues to the fore.

To be sure, our aim is not to prove that this diagnosis is correct. We aim 
to show that there is a very strong rationale for analyzing participation 
in demonstrations cross-nationally and with empirical data in the current 
juncture. Moreover, this allows us to develop a compass that will guide our 
analysis throughout the chapters in this book. In this regard, we would like 
to suggest that these processes and changes bring with them the seeds of 
potential transformations in the landscape of protest politics in the age of 
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globalization and – at least potentially – have created the conditions for a dif-
ferent sort of participation – whether permanently or only temporarily. More 
specifically, these developments may have had manifold effects on participa-
tion in street demonstrations: they may have brought back capitalism and 
the class cleavage into protest politics; they may have altered the relationship 
between protest politics and electoral politics as well as that between differ-
ent forms of participation; they may have brought to the fore new channels 
of mobilization, including online social networks, downplaying the role of 
more traditional channels and networks; they may have led to new attitudes 
and predispositions towards political actors and objects, in both their cog-
nitive and affective dimensions; and they may mean a renewed emphasis on 
grievances, interests, values, identities, and motivations underpinning protest 
participation. Our endeavor in this book will be to detect and describe such 
effects through a micro-analysis of participation in street demonstrations.

A Micro-Level Analysis of Participation 
in Street Demonstrations

The literature on social movements and contentious politics has flourished in 
the past 50 years or so. At least since the wave of protests in both Europe and 
the United States in 1967–68, scholars have inquired into the origins, develop-
ment, and outcomes of social movements. While students of social movements 
have been mostly interested in the collective dimension of protest, that is, in 
movements as collective actors, research has also focused on the micro or indi-
vidual level of analysis in an attempt to understand who participates in protest 
activities, for what reason, and how they are mobilized. This is also the aim 
of the present volume: we will focus on individual participants in demonstra-
tions and examine a number of aspects allowing us to better understand who 
they are, why they participate, and through which channels and mechanisms 
they do so. To this end, we draw from a variety of research traditions and 
literatures: from scholarship on social movements to the literature on polit-
ical participation in political science, from structural to social psychological 
accounts of protest participation, from cultural to rational choice approaches 
to contentious politics, and still others.

We provide an analysis of the social and attitudinal profile of demonstra-
tors, their mobilizing structures, their motives, as well as variations thereof, 
making sense of which factors differentiate novel and more experienced pro-
testers and how this varies across countries as well as across protest issues. In 
this respect, our account follows a logic according to which the who, why, and 
how people take part in street demonstrations are influenced by a number of 
interrelated factors pertaining to the mobilizing context of participation as 
well as microstructural and social psychological dynamics. Figure  1.1 illus-
trates the conceptual framework of the book graphically, also indicating which 
chapter addresses each specific aspect.
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8	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

We conceive of the dynamics of participation in demonstrations as three 
interrelated layers of factors. The first layer refers to the mobilizing context 
of participation in street demonstrations. The mobilizing context can be 
described in terms of demand, supply, and mobilization (Klandermans 2004). 
The demand side refers to the potential of protesters in a given society; the 
supply side refers to the characteristics of the social movement sector in that 
society; and mobilization refers to the techniques and mechanisms that link 
demand and supply (Klandermans 2004). Here we focus more specifically on 
the protest potential. A demand for protest begins with levels of grievances in 
a society (Klandermans 1997). The protest potential reflects such grievances 
and consists in the readiness of citizens to protest. This can be seen in the 
propensity of citizens to engage in different kinds of political activities, most 
notably in protest activities. Such a propensity is likely to vary across countries 
as well as over time, yielding a measure of the protest potential – and, more 

MOBILIZING CONTEXT

MICROSTRUCTURAL DYNAMICS

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL DYNAMICS

Protest potential
(chapter 2)

Social-structural bases
(chapter 3)

Institutional politics
(chapter 4)

Predispositions
(chapter 6)

Mobilizing structures
(chapter 5)

Motivations
(chapter 7)

Figure 1.1.  Conceptual framework of the book with reference to chapters
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specifically, of the potential to participate in demonstrations – in a given coun-
try at a given time.

While our aim is not to explain participation in demonstrations, we consider 
the mobilizing context as channeling the microstructural and social psycholog-
ical dynamics of participation in demonstrations. In turn, we suggest that the 
microstructural dynamics precede the social psychological dynamics as they 
are part of the micromobilization context of protest participation. Finally, the 
microstructural dynamics contribute to shape the motivations one has to take 
part in demonstrations.

A long-standing tradition in social movement research stresses the impor-
tance of the structural dimension of movement participation. Accordingly, the 
second layer of factors discussed in this book pertains to the microstructural 
dynamics of participation in demonstrations. Here we pay special attention to 
three aspects. The first aspect refers to social class and, more generally, to the 
social bases of protest. While this is a key concept in sociology and political 
science in general, it is somewhat of a neglected aspect in the social movements 
literature (but see Eidlin and Kerrissey 2018). Yet, scholars have examined 
the role of social class for movement participation (Eder 1993, 2013; Grasso 
and Giugni 2015; Hylmö and Wennerhag 2015; Kriesi 1989; Maheu 1995). 
New social movement theory, in particular, has stressed the fact that the new 
issues and movements that arose in the 1970s and 1980s were the sign of the 
mobilization of “middle class radicals” (Parkin 1968). More recently, protests 
in the context of the economic crisis and against austerity measures have led 
scholars to reconsider the role of class, arguing that the latter plays an increas-
ingly important role in social movements and protest behavior (della Porta 
2015). This leads us to take into account the role of class for participation in 
demonstrations today and whether the ideology and values of demonstrators 
still rest on class-based cleavages or whether class and values are increasingly 
disconnected from each other.

The second microstructural aspect relates to institutional politics or, better, 
the relation between protest and institutional politics. Students of social move-
ments have become increasingly aware of the intimate relationship between 
electoral and non-electoral politics, between institutional and contentious pol-
itics, suggesting thus that we should combine the study of political parties and 
voting with the analysis of social movements and protest (Císař and Navrátil 
2015; della Porta et  al. 2017; Goldstone 2003; Heaney 2013; Heaney and 
Rojas 2015; Hutter et al. 2018; Kriesi 2014; Kriesi et al. 2012; McAdam and 
Tarrow 2010, 2013; Norris et al. 2015). While the supply of protest usually 
concerns the characteristics of the social movement sector in a society – such 
as its strength, diversity, and contentiousness – institutional actors and politics 
also contribute to provide opportunities for protest (Kriesi 2004). Furthermore, 
the ways in which citizens relate to institutional politics allow us to unveil how 
processes of mobilization bring a demand for protest together with a supply of 
protest opportunities.

Analysis of Participation in Demonstrations	 9
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10	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

One of the most consistent findings of research on micromobilization is 
that individual participation in social movements rests on people’s previous 
embeddedness in social networks (Corrigall-Brown 2013). Accordingly, a third 
aspect pertaining to microstructural dynamics deals with what students of 
social movements have called mobilizing structures. These refer to the collec-
tive vehicles through which people mobilize and engage in collective action 
(McAdam et al. 1996). They include above all social networks and ties that 
support and facilitate mobilization (Diani 2004). The mobilizing structures 
lie at the very heart of the study of social movements, at least since resource 
mobilization theory made clear that protest is more likely when resources and 
organizations create the conditions for translating grievances into collective 
action (McCarthy and Zald 1977; Oberschall 1973; Tilly 1978). We therefore 
examine the extent to which participation in demonstrations is due to such 
mobilizing structures and through which channels people are recruited to this 
form of protest.

Just as scholarship has stressed the microstructural dynamics of protest 
participation, it also paid a great deal of attention to the social psycholog-
ical factors facilitating or preventing participation (van Stekelenburg and 
Klandermans 2013). The third layer of factors therefore refers to the psycho-
logical dynamics of participation in demonstrations. This includes a variety of 
aspects such as identity (Hunt and Benford 2004), ideology (Snow 2004), emo-
tions (Goodwin et al. 2004), motivations (Klandermans 2015), commitment 
(Erickson Nepstad 2013), and still others. Here we address all these aspects, 
but we group them along two main lines of inquiry. The first looks at the 
impact of predispositions. While this concept has a long and authoritative his-
tory in the electoral behavior research, it has not made a strong breakthrough 
in the literature on social movements, at least not explicitly so or, if so, with a 
rather vague and loose meaning. Traditionally – as proposed in the Columbia 
or sociological model of voting  – political predispositions referred to those 
variables relating to an individual’s socioeconomic, religious and residential 
status influencing a person’s propensity to vote for a given party (Lazarsfeld 
et al. 1948). The so-called “index of political predisposition” was supposed to 
allow researchers to capture these aspects in the prediction of vote choice. Here 
we use the concept of predispositions in a broader meaning, referring to those 
cognitive and affective predispositions of people towards a given object. This 
leads us to inquire into the role of political attitudes (cognitive predispositions) 
and emotions (affective predispositions) for participation in demonstrations. 
While the former are at the core of standard explanations of political partici-
pation (Brady et al. 1995; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978, 1995), the 
latter have gained importance in recent years in the study of social movements 
(Flam and King 2005; Goodwin et al. 2000, 2001; Jasper 1998; see Flam 2014, 
2015, Goodwin et al. 2004, and Jasper 2011 for reviews). Following works on 
both electoral and protest participation, we examine how political attitudes 
and emotions combine among demonstrators.
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The second line of inquiry relating to social psychological dynamics looks 
at the motives of people who participate in demonstrations. This is a key 
aspect as it most closely explains the underlying reasons why people partici-
pate. Scholarship has stressed a variety of motivations to get involved in social 
movements. The literature often distinguishes between three types of motives 
(Klandermans 2013): to change their circumstances (instrumentality), to act 
as members of their group (identity), or to express their views (ideology). We 
examine a number of motivations to take part in demonstrations, including 
defending interests, expressing solidarity, and feeling a moral obligation. These 
are often referred to in the literature as different kinds of incentives: selec-
tive incentives (Oliver 2013), social and solidary incentives (Passy 2013), and 
moral incentives (van Stekelenburg 2013). We also look at the role of ideology 
and the political values of demonstrators. We look in particular at the role of 
left–right and libertarian–authoritarian value orientations. Given the types of 
demonstrations we study, we expect most participants to have a strong left-
libertarian value orientation. However, we also expect variations both in the 
relative weight of leftist and libertarian values and in the way they relate to 
participation in demonstrations.

Micromobilization in Context: Cleavages, 
Opportunities, and Protest Traditions

Micromobilization does not occur in a vacuum; it is context-dependent (van 
Stekelenburg et al. 2009). The types of participants, the reasons why they par-
ticipate, and the mobilization channels tend to vary across contexts. Scholarship 
on social movements has traditionally shown the importance of the national 
context. The conditions for political mobilization can vary significantly across 
European countries. The scholarly literature stresses a variety of factors that 
may account for such variations: the structure of national cleavages (Lipset 
and Rokkan 1967; Rokkan 1970), the resources available for collective action 
(Tilly et  al. 1975), different political opportunity structures (Hutter 2014a; 
Kitschelt 1986; Kriesi et  al. 1995), historically embedded protest cultures 
and traditions (della Porta and Diani 2006; della Porta and Mattoni 2013; 
Fahlenbrach et al. 2016), and so forth. In this way, the national context influ-
ences the mobilizing context of protest – the demand, supply, and mobilization – 
as well as the features of demonstrations and their participants. Here we focus 
on three main aspects which we believe contribute to molding the context 
for protest behavior and therefore to shaping the features of demonstrations  
and their participants: the national protest traditions, the importance of the 
class cleavage, and the political opportunity structures for the mobilization of 
social movements, in particular the formal institutional structures as captured 
by the strength of the state. In this section we briefly discuss how the seven 
countries covered in our study are characterized according to these aspects 
in an attempt to describe the historically embedded cultural and institutional 
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12	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

conditions for protest in those countries that might inform the analyses in the 
following chapters.

Different countries may be seen as being characterized by different protest 
traditions (della Porta and Mattoni 2014; Grasso 2016). This also applies to 
the seven countries covered by our study. In broad strokes, we can say that 
our countries cluster in four “groups” in this respect. Italy and Spain, the two 
Southern European countries, have a long-standing protest tradition, especially 
on the Left, which has been reinvigorated by the mobilization of the global 
justice movement in the early 2000s (della Porta 2007a). These two countries 
have also witnessed particularly radical confrontations in the streets, leading 
at some point to the rise of leftist as well as rightist terrorism in Italy and 
regionalist political violence in Spain. Furthermore, mobilizations based on 
the traditional cleavages – in particular, the class cleavage – and redistributive 
issues have been predominant, leaving little space for the emergence of protest 
based on new lines of conflict. At the same time, perhaps more than in the other 
countries, protest is part of the leftist culture in Italy and Spain.

The Netherlands and Switzerland, in contrast, can be seen as belonging to 
the group of consociational countries where the labor movement has been 
largely integrated in neo-corporatist procedures (Esping-Andersen 1990), 
hence opening up the space for the mobilization of other movements and 
on other issues. The large share of the new social movements, at least in the 
Netherlands and Switzerland, are witness to this type of protest tradition 
(Kriesi et al. 1995).

Belgium could also be linked to this group given its consociational nature. 
The labor movement, however, plays a greater role in Belgium, also due to the 
key role unions have in taking care of unemployment benefits within the Ghent 
system. The very same system is also applied in Sweden. Sweden, moreover, is 
characterized by a weak protest tradition which privileges conventional means 
(Peterson 2016).

Finally, the UK can be considered as a case on its own in this respect. The 
fragmented and pluralist nature of the union system typical of the Anglo-
Saxon countries makes organized mobilization by the labor movement diffi-
cult, encouraging rather small-scale protest addressing specific companies and 
issues. In addition, the new social movement sector only saw the emergence 
of limited and sometimes radical activism by “middle class radicals” in the 
UK (Parkin 1968), often focusing on specific issues such as nuclear power and 
animal rights.

Political conflicts are ultimately rooted in structural and cultural cleavages. 
At the most fundamental level, therefore, political mobilization rests on exist-
ing cleavages. Inspired by the seminal work of Rokkan (1970) as well as Lipset 
and Rokkan (1967), but also that of Bartolini and Mair (1990), Kriesi et al. 
(1995) have shown how the mobilization of social movements depends on 
the structure of national cleavages. More specifically, they maintain that the 
pacification of traditional cleavages – including and perhaps most notably the 
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left–right class cleavage – opens up a space for the emergence of movements 
and protests resting on new lines of conflicts. Such a new cleavage may then 
become politicized and hence made available for political mobilization, form-
ing the basis for the rise of new movements and protests. In contrast, when 
traditional cleavages remain salient, there is less space for the mobilization of 
new movements and protests. Thus, for example, they show how the persis-
tent saliency of the class cleavage in France accounts for the lower share of 
protests carried out by the new social movements, as compared to Germany, 
the Netherlands, and Switzerland, the other three countries they studied. Italy 
and Spain in this sense would fit more closely with the French model relative 
to the other countries included in our study which most closely resemble the 
second group.

This line of reasoning is relevant for us in light of recent calls for greater 
attention to the role of social and political cleavages for the rise and mobiliza-
tion of social movements (della Porta 2015; Hutter 2014a; Kriesi et al. 2012). 
In this perspective, scholars have recently called for more attention to capi-
talism in social movement theory (della Porta 2015; Hetland and Goodwin 
2013) as we witness ever-growing inequality across the globe. This leads us 
to give highest consideration to the traditional left–right class cleavage, which 
is the main dividing line underlying political conflicts relating to capitalism. 
Following Kriesi et al. (1995), the pacification of traditional cleavages goes a 
long way towards explaining the relative strength of new social movements 
as compared to movements mobilizing on traditional dividing lines. We 
believe that this line of reasoning can also be applied to the features of pro-
test activities and, more specifically, demonstrations. We may expect certain 
features of demonstrations to be influenced by the traditional class cleavage. 
Previous work suggests, for example, that the social composition of demon-
strations and the value orientations of demonstrators depend on the relative 
strength of the class cleavage (Eggert and Giugni 2012, 2015). Here, however, 
we believe that what matters most is not so much the strength of the class 
cleavage as its salience and availability for political competition (Bartolini and 
Mair 1990).

To rank our seven countries according to the historical importance of the 
traditional class cleavage in the twentieth century we can use the data devel-
oped in the seminal work of Bartolini and Mair (1990: 92) on the stabilization 
of the European electorate between 1885 and 1985. They show the percentage 
of elections held during this period characterized by high class competitiveness 
and high class cleavage salience in thirteen European countries, including six of 
the seven covered by our study. We can see this as an historical indicator of the 
importance of the class cleavage for political – in their case, electoral – compe-
tition. According to their figures, Sweden has by far the highest availability of 
the class cleavage, followed at a distance by the UK, Italy, and the Netherlands, 
which are all very close, then by Belgium, and finally Switzerland. Spain is not 
included in their study. As a Southern European country where the religious 
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14	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

cleavage has traditionally played an important role in structuring political con-
flicts, we can place Spain close to Italy.1

Since Bartolini and Mair’s (1990) study refers to a period ending before 
the Cold War, this is a measure of the historical tradition of the importance 
of the class cleavage in our seven countries. Here we are interested in locating 
our countries with respect to long-term indicators of protest traditions, cleav-
age structures, and, as we discuss below, political opportunity structures. This 
ranking of the countries is also reflected in Kriesi et al.’s (1995) characteriza-
tion of the four countries they study according to the salience of the traditional 
class cleavage. As they maintain, the latter is rather low in the Netherlands and 
Switzerland, also due to the integration of the social democrats in coalition 
governments throughout large parts of the post-World War II period and to the 
pacified and fragmented nature of the union systems as well as their lack of dis-
tinct collective class identities (Kriesi et al. 1995). Although they do not include 
Belgium in their study, with its consociational nature as well as the presence of 
coalition governments, this country can be seen as being close to this situation.

Kriesi et al. (1995) include cleavages among the components of the polit-
ical opportunity structures influencing the mobilization of social movements, 
showing how different national cleavage structures lead to a varying space 
for the mobilization of certain movements. Most social movement scholars, 
however, prefer to focus on other institutional aspects. These can be subsumed 
under four main dimensions (McAdam 1996): the relative openness or closure 
of the institutionalized political system; the stability or instability of that broad 
set of elite alignments that typically undergird a polity; the presence or absence 
of elite allies; and the state’s capacity and propensity for repression.

While variations in political opportunities have mostly been used to account 
for the rise and fall of social movements, their action repertoires, and also less 
commonly their outcomes at the aggregate level, they may also be seen as influ-
encing protest behavior at the individual level (Cinalli and Giugni 2011, 2016b; 
Morales 2009). It is not our aim in this book to systematically connect variations 
in political opportunities to differences in the features of demonstrations in our 
seven countries. However, in the chapters to come we will selectively refer to 
differences in the contextual aspects discussed here to inform our analysis of the 
results of protest survey data. Here we adopt the political opportunity frame-
work to map the seven countries and therefore contextualize the further analy-
ses of the protest survey data.

The seven countries covered by our study present different political oppor-
tunity structures in all their components. Let us look at the two aspects Kriesi 
et al. (1995) define as the general structural settings for political mobilization: 
the formal institutional structure, on the one hand, and the informal proce-
dures and prevailing strategies, on the other.2 In their perspective, the former 
defines the degree of openness (weak states) or closedness (strong states) of the 
state towards challengers. The latter may be either exclusive (repressive, con-
frontational, polarizing) or integrative (facilitative, cooperative, assimilative). 
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With regard to the formal dimension, based on the strength or weakness in 
the parliamentary, administrative, and direct-democratic arenas, Kriesi et al. 
(1995: 37) characterize the UK and Sweden (the Scandinavian countries) as 
examples of strong states, while Italy and Switzerland are two examples of 
weak states – perhaps the most typical one, in the case of Switzerland – and the 
Netherlands as an intermediate case. In addition, we may place Spain on the 
weak-state pole of the continuum. A certain degree of decentralization due to 
historical fragmentation in Italy and the importance of regionalism – including 
the development of a separatist violent organization – in Spain and high levels 
of corruption have undermined the capacity of the state to get things done in 
these two countries. In addition, the strong legacy of the Catholic Church has 
delayed the consolidation of the Italian and Spanish states and the years of 
fascist rule have stopped its development for some time. Finally, Belgium, with 
its sociological and territorial federalist structure, can be seen as an example of 
a rather weak state in the European context.

Patterns are slightly different when examining the prevailing strategies. 
The latter reflect an overall higher propensity for repression in the exclusive 
countries and a lower one in the inclusive ones, other things being equal. 
Again following Kriesi et al. (1995), we can consider the UK the Netherlands, 
Sweden, and Switzerland as examples of inclusive prevailing strategies, while 
Italy is seen as a case of exclusive prevailing strategies. Belgium is likely to 
be closer to the inclusive pole, while Spain may also be placed close to Italy 
as an example of a country characterized by exclusive prevailing strategies. 
The legacy of fascist rule in these two countries has arguably favored the 
development of a comparatively higher repressive stance of the state towards 
challengers.

We can make an attempt at mapping our seven countries by means of a 
simple typology that combines cleavage availability and the strength of the 
state, that is, a societal dimension concerning the politicization of social and 
cultural oppositions, respectively, an institutional dimension relating to polit-
ical opportunity structures. Figure  1.2 shows the location of the countries 
within this typology. Other things being equal, we may expect demonstrators 
to vary in terms of their class composition, mobilizing structures and social 
networks, value orientations, political attitudes, and motivations depending on 
the specific combination of the strength of the state and the availability of the 
class cleavage. However, as discussed earlier, we should not forget that protest 
traditions also play a role, just as many other aspects of the mobilizing con-
text (Klandermans 2004). Protest behavior is a complex phenomenon that can 
hardly be explained simply by a two-by-two typology, especially when one is 
looking at several different aspects as we do in this book. This typology, there-
fore, simply has heuristic purposes, and our approach is not geared towards 
testing hypotheses drawn from it. The situation of the seven countries with 
regard to the contextual factors discussed here only informs the analyses in the 
following chapters.
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16	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

Disaggregating Protest: Issues and Demonstrators

That not all demonstrations and all demonstrators are alike is a truism. Both 
the social movement sector in a given context and the group of participants in  
a single demonstration are heterogeneous entities. Most obviously, demon-
strations are held on a variety of topics, issues, and concerns. Furthermore, 
demonstrations – as much as movements – vary in terms of size, social compo-
sition, how radical they are, and still other features. Similarly, within a given 
demonstration we can find participants from different social backgrounds, moved  
by different aims and motives, with different degrees of commitment, and so 
forth. Our analysis takes this heterogeneity seriously, acknowledging that the 
factors accounting for protest vary across issues and constituencies (Meyer and 
Minkoff 2004).

The literature reports various attempts to categorize different types of 
movements. Earlier efforts – especially in the collective behavior research tra-
dition, but also more recently – have stressed the general aim or orientation 
of different movements. The most recurrent distinction in this regard is that 
between reform and revolutionary movements (Blumer 1946; Goodwin 2001), 
depending on how much of a change they want to introduce. The former aims 
to make gradual change, while the latter “seeks, at a minimum, to overthrow 
the government or state” (Goodwin and Jasper 2009: 4). Closely related to this 
distinction is that, most often adopted, between moderate and radical move-
ments (Haines 1984). Similarly, some distinguish between progressive, con-
servative, and reactionary movements, depending on the direction and rate of 
social change (Killian 1973).

The problem with these typologies or classifications is that they tend to reify 
social movements and hide the fact that a movement’s goals may change over 
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Figure 1.2.  Classification of the countries covered by the study
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time. As Goldstone (1998) has maintained, reform and revolution might 
be two different outcomes of the very same kind of movement, depending 
on how circumstances evolve. Closer to our own perspective, others have 
distinguished between different types of movements according to their issues. 
In this perspective, some have linked the characteristics of social movements to 
the underlying cleavage that gave rise to them. For example, in an attempt to 
retrace the development of social movements over history and link them to the 
prevailing line of social conflict, Raschke (1985) has proposed to distinguish 
between three main paradigms that have succeeded in the course of European 
history: the authority, distribution, and lifestyle paradigms. Each paradigm can 
be seen as being characterized by a prevailing movement or type of movement, 
focusing respectively on political, economic, or cultural issues (Kriesi 1988a): 
ethnic and regionalist movements (authority), labor movements (distribution), 
and new social movements (lifestyle). Kriesi (1988a) has proposed a typology 
crossing this threefold distinction with that between movements and counter-
movements. The former challenge the established authorities, while the latter 
defend the established rights and privileges against those challenges.

Raschke’s (1985) distribution and lifestyle paradigms largely overlap with 
that which is by far the most famous distinction in the social movements litera-
ture between “old” and “new” social movements. New social movement theory 
has stressed the inherently different nature of new movements as compared to 
old movements (see Buechler 1995 and Pichardo 1997 for reviews). In terms 
of their issues, old movements – often reduced to labor movements – deal with 
“material” economic equality, redistribution, and welfare, whereas new move-
ments are more concerned with “non-material” – or “postmaterial” – cultural 
and lifestyle issues. Peace, ecology, women’s, LGBTQ+ but also squatters and sol-
idarity movements, are the most prominent examples of new social movements 
stressed in the literature (Kriesi et al. 1995). The old/new movements distinc-
tion, in turn, reflects to a large extent Inglehart’s (1977) well-known theory of 
postmaterialism, whereby participants in old movements should be closer to 
materialistic values, while participants in new movements should be overrepre-
sented among people who have postmaterialistic values, although some doubts 
have recently been raised about the relevance of this distinction today (Eggert 
and Giugni 2012, 2015).

Research has tended to treat demonstrations as all the same and privilege 
instead their differences as compared to other kinds of political activities. As 
Norris et al. (2005: 203) have pointed out, however, “[c]onsidering all demon-
strations as equivalent phenomena is a category mistake. The social character-
istics, systems support, motivational attitudes, and behavioral characteristics 
of demonstrators varied by the type of event.” In this book we therefore look 
systematically at differences across types of demonstrations when analyzing 
our data.

Demonstrations may vary depending on a number of aspects. For exam-
ple, they can be more or less ritualized  – like for example the May Day 
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18	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

demonstrations are – peaceful or violent, legal or illegal, and both the organ-
izers and the participants vary across demonstrations (van Stekelenburg et al. 
2012). They may also vary in terms of the issues they address. Issue politics 
has become a dominant feature in research on electoral behavior, in particular 
in the context of economic models of voting (see Lewis-Beck and Stegmeier 
2000, 2007 for reviews). Issues, however, have not always been focused on 
by students of social movements, at least not explicitly so. Of course, study-
ing different movements also means looking at issues, as movements are also 
defined – content-wise – by their issues. In this regard, the old/new movement 
distinction is relevant. Yet, little work has been done in terms of developing the 
expectations about how different types of protest issues affect the characteris-
tics of movements and, more specifically, their constituencies, motivations for 
participating, and the mechanisms underlying such participation (Grasso and 
Giugni 2015, 2016b).

In one of the rare attempts to explicitly categorize demonstrations, 
Verhulst (2011) also focuses on issues. He proposes a typology of protest 
issues crossing two dimensions. The first dimension refers to the distinction 
between old and new issues, but adds a third category, namely consensual 
issues. While both old and new issues may be considered as position issues – 
that is, they divide the opinions between pros and cons – consensual issues 
are akin to valence issues (Stokes 1963) upon which everybody agrees, such as 
prosperity and corruption for example (we can assume that almost everybody 
is for prosperity and against corruption). The second dimension focuses on the 
way and extent to which an issue appeals and activates relevant publics, and 
distinguishes between universalistic and particularistic issues. The former are 
“issues that have no specific reference to a well-defined social group,” while the 
latter “are intrinsically related to specific social groups” (Verhulst 2011: 55). In 
other words, universalistic issues concern an entire population, while particu-
laristic issues are tied to specific groups. Most importantly, in the author’s view, 
different protest issues affect the composition of the event as well as the moti-
vation and mobilization trajectories of the participants: “[d]ifferent people are 
affected by different issues leading to different motivations and often also to 
different ways in which they end up demonstrating” (Klandermans et al. 2014: 
499).

In this book we follow previous research that has stressed the role of protest 
issues (Grasso and Giugni 2015, 2016b; Kriesi et al. 1995; Meyer and Minkoff 
2004; Verhulst 2011) and consider this as a key factor discriminating between 
different types of demonstrations. In previous publications (Grasso and Giugni 
2015, 2016b) we have relied on the distinction between old, new, and anti-
austerity protests to investigate the impact of issues on the constituency of 
demonstrations and the extent to which anti-austerity movements differed 
from both old and new movements (see further Peterson et al. 2015). We found 
that anti-austerity movements were most similar to old movements, albeit for 
a few features linked to the current neoliberal context. As such, in this book 
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we distinguish between demonstrations focusing on cultural issues and those 
focusing on economic ones. This distinction largely overlaps with that between 
old and new issues as “many old issues tend to focus on socioeconomic factors, 
such as inequality, social security, and industrial relations while newer issues 
often deal with moral, cultural, and lifestyle issues such as gender, sexual orien-
tation, abortion, animal rights, and peace and war issues” (Klandermans et al. 
2014: 498–499). However, we prefer to refer to them as economic and cultural 
issues, respectively, for several reasons. To begin with, protesting culture and 
economics is what best characterizes the space of contention in Europe today 
(Hutter 2014a). The deep economic crisis that hit many European countries 
during the last decade has brought both social and economic issues back as 
major objects of contention, setting them apart from more culturally based 
issues. The survey upon which our analysis rests has been carried out in the 
midst of the economic crisis. Furthermore, speaking of old and new issues or 
movements has a somewhat misleading connotation, conveying the idea that 
labor movements belong to another era in the past, whereas new movements 
characterize the contemporary times. While, historically, the latter preceded 
the former, both types of movements – and demonstrations – on economic and 
cultural issues still coexist today. Finally, speaking of old and new movements 
risks giving the wrong impression that we follow or take issue with new social 
movement theory. It should also be noted that, in the set of demonstrations 
that we cover, we have quite a few anti-austerity protests. These mainly have 
economic goals and therefore we categorize them under economic issues.

Just as demonstrations are heterogeneous and can be categorized according 
to certain criteria, so can demonstrators. Students of social movements typi-
cally focus on the most strongly committed activists, including people who are 
ready to engage in high-risk activities (McAdam 1986). Yet, while the study of 
differential recruitment – that is, why different people get involved in social 
movements – has a long-standing tradition in social movement research (Snow 
et al. 1980; see Barkan and Cohn 2013 for a review), that of differential par-
ticipation – that is, why some people participate more intensively than others 
do – has been less often tackled with only a handful of studies to date (Barkan 
et  al. 1995; Klandermans 1997; Kriesi 1993; McAdam 1986; Oliver 1984; 
Passy and Giugni 2001; Saunders et al. 2012; Wiltfang and McAdam 1991).

Recent studies on participants in street demonstrations have zoomed in on 
subsets of demonstrators who display different degrees of engagement, sug-
gesting that different types of protesters would be characterized by different 
factors. For example, Verhulst and Walgrave (2009) have focused their atten-
tion on first-time participants, while Verhulst and Van Laer (2008) have looked 
at what they call “die-hards,” that is persistent protesters. In their study of first-
timers, Verhulst and Walgrave (2009) found that novices are more biographically 
available and emotionally different from other protesters as they face consid-
erably higher barriers in their passage from non-protester to protester than 
an experienced protester does in attending yet another protest. Furthermore, 
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20	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

they found that demonstrations staged just after or during a protest wave, as well 
as large demonstrations and demonstrations of old or new emotional movements 
are attended by a relatively larger share of first-timers. In an attempt to fill the 
gap between the study of novices and that of people more deeply involved in 
protest, Saunders et al. (2012) examined four types of protesters, distinguished 
by varying involvement, which they call novices, returners, repeaters, and stal-
warts. Their analysis suggests that we should avoid treating protesters as a 
homogeneous group and stresses the importance of assessing the contributions 
of diverse factors for sustaining protest politics.

Inspired by this body of literature, in this book we examine the relevance of 
distinguishing between occasional and more regular participants. The criteria we 
use to distinguish between these two types of demonstrators is the frequency of 
participation: the former are less committed and participate more sporadically, 
whereas the latter are more strongly committed people who more often take part 
in demonstrations In the remainder of the book we will call them occasionals 
and activists, respectively. The survey upon which our analyses are based, which 
we describe in more detail below, includes a question asking the number of times 
respondents had taken part in a demonstration, both ever and in the past 12 
months. Our operationalization of occasional demonstrators and activists relies 
on the “past 12 months” measure, as this allows us to avoid a bias against the 
younger participants. More specifically, we define as occasional demonstrators all 
those who said they had not attended other demonstrations additional to the one 
at which they were surveyed in the past 12 months; all other respondents who 
had participated in at least two demonstrations in the last 12 months were classed 
as activists. This means that we compare people who have only attended one 
demonstration to those who have taken part in at least two or more in that year.

Surveying Protesters

The field of social movement studies is characterized by methodological plural-
ism (della Porta 2015). Qualitative and quantitative research have both con-
tributed to deepen and broaden our knowledge of the subject matter. Spurred 
by the seminal work of Tilly and co-authors (Shorter and Tilly 1974; Tilly et al. 
1975) and later by Tarrow (1989), protest event analysis has become quite 
popular in recent years (see Hutter 2014b, Koopmans and Rucht 2002, and 
Olzak 1989 for reviews) for the analysis of the ebbs and flows of protest. When 
it comes to individual participation in social movements and protest activities, 
surveys have proven to be a valid and reliable tool.

Most of the existing studies of the determinants of participation in social 
movements and protest activities rely on survey data. The most well-known 
example of this is arguably the seminal study by Barnes and Kaase (1979). 
Pre-existing general survey data are also often used for this purpose. For exam-
ple, Schussman and Soule’s (2005) analysis rests on the American Citizen 
Participation Survey. Similarly, many existing accounts of protest behavior in 
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Europe rely on European Social Survey (ESS) or other general survey data 
(Grasso 2016; Quaranta 2015, 2016).

The use of survey data from general population surveys has a number of 
both advantages and disadvantages. The main advantage is that general popu-
lation surveys yield information about both participants and non-participants, 
therefore allowing for testing hypotheses about the determinants of participa-
tion in social movements and protest activities. This kind of data, however, has 
also several important shortcomings. Three of them are worth mentioning as 
they lead to two major analytical obstacles from an empirical point of view. 
First, general population surveys rely only on declared rather than actual 
behavior, and often only on intentions to participate. While this might not be 
so problematic if one assumes a – rather unlikely – systematic bias across the 
sample of respondents, it still is an important limitation for certain kinds of 
analysis as intentions to participate are weak predictors of actual participation 
(Klandermans and Oegema 1987).

Second, even if we trust responses, since the number of people who engage 
in protest and, more specifically, demonstrations, is usually quite limited, gen-
eral population surveys usually yield relatively small samples of protesters. 
This makes detailed analyses by subgroups very challenging if not impossible 
due to the low sample numbers.

Third and perhaps most importantly, general population surveys measure par-
ticipation in general terms, that is, by asking whether people have, for example, 
attended a mass demonstration or engaged in other kinds of political activities 
during the past 12 months or in their entire lives (Grasso 2016). They do not, 
however, generally show for which issues or in which movements people partici-
pate. In other words, they abstract from the goal and issue of the specific type of 
participation. Even if questions were asked in this respect, the small sample num-
bers of demonstrators would lead to the same issues as with point two above, that 
disaggregated analyses by group and issue would not have enough cases at hand.

In order to focus on protesters and understand the differences within this 
population in more detail, in the past few years, students of social movements 
have increasingly relied on protest survey data to analyze protest participation 
more closely (della Porta 2009; della Porta et al. 2006; Fillieule et al. 2004; 
Giugni and Grasso 2015; Walgrave and Rucht 2010). This method consists 
in studying and surveying protesters caught in the act of protesting in the 
field rather than by asking them about their past or potential participation 
in general population surveys. Surveying protesters as a method of inquiring 
into the determinants and dynamics of participation in social movements has 
been developed since the late 1990s and throughout the 2000s by different 
research teams. In Europe, a francophone team of researchers have developed 
the so-called INSURA (individual surveys in rallies) methodology (Fillieule and 
Blanchard 2010). In its more specific and recent form, however, this method 
was further developed, tested, and refined by Walgrave and his team (Van Aelst 
and Walgrave 2001; Walgrave and Verhulst 2011).
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22	 Protest Politics and Social Movement Activism

Except for Chapter 2, which employs ESS survey data on the general popula-
tion to map the contentious potential of European citizens, this book is entirely 
based on protest survey data retrieved in the cross-national collaborative 
CCC project (Caught in the Act of Protesting: Contextualizing Contestation), 
launched and coordinated by Bert Klandermans, Jacquelien van Stekelenburg, 
and Stefaan Walgrave in 2009.3 This project spanned the years between 2009 
and 2012 in several European countries. Funded by the respective national 
funding agencies and coordinated through the European Science Foundation 
EUROCORES scheme, the project initially covered six countries: Belgium, 
Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the UK. These were joined by 
other countries  – namely the Czech Republic, Italy, and Mexico  – as other 
national teams have entered the enterprise and applied the methodology. As 
mentioned earlier, in this book we focus on the Western European context and 
as such on the first seven countries that were part of the project for the most 
part and have surveyed a similar number of demonstrations in the same period 
(Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK). 
More on the project, including discussions of the methodological approach, 
can be found in Klandermans et al. (2014) and van Stekelenburg et al. (2012).

Our sample covers demonstrations that occurred in the seven countries 
included in the study between 2009 and 2013. The sampling strategy means 
that the demonstrations covered had to be “sizable” – in the context of a given 
country – so that very small events with only a handful of participants were 
excluded. As such, the sample of demonstrations covered in each country is 
not a perfect sample of all demonstrations, but it is a good sample of all larger 
demonstrations in that country. Within this sample, we ended up surveying 
demonstrations dealing with different issues, in particular “old” socioeconomic 
issues as well as “new” issues bearing on moral, cultural, or lifestyle issues. Given 
the higher inclination of the Left to make use of protest and go to the streets, 
while the Right often tends to privilege institutional channels (Kriesi 1999), 
our sample includes an overwhelming majority of “left-wing” demonstrations. 
Furthermore, we excluded the only “right-wing” demonstration that was sur-
veyed in Spain against abortion in order not to create an inconsistent sample. 
In most countries, all large protest events in the research period were covered.

The data on protesters were collected employing two techniques which 
aimed to obtain a random sample of demonstrators attending a given demon-
stration (Walgrave and Verhulst 2011). The first technique aims to guarantee 
that every protester in the area where the protest event takes place has an equal 
chance of being selected by one of the interviewers with the request to fill in a 
postal survey. First, the size of the protest is estimated allowing pointers – or 
expert team leaders – to calculate the number of rows that should be skipped 
to cover the entire protest. Second, pointers select the individual that each 
interviewer should interview, minimizing bias since interviewers were found to 
be more likely to approach subjects similar to themselves in previous studies. 
In this way, interviewers are sent out every nth number of rows to conduct a 
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face-to-face survey and/or hand out a postal survey to a specific protester. The 
second technique is a device to control for non-response. In addition to the 
postal survey, short face-to-face interviews were conducted with every 1 in 5 
interviewees prior to handing out the survey. The response rates for the face-to-
face interviews were close to 90 percent. Thus, the face-to-face interviews can 
serve to assess possible biases due to non-response (see Walgrave et al. 2016 for 
more details).4 For each demonstration, face-to-face interviews were conducted 
with approximately 200 participants who also received postal survey question-
naires. In total, postal survey questionnaires were handed out to approximately 
1000 participants (800 without the face-to-face interview preceding it). The 
return rates of the postal questionnaire range between 15 and 50 percent or 
higher, depending on the country and demonstration. The overall sample used 
in the analysis shown in Chapters 3 to 7 covers 71 demonstrations distributed 
roughly evenly between our seven countries. The Appendix shows the list of all 
the demonstrations covered.

Versions of this methodology have been applied in a number of studies, such 
as the G8 summit in Genoa in 2001 and the 2002 European Social Forum in 
Florence (della Porta et  al. 2006), the cross-national analysis of demonstra-
tions against the US intervention in Iraq in 2003 (Walgrave and Rucht 2010), 
the survey of participants in the protest against the 2003 G8 summit in Evian 
in 2003 (Fillieule et  al. 2004), and the one about participants in the 2006 
European Social Forum in Athens (della Porta 2009), just to mention a few.

The CCC project specifically has also developed various publications, 
including dedicated issues of the journals Mobilization (Klandermans 2012) 
and International Sociology (Klandermans et  al. 2014) as well as several 
chapters in an edited volume on protest and austerity (Giugni and Grasso 
2015). The present volume, however, is unique in its aim to provide a detailed 
and comprehensive account of participation in street demonstrations across 
Western Europe.

A number of caveats concerning the data and its usage are in order. While 
it has a number of advantages as compared to standard survey techniques 
and it has proven its validity and robustness (van Stekelenburg et al. 2012), as 
any other methodology, the protest survey method also has its limitations and 
should be used with caution, especially when comparing protest events across 
issues (Walgrave et al. 2016). One such limitation deserves special attention: 
while in standard surveys the respondents include both participants and non-
participants – the latter usually outnumbering the former when it comes to 
protest activities – in protest surveys one only interviews people who do par-
ticipate. The data can therefore not be used to test hypotheses about the deter-
minants of participation in demonstrations as there is no baseline on which we 
can compare protesters with non-protesters. However, we can compare propor-
tions where variables are reflected in the ESS to compare demonstrator char-
acteristics with those of the general population and, above all, we can zoom 
in on the specific features of people participating in street demonstrations. 
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As such, in this book we focus on the characteristics of demonstrators, their 
sociodemographic profile, their mobilizing structures, their ideology and val-
ues, their attitudes and emotions, and their motivations, and how all this varies 
across countries, types of demonstration, and types of demonstrator. Moreover, 
we examine how all these features impact on different levels of commitment to 
take to the streets among demonstrators.

Outline of the Book

Our account of the dynamics of participation in demonstrations in Europe 
unfolds in six substantive chapters in addition to the present introductory 
chapter and a concluding chapter summarizing the main findings of the book, 
placing them within a broader perspective. The content and order of the chap-
ters reflect the conceptual framework outlined in Figure 1.1 earlier.

Chapter 2 refers to the mobilizing context. It sets our analysis in the broader 
context of the potential for political mobilization – the demand side of mobili-
zation (Klandermans 2004) – in the seven countries, using ESS data. We aim to 
assess the degree of contentiousness of European citizens and how this varies 
both across countries and over time. In addition, we examine a number of 
aspects pertaining to the mobilizing structures, political values, and political 
attitudes of European citizens, forming the backdrop against which we can 
compare the characteristics of our sample of demonstrators in the analyses to 
follow in subsequent chapters.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 refer to the microstructural dynamics of participation 
in demonstrations. Chapter 3 addresses the class bases of protest and how they 
link up to ideology among demonstrators. More specifically, we examine to 
what extent social class underpins participation in demonstrations and plays a 
role in different countries, in demonstrations on cultural and economic issues, 
and among occasional demonstrators and activists. To do so, we look at the 
occupational status of demonstrators as well as their positioning on the left–
right scale. Furthermore, we analyze the role of ideology and political values 
for participation in demonstrations, also as related to class and unemploy-
ment. We confront the political values of demonstrators from different social 
backgrounds to analyze whether individuals in different social locations hold 
different sets of values and if precarity is forming a new class basis for protest. 
We focus in particular on left–right and libertarian–authoritarian values and 
how they range across demonstrators in different countries as well as across 
the cultural/economic issue and the occasional/activist divides.

Chapter  4 deals with the relationship between protest politics and 
institutional politics. We look both at the link between different forms 
of participation as well as that between protest and voting. We examine 
two hypotheses about this relationship: the hypothesis that protesting and 
voting are a zero-sum game, one excluding the other, and the hypothesis 
that they are complementary, mutually reinforcing each other. The aim is to 
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address questions pertaining to the linkages between different types of insti-
tutional and extra-institutional forms of activism in Western Europe and to 
follow the calls for studies analyzing the links between parties and protest. We 
also look at differences across countries, issues, and types of demonstrators.

Chapter  5 is about the mobilizing structures of demonstrators and their 
impact on the strength of motivation to participate in demonstrations. We focus 
in particular on the channels of participation in demonstrations. We examine 
the role of direct (interpersonal networks) as well as indirect (media) channels 
and whether they differ depending on the national context, the issue of demon-
strations, and the type of demonstrators. Concerning interpersonal networks, 
we look at whether demonstrators were asked to participate through differ-
ent types of networks. More generally, we confront two competing views of 
recruitment to social movements: a view assuming that demonstrators make 
an independent choice based on their motivation to become active and a view 
maintaining that they are brought to protest mainly by other actors.

Chapters 6 and 7 refer to the social psychological dynamics of participation 
in demonstrations. Chapter 6 looks at the cognitive and affective dispositions of 
demonstrators. More specifically it addresses the role of political attitudes and 
emotions as well as how they relate to each other. We examine in particular to 
what extent demonstrators are interested in politics, satisfied with democracy, 
trust the political institutions, and have the feeling they can change things through 
their engagement. We also look at how political interest, satisfaction, trust, and 
efficacy vary across countries, depending on whether demonstrations address cul-
tural or economic issues, and between occasional demonstrators and activists. 
Furthermore, we examine the relationship between political attitudes of demon-
strators and four primary emotions (anger, worry, fear, and frustration) which may 
be expected to combine with political attitudes and to influence in different ways 
individuals’ motivation to participate in demonstrations. With respect to political 
attitudes and emotions, we assess two accounts of commitment among demon-
strators – a cognitive account based on political attitudes and an affective account 
stressing the role of emotions – and how these two types of factors combine.

Chapter 7 focuses on the motivations of demonstrators, but also takes stock 
of the analyses conducted in the previous chapters by addressing the role of cit-
izens in contentious politics. We ask whether demonstrations today are made 
up of an aggregation of isolated individuals rather than being part of genuine 
social movements based on networks and identification. In other words, to 
what extent can we speak of street citizens? Furthermore, we link this ques-
tion to an examination of the motivations of demonstrators, looking at what 
motivates people to take to the streets. In this regard, we distinguish between 
six different kinds of motivations: defending interests, expressing solidarity, 
expressing views, pressuring politicians for change, raising public awareness, 
and feeling a moral obligation. We examine to what extent these motivations 
vary across countries as well as how they differ depending on the issues of 
demonstrations and the type of demonstrators.
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Finally, Chapter 8 summarizes the main findings of the book and draws the 
main lessons from the analyses of participants in demonstrations for the pres-
ent and future of protest politics. It goes back to the issues discussed earlier in 
this chapter and reassesses them based on the book’s findings. In particular, we 
discuss the role of left-wing protest politics in the age of globalization. Who 
are the demonstrators today? What do they want? Do they proactively pursue 
objectives of political change and social transformation or are they more reac-
tively responding to certain threats? We also discuss the relationship between 
protest politics and institutional politics. We end with a reflection about the 
future of protest politics in Europe.

Notes

	1.	 It should be noted, as Bartolini and Mair (1990: 95) do, that figures are somewhat 
different when one focuses on the 1918–95 period and ranks the countries accord-
ing to the percentage of elections in which class is the main dimension of competi-
tion. In particular, the UK goes up to nearly 18 percent, more than Sweden, and Italy 
and Switzerland down to 0.

	2.	 These are the two aspects of political opportunity structures that are more stable 
over time, along with the structure of national cleavages if we consider this aspect as 
being part of political opportunity structures. Alliances structures and the configu-
ration of power and alliance structures, in contrast, are subject to short-term shifts.

	3.	 See www.protestsurvey.eu for more detailed information on the CCC project as 
well as the people involved. The project website also makes available a “Manual 
for Data Collection on Protest Demonstrations” to any researchers who wish to 
engage in this kind of data collection using the same methodology (Klandermans 
et al. 2010).

	4.	 This comparison shows a systematic refusal bias only for age and education, while 
differences between countries and protest issues are small (Walgrave et al. 2016).
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The chapters that follow will examine the features of demonstrations and the 
characteristics of demonstrators in the seven countries covered by our study, 
following the outline sketched in Chapter 1. Before we move on to focus more 
specifically on demonstrators in Chapters  3 to 7, in this chapter, we assess 
the contentious potential of European citizens and how this varies cross-
nationally. As such, this chapter allows us to set the scene for contextualizing 
the analyses to follow. In so doing, we provide an overview of the potential 
for political mobilization and other key attitudinal aspects within the gen-
eral population in the seven countries of our study by using the established, 
general population European Social Survey (ESS).1 We consider in particular 
four aspects: the potential for the political mobilization of Europeans, their 
mobilizing structures (most notably, in terms of associational involvement), 
their political values (particularly, left-libertarian and right-authoritarian value 
orientations), and their political attitudes (more specifically, political interest, 
satisfaction, trust, and efficacy). This will form the backdrop against which we 
can compare the characteristics of our sample of demonstrators in the analyses 
in subsequent chapters.

Protest Potentials in Europe:  
How Contentious Are Europeans?

How contentious are European citizens and more specifically the citizens in of 
the seven countries included in our study? There are two key ways in which this 
question can be answered. On the one hand, we can look at aggregate levels of 
mobilization. This was done in a number of existing studies of single countries 
as well as in comparative analyses of protest behavior using the method of pro-
test event analysis (Beissinger 2002; Hutter 2014a; Kriesi et al. 1995; Tarrow 

2

Contentious Europeans?
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1989) or by cataloging “contentious gatherings” (Tilly 1995). On the other 
hand, one can focus on the individual level and ask people about their past 
or future participation in a variety of political activities based on survey data 
(Barnes and Kaase 1979). Here we follow the latter approach with the aim of 
mapping the potential for mobilization in our seven countries.

Table 2.1 shows the share of people in the seven countries who said that 
they had taken part in various forms of political participation. They include, 
in addition to electoral turnout, some of the most common ways citizens 
have at their disposal to make their voice heard: contacting politicians or 
government officials, working in political parties or action groups, working 
in other kinds of organizations or associations, wearing or displaying cam-
paign badges or stickers, signing petitions, taking part in demonstrations, and 
boycotting certain products.2 In addition, like all of the others in this chapter, 
this table shows distributions pertaining to several points in time, using the 
cumulative dataset that includes seven rounds of the ESS data.3 This confers 
robustness to the findings, as a single survey wave could be subject to some 
specific contingent event affecting the data, but it also allows us to show 
trends over time in the patterns of participation and other aspects considered 
in this chapter.

The top section of the table shows that, when compared to the other forms, 
voting is by far the most widespread means through which citizens make their 
voice heard. While these figures are likely to overestimate actual turnout due 
to the well-known phenomenon of social desirability in surveys, they point 
to the key role voting has in contemporary democratic societies. In all seven 
countries, at least two-thirds of the respondents declared they have voted in the 
last national election. This pattern, moreover, is rather stable over time, in spite 
of long-term trends showing a steady decline in turnout both among estab-
lished democracies and in other countries (Blais 2007). At the same time, there 
are quite important differences across the seven countries, with Belgium and 
Sweden showing higher levels relative to the UK and Switzerland. Explaining 
such differences is beyond the scope of this analysis. They depend on a vari-
ety of structural (e.g. national political culture, type of electoral system, com-
pulsory voting) as well as more contingent (e.g. salience of a given election)  
factors.4 What matters here for our present purpose is that the potential for 
electoral participation varies in important ways across countries. This is a 
relevant piece of information as we know that electoral politics and protest 
politics – ballots and barricades, to use Aminzade’s (1993) apt formulation – are  
related to each other (McAdam and Tarrow 2010), as we shall discuss in more 
detail in Chapter 4.

The political activity that interests us most, however, is obviously partici
pation in demonstrations. The latter is viewed as “modular protest” (McPhail 
2013) or part of a “modular repertoire” (Tarrow 2011), inasmuch as it is 
used for different purposes by different people. As such, and in spite of the 
increasing importance of online activism and digital politics (Bennett and 
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32	 Contentious Europeans?

Segerberg 2013; Earl and Kimport 2011; Gerbaudo 2012; Trottier and Fuchs 
2015), demonstrations can be considered as the archetypical form of conten-
tious politics today, the one that most typically characterizes the activities of 
social movements throughout the globe and historically over time.

Participation in demonstrations varies strongly from one country to another, 
as is also shown when looking at measures based on protest events (Kriesi 
et al. 1995). If we look at the average percentages over the entire period, Spain 
is clearly the context in which this form of protest is most often adopted by 
citizens, followed by Italy. The Spanish situation is noteworthy in this respect: 
one Spaniard out of five has taken part in a demonstration during the 12 
months prior to the interview. On the opposite end, British and Dutch citizens 
are the least contentious as far as this form of participation is concerned: less 
than 4 percent of citizens declare that they have attended a demonstration 
in the previous year. Belgium, Sweden, and Switzerland stand somewhere in 
between with similar figures, but closer to the lower levels of protest of the 
British and Dutch than to the contentious Spanish and Italians. This yields a 
relatively clear pattern whereby we observe three groups of countries, from 
the most to the least contentious: Italy and Spain at the top; Belgium, Sweden, 
and Switzerland in the middle; and the UK, and the Netherlands at the bot-
tom.5 These differences more or less reflect common understandings of the 
extent and popularity of protest behavior in these countries. Again, it is not our 
purpose here to explain such differences in participation cross-nationally. The 
crucial point is that results point to varying protest potentials cross-nationally, 
and this factor will be taken into consideration when analyzing our data in the 
following chapters.

It is also relevant to examine how participation in demonstrations has 
evolved over time. Overall, there are no dramatic changes during the 12 years 
covered by the data, as the proportions  and the ranking of the countries 
remain more or less the same at the start and at the end of the period. However, 
we also observe some trends and shifts over time. For example, in Belgium and 
Switzerland participation seems to have declined, whereas in the UK Spain, 
and especially Sweden it has increased and in the Netherlands it has remained 
rather stable (the missing rounds prevent us from extrapolating trends for 
Italy). Furthermore, the Spanish case is characterized by some important fluc-
tuations, such as a strong increase in 2004 and also in 2012. This increase may 
be related to the protests against the US intervention in Iraq in 2003 (Walgrave 
and Rucht 2010) and as a response to the economic crisis and austerity meas-
ures in 2011 and 2012, including the emergence of the Indignados movement 
(Calvo 2013; Castañeda 2013; Romanos 2013).

The patterns of participation in demonstrations reflect the different protest 
traditions, but also varying political opportunity structures, in those coun-
tries. Yet, while mass demonstrations play a key role in the contemporary 
repertoires of contention (Tarrow 2011; Tilly 1986, 1995), other forms of 
participation are also available to citizens. Four of them seem particularly 
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relevant today: contacting the political elites, working in some kind of polit-
ical organization (including parties) or campaigning for some political cause, 
signing petitions, and engaging in political consumerist activities such as boy-
cotting certain products. The potential for mobilization should be assessed not 
only with respect to participation in demonstrations, but also in these other 
forms which may be used in conjunction or in substitution. Let us briefly dis-
cuss each of them.

Contacting is quite a popular political activity in all seven countries as, on 
average, about 15 percent of the respondents declare having done this kind of 
activity in the 12 months prior to the interview. Furthermore, cross-national 
variations are quite small, suggesting that context does not influence this form 
of participation as much as it does, for example, for demonstrations. There 
seems to be a hard core of people committed to using this channel which 
is available in all liberal democracies. Yet, the inclination to use this form 
is higher in the countries characterized by a lower participation in demon-
strations suggesting that whereas some systems are more likely to encourage 
contentious behavior, others favor participation through more institutional 
means.

Three specific kinds of activities  – working in a political party or action 
group, working in another organization or association, and wearing or dis-
playing a campaign badge or sticker – can be considered as belonging to the 
same underlying mode of participation, namely group or party activities. These 
are rather institutional forms of participation that are used at very different 
rates in different contexts. Only a small share of the population is involved 
in party or action group activities, ranging from less than 3 percent in the UK 
to little more than 6 percent in Switzerland (where the existence of cantonal 
sections of parties might facilitate engagement). Many more are involved in 
work for other organizations or associations. Again, we observe important 
cross-country variations: while a sizable share of the population in Belgium, 
the Netherlands, and especially Sweden has been involved in these kinds of 
activities, less than a tenth have done so in the UK and Italy. We shall consider 
this aspect further in the next section on associational involvement. Finally, 
wearing or displaying campaign badges or stickers is particularly popular in 
Sweden and much less so in the Netherlands.

Signing petitions is quite a popular political activity. Sometimes it can be 
conducive to mobilizing large shares of the population. A prominent example 
of this is the people’s petition which, back in the 1980s, was launched by the 
Dutch peace movement to protest against the deployment of cruise missiles in 
the Netherlands and which was signed by nearly four million people (Kriesi 
1988b). In fact, petitions are the most frequently used political activity after 
voting. This is in part explained by the low degree of commitment that 
this form of participation requires: you just need to sign the petition. Of 
course, it requires that activists and campaigners do the necessary prepara-
tory work and go out to get signatures. Yet, for people to participate in this 
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34	 Contentious Europeans?

action they do not need to do much beyond signing for a given cause. The use 
of this activity varies in important ways across countries, ranging from the 
lowest – 17 percent in Italy – to the highest – 44 percent in Sweden. British and 
Swiss citizens also make frequent use of this form.6

Finally, boycotting certain products is a mode of action that is becoming 
increasingly important today. Along with buycotting  – that is, buying cer-
tain products for political reasons – this is part of a mode of political action 
known as political consumerism (Micheletti 2003; Stolle and Micheletti 
2013). The latter may be defined as the “consumer choice of producers and 
products with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or market prac-
tices” (Micheletti et al. 2004: xiv). As we can see, there are huge variations 
across countries in the use of this form of political participation. Northern 
and central European countries, which are more sensitive to environmental 
issues and ethical consumption, display larger shares of political consumerist 
actions than Southern European countries. We observe in particular a high 
amount of people who said they have boycotted certain products in the 12 
months prior to the interview in the UK, Switzerland, and especially Sweden. 
This, along with the cross-national differences in other forms of participa-
tion, suggests that citizens in different countries place specific emphasis on 
certain forms of participation rather than others, privileging particular ways 
of making their voice heard to oppose certain policies, or promote various  
political causes.

Mobilizing Structures: Are Europeans 
Involved in Voluntary Associations?

Students of social movements have long stressed the key role played by formal 
and informal organizations as well as by pre-existing networks ties as condi-
tions increasing the likelihood that citizens will engage in protest (McAdam 
1999; Oberschall 1973; Tilly 1978). Resource mobilization theory, in particu-
lar, has put this kind of factor very much at center stage (see Edwards and 
McCarthy 2004 for a review). They form the mobilizing structures supporting 
protest behavior and contentious politics more generally (McAdam et al. 1996, 
2001). Such a micromobilization context  – particularly, pre-existing social 
networks – provides the frame for the collective interpretation of the large-scale 
social and cultural transformations affecting individuals in their everyday lives  
(through a process of collective attribution and the creation of collective iden-
tity), a rudiment of organization necessary to translate the interpretations into 
concrete action (through the role of leadership, communication technology, 
etc.), and solidary incentives to participate (through the creation of gratifica-
tion relating to participation, hence allowing for the overcoming of the well-
known free rider problem) (McAdam et al. 1988).

Unfortunately, the ESS does not include the standard question used to meas-
ure associational involvement. This consists in asking whether one is a member 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Warwick, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:33:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Mobilizing Structures	 35

of or has participated in activities promoted by different sorts of voluntary 
associations, which may have a more or less political nature (e.g. political 
parties, unions, peace organizations, environmental organizations, women’s 
organizations, and so forth). So, apart from party and union membership, we 
must resort to a proxy consisting of a question asking how frequently one is 
involved in work for voluntary or charitable organizations (with answers rang-
ing from “never” to “at least once a week”).7 Table 2.2 shows the distributions 
for these three indicators of associational involvement.

The figures concerning party membership reflect in part those relating to 
working in a political party or action group discussed earlier. Overall, only a 
relatively small share of the population is a member of a party. At the same 
time, we observe sizable differences across countries. Thus, while more than 
7 percent of Swedish and Swiss citizens are members of a party, less than 3 
percent of the British and Spanish are. Of course, the type of party system 
might explain to some extent these differences as multiparty systems such as 
in Sweden and Switzerland offer more opportunities to get involved in parties. 
Furthermore, while we do not have data for 2012 and 2014, there is a slight 
generalized declining trend in party membership which reflects an increasing 
detachment of citizens from institutional politics in recent years (Grasso 2016; 
van Biezen et al. 2012). We shall come back to this aspect below, when we dis-
cuss trends in political attitudes.

The share of people who are members of trade unions or similar organiza-
tions is much higher than that of party members.8 In spite of a declining trend 
in the last few years, Sweden exhibits the highest levels in this respect, followed 
by Belgium. As is well known, Scandinavian countries, but also Belgium, have 
adopted the Ghent system that grants unions a key role in welfare provision – 
in particular, unemployment benefits – and display higher rates of unionization 
relative to other countries (Visser 1992). In contrast, in countries like Spain 
and Switzerland, but also the UK and Italy, people are much less likely to be 
members of trade unions or similar organizations. This reflects the relative 
weakness of unions in these countries.

Finally, involvement in work for voluntary or charitable organizations simi-
larly displays important cross-national variations. Unfortunately, we only have 
at our disposal two rounds of the ESS, namely 2006 and 2012, which prevents 
us from ascertaining the in between trends over time. Even with only these two 
points in time, however, we can see how in certain countries a large share of 
the population – nearly one-third in the Netherlands and Switzerland – declare 
that they volunteer on a regular basis (at least once a month). In all the other 
countries, on average, this proportion ranges somewhere between 12 and 18 
percent. This is still a good deal of people, yet much less than in the two for-
mer countries. The larger share of people involved in volunteering in certain 
countries, of course, might also depend on a broader supply of organizations 
in those countries, particularly those organizations that put grassroots partici
pation at center stage.
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Political Values	 37

Political Values: Are Europeans Left-Wing or 
Right-Wing, Libertarian or Authoritarian?

Value orientations, beliefs, and ideology are the main drivers of human behav-
ior (Rokeach 1973). More specifically, although most people do not necessarily 
think ideologically (Converse 1964), political values have been shown to affect 
political behavior and participation in important ways (Almond and Verba 
1963; van Deth and Scarbrough 1995; see Halman 2007 for a review). Values 
set the frame for and influence action, including political action.

Students of political behavior and, more specifically, voting behavior have 
examined a variety of value orientations. Four of them have played a particu-
larly central role in the literature. The first two can be seen as composing the 
traditional political space. Left–right orientations are by and large the most 
often studied value dimension (see Mair 2007 for a review). This refers to 
the opposition between a more leftist view stressing the planned allocation 
of resources and a rightist one emphasizing the spontaneous allocation of 
resources (Kitschelt 1994). The first supports egalitarianism and social justice 
whereas the second sees inequality as an incentive for spurring competition 
in the “free market.” More concretely, this distinction refers to the traditional 
cleavage between left and right in the socioeconomic realm and has been his-
torically linked to the role of social class for political behavior (see Knutsen 
2007 for a review). The second traditional value orientation opposes author-
itarian and libertarian values (see Esmer and Pettersson 2007 for a review). 
Here traditional and exclusionary values are opposed to more secular, open, 
and tolerant values. Authoritarians believe that women should have a second-
ary role in society, they oppose immigration, and have a strong belief in law 
and order. They are against equal rights for, and the integration of, minorities. 
On the other hand, libertarians believe in freedom and open social values sup-
porting the equal recognition and standing of all groups in societies and allow-
ing for opportunities for each to express themselves and live freely.

These value orientations – and their underlying social and political cleav-
ages  – have been challenged and developed by scholars who have stressed 
the emergence of new cleavages and related value orientations. Two of them 
deserve to be mentioned here. The materialist–postmaterialist value orienta-
tions have been popularized by the works of Inglehart (1977, 1990, 1997; 
see further Scarbrough 1995). In Inglehart’s view, thanks to the growth of the 
welfare state that has made materialistic goals less crucial, and through the 
replacement of older cohorts with new ones, the post-World War II context 
in Western Europe has witnessed the rise of postmaterialist values stressing 
self-expression and self-realization, emancipatory and identity goals, subjective 
well-being, quality of life, and so forth. This view has played an important role 
within new social movement theory (see Buechler 1995 and Pichardo 1997 for 
reviews). More recently, scholarship has stressed another new line of conflict 
linked to what is broadly referred to as the process of globalization or, more 
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38	 Contentious Europeans?

narrowly and perhaps accurately, denationalization (Zürn 1998). This is most 
often referred to as the integration–demarcation cleavage, the universalism–
particularism dimension, leading to a new value cleavage opposing the winners 
and losers of such a process (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008, 2012).

Here we refer mainly to the left–right and libertarian–authoritarian value ori-
entations (Evans et al. 1996; Flanagan and Lee 2003; Knutsen 1995). Kitschelt 
(1994, 1995) has focused on these two dimensions in his work, particularly 
in his definition of the competitive political space in contemporary Western 
Europe, crossing the opposition between socialist and capitalist politics on the 
one hand with the opposition between libertarian and authoritarian politics on 
the other hand. In terms of ultimate values, ideology, and forms of social order, 
Kitschelt (1994) opposes, on the former dimension, the planned allocation of 
resources (socialist politics) to the spontaneous allocation of resources (capi-
talist politics) and, on the latter dimension, fraternity with equality and liberty 
(libertarian politics) to fraternity without equality and liberty (authoritarian 
politics). In his view, the rise of the new social movements can be ascribed 
to a diagonal shift in the main axis of political conflict from the horizontal 
traditional left–right opposition to the new antinomy between left-libertarian 
politics and right-authoritarian politics, forming also the basis for the rise of 
the new radical right (Kitschelt 1995).

Where do European citizens locate themselves in the space formed by these 
two dimensions? In other words, how left-libertarian or right-authoritarian are 
they on average? Unfortunately, the ESS provides only a few measures of these 
value orientations. Here we use two questions, one for each dimension. The 
ESS questionnaire first asks people to position themselves with regard to the 
question whether the “government should reduce differences in income levels” 
(left–right dimension) and then asks whether “gays and lesbians should be free 
to live as they wish” (libertarian–authoritarian dimension).9

The overall and cross-national distributions are shown in Table 2.3. Figures 
represent the percentages of respondents who either agree or agree strongly 
with the statement. Overall, most respondents agree or strongly agree with 
the statement concerning left–right value orientations. Most importantly, this 
dimension yields rather a clear pattern: many more Italians and Spaniards 
believe that the state should intervene to reduce income differences than their 
counterparts in the other countries. In other words, in the aggregate, Italy and 
Spain are much more leftist than the other countries. On the opposite end, 
the Netherlands comes last in this ranking, with the remaining four countries 
standing somewhere in between. These differences have remained rather stable 
over time.

The pattern is somewhat more blurred for libertarian–authoritarian value 
orientations. Again, overall most respondents either agree or agree strongly 
with the statement capturing this dimension and referring to gay and lesbian 
rights. In terms of variations, however, we do not observe clear-cut clusters 
as the country differences are relatively small. The Dutch appear as the most 
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libertarian, followed by the Swedish, Belgian, British, Spanish, Swiss, and 
finally Italian citizens. The latter clearly are the least libertarian in this respect. 
However, given the deep Catholic traditionalism in Italy and the fact that we 
need to rely only on this one item, religious values are likely to play a role 
here, leading to a more conservative stance with regard to LGBTQ+ rights. 
In addition, these value orientations display less stability over time than the 
left–right orientations. We observe in particular an increase in aggregate-level 
libertarian values in all the countries, but especially so in the UK, Spain, and 
Sweden. In brief, while European citizens have remained more or less equally 
leftist or rightist in the last 15 years or so – with a few exceptions such as 
Spain and Switzerland, yet in different directions – they have become at the 
same time clearly more libertarian, at least as far as these limited measures are 
concerned.

Immigration is undoubtedly one of the most salient political issues today, 
one which is at center stage in the political agendas of political parties, most 
notably right-wing ones. Authoritarians are more likely to oppose immigra-
tion, whereas libertarians tend to support open borders and the free movement 
of peoples. Today, the large-scale transformations brought about by globali-
zation or denationalization have made immigration one of the main cultural 
issues referring to the once religiously connotated libertarian–authoritarian 
dimension of the political space (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2008, 2012). In addition to 
the two aspects considered above, we therefore also look in Table 2.4 at two 
indicators of value orientations more specifically referring to the place and 
role of immigration. The first is based on a question asking people to position 
themselves with regard to whether immigration is bad or good for the coun-
try’s economy, whereas the second asks whether the country’s cultural life is 
undermined or enriched by immigrants. Since the response items for these two 
questions consisted of 0–10 scales, we show means by country and year.

Clearly, Switzerland is the country where citizens, on average, are most 
inclined to believe that immigration is good for the economy, whereas Belgium 
stands on the opposite end. The UK and Sweden also display higher means, 
followed by Spain and, lastly, by Italy and the Netherlands. In terms of 
changes over time, we observe a certain stability in some countries (Belgium, 
the Netherlands), an increasing trend in some others (the UK, Sweden, and 
Switzerland), and a decreasing trend in still others (Spain), with the pattern 
in Italy being more difficult to ascertain due to the lack of data for certain 
years. As to the cultural side of immigration, Sweden stands out as the most 
open country, followed at a distance by the Netherlands and Switzerland, then 
Belgium and Spain. The UK and Italy are the more closed in this respect. In 
sum, just as general left–right and libertarian–authoritarian values provide a 
varying setting for participation in protest activities  – including demonstra-
tions  – more specific immigration-related values show different mobilizing 
contexts in the seven countries under study.
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Political Attitudes: Are Europeans Politically 
Disinterested, Dissatisfied, Distrustful, and Powerless?

Political values inform the political attitudes which are the more directly observ-
able predispositions towards politics and political objects. Here we focus on four 
kinds of attitudes: political interest, satisfaction, trust, and efficacy. These have 
all been shown to be strong predictors of participation in politics in general and 
protest activities in particular in previous research (Almond and Verba 1963; 
Barnes and Kaase 1979; Brady et al. 1995; Schussman and Soule 2005; Verba 
and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978, 1995). In this case, we are more overtly inter-
ested in looking at trends over time, in addition to comparing percentages and 
means across countries, as these attitudes are important indicators of the under-
lying malaise that many scholars have noted, including an increasing alienation 
and detachment of citizens from politics (Dalton and Wattenberg 2002; Grasso 
2016; Hay 2007; Mair 2006). In this section we examine in particular to what 
extent Europeans have become uninterested in politics, dissatisfied with democ-
racy, distrustful of political institutions, and see themselves as powerless in the 
sense of having become increasingly disillusioned about their political efficacy.

Political interest is obviously linked to participation and is routinely 
included in models of political participation, whether electoral or non-electoral. 
Table 2.5 shows the percentage of citizens in our seven countries who declared 
to be either quite or very interested in politics. We observe sizable variations 
both across countries and over time. In terms of country differences, clearly 
Spanish citizens are the least interested in political affairs on average, followed 
by Italian and then Belgian citizens. In all three countries, less than half of the 
respondents said they are either quite or very interested in politics. In the other 
four countries, in contrast, there are more people politically interested than 
not. The Dutch are the most interested, followed by the Swedes and the Swiss.

The Spanish and Italian cases are quite telling in terms of citizens’ disaf-
fection with politics. There are more than twice as many people interested in 
politics in the Netherlands compared to Spain. Moreover, such a difference 
becomes even larger if we look at the data for 2002, when the ratio becomes 
more than one to three. This points to another important aspect regarding 
political interest: the important increase observed in some countries, namely 
Spain and Italy – as far as we can judge from the scattered data on the latter 
country – but also in Sweden to some extent. We also observe a significantly 
higher share of people interested in politics in 2014 as compared to 2002 in 
Belgium and the UK but here it looks like it is more a matter of ebbs and flows 
than a genuine trend. In contrast, the Netherlands and Switzerland display 
a more stable trend. Thus, in spite of the evidence that people are becom-
ing less and less attached to politics, the spread of tertiary education and 
perhaps also the rise of social media could be seen to be linked to a rise in 
political interest to some extent. This could also be an effect of a remobili-
zation during the years of the economic crisis and the anti-austerity protests. 
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Be that as it may, the important point here is that, in many cases, European cit-
izens seem more interested in politics today than they were about 15 years ago.

Attitudes towards democracy are seen as an important component of polit-
ical culture, particularly so in the civic culture and social capital research tra-
ditions (Almond and Verba 1963; Putnam 1993). Although the nature and 
direction of the relationship is far from clear, the degree and direction of satis-
faction with democracy has been shown to affect participation (Farah 1979). 
Many studies show that countries in which citizens express higher levels of 
satisfaction with democracy also tend to display higher levels of voter turnout 
in national elections (Ezrow and Xezonakis 2016). However, one could also 
argue that being satisfied with the way democracy works may lead to political 
apathy as one does not see the need to act to change the current state of affairs. 
In this vein, some have found that over-time increases in citizens’ satisfaction 
with democracy are associated with significant decreases in voter turnout in 
national elections (Ezrow and Xezonakis 2016). At the same time, dissatis-
faction with democracy can be seen as providing a set of grievances leading 
people, under certain conditions, to engage in collective action and protest 
behavior. In the end, it might all depend on what kind of participation one is 
analyzing, whether electoral or non-electoral (Farah 1979). This reiterates once 
again the need to distinguish between different forms of participation as well 
as their determinants.

Table 2.6 shows the degree of satisfaction of citizens with the way democracy 
works in their country in our seven countries as expressed in means on a 0–10 
scale, where 0 means “extremely dissatisfied” and 10 means “extremely satisfied.” 
There is a great degree of variation in satisfaction levels across countries: the highly 
satisfied Swiss contrast in particular with the low satisfaction Italians, who are 
much more negative in this respect. The Swedes and, to a lesser extent, the Dutch 
are also fairly satisfied, while Belgians, British, and Spanish display lower levels 
of satisfaction. When we look at changes over time, we discover a twofold trend: 
some countries – most notably, Sweden and Switzerland, but to some extent also 
in the UK and the Netherlands – show an increase in satisfaction, while others – in 
particular, Italy and Spain, but to some extent also Belgium – point in the opposite 
direction. Thus, once again, the situation we find in recent years should be qualified 
by taking into account the evolution occurring since the early 2000s.

Perhaps even more than diminishing levels of political interest and satis-
faction with democracy, discussions about citizens’ political alienation have 
referred to a loss of political trust and to declining feelings of political effi-
cacy (Norris 2011). On the one hand, trust in political institutions has long 
been seen as fundamentally linked to understandings of the legitimacy of such 
institutions and the political system more generally (Almond and Verba 1963; 
Schumpeter 1942). On the other hand, when citizens lack the feeling that their 
actions can have an impact and become cynical with regard to politics, this may 
lead to political apathy (Whiteley and Seyd 2002). However, much depends on 
whether we focus on institutional and electoral politics or whether we are 
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dealing with non-conventional forms of participation. Indeed, citizens who 
are mistrustful and disillusioned by institutional and electoral politics might 
indicate a critical stance towards them and become much engaged in non-
conventional forms of participation (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999). Research has 
shown that political trust is positively associated with institutional partici-
pation, but negatively associated with non-institutional participation (Hooghe 
and Marien 2013).

Yet, for trust to become instrumental for political participation, people must 
also have a sense of efficacy. Students of social movements have often stressed 
the important role played by individual and collective feelings of efficacy for 
engagement in protest activities (Opp 2013). Previous research has found this 
factor to be a key predictor of differential participation in social movements 
along with individual embeddedness in pre-existing social networks (Passy 
and Giugni 2001). Thus, the combination of trust and efficacy may be deci-
sive in this respect (Andretta et al. 2015; Gamson 1968; Hooghe and Marien 
2013; Seligson 1980; Watts 1973). As Andretta et al. (2015: 131) have put it,  
“[w]hen mistrust is not coupled with this sense of collective efficacy, it may 
indeed express a sense of alienation and frustration and bring about disaffec-
tion toward democratic politics.” We shall come back to this point in Chapter 6  
as these authors have inquired into the combination of these aspects using the 
same data that we are using in this book. For now, we analyze trust and effi-
cacy separately.

Table 2.7 shows means on 0–10 scales of trust in a variety of political insti-
tutions, where 0 means “no trust at all” and 10 means “complete trust.” The 
most relevant items for our present purpose are probably the first (trust in 
country’s parliament), fourth (trust in politicians), and fifth (trust in political 
parties), that is, those referring to the national political system and their pro-
tagonists. Once again, we find variations both across countries and over time. 
Trust in the country’s parliament is highest in Sweden and Switzerland and 
lowest in the UK and Italy, but it is also low in Spain, while Belgium and the 
Netherlands stand somewhere in between. Most importantly, the very same 
countries display different patterns of change over time: levels of trust have 
declined in Italy, Spain, and to some extent also in the UK, increased in Sweden 
and Switzerland, while they have remained rather stable in Belgium and the 
Netherlands. Interestingly, such a decline in political trust in some countries 
does not only concern the national legislative power, but is also reflected in 
diminishing levels of trust in the European Parliament. This suggests that we 
are dealing with a more generalized trend towards disaffection with politics at 
all levels.

We observe similar patterns when it comes to trust in politicians and politi-
cal parties. Again, in both cases, Swedish and Swiss citizens rank highest on the 
level of trust. Here, however, the Dutch are even more trusting. At the opposite 
end, Italy and Spain, but to some extent also in the UK, display much lower lev-
els of trust in politicians and political parties. What is most striking here are the 
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very low levels, particularly in the two Southern European countries. This has 
surely something to do with domestic reasons, but it is also indicative of a more 
general trend that might be related to the economic crisis as well. The trends 
over time are also similar to those concerning trust in the country’s parliament. 
In particular, we see a strong decrease of trust in Italy and Spain, but to some 
extent also in the UK and increasing levels of trust in Sweden and Switzerland. 
Recurring corruption scandals in the two Southern European countries, but to 
some extent also the expenses scandal in the UK are probably not alien to this 
decline in political trust in those countries.

Finally, we can take a look at how European citizens score with regards 
to political efficacy or, better, feelings of political efficacy. Political scientists 
usually distinguish between internal and external political efficacy. The former 
refers to the belief that one can understand politics and therefore participate 
in politics, while the latter relates to whether one believes that the govern-
ment will respond to one’s demands (Balch 1974). A lack of external efficacy 
is sometimes also referred to as political cynicism (Agger et al. 1961). Here 
we use two indicators of internal efficacy: one referring to the extent to which 
people believe that politics is too complicated to understand and another con-
cerning the degree of difficulty for making up one’s mind about political issues.

Table 2.8 shows the percentages of people in our seven countries who con-
sider politics to be too complicated to understand, respectively who find it 
either difficult or very difficult to make up their mind about political issues. In 
both cases, higher percentages indicate lower levels of internal political effi-
cacy. Unfortunately, data are missing for the 2010–14 period. Yet, the available 
data are sufficient to see that, in terms of finding politics too complicated, the 
British, Italians, and Spanish citizens feel the most powerless – in the sense of 
displaying a lower level of political efficacy – while the Swedes and the Swiss, 
but also the Belgians and the Dutch, show a higher level of political efficacy. 
The distributions and ranking are slightly different when it comes to mak-
ing up one’s mind about political issues, but Italy and Spain – and, here, also 
Belgium and to some extent Sweden – show once again lower political efficacy, 
while the Netherlands and Switzerland – and, here, also the UK – are charac-
terized by higher political efficacy. Given the missing data for the more recent 
period, we do not consider trends over time here.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have sketched a portrait of European citizens with a focus 
on their potential for mobilization in different forms of political participation, 
mobilizing structures, political values, and key political attitudes. Such a portrait 
shows important cross-national variations as well as certain common patterns. 
In particular, the two Southern European countries seem to stand out when we 
look at the protest potential and other key aspects by means of the ESS data. 
First, Italian and Spanish citizens show a larger protest potential than their  
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Conclusion	 51

counterparts in the other countries, especially when it comes to participating  
in demonstrations, while they are less active in less confrontational politi-
cal activities such as petitioning or more innovative ones such as boycotting  
i.e. political consumerism. Second, Italy and Spain also display the strongest 
support for leftist values and at the same time systematically lower levels of 
political interest and trust, as well as a narrower satisfaction with democracy, 
relative to the other countries, suggesting a higher degree of alienation from the 
political system. Furthermore, Italians and Spaniards have become increasingly  
alienated from institutional politics in recent years, while citizens in other 
countries – Switzerland above all – have remained more attached or have become 
even more satisfied with democracy and trusting of their political institutions.

The described patterns and trends should be taken with a grain of salt, how-
ever. As comparativists are well aware of, concepts do not always travel easily 
from one country to another. In other words, descriptive cross-national com-
parisons like the one conducted in this chapter face the well-known problem of 
equivalence (van Deth 1998): the same concept might have different meanings in 
different contexts. Likewise, the meaning of the indicators we examined here may 
vary across countries suggesting that similarities or variations observed could be 
at least in part the product of varying interpretations. However, the ESS is an 
internationally recognized survey and the questions analyzed here have all been 
validated and used many times previously by numerous studies in the political 
science literature, and as such these concerns should be minimal here. Moreover, 
these issues are further reduced by the fact that we are considering seven 
countries that belong to a relatively homogeneous space: they are all Western 
European democracies, most of which belong to the European Union, except for 
Switzerland. We therefore trust that the patterns and trends we observed reflect 
real similarities and differences, and therefore form a strong basis for informing 
the analyses of the protest survey data shown in the chapters to follow.

Notes

	1.	 See www.europeansocialsurvey.org for further details on the data.
	2.	 While we are considering each on its own terms, research on political participation 

often sees these specific political activities, and others, as items composing broad 
forms of participation (Barnes and Kaase 1979; Dalton 2008; Milbrath 1965; 
Teorell et al. 2007; van Deth 2016). In this vein, Teorell al al. (2007) distinguish 
between five main forms depending on whether they are exit-based or voice-based, 
representational or extra-representational, and targeted or non-targeted: voting, 
party activities, contacting, consumer participation, and protest activity.

	3.	 The ESS is conducted every two years and the data are available for the years from 
2002 to 2016 inclusive. Here, however, we only include data up to 2014, as our 
sample covers demonstrations occurring between 2009 and 2013. In some cases a 
given question was not included in certain rounds. Most importantly, Italy did not 
take part in most of the rounds, so that we only have data for 2002, 2004, and 2012 
for this country.
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52	 Contentious Europeans?

	4.	 The lower turnout in Switzerland may also be explained by the traditionally con-
sensual character of Swiss politics and by the presence of instruments of direct 
democracy (popular initiatives and referenda), which may strip national elections of 
a part of their relevance, hence leading to lower electoral participation (Freitag and 
Stadelmann-Steffen 2010; but see Ladner and Fiechter 2012 for opposite evidence).

	5.	 It should be noted that the missing data for the 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2014 rounds 
of the ESS might lead to an underestimation of the protest potential in Italy.

	6.	 It should be noted that the figures for Switzerland might overestimate the actual 
usage of this form of participation as direct democratic instruments also require 
signing in much the same way as for petitions, only with a binding effect on political 
authorities that petitions do not have.

	7.	 Here we chose to show the percentages for these two categories of possible answers: 
at least once a month and at least once a week. We consider this to reflect a strong 
involvement.

	8.	 Unfortunately, this is a rather poor indicator of membership as it is unclear what 
is meant by “similar organizations.” So, one does not know whether this refers to 
other labor movement organizations or to something else. Yet, given the figures, 
chances are high that most of the respondents have interpreted this as referring to 
labor movement organizations.

	9.	 We should stress that, by definition, values cannot be observed directly through 
survey questions as they are non-observable conceptions of the desirable engaging 
moral considerations (van Deth and Scarbrough 1995). The use of the two direct 
questions, however, is sufficient for the purpose of the present chapter.
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In his classic piece “Protest as a Political Resource” Michael Lipsky (1968: 
1144) noted how “[t]he frequent resort to protest activity by relatively pow-
erless groups in recent American politics suggests that protest represents an 
important aspect of minority group and low income group politics.” Indeed, 
historically, protest and other forms of contentious politics such as strikes, 
picket lines, and barricades evolved from other “weapons of the weak” (Scott 
1987) and provide a means for otherwise voiceless, resource-poor groups to 
make claims in the political arena (Piven and Cloward 1977). Scholars of social 
movements have for a long time studied the social bases of protest. While his-
torically social movements were linked to the struggle of labor against capi-
tal and therefore to the working class and militant left, increasingly, with the 
emergence of new movements and new groups from the 1960s onwards, the 
class bases of social movements have widened to include middle-class pro-
fessionals and individuals supporting centrist or even conservative parties. In 
particular, scholars studying new social movements have noted how the mid-
dle classes and particularly the sociocultural professional sections were par-
ticularly active in these movements (Cotgrove and Duff 1980; Kriesi 1989). 
Most recently, however, scholars have argued that in the wake of the recur-
rent economic crises of late neoliberalism, grievances and socioeconomic and 
structural developments should become once more central and that capitalism 
needs to be brought back into the study of social movements (della Porta 2015; 
Giugni and Grasso 2015; Hetland and Goodwin 2013). Heeding this call, this 
chapter examines the social bases of protest. In particular, it examines the 
role of social class in contemporary protest politics, including subjective class 
identification and political values on both the economic left–right and social  
libertarian–authoritarian dimensions. We examine to what extent social class 
and other sources of political inequality such as gender, generation, and education  
underpin participation in demonstrations and how this varies across countries, 

3

Bringing Capitalism Back In
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54	 Bringing Capitalism Back In

issues, and types of demonstrators. More specifically, we examine the extent to 
which protest today remains a resource of the most powerless and whether the 
increasing precarization may become a new base for protest.

The Changing Social Bases of Protest

Charles Tilly (1986: 2) defined a repertoire of contention as the “whole set of 
means [a group] has for making claims of different types on different individ-
uals.” These are constrained by time and space and “people tend to act within 
known limits, to innovate at the margins of the existing forms” (Tilly 1986: 
390). For instance, the public march derived from electoral banqueting whereas 
barricades emerged from the practice of using chains to block access to neigh-
borhoods at night or during times of trouble (della Porta 2013). Repertoires of 
contention, as Tilly (1986: 392) showed, were linked to specific characteristics 
of the historical process, including industrialization and the emergence of the 
nation-state which signalled the shift from parochial, local protests relying on 
patronage and “appealing to immediately available powerholders to convey 
grievances or settle disputes, temporarily acting in the place of unworthy or 
inactive powerholders only to abandon power after the action.” In contrast, 
the nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of a national repertoire of con-
tention including strikes, electoral rallies, public meetings, petitions, demon-
strations, and so forth (della Porta 2013). This repertoire was described by 
Tilly (1986: 391–392) as autonomous since, “instead of staying in the shadow 
of existing power holders and adapting routines sanctioned by them, people 
using the new repertoire tend to initiate their own statements of grievances and 
demands.” Moreover, modernity and industrialization processes fragmented 
traditional communities and politics became increasingly national. In turn, this 
led on to the creation of national permanent associations to represent particu-
lar interests, namely those of social classes.

One of these emerging particular interests was the industrial working class. 
In the classical conception of Karl Marx (1852), only those classes achieving 
political consciousness of themselves and their bounded interests as a class 
would become classes for themselves (für sich), that is, those engaging politi-
cally in pursuit of their common interests. On the other hand, classes that did 
not develop this political subjectivity would remain simply classes in them-
selves (an sich), such as the peasants of France at the time, which he likened 
to “a sack of potatoes.” Compared to the peasant class, the industrial working 
class was coming together in the cities to work in factories and thus experien
cing exploitation as a group, socially. Its struggle against capital was the emerg-
ing class conflict defining the industrial age and this meant that this class would 
spearhead social movements, pushing for social change with the ultimate aim 
of socialist revolution.

The emphasis on the working poor as agents for social change has been 
characteristic of the work of many other scholars since Marx (Piven and 
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Cloward 1977). However, since the rise of new social movements from the 
1960s, scholars have argued that it is rather the mobilization of the middle 
classes that has underpinned this new effort at social change (Eder 1993; Kriesi 
1989). Against this, others have argued that the dissolution of class and rising 
social differentiation mean that any analysis of the class bases of social move-
ment engagement in the current context is futile (Pakulski 1993; Pakulski and 
Waters 1996a, 1996b). While in Marxist thinking social movements are the 
expression of the interests of the exploited class, evidence shows that also those 
in higher social classes have increasingly become involved in collective action. 
The emergence of cultural issues in particular has acted as a spring bringing 
individuals from cross-class coalitions to protest together in the name of more 
open social values and more inclusive conceptions for democracy, for example 
(della Porta 2015).

This shift has been understood by some as a move from the politics of redis-
tribution to the politics of recognition (Fraser and Honneth 2003). Particularly 
since the 1960s and 1970s there has been a well-documented rise in the mobi-
lization of well-off sociocultural professionals from the middle classes over 
issues of social injustice which can be framed as altruistic social movement 
engagement (Kriesi 1989). Indeed, Marx himself had argued that in the class 
conflict, certain sections of the bourgeoisie that were more detached from the 
processes of exploitation and production such as the intelligentsia or intellec-
tuals, would choose to side with the working class identifying in them the best 
interests of society as a whole and in their emancipation the emancipation of 
humanity. However, social movements focusing on cultural issues have tended 
to be linked to the idea of recognition and identity politics so that the goal has 
become less one of changing society but rather for different social groups to 
be acknowledged in their own right. To this extent, class, and by extension, its 
link to inequality ceased to be the major motivating factor for collective action 
in the latter part of the twentieth century.

Indeed, the classical accounts of political participation consistently suggest 
that more resourceful individuals, including the better educated and those with 
higher socioeconomic status, are more likely to have the means to participate 
(Barnes and Kaase 1979; Brady et al. 1995; Verba et al. 1995). On the other 
hand, grievance theories and social breakdown theories explaining the emer-
gence of collective action linked participation to social strain and deprivation 
(Gurr 1970; Kornhauser 1959; Smelser 1962). Historically, the latter view 
in social movement studies has been in abeyance as other factors linked to 
movement resources, strategy, framing and political opportunities were seen 
as more promising for explaining mobilization (Kriesi et al. 1995; McAdam 
1999; McAdam et al. 1996; Tarrow 2011). Sociocultural specialists are more 
engaged in protest activities than unskilled workers who tend to favor more 
institutional modes of engagement (Kriesi 1989).

In this context, since the crisis of 2008, a growing opposition to austerity 
measures in the global North has emerged within a preexistent crisis of political 
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responsibility (della Porta 2015). Many movements have emerged in the last 
ten years increasingly emphasizing economic aspects and problematizing gross 
inequalities while also contesting both austerity measures and the “morally 
bankrupt” neoliberal economic model including the perceived breakdown of 
democratic institutions. Calls for greater social justice have been accompanied 
by the critique of a corrupt political system, including both the political elites 
(e.g. framed as a self-serving, privileged group also known as la casta) and 
financial corporations (e.g. those avoiding taxation through various offshore 
schemes) including their protection of their economic interests. Della Porta 
(2015) describes a placard of one of the Spanish Indignados displaying the 
words “They call it democracy, but it is not” (Lo llaman democracia y no lo 
es) and calling for Democracia Real Ya. Real democracy, understood in this 
way, involves the radical reorganization of both the political and economic sys-
tems so that they can guarantee both popular political involvement in decision-
making and the socioeconomic ability to live a life of dignity that allows one 
the abilities and resources to actually do so.

Anti-austerity protests took place across Europe, including in the countries 
covered by this book as well as many others across the globe, such as Greece, 
Iceland, Portugal, Egypt, Tunisia, and the United States. In these contexts, 
many protesters blamed the corruption of political and financial elites for the 
growing economic crisis and particularly highlighted the fact that while the 
crisis originated with banks and other financial institutions, it was the public 
that had to shoulder the bill through higher taxation and cuts to their public 
services. In particular, these cuts to public services were seen as signaling how 
morally bankrupt the neoliberal economic system had increasingly become 
since it inflicted greater deprivation on the most marginalized and poor sec-
tions of society.

In the face of these waves of protests, several scholars have argued that the 
analysis of capitalism, grievances, and socioeconomic and structural develop-
ments should become more central in social movement studies (della Porta 
2015; Hetland and Goodwin 2013). As noted above, Marxist approaches sug-
gest that the study of class should be central to social movement research and 
applied to make sense of these emergent mobilizations linked to new grievances 
generated by neoliberalism including rising inequality and immiseration. These 
problems are further exacerbated in their dire human costs by the decreased 
spending in social security and greater precarization and causalization of the 
workforce. Public service cuts and contractions in social welfare further hit the 
already-deprived which led protesters to criticize the inhumanity and moral 
bankruptcy of an economic system that makes the poorest pay for the mistakes 
of the richest sectors of society and their political mismanagement. All these 
grievances in the context of austerity further deepened the feelings of anger 
against perceived corrupt elites covering for their allies in the economic sector. 
Given this context, it is not surprising that questions of class and left–right 
values have come back in the study of social movements.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Warwick, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:33:27, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Structure and the Social Bases of Protest	 57

Structure and the Social Bases of 
Contemporary Protest

While in the past the study of class in political action tended to focus on the 
manual working class and then moved on to the “new middle class” in the 
1960s and 1970s, today, scholars are increasingly focusing their analyses 
of the social bases of protest on “a new class,” that is, “the social precar-
iat, young, unemployed or only part-time employed, with no protection and 
often well-educated” (della Porta 2015: 4). In his book The Precariat, Guy 
Standing (2011) argues that the precariat is distinguished from the middle 
class salariat in having minimal trust relative to capitalism or the state and 
from the proletariat in virtue of not having the same social contract relation-
ship of welfare in exchange for subordination. This leads to a situation in 
which the precariat, made up of the unemployed and those in casual contracts, 
experiences profound economic and labor market insecurities which feed into 
a wider existential anxiety. This is because individuals have no clear or sta-
ble career path or occupational identity and lack any security to plan for the 
future. In turn, these conditions are understood to lead to the development of 
a series of grievances such as anger, anomie, anxiety, and alienation. However, 
as Marx noted long ago in his distinction between class in itself and class for 
itself, while individuals may belong in the same social location, they need to be 
conscious of themselves as a group coming together and acting politically in 
order to be a class in the political sense. As such, while the precariat might exist 
in social-structural terms, it remains an empirical question whether they actu-
ally constitute a self-conscious class in the political sense: identifying as a polit-
ical unit and acting collectively for shared objectives. Indeed, on one level the 
precariat’s social conditions mean that it should be in practice very difficult for 
them to become conscious of themselves as a class in a political sense. Unlike 
the urban working class, for example, they do not come together working in 
factories thus allowing for the development of their class consciousness as they 
realize their shared exploitation and the exploitative nature of the capitalist 
system as a whole.

Given all these considerations, studying the relationship between social 
structure, class, and values is a key part of the investigation for making sense of 
what underpins political activism and what distinguishes committed activists 
from more occasional demonstrators in the age of globalization. Kerbo (1982) 
had already noted how movements sparked by crises such as economic scarcity 
or unemployment tended to attract mainly those affected, with protests being 
more spontaneous and violent, whereas movements that existed outside of these 
crises would be more focused on questions of moral values, more organized and 
less violent. Research on the recent anti-austerity protests suggests that the move-
ments behind these events were also involved in previous waves of national and 
transnational protest such as the global justice movement while also adopt-
ing innovations towards greater deliberative participation (della Porta and 
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Mattoni 2014). In particular, the experience of the global justice movement of 
the late 1990s and early 2000s showed that there is potential for organizing 
broad-based coalitions between “white- and blue-collar workers, unemployed 
and students, young and old generations” (della Porta 2015: 16) and that this 
might have led to a blurring of the differences between movements addressing 
cultural or economic issues (Eggert and Giugni 2012, 2015).

However, such broad-based coalitions also bring with them the challenge 
of developing a collective identity binding all members of the movement with 
a clear idea of political objectives. These problems are still very much present 
when we discuss the current wave of protests. Do activists agree among them-
selves on political objectives and do they share the same values and ideals? As 
della Porta (2015: 23) notes, rather than a return to working-class politics or 
the emergence of the precariat as a new class base we rather witness in anti-
austerity movements “coalitions of various social actors which tend to iden-
tify themselves as belonging to the lower classes. Together with students and 
precarious workers, industrial workers as well as public employees provided a 
varied social basis to the protests.” Moreover, while “liquid” identification pro-
cesses (Bauman 2000) have been seen as hampering mobilization processes and 
recent research has emphasized the emergence of the radical populist Right, the 
Left remains characterized by postmaterialist, libertarian, and cosmopolitan 
values typical of the new social movements. Della Porta (2015: 25) notes how 
the anti-austerity movement has been able to “sensitize public opinion but also 
to socialize to democratic politics a large number of citizens, restoring dignity 
to those who have suffered from the indignity produced by neoliberalism.” 
Only time will tell if the anti-austerity movement can foster the development 
of a “counter-democracy” (Rosanvallon 2008) for our times.

As we know, the Great Recession was linked to depressed consumption and 
the end of the “private Keynesianism” solution keeping demand and profits 
high caused by the debt crisis (Streeck 2014). The patched-up solutions relying 
on consumer indebtedness and the move from “bubble to bubble” (Wallerstein 
2010) eventually gave way to the hard hitting economic crisis in 2008 and 
particularly so in the weaker, and most indebted, Southern European democra-
cies, but also deepening inequality in the stronger economies linked to a small 
proportion of “winners” from globalization and an increasing pauperization 
of the working classes and proletarianization of the middle classes (della Porta 
2015; Stiglitz 2012). In turn, the economic inefficiencies of late neoliberalism 
linked to low growth, high unemployment, high inequality, stagnating wages, 
and social benefits in steady decline are said to be reflected in the social bases 
of the protests (della Porta 2015: 28), so that they “tend increasingly to involve 
precarious youth, but mostly in coalition with other social groups that have 
lived a sort of precarization.”

Tilly (1986) had traditionally linked social movements with capitalism and 
the development of the nation-state since protests could challenge both state 
power and capitalist development at the state level. In this way, economic 
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changes impacted on political opportunities (Kousis and Tilly 2005; Tilly 
1986) and the move from capitalism and relationships of production reflected 
in the class structure to a certain set of political arrangements, while state 
organizations occurred through struggle (Tilly 1990). Polanyi (1944: 107) 
identified the first great transformation, the first wave of economic liberal-
ism as characterized by a “double-movement” where the market expanded but 
the countermovement, organized around “the principles of social protection 
aiming at the conservation of man and nature as well as productive organiza-
tion” kept its expansion in check. The post-war Fordist model later required 
relatively high wages and state intervention for mass consumption of mass 
production. However, already by the 1970s, the post-Fordist neoliberal turn 
had commenced the dismantling of the welfare state and the rise of inequality 
(Alderson and Nielsen 2002). Low interest rates were employed in what has 
been termed a “private Keynesianism” to support demand in the face of increas-
ing inequalities in turn fueling various bubbles and ultimately the 2008 finan-
cial crisis (Streeck 2014). In the Southern European countries in particular, the 
initially cheap capital credit supported the growth of housing bubbles, but then 
could not deal with the ensuing problems on the eve of the crisis since national 
bodies could no longer employ their traditional monetary and exchange rate 
instruments for macroeconomic intervention (Scharpf 2011). Particularly in 
the European Union, as welfare cuts increased, inequalities rose among and 
within member states (Scharpf 2011). In turn, the drive towards austerity fur-
ther negatively impacted on demand thus deepening the crisis (Stiglitz 2012).

While governments made cuts to public services, unemployment increased 
rapidly with as many as a quarter of citizens out of work in Southern European 
countries and over half of young people, meaning that even more citizens actu-
ally needed social services that were now cut. Rhetoric against wasteful wel-
fare spending was accompanied by a rise in precariousness, particularly among 
young citizens out of work, in turn fueling anti-austerity mobilizations champi-
oned by alliances between the pauperizing working classes and proletarianizing 
middle classes (della Porta 2015: 35). Of course, the social movement literature 
had already previously noted how “in a society in which the traditional social 
cleavages were supposedly pacified, specific components of the middle class 
seemed to take the lead in contentious forms of politics” (della Porta 2015: 42). 
In particular, the new middle class were seen to be constituted from the service 
sector and as a result of their technical and cultural competence including their 
economic-functional position were regarded as more likely to mobilize in the 
new conflicts around social issues (Kriesi 1989).

Other than class and precarious employment conditions, a number of other 
factors have been stressed as forming the social bases of protest. Studies have 
tended to argue that men are more active (McAdam 1999; Paulsen 1991; 
Verba et al. 1995). McCarthy and Zald (1973) suggest that those free from 
employment such as students and the unemployed should be more likely to 
engage. However, it is less clear whether people in employment are more or less 
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likely to become involved in protest (McAdam 1986; Erickson Nepstad and 
Smith 1999). The biographical availability approach has also tended to empha-
size that younger generations should have more time and energy to become 
involved in protests (Wiltfang and McAdam 1991). However, research has also 
shown that the 1960/1970s generation is particularly politicized and has been 
called “the protest generation” (Grasso 2014). Moreover, older generations can 
also be said to be biographically available as their children have left home 
(Erickson Nepstad and Smith 1999). Education has also been shown to have 
an important positive effect on participation, though more so in some countries 
than others (Grasso 2013). Research has consistently shown that individuals 
with a higher socioeconomic standing and higher education levels are more 
likely than others to participate (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba et al. 
1995). Education can be important for a number of reasons, for example since 
it signals attentiveness and heightened political knowledge allowing people the 
basic skills and comprehension to engage politically.

The Cultural Side: Class Consciousness, 
Ideology, and Political Values

Social class reflects the structural bases of political behavior and protest, which 
also has a cultural side represented by ideology and political values. In the 
Marxist tradition, class consciousness refers to the awareness of the working 
class of themselves as the exploited class under capitalist social relations. This 
awareness of their exploitation and their collective strength would signal rev-
olution and the radical reorganization of society. Many Marxist thinkers since 
have tried to explain why the revolution did not occur and of course today the 
working class, or individuals in manual occupations, no longer make up the 
majority of citizens in advanced industrial societies, leading some to argue that 
we are witnessing a New Class War of exclusion of the working class from 
politics (Evans and Tilley 2017). For Marx, class consciousness and the iden-
tification of the proletariat with others in their class were linked to the move-
ment from objective classes in themselves to subjective classes for themselves. 
In turn, this awareness is understood to lead to political activism for radical 
social change.

Marx also saw the development of class consciousness as dialectical and linked 
to the crisis tendencies of capitalism (Crossley 2013). The tendencies of prices to 
fall due to competition between capitalists means that these latter need to drive 
wages down, while overproduction and underconsumption compound these prob-
lems, often driving smaller firms to go bankrupt and making workers redundant 
and thus further intensifying the overproduction and underconsumption crises by 
driving down demand (Crossley 2013). This is precisely what we have seen in 
the latest economic crisis. In turn, this leads to bigger firms buying out smaller 
firms and thus adding to the monopolistic tendencies of capital and these cri-
sis tendencies polarize classes by depressing wages and concentrating capital 
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thus driving up inequality (Crossley 2013). Moreover, according to Marx, as 
the working class become employed by the same few employers they come 
together more often and as such find it easier to recognize their exploitation 
as a common problem they experience as a class. The deteriorating living con-
ditions emerging from these processes mean the workers will have nothing to 
lose but their chains and will become radicalized.

While for Marx the development of class consciousness is almost sponta-
neous and emerges from within the ranks of the working class in their experi-
ences of capitalist crisis and deteriorating economic conditions – the idea that 
capitalism creates its own gravediggers  – this was not so for other thinkers 
aiming to explain why this had not yet taken place (Crossley 2013). For Lenin 
(1902), class consciousness should thus be injected from outside by a highly 
trained and committed revolutionary party composed of the most outstanding 
members of the working class and the revolutionary bourgeois intelligentsia 
which could identify the interests of society with those of the end of proletariat 
exploitation, in other words the transcendence and abolition of the capitalist 
mode of production and its social relations. For Lenin (1902), the issue was 
that in and of itself the working class would not be able to develop a truly revo-
lutionary class consciousness simply emerging out of their structural conditions 
but would only develop trade union consciousness (Crossley 2013). There was 
a deeper need for political work and ideological development for injecting class 
consciousness. The job of fostering ideological commitment to the principles of 
socialism and redistribution by linking theory and practice and thus the experi-
ence of exploitation with an understanding that the only means to end it would 
be the transcendence of the entire productive system and not merely reforms 
to ameliorate living conditions was seen as the task of the revolutionary party.

In Marxist thinking, ideology is a very important underlying factor explain-
ing radicalization. It has been seen also as a predictor of participation in social 
movements (Klandermans 2004; Snow 2004). One’s beliefs play a crucial role 
for determining one’s decision to become involved in protest activity and more 
radical forms of social action. Historically, individuals have risked their lives 
for social goals which they understood as higher than themselves and pressing 
needs of social change for entire societies. These activists that so valiantly sacri-
ficed themselves did so because they believed in powerful ideas such as justice, 
equality, of ending exploitation, and so forth. Traditionally, protest has been 
seen as the preserve of resource-poor groups, of leftists and social progressives 
pressing for social change (Dalton et al. 2010). However, following the rise of 
the new middle class and identity politics, most recently there has also been a 
rise in religious, populist right-wing, and conservative protest movements.

Ideology is normally understood as a system of beliefs including values that 
reinforce each other (Halman 2007). Political values have been a mainstay of 
studies of political action since the classic Civic Culture study by Almond and 
Verba (1963). Values are normally understood as prior to attitudes, beliefs, 
opinions, and other orientations or predispositions, which we examine in 
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Chapter 6. There is a general understanding of values as deeply rooted orienta-
tions guiding attitudes, norms, and opinion, in turn informing action (Halman 
2007). Political values can be seen as ideas of what would be desirable in terms 
of the structuring of society (van Deth 1995). Political values relate to con-
flicts between equality and inequality, freedom and authoritarianism and to 
class conflict in terms of the cleavage between labor and capital in particular 
(Halman 2007). As was discussed also in the previous chapter, the concepts of 
Left and Right have generally been linked to the economic dimension in terms 
of support for greater equality versus inequality whereas other values tend to 
be more closely linked to the social dimension of support for freedom versus 
authoritarianism in issues such as immigration, abortion, euthanasia, the role 
of women in society, criminal punishment, and so forth (Halman 2007). In 
general, left-libertarians tend to be associated with taking the side of the poor, 
the disadvantaged, and minorities (della Porta and Diani 2006). The social 
dimension is very much linked to the emergence of “new” issues and the discus-
sion over rising postmaterialism (Kitschelt 1988). In particular, it is argued that 
individuals who are particularly libertarian espouse a “new” politics agenda 
linked to issues relating to the environment and LGBTQ+ rights which makes 
them particularly likely to support new social movements and therefore to 
participate in movements and protests around cultural issues (Kriesi 1989).

The Social Bases of Participation in Demonstrations

As we have mentioned earlier, scholarship has stressed the importance of a 
number of sociodemographic characteristics as determinants of participation 
in protest activities. These include social class – our main focus in this chapter –  
but also other aspects such as gender, generation, and education. What is the 
composition of our sample of participants in demonstrations when it comes 
to their sociodemographic profile and more specifically in terms of gender, 
generation, education, and class? To what extent do they identify with cer-
tain classes? And how does their sociodemographic profile, including both 
the structural and subjective attitudinal correlates of social class belonging, 
vary across countries, demonstration issue, and types of demonstrators? 
Table  3.1 allows us to answer these questions by showing the social bases 
of participation in demonstrations in our data and how they vary across the 
seven countries included in our study as well as across types of demonstra-
tions (cultural and economic) and across types of demonstrators (occasional 
demonstrators and activists). In addition to the structural and objective com-
ponent of social class (occupation), the table also shows its subjective atti-
tudinal correlates, namely class identification and the related political value 
dimensions (left–right and libertarian–authoritarian). Regarding the latter 
we analyze in this descriptive section both the specific items for each dimen-
sion and a combined left-right values scale and another for libertarian– 
authoritarian values.
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Concerning gender, research tends to argue that men have traditionally been 
more likely to protest than women for a series of reasons, including differences 
in socialization into politics as something that is “not for girls” and the fact 
that women have for a long time been relegated to the private sphere of the 
home whereas men have traditionally been seen as the breadwinners engaging 
in the public sphere of politics and the outside social world (Schussman and 
Soule 2005). Examining the results by country we can see that the theorizing 
on gender from the literature bears out empirically only in three cases, namely 
in Belgium, the Netherlands, and Spain. In the other countries men and women 
are about equally represented, such as in the UK and Italy, or women form a 
higher proportion, such as in Sweden and Switzerland. This could be linked to 
the fact that in Belgium and Spain trade unions and the labor movement are 
particularly important as organizers of demonstrations and there tend to be 
more men employed in manual occupations. On the other hand, in Sweden and 
Switzerland there is a more active new social movement sector and the wom-
en’s movement is particularly strong in these countries, explaining the greater 
participation of women in terms of the wider supply of protests on women’s 
issues that they could attend.

There is a developing literature on generational differences in participation 
with studies in the United States in particular highlighting the generation com-
ing of age in the 1960s and 1970s as “the protest generation” (Jennings 1987). 
Examining results for the generational dimension of participation, we can see 
that in all the countries except Spain and Switzerland the 1960s and 1970s 
generation is either the most or second-most active political generation. As 
such, it appears that still today the events of their highly politicized context 
of youth impacts on their heightened political activism in social movements 
(Grasso 2014). In all the countries except Belgium and Spain the youngest 
generation coming of age in the 2000s in the time of the crisis is also the first 
or second most politicized. These results strongly support the idea that the 
political context of socialization impacts on the participation patterns of dis-
tinct political generations: the generations that came of age in the particularly 
politicized contexts of the 1960s and 1970s as well as of the current economic  
crisis are the most represented (Grasso 2016). In Belgium and Spain only 
the youngest generation is not more politicized than the 1980s and 1990s 
generations – generations normally seen as more politically passive – standing 
out as more active than in other countries. This could be linked to nation-specific 
protest movements that were particularly popular in these countries in this  
period – the 1980s in Belgium and the 1990s in Spain – providing impression-
able experiences on the cohorts coming of age in this period.

The literature emphasizes the central role of education for political action 
(Berinsky and Lenz 2011). This is for several reasons, and primarily because 
it tends to be associated with higher resources and skills for making sense 
of information spurring people to political action (Grasso 2013). Looking at 
cross-national differences in education levels of participants, we can see that 
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66	 Bringing Capitalism Back In

in all countries except Belgium, the vast majority of demonstrators tend to 
have at least a university degree. This suggests that in the current contest most 
demonstrators are actually quite resource-rich individuals at least with respect 
to education. While traditionally protest was seen as the preserve of the work-
ing classes with very low education levels required for manual occupations, 
today instead protest is much more practiced by highly educated middle classes 
(Kriesi 1989). This is not surprising if one considers the classic theories of 
participation which stress how critical education is for allowing people the 
knowledge and skills to make sense of political issues, the political interest 
to become engaged and to strongly believe in given political values, and also 
feelings of political efficacy, that is, that one’s participation can actually matter. 
Protesters are particularly highly educated in the UK and Sweden, but also in 
Italy and Spain.

Our main interest in this chapter, however, lies in analyzing the role of social 
class and occupation, in both its structural and subjective components. As we 
have seen, research has highlighted the role of the precariat, or young unem-
ployed or underemployed, as forming a new base for anti-austerity protest in 
the recent period. Research from Greece and Spain, but also the United States, 
appears to emphasize the role of precarious youth (Calvo 2013; Gitlin 2012; 
Sotirakopoulos and Sotiropoulos 2013). However, they were not the only ones 
to mobilize against austerity but were “met in the streets by other social groups, 
especially among those most hit by austerity policies” (della Porta 2015: 52). 
While on the one hand unemployment can be seen as signaling lower resources, 
on the other hand research has shown that some unemployed can be resource-
rich (Dunn et al. 2014). Moreover, the current context of economic crisis and 
the steep toll it is exerting particularly in terms of widening inequality and ris-
ing youth unemployment can be clearly theorized as precipitating factors driv-
ing unemployed and precarious youth to join the ranks of social movements 
and to take to the streets to contest unjust social arrangements and political 
repercussions of crises which they did not help to create.

The results for cross-national differences clearly show that in most coun-
tries demonstrations tend to be a highly middle-class affair. In all countries 
except for Italy and Sweden a majority of participants belong to the salariat. 
The next largest occupational group in most countries comprises students or 
the intermediate professions. The middle class is notably overrepresented and 
the working class notably underrepresented across countries. Examining ESeC 
(European Socio-economic Classification) estimates for the percentage of the 
population employed in skilled or unskilled manual occupations (Bihagen et al. 
2014), we can see that these gaps between national population statistics and 
representation in the sample are particularly large in the Southern European 
countries, amounting to a little less than 25 per cent in Italy and Spain.

There is also a sizable proportion of unemployed across countries, out-
numbering even working-class members in Italy, Sweden, and Switzerland. 
Comparing to levels of absolute unemployment in our countries in 2010, we 
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can see that the unemployed are overrepresented in demonstrations relative 
to national statistics in the same three countries, while they are underrepre-
sented in Belgium, the UK, the Netherlands, and Spain. In this sense, at least in 
Italy, Sweden, and Switzerland, the argument that precarization is stimulating 
a new social base for protest seems to hold some sway. However, in the other 
countries the unemployed are underrepresented relative to their proportions in 
the population and protest remains a predominantly middle-class and student 
affair. As such, our results provide mixed support for the biographical availa-
bility thesis (McAdam 1986), in that students do tend to be quite ubiquitous at 
demonstrations, whereas unemployed people tend to be overrepresented only 
in a few countries.

Class identification or consciousness is a particularly relevant variable in 
Marxist thinking on the factors that would lead to radical participation. As 
we can see, the proportion of individuals identifying with the working class is 
notably higher than the percentage objectively located within this class occu-
pationally. This is particularly true in the UK, the Netherlands, Spain, and 
Sweden, where the proportion is larger than both the objective proportions of 
the working class and unemployed based on objective criteria. This suggests that 
identification with the working class among individuals that are not objectively 
working class could be a spur to radical political action in these countries. This 
finding suggests that individuals who are not in manual occupations but are per-
haps in lower-service routine jobs or whose parents are or were working class 
and originated from working-class communities still hold a strong sense of iden-
tification with the working class, and this in turn could be an important spur 
to political action. As such, while objectively in and of itself class does not link 
with greater engagement since the working classes are found to be underrepre-
sented, subjectively, identifying with the working class may be more important. 
In turn, this shows that the subjective component is also likely to be important 
for mobilization as argued by many scholars and that on their own, grievances 
do not spontaneously stimulate individuals to political action. The relevance of 
subjective identification with the working class suggests that having more leftist 
and libertarian political values is also more likely to matter for mobilization.

Political values are fundamental for understanding why people get involved 
in political action (van Deth and Scarbrough 1995). Previously we noted how 
the belief in the value of socioeconomic equality, and opposition to oppression 
and exploitation, have been motivating ideas for many generations of activists. 
More specifically, leftist political values such as support for redistribution and 
public ownership have historically been very closely linked with working-class 
politics and the labor movement. Additionally, the social dimension became 
increasingly important, with tolerant and libertarian social values closely 
aligned to the new politics that stressed freedom and autonomy and authentic-
ity along with equality and the struggle against economic exploitation. In this 
sense, the fight against oppression was understood to be one that emphasized 
liberation in both the economic and social spheres of control.
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68	 Bringing Capitalism Back In

In terms of cross-national differences, we can see that all countries score 
quite high in terms of leftist beliefs on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 means strongly 
disagree and 5 means strongly agree. Demonstrators in the UK, Italy, and 
Sweden stand out in this regard in particular. Italian and Swedish demonstra-
tors are particularly supportive of redistribution, while the British, Swedish, 
and Swiss demonstrators are the most supportive of public services, oppos-
ing privatization. All three countries have experienced privatization and cuts 
to public services and this may have led to an emphasis on these issues in 
these countries in particular. In the UK, the defense of public services and the 
opposition to welfare cuts were a key aspect of anti-austerity demonstrations. 
Support for libertarian values is also, as expected, high among demonstrators, 
but not as high on average as with leftist values. In particular, there is the high-
est support for encouraging independence in children rather than simply blind 
obedience to authority in Italy and Sweden. Once more, demonstrators in these 
two countries are the most extreme in their libertarian views as they were in 
their support for redistribution. There is very high support for immigration 
and free movement also in Italy and Sweden in particular, but means are rela-
tively high also among demonstrators in the UK, Spain, and Switzerland.

One of the advantages of our data is that it allows us not only to zoom in on 
demonstrators and have large enough samples to analyze their characteristics 
cross-nationally, but also to discriminate between demonstrations on different 
issues. From the results presented in Table 3.1 we can see differences in terms 
of our key sociodemographic aspects, including class, highlighted. Historically, 
the traditional labor movement has tended to be focused on questions of 
redistribution and socioeconomic equality whereas the movements that have 
emerged since the 1960s and 1970s have tended to emphasize other aspects 
such as women’s rights, LGBTQ+ rights, environmental protection, and so 
forth. The results for gender and demonstration issue show that women are 
more likely to attend demonstrations on cultural issues relative to men who, 
on the other hand, are more active in those on economic themes. This is poten-
tially due to the fact that labor organizations tend to have more men as mem-
bers and therefore are more likely to recruit men to attend demonstrations.

Given that the oldest and youngest generations are the most likely to be out 
of employment and therefore to be less likely to be preoccupied with labor 
struggles, they would be more likely to be involved in cultural demonstrations, 
whereas the middle 1960/1970s and 1980s and 1990s generations should in 
theory all be more likely to be involved in demonstrations over economic issues. 
The oldest generation and the youngest generation coming of age in the 2000s 
indeed tend to be more likely to attend demonstrations over cultural issues 
as opposed to economic ones. These generations are more likely to engage on 
cultural issues including the environment, women’s rights, and so forth, though 
similar proportions are also involved in demonstrations over economic issues. 
On the other hand, while the 1960/1970s and 1980s generations do in fact 
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tend to be more likely to attend economic demonstrations, the 1990s genera-
tion is equally likely to attend either kind.

More highly educated protesters are more likely to become engaged in 
demonstrations on cultural issues, whereas the least highly educated were more 
likely to engage in demonstrations on economic issues. These findings can be 
explained in terms of the different movements people engage in. On the one 
hand, individuals with lower education levels are more likely to be in manual 
occupations and therefore to be affiliated with trade unions and other labor 
organizations that are more likely to recruit participants to demonstrations 
over economic issues. On the other hand, individuals with higher education 
levels are more likely to be involved, to know someone who is involved in new 
social movement organizations, or to be members of groups or parties which 
are more likely to recruit to demonstrations over cultural issues.

As expected by theories on the new middle class, the salariat tend to be more 
involved in demonstrations on cultural issues, whereas individuals in the work-
ing class are more likely to be involved in demonstrations focusing on the econ-
omy. Individuals in intermediate professions, the unemployed, and students are 
equally likely to attend cultural and economic demonstrations. Unsurprisingly, 
individuals who are more likely to identify with the working class are also 
more likely to attend demonstrations on economic issues, whereas individuals 
in other classes prefer cultural ones. Individuals who identify with the lower 
middle class or with other or no classes are equally likely to attend demonstra-
tions over cultural and economic issues. In terms of values and demonstration 
issue, we can see that with the leftist values that pattern is not as uniform as 
one might have expected. While support for redistribution is closely linked to 
participation in economic demonstrations over cultural issue protests, support 
for public services tends to be marginally more likely to be linked to partici-
pation in cultural demonstrations over economic ones. This is possibly linked 
to the fact that many demonstrations over cultural issues are linked also to 
questions over education, health services, childcare, and other public services. 
On the other hand, support for libertarian social values is very clearly aligned 
with a greater prominence of protest over cultural issues for both support for 
immigration and anti-authoritarianism and for the overall scale.

The other major dimension of comparison in our study is that between occa-
sional and activist protesters. Results presented in Table 3.1 show that men are 
more likely to be seasoned demonstrators as opposed to more occasional pro-
testers. This could be due to a number of reasons. For example, biographical 
availability theory highlights that having children might depress participation, 
and since women are more likely to have dependants this could explain these 
gender differences, allowing men fewer barriers to attend more demonstra-
tions. Moreover, since these descriptive results do not discern by age or gen-
eration, it is likely that they reflect compositional issues with trade union and 
labor movement male activists more likely to attend given types of protests.
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70	 Bringing Capitalism Back In

The oldest and youngest generations are most likely to include occasional 
participants, whereas the 1980s and 1990s generations tend to include more 
activists than occasional demonstrators and the 1960s/1970s generation has 
equal proportions of both. These findings suggest that, among the oldest gener-
ation coming of age in the post-World War II period, before the rise of protest 
and social movements of the 1960s and 1970s, it is most likely that there are 
occasional protesters. Perhaps these were demonstrations over the environment 
or development issues attracting pensioners through religious organizations or 
churches. Moreover, given the younger age of the youngest generation and their 
lower levels of experience with protest, it makes sense that there would be a 
greater number of more occasional demonstrators relative to activists within 
this group. In the 1960s/1970s generation – a generation that has been known 
for its political proclivity – there were equal proportions of seasoned activists as 
well as individuals protesting more occasionally showing that amongst members 
of this generation coming of age in the heyday period of radicalism and protest 
movements, the “protest generation” has remained open to political participa-
tion and political engagement even in its older years. The same is true for the 
generation coming of age in the earlier years of the global justice movement. 
On the other hand, the generation coming of age in the 1980s has been seen as 
more apolitical, and here we find more occasional demonstrators than activists.

The findings for education level and activism are interesting. For a long time, 
the literature has shown that education has a powerful effect for promoting polit-
ical participation (Brady et al. 1995). This could be for a number of reasons such 
as the fact that being more educated tends to be associated with greater political 
sophistication and interest thus providing the bedrock for activism. Moreover, 
the literature on inequalities in political participation clearly shows important 
gradients by education as well as class (Grasso 2018). If this were a simple linear 
relationship therefore, we would expect to find that more highly educated protest-
ers should be more likely to be activists than occasional demonstrators and less 
educated protesters the opposite. However, the results show that, among those 
individuals with the lower education level (with secondary education or lower 
educational qualifications), we are more likely to find demonstration activists than 
occasionals demonstrators. Among the more educated groups (those with a BA or 
equivalent and those with MA or higher qualifications), there are more occasional 
demonstrators than activists. This suggests that, since among the lower educated 
barriers to participation and particularly political activism are higher  – as we 
know from studies showing the important impact of education for differentiating 
between participants and non-participants – there is a greater tendency for the 
more committed individuals from the lower education group to become partici
pants, therefore explaining why a higher proportion among them are activists.

Also reflecting previous results for education, the more resource-poor groups 
such as individuals belonging to the working class, or unemployed, tend to be 
more likely to be activists than occasional demonstrators, which once more sup-
ports the argument that individuals with higher levels of engagement among these 
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more resource-poor groups are those that are able to surpass the barriers to 
participation. On the other hand, there are more occasional demonstrators in 
the middle classes since here participation costs are lower and individuals with 
greater resources are more likely to have the political sophistication and political 
interest requisite for mobilization on an individual level and thus needing fewer 
pulls through organizations such as trade unions or deep value commitment to 
socialist or other egalitarian principles. We also find more activists among those 
identifying with the working class and lower middle class, whereas those identify-
ing with the upper class or upper middle class have more occasional demonstra-
tors. Once more, this reflects the idea of those with greater class consciousness 
as being members of lower social classes and being more likely to be activists.

Turning to leftist and libertarian values, we can see that across both 
the redistribution and privatization items on the one hand, and the anti-
authoritarianism and immigration items on the other, in all cases, activists are 
more strongly ideologically convinced, with higher values on the mean scales 
than occasional demonstrators on all six measures (the individual items and 
two combined scales). These differences are particularly large for redistribu-
tion and support for immigration and suggest that one of the major differences 
between individuals who engage in frequent activism and those who instead 
only protested once is the intensity of their beliefs in both egalitarian and liber-
tarian principles. This ideological component of belief is particularly important 
for making sense of what motivates individuals to become activists and attend 
many demonstrations compared to the occasional protester.

Social Structure, Political Values, and Commitment

Thus far, we have looked at how the social bases and related political values 
of demonstrators vary across countries, issue of demonstrations, and type of 
demonstrators. This already pointed to some important findings on the fact 
that resource-poor groups are underrepresented among demonstrators but that 
those that do participate tend to be more likely to be activists involved in 
social movements struggling over economic questions such as redistribution 
and inequality. We now turn to the analysis of the impact of sociodemographic 
variables – more specifically, social class – and the two value dimensions on 
commitment, or the determination to take to the streets as measured by the 
response “very much” to the question “How determined were you to partici
pate in the demonstration?” This type of analysis will allow us not only to 
ascertain the extent to which sociodemographic characteristics account for 
variations in people’s commitment to make sacrifices and bear costs on behalf 
of the cause, but it will also provide a more solid answer to the question of 
whether precarity could be a new basis for protest as well as to the question 
of the role of class identification which is so central in Marxist discourse. We 
do so by means of a series of logistic models regressing commitment on the 
variables discussed earlier, whereby we analyze the effects of both objective 
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social-structural and subjective class identification as well as political values 
predictors of commitment.

Table 3.2 shows the results of the regression analysis aimed at ascertaining 
the effect of the covariants of commitment. It shows six models. Each model 
includes gender, generation, and education and the three key comparative 
variables (country, demonstration issue, and demonstrators’ type). Model 1 
tests for the effects of gender, generation, and education. Model 2 includes 
class. Model 3 adds class identification. Model 4 includes economic values. 
Model 5 includes social values and Model 6 includes three important controls 
often included in models of participation (political interest, political efficacy, 
and organizational membership) to see if these variables account for the other 
effects. The table presents results as odds ratios, which are more easily inter-
pretable than logit coefficients.

The odds ratios in Model I show that men were on average less commit-
ted than women to attend the demonstration. As such these results show 
that women’s stronger commitment allows them to overcome their greater, 
on average, barriers to participation. Relative to the 1960s/1970s generation, 
the older, post-World War II generation demonstrators are more committed, 
suggesting that for this older generation’s members to take to the streets they 
need to be a strongly committed bunch. On the other hand, for the younger 
1990s and 2000s generations, commitment is lower relative to the “protest 
generation” suggesting that they have greater opportunities to demonstrate 
so that higher levels of commitment are not as necessary to get them to the 
streets. Individuals that are more educated are less determined to participate 
relative to individuals in the lowest educational group. This further shows that 
the higher levels of commitment among the lower educated group allow them 
to overcome the greater costs and barriers to participation relative to more 
resourceful individuals who do not need such high levels of commitment to 
protest.

Turning to the results from Model 2, we can see that including occupation, 
the unemployed are less committed relative to the working class. This suggests 
that belonging to the working class heightens commitment to protest at least 
relative to those who are not in employment, going some way towards sup-
porting Marxist thinking that the social nature of exploitation among manual 
workers contributes to their class consciousness and politicization. Including 
occupation does not weaken the effect of gender, cohort, and education, sug-
gesting that their effect is independent from occupation.

The inclusion of class identification in Model 3 shows that, confirming 
Marxist thinking, this variable is particularly important for engagement, with 
individuals identifying with one of the lower classes or no class being more 
likely to be committed than those identifying with the upper class or upper 
middle class. This is particularly pronounced among the working class as 
would also be expected. Moreover, the inclusion of class identification removes 
the earlier effect for class, suggesting that class identification explains the effect 
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Social Structure, Political Values, and Commitment	 75

of class on commitment: the higher class identification of the working class as a 
group relative to the unemployed is likely what leads to their being more com-
mitted to protest in the name of the cause. This empirical finding casts further 
doubt, additionally to the empirical objections raised earlier, on the idea that 
the precariat can form a new class basis for protest. While structurally it is true 
that individuals in precarious occupations are in situations of inequality and 
exploitation, it would appear here that is the subjective component of class iden-
tity which is particularly relevant for making sense of activism for social change.

Including left–right economic values in Model 4 shows that this variable 
explains part of the effect of class identification but that it is important in 
its own right and also that working-class identification remains an important 
variable for political commitment even net of left–right values. This means 
that, while working-class identifiers share support for egalitarianism and eco-
nomic redistribution, there is something more to their identification as a class 
than just shared support for egalitarianism that leads them to be committed to 
protest. This could be understood in terms of collective identity and social ties 
between activists as well as an oppositional culture against capitalism.

Similarly, in Model 5 we include social libertarian values, which are also 
shown to be linked to heightened political commitment. They very slightly 
reduce the effect of working-class identification and of leftist values, suggest-
ing that working-class identifiers tend to be libertarian but their commitment 
is not explained solely through these value commitments and that leftists are 
also libertarian to some extent but that the two value dimensions are largely 
independent contributors to protest commitment in their own right.

Finally, including the standard predictors of participation (political interest, 
political efficacy, and organizational embeddedness) in Model 6 shows that the 
effect of all three is significant and also that, while the effect of libertarianism is 
no longer significant – suggesting that these individuals may be more embedded 
in political organizations and have more skills sustaining their commitment –  
left–right values and class identification remain important predictors of 
commitment.

In sum, the results from the regression models show that women’s stronger 
commitment allows them to overcome their greater, on average, barriers to 
participation. Relative to the 1960s/1970s generation, the older, post-World 
War II generation demonstrators are more committed. On the other hand, for 
the younger 1990s and 2000s generations commitment is lower relative to 
the “protest generation,” suggesting that they have greater opportunities to 
demonstrate so that higher levels of commitment are not as necessary to get 
them to the streets. Moreover, higher levels of commitment among the lower 
educated group allow them to overcome the greater costs and barriers to par-
ticipation. The unemployed were also found to be less committed relative to 
the working class. This suggests that belonging to the working class heightens 
commitment to protest at least relative to those who are not in employment, 
going some way towards supporting Marxist thinking that the social nature 
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of exploitation among manual workers contributes to their class conscious-
ness and politicization. Confirming Marxist thinking, class identification with 
the working class or lower middle class is found to be particularly relevant 
for commitment. Moreover, the inclusion of class identification removes the 
effect for class, showing that class identification explains the effect of class 
on commitment. This finding thus problematizes the idea that the precariat 
can form a new class basis for protest. Many classes have been exploited 
through history that did not rise up to defend their interests. The specific con-
ditions of the urban working class allowed them to come together to realize 
their exploitation as a political fact that could be redressed and not as an 
immutable characteristic of life as it would have appeared to a feudal peas-
ant, for example. As such, for precarization to form a new momentum for 
social change there is a need for political work and the building of collective 
identity and ideological critique of present economic conditions and sociopo-
litical arrangements. Exploitation on its own does not spontaneously lead to 
identity formation and political action for social change. Importantly, while 
left–right economic values explain part of the effect of class identification, it 
remains important in its own right for political commitment. In other words, 
there is more to identification as a class than just shared support for egalitari-
anism. Social libertarian values reduced somewhat the effect of working-class 
identification, suggesting that working-class commitment is not explained 
solely through value commitments.

Conclusion

This chapter has addressed the extent to which protest has remained a 
resource of relatively powerless groups through an investigation of the social 
bases of participation in street demonstrations. Results show that today street 
demonstrations tend to overrepresent the middle classes and underrepre-
sent the working classes. In some countries, however, the unemployed were 
overrepresented – namely in Italy, Sweden, and Switzerland – suggesting that 
precarization could potentially become a new base for protest. We found con-
firmation of the arguments in the literature that men tend to be overrepresented 
in many countries and that the more highly educated resource-rich individuals 
are more active. Results also confirmed that the 1960/1970s generation is still 
the most active in most countries, although the 2000s generation socialized in 
the current period of crisis was also very active.

Our analysis bears out the idea that the social bases have widened consider-
ably since the times of the working-class labor movement of Marxist imprint 
to include middle-class professionals. As scholars studying new social move-
ments have noted, the middle classes and particularly the sociocultural pro-
fessional sections were particularly active in these movements (Cotgrove and 
Duff 1980; Kriesi 1989). We do not find much evidence here, however, that in 
the wake of the recurrent economic crises of late neoliberalism, grievances and 
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Conclusion	 77

socioeconomic deprivation have become once more central to the social bases 
underpinning social movements. Individuals from resource-poor groups tend 
to be underrepresented. Furthermore, one of the key findings of this chapter 
is that more resource-poor groups tend to be more likely to engage in demon-
strations over economic issues and also that, in order to overcome the higher 
barriers to participation, those individuals from these groups that do engage 
end up being particularly committed.

Left-wing values and class identification  – particularly with the working 
class  – also tend to be important predictors of sustained activism. As such, 
while in objective terms individuals in the working class are less likely to turn 
out in the streets than rich, educated middle classes, those who do so are a 
particularly self-selected and committed group. This raises important issues in 
terms of the equality of political voice. Studies have shown how today individ-
uals in the working class are most likely to be politically disengaged tout court 
(Evans and Tilley 2017). On the other hand, middle-class individuals are more 
likely to be engaged and participatory suggesting the existing inequalities in 
resources are compounded by the greater likelihood that their demands are the 
ones that will be heeded. However, the highly committed activist working-class 
members and identifiers that are strongly politically committed might find a 
way to politicize and engage other members of their social class.

Economic contexts characterized by deteriorating economic conditions 
could be seen to provide fertile ground for the development of wider societal 
grievances particularly among the most deprived groups which we know have 
also been hit the hardest. These deteriorating economic contexts open up the 
space for politicization and the realization that private economic troubles are 
actually social and political economic problems linked to capitalism’s tendency 
to crisis, and in turn this could spur mobilization to action by wider sections of 
the working class and other resource-poor groups such as the unemployed who 
are the most likely sufferers from austerity and economic downturns (Grasso 
and Giugni 2016a, 2016b). One way in which this politicization could happen 
is through activism in institutional and extra-institutional politics as well as 
through engagement in political parties. It is to examining this aspect that we 
now turn.
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4

Protest and Institutional Politics

This chapter deals with the relationship between protest politics and institu-
tional politics. We look at the link between different forms of participation 
as well as that between protest and voting. Some scholars have suggested a 
substitution thesis of specialization, in other words, that individuals are 
moving to protest activism from more conventional modes of participation 
(Inglehart 1990; Inglehart and Catterberg 2002; Norris 2002). On the other 
hand, social movement scholars have urged to bridge the literature on protest 
politics with that on electoral behavior (Císař and Navrátil 2015; della Porta 
et al. 2017; Heaney 2013; Heaney and Rojas 2014; Hutter et al. 2018; Kriesi 
2014; Kriesi et al. 2012; McAdam and Tarrow 2010, 2013; Norris et al. 2015). 
Political parties, particularly those on the Left, can be seen as the natural allies 
of social movements. In this chapter we build on these insights to examine 
the individual-level dynamics linking party identification and attachment to 
institutional and extra-institutional – including social movement – activism. 
While most scholarship aiming to link electoral and protest politics to date 
has focused on movement–party interactions (Císař and Navrátil 2015; della 
Porta et al. 2017; Heaney 2013; Heaney and Rojas 2014; Hutter et al. 2018; 
Kriesi 2014; Kriesi et  al. 2012; McAdam and Tarrow 2010, 2013; Norris 
et al. 2015), we focus on the individual-level perspective by examining the 
extent to which individuals with different party allegiances as well as insti-
tutional and extra-institutional participation levels engage in protest. The 
aim is to address questions pertaining to the linkages between different types 
of institutional and extra-institutional forms of activism in Western Europe 
and follow the calls for studies analyzing the links between parties and pro-
test. Scholars have suggested that crises can provide fertile conditions for 
widening mobilization and for the increased interaction between parties and 
protest and the potential for wider societal mobilization leading to social 
change (della Porta 2015; della Porta et  al. 2017). Accordingly, this chap-
ter addresses the linkages between different types of institutional and extra-
institutional participation among demonstrators to clarify the participatory 
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dynamics underlying these processes. Consistent with what we did in the pre-
vious chapter and will do in subsequent chapters, we also look at differences 
across countries, issues, and types of demonstrators.

The Crisis of Responsibility, Institutional, 
and Extra-Institutional Politics

Institutional participation is understood in the literature as involvement 
in those political activities mediated by the traditional organs of partici-
pation, including membership of these organizations, such as trade unions 
and political parties (Dekker et al. 1997; Mair 2006; Morales 2009). These 
types of activities are seen to be in decline. According to some, we are wit-
nessing the transformation of party democracy into “audience democracy” 
(Manin 1997). For others, whilst politics used to “belong to the citizen and 
something in which the citizen could, and often did, participate in,” today 
it has instead become “an external world which people watch from out-
side: a world of political leaders, separate from that of the citizenry” (Mair 
2006: 44). Many related analyses of falling political involvement in Western 
Europe focus on declining party membership and turnout (Dekker et  al. 
1997; Morales 2009). However, scholars studying unconventional political 
participation claim that participation is actually going up (Inglehart, 1990; 
Inglehart and Catterberg, 2002; Norris, 2002). They argue that demonstra-
tions and other forms of extra-institutional political participation originally 
associated with the rise of new social movements and the new politics in 
the late 1960s, and more recently the rise of consumer politics, are now 
commonplace (Norris 2002, 2004; Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001). By 
1978, Tilly argued that protest had become another way of mobilizing pub-
lic opinion and influencing governmental agendas. Dalton (2008) further 
argued that protest had become common among the educated and politi-
cally sophisticated middle classes. Modern demonstrations were no longer 
seen as spontaneous outbreaks aimed at overthrowing the status quo, but 
were rather consciously organized by social movements to influence the 
political agenda.

As della Porta and Diani (2006: 1) point out, the political events of the 1960s 
are not just the stuff of history textbooks but they have important implications 
for the study of political participation today since, while “the excitement and 
optimism of the 1960s may be long gone . . . social movements, protest actions, 
and, more generally, political organizations unaligned with major politi-
cal parties or trade unions have become permanent components of Western 
democracies. It is no longer possible to describe protest politics, grassroots par-
ticipation, and symbolic challenges as ‘unconventional’.” Several other studies 
have argued that political participation has changed over time and that people 
today are more likely to be involved in protest politics and social movement 
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activism (Inglehart 1990; Norris 2004; Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001). For 
Inglehart, this is a positive change: “the institutions that mobilized political 
participation in the late 19th and 20th centuries – labor union, church, and 
mass political party – were hierarchical organizations in which a small number 
of leaders or political bosses led a mass of disciplined troops . . . A newer elite-
directing mode of participation expresses the individual’s preferences with far 
greater precision and in much more detail than the old” (Inglehart 1990: 339).

Electoral politics and social movements have traditionally been studied 
separately by different groups of scholars. However, both voting and joining 
in demonstrations are forms of participation aimed at influencing political 
decision-making, allowing citizens to have their say in the democratic run-
ning of political affairs. Moreover, the literature clearly shows that parties 
and movements regularly influence each other. Parties become involved in 
movements and movements influence parties, and many individuals become 
involved in parties and conventional politics as well as movements and uncon-
ventional action. Governments face a crisis of responsiveness (Mair 2006) as 
well as a crisis of representation (Giugni and Lorenzini 2018), or what della 
Porta (2015: 111) aptly calls a crisis of responsibility, that is, “a drastic drop 
in the capacity of government to respond to citizens’ requests.” If anti-austerity 
movements are understood in this sense as responding to this “crisis of respon-
sibility,” this suggests that their participants are unlikely to be active through 
conventional means and less so than participants in protests surrounding cul-
tural issues. As Polanyi (1944: 139) noted long ago, the idea of the invisible 
hand was always an illusion and “laissez-faire itself was enforced by the state.” 
Streeck (2014) further points out how the twin principles of regime allocation 
of democratic capitalism visibly come into conflict in the crisis of neoliberal-
ism: social need versus marginal productivity. At the same time, the presenta-
tion of political and economic decisions as depoliticized denies the normative 
and deliberative nature of what should be democratic politics (Hay 2007).  
The presentation of market forces as dictating to European governments what 
political and economic steps they should be taking can be seen to further weaken 
the idea that governments could act for and in the name of citizens.

Since conflicts over redistribution no longer play out as they used to do 
in the arena of institutional politics through parties and other conventional 
organizations, they have moved into extra-parliamentary protest, so that the 
“underlying deficit reflects reification of communicatively structured domains 
of action that will not respond to the media of money or power” (Habermas 
1987: 392). At the same time, while some parties espousing “new” issues, such 
as the Greens, were founded, they never reflected the structuring ability of the 
communist and socialist parties with respect to the class cleavage (della Porta 
2015; Diani 1995). Whereas those political agencies that tended to reflect the 
political interests of marginalized groups in the political sphere have weak-
ened and broken down, the processes of de-industrialization and migration in 
particular have meant that “the size of social groups which lack full access to 

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:25:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Bridging Institutional and Extra-Institutional Politics	 81

citizenship and its entitlements has grown . . . the sense of general instability has 
been further reinforced by the growth of individual mobility, principally hori-
zontal . . . the (re)emergence of ethnicity or gender-based lines of fragmentation 
within socioeconomic groups have made it more difficult to identify specific 
social categories” (della Porta and Diani 2006: 39). As such, there are two con-
trasting tendencies in the current political juncture: there is a growing social basis 
of marginalized and deprived “losers of globalization” (Kriesi et al. 2012), while at 
the same time we see the absence of political parties and political organs capable 
of representing their interests. This suggests that the extra-institutional domain 
should become increasingly more relevant, unless new “movement parties” (della 
Porta et al. 2017) can take the center stage politically, and indeed parties such as 
Syriza, Podemos, and the Movimento 5 Stelle have all had major electoral gains 
in recent years. As such, it seems that institutional politics could be reinvig-
orated by new or reformed parties offering alternatives to the centrist main-
stream consensus or alternatively, social democratic parties that have moved 
to the center could splinter and realign themselves on the Left to provide voice 
and hope for the dispossessed and precarious citizens clamoring for social 
change today.

Bridging Institutional and Extra-Institutional Politics

As noted above, recently there have been several attempts by students of social 
movements to bridge the literature on protest politics with that on electoral 
behavior (della Porta 2015; Hutter 2014a; Kriesi et al. 2012; McAdam and 
Tarrow 2010). Political parties, and particularly those on the Left, can be 
seen as the natural allies of social movements. However, in some contexts and 
under certain circumstances, they could also become enemies. Times of crisis 
are times of shifting alignments where leftist governments in particular can 
be seen as under pressure as they navigate the conflicting demands of being 
responsive to their core constituencies, and also balancing the budget sheets 
and fulfilling the expectations of supra-national bodies and financial markets.  
As social democratic parties have moved to the center ground and espoused 
centrist policies, this has opened up political space for populist right and 
other types of institutional and extra-institutional challengers. In various 
works, authors (Hutter 2014a; Kriesi et al. 2012) have argued that the pop-
ulist right turn has brought to the fore a new cleavage around integration– 
demarcation issues.

As illustrated by Kitschelt (1988), the left-libertarian turn had shifted the 
major axis of competition to encompass social issues, but competition around 
these issues had largely aligned itself to the major class cleavage so that liber-
tarian social values had come to be associated with leftist economic positions, 
whereas rightist economics were associated with more conservative social val-
ues. More recently, the integration–demarcation cleavage is understood to have 
increasingly gained prominence, and vulnerabilities brought about by the crisis 
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and wider processes of globalization are understood to have widened the sup-
port bases for populist right parties. In this context, Kriesi et al. (2012) focus 
on the cleavage between winners and losers of globalization to explain sup-
port for these new contenders. While national characteristics are understood to 
have an influence on the extent to which the integration–demarcation cleavage 
rises to prominence, it could be argued that this dimension has become most 
prominent where the economic dimension of class has increasingly been under-
played by social democratic parties striving for centrist positions.

Whereas in the past the working classes tended to support the Left en bloc, 
the decline of discourses around socioeconomic inequality means that the Left 
is no longer the obvious voting choice for individuals in manual occupations 
and other socially deprived groups in increasingly unequal societies. Kriesi 
(1989) argued that sociocultural specialists within the middle class had become 
the most likely group to struggle for social change during the left-libertarian 
turn of the late 1960s to early 1980s. However, since sociocultural specialists 
could now be considered to be the “winners” from globalization trends, they 
could in theory also become less likely social change activists. Indeed, as we 
discussed in Chapter 3, della Porta (2015) has shown how, with rising austerity, 
some theorists have seen in the rise of the precariat a potentiality for “bringing 
capitalism back in” to protest in the sense that this new cleavage could lead 
to a new class conflict between the modern “haves” and “have nots,” in turn 
spurring renewed efforts at social change.

Moreover, recent scholarship inquiring into the complex relationships 
between social movements and party politics argues that social movements 
conceive political parties as “hierarchical organizations, self-insulated, remote 
from the citizenry and inattentive to social change” (Piccio 2016: 263). 
Regardless of this, many social movements have historically worked with par-
ties on common causes. Moreover, at their origins many major parties were 
movements or had very close links with movements. Social movements are 
understood as loosely connected informal networks of individuals, groups, and 
organizations (della Porta and Diani 2006; Diani 1995). This heterogeneity, in 
turn, suggests that individuals within movements or movement organizations 
may themselves hold quite diverse positions on issues. While some movements 
may refuse to work with political parties, by and large the success of social 
movements in enacting social change is intimately linked to their successful 
influencing of political parties and their backing by political allies that are 
system insiders and are willing to fight for the movement’s goals within insti-
tutional settings (Kriesi et  al. 1995). And yet, while the link between social 
movements and parties is clearly fundamental for understanding patterns of 
activism and the trajectories of social change, the social movement literature 
has generally remained silent on the topic of political parties (Piccio 2016). 
Most recently, there have been attempts at filling this lacuna, for example in 
recent studies on “movement parties” struggling against the economic crisis 
(della Porta et al. 2017).
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Studies have shown that the relationship between protest and electoral pol-
itics is reinforcing on the Left but substitutive on the Right (Hutter 2014a). 
By and large, the work on the relationship between protest and parties has 
focused on movements and has tended to argue that, if parties articulate a 
certain discourse, then that reduces the political space for movements and 
there is less need for mobilization on that issue (Tarrow 1996; Tilly 1999).  
The literature has noted how political space delimits patterns of mobilization 
by actors. Research on the extreme Right has shown that, where established or 
moderate right-wing parties articulate a radical agenda, the space for radical 
parties becomes smaller with support moving to the established party (Giugni 
et al. 2005; Koopmans 1996; Koopmans and Olzak 2004). Research has fur-
ther shown that the interaction of party and protest fields needs to be under-
stood in terms of both Left and Right, but also needs to take into account the 
importance of secondary conflict axes that are rising in prominence. In this 
respect, Hutter (2014a) shows that for the political Right success in formal 
politics decreases protest, whereas the Left in government reinforces protest 
of allied movement forces. McAdam and Tarrow (2013) found congruence for 
both Left and Right in the United States, so that governments of either stripe 
opened up opportunities for their movement allies. On the other hand, there 
is evidence of countervailing tendencies for Eastern Europe, where right-wing 
governments stimulate protest, whereas leftist governments do not (Císař and 
Navrátil 2015).

Political process theorists have historically considered the broader con-
text of mobilization central for understanding social movement activism. 
Factors such as the degree of openness of the political system, the config-
uration of political alignments (Kriesi et  al. 1995; Tarrow 2011), and the 
presence of institutional allies (Kitschelt 1986; Kriesi et  al. 1995; Tarrow 
2011; Tilly 1978) or favorable discursive political opportunity structures 
(Koopmans et al. 2005) were seen as central factors for understanding mobi-
lization. However, despite this, there has been little examination of the ways 
in which parties and protest relate to each other at the individual level. 
Based on previous research, three types of factors in particular can be 
understood to explain under what circumstances party members might 
support or become involved in social movement activities: ideology, net-
work, and strategy (Piccio 2016). First, party members may share a social 
movement’s goals (ideology). In this respect, research has shown that for 
reasons of identity coherence individuals will tend to participate in social 
movement activities when these match their goals. Thus, party members 
will be more likely to participate in movements that have a closer ideo-
logical positioning to their own (Kriesi et al. 1995). Second, other party 
members may be involved in social movement activities (network). The 
literature has noted that participation in political parties and social move-
ment organizations are not mutually exclusive but rather more likely to 
be cumulative than substitutive (Norris 2002). In this respect, then, party  
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members are more likely to get involved in social movement activities since 
they are more likely to get information and to become recruited through their 
wider networks (Schussman and Soule 2005). Third, party members may feel 
that their party would benefit from supporting social movements (strategy). In 
this respect, vulnerability in the parties’ electoral environment has been seen 
as favoring interaction with social movements since parties are understood 
to employ strategies that are beneficial for their organization, that is, to gain 
electoral support (Goldstone 1991; Kriesi and Wisler 1996). In particular, elec-
toral competition on the Left has been shown to be an important leverage for 
social democratic parties to become more supportive of new social movements 
(Kriesi et al. 1995). However, this might vary for different types of movements.

Institutional and Extra-Institutional 
Participation among Demonstrators

In Chapter 2 we have shown the involvement of citizens in a range of political 
participation forms in the seven countries covered by our study. We observed 
different levels both across countries, owing to a variety of historical and 
institutional reasons, and across forms, some political activities being more 
popular than others. Here we examine the extent to which people who partici
pate in street demonstrations also make use of other forms of participation, 
whether institutional or extra-institutional. To what extent do demonstrators 
also engage in other forms of participation? Do they limit themselves mainly 
to other extra-institutional forms, as the substitution thesis would have it, or 
are they also committed to institutional politics? Do we observe a difference 
in this regard with the more general population? And how do the participa-
tion patterns of demonstrators vary across countries, types of demonstrations, 
and types of demonstrators? We can answer these questions by looking at 
Table  4.1, which shows how the involvement of demonstrators in different 
forms of political participation varies across countries, cultural and economic 
issues, and occasional demonstrators and activists. Although the specific forms 
are not always exactly the same, while looking at these findings we should keep 
an eye on the distributions shown in Chapter 2 among the general population. 
If, as we believe, the thesis of the substitution between institutional and extra-
institutional engagement does not hold, we should observe higher levels of 
institutional engagement among demonstrators.

Examining differences in the mean scale of institutional activism, we can see 
that the UK stands out as having the highest mean, with most individuals hav-
ing completed about three out of four activities. This is followed by the rest of 
the countries, where demonstrators have on average achieved only about two 
out of four institutional activities, in the following order: Sweden, Switzerland, 
Belgium, Spain, Italy, and the Netherlands. We can get a better grasp on this by 
looking in more detail at the specific forms of participation. The highest levels 
of reported turnout among participants in demonstrations are to be found in 
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Belgium. This is not surprising given that this country has enforced compulsory 
voting. But turnout levels are high in all the countries, with the partial excep-
tion of Switzerland, where they are a bit lower. If we compare these figures with 
those shown in Chapter 2, we can see that, in all cases, among demonstrators 
there are higher reported levels of turnout than those found among the general 
population and, as such, the idea that protest substitutes for electoral partici-
pation does not hold sway: clearly, institutional participation is higher among 
demonstrators than among the general population. If protest was replacing 
institutional engagement, then we should see lower levels among those that 
are most likely to engage in protests. This provides evidence that individuals 
that take part in one form of participation such as protest are in fact not less 
but more likely to also participate in other modes such as voting, regardless of 
whether different activities come from the institutional or extra-institutional 
repertoire and that this pattern is repeated cross-nationally. While some schol-
ars have argued that the decline of participation in electoral politics is not 
such a concern since individuals are simply turning to other forms of extra-
institutional politics such as protest (Inglehart 1990; Inglehart and Catterberg 
2002; Norris 2002), our results would instead warn caution.

We know from Chapter 2 and also from other studies (Grasso 2016) that 
the number of people involved in protest activities in any given period is 
quite small. This means that the potential for protest to provide an alternative 
avenue of participation is potentially limited and that in general there is less 
advocacy than students of social movements often tend to think (Burstein 
2014). As such, it is unlikely that those people that are shying away from 
voting are turning to protest instead. We would expect that those individuals 
who are not voting are much more likely to join the ranks of the politically 
inactive rather than of the protest activists. Indeed, we know from several 
studies that individuals with fewer resources have traditionally been and still 
today continue to be less likely to participate in general (Grasso 2018; Verba 
et al. 1995). The results presented here provide further evidence to show that 
protest becomes an additional resource in the toolkit of individuals who are 
already engaging politically through both institutional and extra-institutional 
means.

Important variations can also be observed in the other modes of conventional 
participation. For example, we can see that contacting a politician – for exam-
ple, writing to MPs – is a particularly popular activity among demonstrators in 
the UK, where about three-quarters of the respondents said they do so, whereas 
this is much less so in the other six countries. The Westminster or majoritarian 
electoral system arguably encourages a strong link between the elected and their 
constituency. Most importantly for our present purpose, we can see that, com-
pared to the results for the general population reported in Chapter 2 (where no 
country reported over 20 percent participation), these are much higher reported 
levels among demonstrators. Once more, we find that the substitution thesis 
does not hold sway: individuals who are engaged in unconventional modes 
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88	 Protest and Institutional Politics

of action – in this case, street demonstrations – are more engaged than the aver-
age citizen in conventional modes of participation as well. Therefore, institu-
tional and extra-institutional politics intersect and are combined by activists to 
achieve their political ends. An individual may join a demonstration on a certain 
issue and also write to their MP on the same topic, pressuring them by different 
means to change things or prevent changes from taking place.

Donating money to a political cause – another widespread institutional form 
of participation – is particularly popular among demonstrators in Switzerland, 
but also the UK and Sweden, where over half of the respondents said they 
have engaged in this form, while only a quarter of them have done so in Italy. 
Those countries where the new social movement sector tends to be strongest 
are also those where we see the highest levels of donating money. Indeed, if one 
considers the political philosophies behind different types of movement organ-
izations, we can see that charity would be most related to non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) linked to new social movements, whereas leftist radical 
organizations or even communist and socialist parties would tend to empha-
size political commitment to bring about social change to unfair and economic 
and social systems rather than ameliorating things through small patches or 
cures making capitalism more humane.

In all the countries under analysis except for the Netherlands, over half of the 
demonstrators said they have worn or displayed a badge or sticker. This level is 
highest in the UK followed by Italy, Sweden, Switzerland, Spain, Belgium, and 
finally, far below the level of the other countries, the Netherlands. Once again, 
if we compare to the results in Chapter 2, these levels are significantly higher 
than those reported in the general population.

Thus far we have looked at institutional forms of participation. What about 
extra-institutional political activities, which most typically are adopted by 
social movements? Italy, followed by Switzerland, the UK, Sweden, and Spain, 
stands out as the country with the highest extra-institutional participation, 
with on average individuals having participated in three out of six of the activ-
ities. Belgium and the Netherlands register lower averages of two out of six 
activities. As we shall see in more detail below, Italy and Spain tend to be more 
radical, whereas the UK Sweden, and Switzerland are more oriented towards 
consumerism and low-risk activism.

As we saw in Chapter  2 for the general population, signing petitions is 
among the most popular extra-institutional forms of political participation. 
This is all the more true when we look at the figures for participants in demon-
strations, as we can see that signing a petition attracts very large proportions of 
respondents across countries, ranging from nine individuals out of ten having 
signed a petition in the UK and Switzerland to three out of four in Belgium, 
Spain, and the Netherlands. These proportions are much higher compared to 
the results for the general population, confirming once more that demonstra-
tors are a particularly politically active group.

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:25:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Reflecting the trends observed among the general population, boycotts and 
buycotts are also very popular among the narrower circle of demonstrators. 
Indeed, political consumerism has become a widespread form of political con-
testation in recent years (Micheletti 2003; Stolle and Micheletti 2013). This 
kind of political engagement is most often used by demonstrators in Sweden 
and Switzerland, but is also popular in the UK and Italy, while it is less often 
adopted in the other three countries. Once more, compared to the results for 
the general population in Chapter 2, we can see that reported levels among 
demonstrators are much higher.

Strikes are one of the most typical forms of action in the repertoire of con-
tention of modern social movements (Tilly 1986; Tilly et al. 1975). They have 
in particular been part of the repertoire of labor movements. The results for 
striking show very large cross-national differences in the extent to which dem-
onstrators take up this activity. This can give us clues into the character of 
protest in different countries. In some countries, the much higher strike levels 
among protesters would suggest that striking – for example, general strikes – 
remains part of the wider repertoire of political contention as historically tied 
to strong labor movement traditions. Italy, followed closely by Spain and more 
remotely by Belgium, stand out as the countries with high strike participation, 
with the other countries showing much lower levels. Various historical and 
institutional reasons might be evoked to explain this, including the persisting 
salience of the class cleavage, the structure of the union system, and, in the 
Belgian case, the particular involvement of unions in the welfare state sys-
tem. Interestingly, the countries where political consumerism is most popular 
are also those where striking is the lowest. It is also lowest in those countries 
where the new social movement sector is strongest, such as Switzerland, the 
Netherlands, and Sweden.

Striking is a special form of direct action, one aiming to disrupt the reg-
ular functioning of labor relations. Looking at other forms of direct action, 
we can see that they are also marked by large cross-national differences, with 
levels much higher in some countries relative to others. Italy and Spain both 
stand out again with the highest levels, followed by the UK, Belgium, and 
Switzerland, and lastly the Netherlands and Sweden at the bottom end. Once 
more, the countries where political consumerism is more popular also tend to 
have lower levels of direct action. These are also those countries that tend to 
have a stronger new social movement sector.

Our type of protest survey data allows us to distinguish between individuals 
involved in protest issues and therefore to examine how the patterns of partici
pation of demonstrators in cultural and economic-focused events differ. As we 
can see in Table 4.1, with the exception of voting, all the other types of institu-
tional activities are more likely to be practiced by individuals attending cultural 
demonstrations, suggesting that their repertoire is more diversified. Moreover, 
given prominent discussions in the literature linking the decline of institutional 
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90	 Protest and Institutional Politics

activism and the substitution of it with extra-institutional activism with the 
emergence of new values and new politics in the cultural domain, one would 
have rather expected that institutional participation should be more popular 
among individuals involved in demonstrations and movements focused on eco-
nomic issues, that is, those more closely linked to the “old politics” of class and 
left–right conflict focused on redistribution and socioeconomic egalitarianism.

In effect, only voting follows this pattern, an exception to the wider pat-
tern of participants at cultural demonstrations being more likely to be active 
in the various institutional political activities relative to those participating in 
economic demonstrations. Individuals participating in economic demonstra-
tions tend to be more likely to vote than those participating in cultural demon-
strations. This suggests that there is more overlap between institutional and 
extra-institutional repertoires with regard to economic issues. While new social 
movements emerging in the 1960s and 1970s tended to be more closely linked 
to extra-institutional politics, struggles over labor rights and other primarily 
economic questions have traditionally been fought over in terms of the struggle 
between Left and Right politics also within the sphere of institutional party  
politics. As such, it is more likely that demonstrations extend these struggles 
within the extra-institutional spheres so that activists campaigning on these top-
ics may already be voting for parties pushing policies in the institutional arena.

Participants in demonstrations on cultural issues are more likely to have 
contacted a politician than those attending demonstrations on economic issues. 
We know from Chapter 3 already that individuals taking part in demonstra-
tions linked to cultural issues emerging with the new social movements of the 
1960s and 1970s tend to be more middle class and more resourceful than 
individuals engaging in demonstrations on economic issues. We also know 
that more resourceful individuals are more likely to engage politically across 
domains and repertoires such as the institutional and extra-institutional. This 
result can be interpreted in light of these two factors: individuals who are more 
resourceful are both more likely to engage in demonstrations around cultural 
issues and also to have engaged in a wider variety of political actions, including 
contacting a politician.

Donating money to a political cause is also more popular among those 
engaging in cultural demonstrations, which can be linked both to the above 
argument about movement sectors and underlying philosophies as well as to 
the one put forward with respect to contacting a politician linked to resources 
as associated both with new social movement participation and more wide-
spread activism generally. Moreover, donating money is more likely to be asso-
ciated with the politics of new social movements rather than those of more 
leftist radical organizations or even socialist parties, which would be more 
likely to emphasize the need for social change rather than small patches to 
ameliorate conditions for making capitalism more humane.

We also find that participants in cultural demonstrations are more likely 
to have worn or displayed a badge or sticker than those attending economic 
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demonstrations. Once more, this shows that individuals active in cultural 
demonstrations are participatory pluralists to a greater degree than those 
attending demonstrations surrounding economic issues. This could also reflect 
the fact that the anti-austerity protests in this period, focusing on economic 
issues, may have been more likely to recruit to the street individuals that were 
not particularly active politically previously and, as such, that would explain 
why on the whole those from economic demonstrations are less active than 
those at cultural demonstrations in the other institutional forms of action.

We also find that, in general, participants in cultural demonstrations typical 
of new social movements tend to be more involved in extra-institutional partici
pation, particularly the more low-risk modes such as petitioning and political 
consumerism. On the whole, for differences by demonstration issue we can 
see here that petitioning and consumerist activism are more closely linked to 
cultural issues, whereas the more radical forms of strikes and direct action tend 
to be affiliated with contention in the economic realm.

The literature emphasizes how the expansion of protest, including petition-
ing and political consumerism, since the 1960s and 1970s is closely linked with 
the emergence of new issues and new politics (Inglehart 1977, 1990). Given 
this, we would have expected individuals involved in cultural demonstrations 
around these “new” issues such as women’s rights, the environment, LGBTQ+ 
rights, and so forth to be more likely to engage through these types of extra-
institutional means relative to economic protesters. Indeed, as we can see, 
petitioning is more popular among those involved in demonstrations around 
cultural issues relative to those involved in demonstrations on economic issues, 
although the levels remain high in both cases. This is not surprising given the 
ubiquity of petitions today and the creation of so many online platforms and 
their use particularly for environmental and other types of campaigns grouped 
under the cultural sphere. Moreover, given the low costs incurred when per-
forming this action, it is not surprising that so many demonstrators are involved 
in this activity – at levels comparable to those for voting or higher in several 
countries – and that levels are also quite high among the general population, 
as seen in Chapter 2.

Participation in boycotts and buycotts is also more popular among those 
involved in cultural causes. This is not surprising given the central role that these 
types of activities play for the environmental movement and other sustainable-
living campaigns. Whereas issues surrounding the economy are more likely to 
need governmental action through the change of laws or policies such as the 
deep cuts to social safety nets and services for vulnerable groups, including 
disabled people, retirees, and youth, with cultural issues individual behavior 
change is more likely to be seen as an effective political tactic for achieving 
the movement’s objectives, particularly if many people can be sensitized to 
the cause and the related issues. For example, choosing fair trade products or 
products from companies that have pledged to offset carbon emissions is often 
promoted by environmental movement activists as more direct and immediate 

Institutional and Extra-Institutional Participation	 91

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:25:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


92	 Protest and Institutional Politics

means to “make a difference” every day. Moreover, companies found guilty of 
employing children in sweatshops or giving employees terrible working condi-
tions, for example, can be boycotted as urged by various activist campaigns. In 
this sense, cultural issues appear to be more amenable to being tackled by such 
consumerist activities relative to wider economic goals.

Strikes have historically been the preferred mode for workers to make their 
demands heard. Refusing to work until working conditions and agreements 
were improved has historically been one of the few tools that the exploited 
urban working class has had at its disposal, even before it was granted the vote 
and suffrage was restricted only to those who owned property. As expected, 
striking is more closely linked to protesting around economic issues, with 
about a third of those involved in demonstrations in this sphere having con-
ducted this activity, versus only little more than a tenth of those involved in 
cultural ones. Direct action is also more closely linked to economic issues than 
to cultural issues, although the difference is not very large, but here overall 
levels are also smaller.

On the whole, as was already the case for institutional participation above, 
the pattern is not at all as distinct as the literature might suggest in terms of a 
straightforward connection between the economic/redistribution domain and 
institutional activism, on the one hand, and between the cultural/social val-
ues domain and extra-institutional activism, on the other. Cultural activists 
are in fact more likely than economic activists to participate in most institu-
tional activities bar voting, and economic activists are more likely than cultural 
activists to engage in the two more radical extra-institutional activities, namely 
striking and direct action. Cultural activists are more likely than economic 
activists to engage in the more mainstream modes of extra-institutional activ-
ism, namely petitioning and boycotting/buycotting. This reveals that economic 
activists are more extreme – they vote and engage in strikes and direct action 
on the two ends of the conventional–unconventional spectrum  – the most 
mainstream and the most radical activities (except for violence) combined. On 
the other hand, cultural activists are more likely to engage in the mid-level 
kinds of activities from both domains.

As should be clear by now, a major aspect of comparison in our study is that 
based on examining the characteristics of protesters engaged in different levels 
of protest activism. What are the differences in the political behavior – both 
institutional and extra-institutional – among occasional and more seasoned 
protesters? As we can see in Table 4.1, activists are more likely than occasional 
demonstrators to have engaged in all the political activities bar voting (where 
there are no significant differences), suggesting that activism spills over across 
participatory domains and is not restricted to one repertoire over another, 
therefore providing additional evidence against the substitution thesis.

With respect to voting, we see that, if we compare to the general population 
in Chapter 2, turnout levels are higher among demonstrators across all coun-
tries. Moreover, there are no differences in turnout by activism level, so that 
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irregular demonstration participants are about as likely to vote as are activists. 
As such, it would seem that the key issue is whether one demonstrates at all; even 
having demonstrated just the one time already suggests that someone will be much 
more likely than the average person to have also turned out to vote. After all, this 
makes sense, since protest participation is normally understood as a more costly 
and risky activity: even in mainly peaceful protests, there is a chance of containment 
or “kettling” today. As such, it is likely that if one is to participate politically, voting 
or another more mainstream activity would probably be prior to demonstrating. 
One can interpret these results to suggest that some individuals are more likely to 
be politically active than others. These individuals will be more likely to vote and 
also to engage in other modes of political action, including demonstrating.

The results in this chapter provide good evidence to suggest that protesters, 
as politically active individuals, share more in common with other individuals 
engaging in political activism than with the mainstream population. We can 
also see that activists are also more likely to have contacted a politician than 
occasional demonstrators. This once more suggests that individuals who are 
more politically active as measured by demonstration frequency also have a 
tendency to be more politically active through other modes of action, including 
those from the institutional realm such as contacting a politician. The differ-
ence between occasional demonstrators and activists for contacting is quite sig-
nificant, suggesting that having engaged in more than one action significantly 
brings down the barriers to then engaging in more. This is in contrast to voting, 
as we have seen, where instead there were no distinctions in the likelihood of 
having conducted this action among less and more seasoned protesters, proba-
bly because costs here are lower given how ubiquitous this political activity is 
among the population and also the fact that it is compulsory in some countries.

With respect to differences between occasional protesters and activists for 
donating money to a political cause, we can see that, like contacting a politi-
cian, here there are also marked differences between the two groups: whereas 
almost half of the activists had donated money, this proportion falls to less 
than one-third among less frequent protesters. While the differences are large 
and significant, we can also see that even occasional protesters show markedly 
high levels of activism in this activity, confirming previous arguments about 
different types of actions supporting each other across domains rather than 
occurring in alternative, separate spheres. Moreover, activists are more than 
twice as likely as occasional demonstrators to have worn or displayed a cam-
paign badge or sticker. This suggests that being a more seasoned protester is 
more conducive to displaying support for a given candidate so visibly.

With respect to extra-institutional activism, it would seem to follow that 
individuals who are more often involved in protest would also be more likely 
than occasional demonstrators to be involved in the other extra-institutional 
actions. We find that activists were more likely to have engaged in a higher 
number of extra-institutional activities than occasional demonstrators. They 
are also more likely to have engaged in each activity, suggesting that different 
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94	 Protest and Institutional Politics

modes of political action tend to be interlinked rather than mutually exclusive. 
Here too, violence is more popular among more frequent than among occa-
sional protesters. As expected given its highly costly nature, violent action is 
very limited, registering below 2 percent across countries even among the most 
politically active demonstrators. Yet, activists are more likely than occasional 
demonstrators to have engaged in this form of participation. These patterns 
further show that, while there are greater levels of participation in the easi-
est and less costly activities such as signing a petition, the gap between activ-
ists and occasional demonstrators widens considerably in proportional terms 
between the easier and harder activities.1

Partisanship

Political participation is but one aspect of the broader question of the relation-
ship between protest politics and institutional politics, though a crucial one. 
Partisanship, that is, the degree of adherence to, or support for, political par-
ties, is another aspect of such a relationship. To what extent do participants in 
demonstrations identify with certain parties or party families? To what extent 
do they feel attached to them? And, again, how do such identification and 
attachment vary across countries, issues, and demonstrator types? Table 4.1 also 
shows these aspects of the relation of demonstrators with institutional politics.

Starting with party identification, we can see that in Italy there is a very 
high proportion of demonstrators identifying with communist parties (more 
than one-third of them). Of course, while some of the parties born out of the 
Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI) are no longer seen as communist today, it is 
interesting that so many demonstrators in Italy still strongly feel this histori-
cally fundamental identity for progressive politics in the country. Moreover, 
this finding is probably also reflective of the fact that hard-left parties are very 
important in the organization of many demonstrations and is testimony to 
the extent to which the institutional and extra-institutional movement sectors 
are interlinked, especially in some countries. Only at most 2 to 3 percent of 
demonstrators identify with communist parties in all other countries, with tiny 
proportions identifying with these parties in the Netherlands and Sweden.

On the other hand, in Sweden a high proportion of demonstrators identify 
with socialist or New Left parties. There is also a sizable, yet much lower, pro-
portion identifying with this type of party in Belgium, followed by Switzerland 
and the UK. These parties are central to the social movement sector in most 
countries. While in some countries like Italy the “old” left is still very prepon-
derant in social movements, in other countries this role has almost completely 
been taken over by New Left parties emphasizing libertarian social aspects, 
including greater tolerance and openness to various minority groups in society, 
and championing new issues linked to environmental concerns as well as the 
struggle for women’s, LGBTQ+ rights, and so forth.
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Moreover, we also find that sizable proportions of demonstrators in most 
countries except for Spain identify with the social democratic or center-
left parties, ranging from 29 per cent in Switzerland to 15 percent in the 
Netherlands. This shows that even centrist, mainstream social democratic 
parties are linked to the protest sector and their identifiers populate demon-
strations. This links up to discussions over the role of allied or enemy incum-
bents, since in most countries it is only social democratic/center-left parties 
that actually have the opportunities to enter or form government. Despite the 
fact that some citizens in Europe may feel betrayed by centrist left parties’ 
acceptance of neoliberal dogmas, it is interesting that so many demonstrators 
still feel so close to them. This suggests that those movements where many 
identify with centrist left parties may go into abeyance when these parties are 
in government, as we have seen for example in Italy in the changing strat-
egies and reduced vociferousness of the anti-austerity movement between 
the Berlusconi, Monti and then the more muted tone during the Renzi and 
Gentiloni governments.

As for Green parties, in Belgium, the UK and Switzerland this is the 
most popular party identification of demonstrators and that between 31 
percent in Switzerland and 14 percent in the Netherlands identify with 
these parties among demonstrators. Only in Italy and Spain do we find 
Green party identifiers not majorly populating demonstrations. As with 
New Left parties, Green parties can be seen as the major actors behind the 
burgeoning new social movement sector in many countries. While there is 
great variation between countries in the extent of the popularity and reach 
of Green parties, environmental issues have become increasingly important 
for leftist politics across Europe. In some countries such as Italy, ecologi-
cal concerns have been included within the program of other radical left  
parties, which garner relatively high levels of support, whereas the single-
issue Green parties are much smaller. As such, in Italy, when individuals 
express communist party affiliation, they are expressing affiliation to a 
party or parties which also include prominent ecological aspects in their 
program, but do so within a wider leftist progressive discourse emerging 
out of the social and political struggles of the PCI and its wider political 
tradition.

As would be expected as we move further away from the Left on the polit-
ical spectrum, there are smaller proportions identifying with liberal parties 
across countries (but a bit higher in the UK and Italy) and there are only tiny 
proportions identifying with the Right or Christian democratic parties cross-
nationally. Moreover, there are very sizable proportions that prefer not to say 
or feel attached to no party, particularly in Spain  – where this importantly 
preceded the birth of Podemos and reflected demonstrators’ disillusionment 
with all political parties and the entire political elite, including the centrist 
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Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE) as well as the Partido Popular (PP) –  
and also in the Netherlands, where the center-left party has become particu-
larly centrist in recent years.

Again, our data allow us to distinguish between activists in different types 
of protests, namely those over cultural and economic issues. There are no dif-
ferences within communist identifiers, suggesting, as was hinted above, that 
many ex-communist parties combine various economic and social progressivist 
issues such as support for immigration and equal opportunities for women 
within their programs, making them ubiquitous across demonstration issues 
and active members of the protest sectors across domains. Moreover, we can 
see that socialist or New Left and Green party identifiers are more likely to 
attend cultural demonstrations. This fits neatly with the fact that these types 
of parties are the main actors along with NGOs and social movement organi-
zations (SMOs) in the new social movement sector. Moreover, we can see that 
liberals are also more likely to attend cultural demonstrations than economic 
ones, which reflects the fact that these individuals may have progressive social 
values, but they are less likely to support egalitarian economic principles. These 
patterns suggest overall that communist parties are less prominent among 
demonstrators in those countries where the new social movement sector is 
more developed. Spain should fit in this pattern like Italy, but as we see it has 
a high number of non-identifiers who are likely to be on the Left but do not 
feel that any party represents them and would have likely turned to supporting 
Podemos once this came to life in 2014.

Concerning the other key dimension of comparison – that between occasional 
demonstrators and activists – communist identifiers are more likely to be activ-
ists than occasional demonstrators. This finding fits in with what we found in 
Chapter 3 with respect to the greater ideological commitment of activists. Given 
the fact that communist or radical left parties are the most progressive parties 
and members often have to make important political commitments, this suggests 
that communist and hard-left party identification provides a deeper ideological 
base for sustained movement involvement. We also find this among the other 
three types of leftist parties – socialist and New Left parties – and also the centrist 
social democratic parties – despite their more recent mainstreaming and accept-
ance of many neoliberal tenets. Indeed, here the gap between activists and occa-
sional demonstrators is proportionally smaller than among the more strongly 
progressive communist and socialist/New Left identifiers. On the other hand, 
we find that occasionals are more prevalent among Green and liberal identifiers 
and more right-wing parties. This suggests that committed identifiers with these 
parties are more likely to attend a demonstration once, (not sure) but not neces-
sarily to commit to this type of engagement and to become seasoned protesters.

Importantly, these results show that the institutional and extra-institutional 
spheres are closely interlinked and individuals who identify with parties are 
also more likely to engage in protest, at least with respect to radical and leftist, 
progressive political organizations. Activists are also more diffused among 
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these party identifiers as compared to occasional demonstrators. Moreover, 
activists tend to be concentrated among leftist identifiers and occasionals 
instead of the Greens, liberals, and more right-wing parties. Interestingly, 
the group that does not align with a party tends to be overrepresented in 
demonstrations on economic issues and also to be occasional demonstrators, 
suggesting that many first-time participants in anti-austerity demonstra-
tions felt detached from all parties in the political arena. These individuals 
could be likely constituency for parties such as Podemos, Syriza, and the 
Movimento 5 Stelle.

Finally, there is some cross-national variation in the extent to which individ-
uals feel attached to their preferred party. We can see that Sweden – a country 
where most demonstrators declare closest identification with socialist and New 
Left parties – stands out as a country where many demonstrators feel either 
very or quite closely attached to a party. This suggests that this type of party 
allows for the issues that demonstrators feel close to being channeled also in 
the institutional sphere, leading to a close attachment to their party among 
them. Indeed the creation of “movement parties” (della Porta et al. 2017) such 
as Podemos, Syriza, and Movimento 5 Stelle in recent years was enacted also 
with the aim of bringing an institutional voice to those issues that seemed to 
have been pushed to the margins and that lead citizens to perceive a crisis of 
responsiveness in their institutions. In the other countries most demonstrators 
say that they feel quite closely attached, except for the Netherlands where the 
highest proportion says they feel not very closely attached. There are very siz-
able proportions in most countries that say that they do not feel very closely 
attached to their party, particularly in the Netherlands as we have seen, but 
also in Belgium, the UK, Italy, and Spain. Both of the latter two countries saw 
“movement parties” emerging in this period which might have bridged this 
dissatisfaction gap. However, the fact that on the whole, demonstrators do 
feel quite closely attached to a party, suggests that the idea that protest and 
parties are distinct has been overemphasized in the literature. If protest really 
was spurred by a rejection of political parties tout court, then we should not be 
seeing such high levels of party attachment among demonstrators.

Furthermore, analyzing our other key comparative dimension, we can see 
that the closest attachment to parties is found among those that engage in 
demonstrations over cultural issues, whereas the lowest levels are found in 
economic protests. This might reflect the more confrontational character of 
demonstrations against austerity, generally targeting government and as such 
these types of protesters would be more likely to be dissatisfied and unhappy 
with parties and thus less likely to profess higher levels of attachment to the 
political elites, that is, those that they would be often contesting at these 
events. Moreover, we also find that activists are more likely to be more closely 
attached to parties, which further supports the earlier findings in terms of how 
ideological commitment to a political cause is an important element underlying 
differences between occasional demonstrators and activists.
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Political Participation, Partisanship, and Commitment

In the previous sections we have analyzed the relationship between the institu-
tional and extra-institutional political engagement of demonstrators. We have 
examined the extent to which these patterns varied by country, demonstration 
issue, and activism levels. In this final section we look at the impact of various 
indicators of institutional and extra-institutional action on political commit-
ment, or the determination to take to the streets in defense of a political cause. 
This allows us to provide a more general assessment of how the various fac-
tors are interlinked and impacted on by sociodemographic and compositional 
characteristics in the sample as well as to more directly test the extent to which 
different types of institutional and extra-institutional engagement as well as 
party allegiances impact on commitment. To do so, we employ once again 
logistic regression.

Table 4.2 shows the results of the regression analysis, which follows a step-
wise logic where different variables are included in subsequent models before 
concluding with a combined model testing for their independent effects. Each 
of the six models includes gender, generation, education, and occupation as 
well as the three key comparative variables (country, demonstration issue, 
and demonstrator type). Model 1 tests for the effects of institutional activism. 
Model 2 includes extra-institutional activism. Model 3 includes party identifi-
cation. Model 4 includes party attachment. Model 5 includes all of the above 
variables as well as economic and social values. Model 6 includes all these 
variables as well as the major controls included in models of participation 
(political interest, political efficacy, and organizational membership) to see if 
these variables account for the other effects. As in all our analyses of this kind, 
the table presents results as odds ratios.

Starting with Model 1, we can see that a higher level of engagement in insti-
tutional activism is strongly linked to a heightened political commitment, net 
of the sociodemographic controls. This confirms what was already discussed 
in relation to the more descriptive results presented earlier, namely that there 
is a strong cross-over between the institutional and protest domains: those 
individuals that are more active in institutional activism are also more com-
mitted to their cause and to expend the time and resources necessary to take 
to the streets in its name. This is further evidence against the substitution the-
sis: protest does not replace but rather compounds institutional activism, and 
committed protest activists are also more likely to be committed institutional 
participants. As would be expected, there is also a strong link between height-
ened engagement in the various other types of extra-institutional activism and 
commitment, as shown in Model 2.

The inclusion of party identification in Model 3 confirms that ideological 
belief is a fundamental component of political commitment and the determi-
nation to take to the streets in the name of a cause. Indeed, we can see that, 
relative to communist identifiers, all other party identifiers are less committed. 

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:25:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


99

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

M
od

el
 5

M
od

el
 6

G
en

de
r 

(m
al

e)
0.

74
**

*
(0

.0
3)

0.
77

**
*

(0
.0

3)
0.

74
**

*
(0

.0
3)

0.
72

**
*

(0
.0

3)
0.

73
**

*
(0

.0
3)

0.
69

**
*

(0
.0

3)
C

oh
or

ts
Po

st
-W

W
II

 g
en

er
at

io
n

1.
22

*
(0

.1
1)

1.
31

**
(0

.1
1)

1.
26

**
(0

.1
1)

1.
21

*
(0

.1
1)

1.
25

*
(0

.1
1)

1.
23

*
(0

.1
1)

19
60

s/
19

70
s 

ge
ne

ra
ti

on
 (

re
f.

)
19

80
s 

ge
ne

ra
ti

on
0.

93
(0

.0
6)

0.
90

(0
.0

6)
0.

92
(0

.0
6)

0.
92

(0
.0

6)
0.

91
(0

.0
6)

0.
93

(0
.0

6)
19

90
s 

ge
ne

ra
ti

on
0.

67
**

*
(0

.0
5)

0.
61

**
*

(0
.0

4)
0.

64
**

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
64

**
*

(0
.0

4)
0.

65
**

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
66

**
*

(0
.0

5)
20

00
s 

ge
ne

ra
ti

on
0.

62
**

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
57

**
*

(0
.0

4)
0.

58
**

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
59

**
*

(0
.0

4)
0.

59
**

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
59

**
*

(0
.0

4)
E

du
ca

ti
on

Se
co

nd
ar

y 
sc

ho
ol

 o
r 

lo
w

er
 (

re
f.

)
B

A
 o

r 
eq

ui
va

le
nt

0.
74

**
*

(0
.0

5)
0.

75
**

*
(0

.0
5)

0.
78

**
*

(0
.0

5)
0.

78
**

*
(0

.0
5)

0.
72

**
*

(0
.0

5)
0.

70
**

*
(0

.0
4)

M
A

 o
r 

hi
gh

er
0.

65
**

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
66

**
*

(0
.0

4)
0.

68
**

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
69

**
*

(0
.0

4)
0.

63
**

*
(0

.0
3)

0.
60

**
*

(0
.0

3)
O

cc
up

at
io

n
Sa

la
ri

at
0.

83
*

(0
.0

7)
0.

85
(0

.0
7)

0.
86

(0
.0

7)
0.

86
(0

.0
7)

0.
84

*
(0

.0
7)

0.
82

*
(0

.0
7)

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 
pr

of
es

si
on

s
0.

86
(0

.0
8)

0.
88

(0
.0

8)
0.

88
(0

.0
8)

0.
89

(0
.0

9)
0.

87
(0

.0
8)

0.
86

(0
.0

8)

W
or

ki
ng

 c
la

ss
 (

re
f.

)
U

ne
m

pl
oy

ed
0.

77
*

(0
.0

9)
0.

78
*

(0
.0

9)
0.

78
*

(0
.0

9)
0.

76
*

(0
.0

9)
0.

76
*

(0
.0

9)
0.

74
*

(0
.0

9)
St

ud
en

ts
0.

94
(0

.1
0)

0.
89

(0
.0

9)
0.

91
(0

.1
0)

0.
92

(0
.1

0)
0.

92
(0

.1
0)

0.
89

(0
.1

0)
E

co
no

m
ic

 v
al

ue
s 

(l
ef

t-
w

in
g)

1.
09

*
(0

.0
4)

1.
05

(0
.0

3)

So
ci

al
 v

al
ue

s 
(l

ib
er

ta
ri

an
)

1.
05

(0
.0

3)
1.

03
(0

.0
3)

Po
lit

ic
al

 in
te

re
st

1.
51

**
*

(0
.0

8)
Po

lit
ic

al
 e

ffi
ca

cy
1.

08
(0

.0
5)

Ta
bl

e 
4.

2.
 L

og
is

ti
c 

re
gr

es
si

on
 m

od
el

s 
on

 c
om

m
it

m
en

t 
(o

dd
s 

ra
ti

os
)

(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:25:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


100

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

M
od

el
 5

M
od

el
 6

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l 

m
em

be
rs

hi
p

0.
99

(0
.0

7)

In
st

it
ut

io
na

l a
ct

iv
is

m
 

1.
29

**
*

(0
.0

3)
1.

17
**

*
(0

.0
3)

1.
13

**
*

(0
.0

3)
E

xt
ra

-i
ns

ti
tu

ti
on

al
 

ac
ti

vi
sm

 
1.

21
**

*
(0

.0
2)

1.
14

**
*

(0
.0

2)
1.

13
**

*
(0

.0
2)

Pa
rt

y 
id

en
ti

fic
at

io
n 

(p
ar

ty
 f

am
ily

)
C

om
m

un
is

t 
(r

ef
.)

 
So

ci
al

is
t/

N
ew

 L
ef

t
0.

86
(0

.1
4)

0.
86

(0
.1

4)
0.

87
(0

.1
4)

So
ci

al
 d

em
oc

ra
ti

c/
ce

nt
er

-l
ef

t
0.

64
**

(0
.0

9)
0.

74
*

(0
.1

1)
0.

76
(0

.1
1)

G
re

en
0.

69
*

(0
.1

0)
0.

72
*

(0
.1

1)
0.

77
(0

.1
1)

L
ib

er
al

0.
60

**
(0

.1
0)

0.
79

(0
.1

3)
0.

81
(0

.1
4)

R
ig

ht
/C

hr
is

ti
an

 
D

em
oc

ra
ti

c
0.

74
(0

.1
4)

1.
16

(0
.2

3)
1.

20
(0

.2
4)

O
th

er
0.

66
*

(0
.1

2)
0.

82
(0

.1
5)

0.
86

(0
.1

6)
Pr

ef
er

 n
ot

 t
o 

sa
y/

no
 

pa
rt

y
0.

64
**

(0
.0

9)
0.

87
(0

.1
3)

0.
91

(0
.1

4)

Pa
rt

y 
at

ta
ch

m
en

t 
V

er
y 

cl
os

el
y

1.
11

(0
.0

8)
1.

09
(0

.0
9)

1.
08

(0
.0

9)
Q

ui
te

 c
lo

se
ly

 
2.

16
**

*
(0

.1
5)

1.
84

**
*

(0
.1

3)
1.

62
**

*
(0

.1
2)

N
ot

 v
er

y 
cl

os
el

y 
(r

ef
.)

O
th

er
1.

24
**

*
(0

.0
7)

1.
18

**
(0

.0
7)

1.
15

*
(0

.0
6)

Ta
bl

e 
4.

2.
 (

co
nt

in
ue

d)

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:25:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


101

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

M
od

el
 5

M
od

el
 6

A
ct

iv
is

t
1.

56
**

*
(0

.0
8)

1.
62

**
*

(0
.0

9)
1.

80
**

*
(0

.0
9)

1.
72

**
*

(0
.0

9)
1.

38
**

*
(0

.0
8)

1.
36

**
*

(0
.0

8)
E

co
no

m
ic

 is
su

e
1.

42
**

*
(0

.0
7)

1.
42

**
*

(0
.0

7)
1.

39
**

*
(0

.0
8)

1.
39

**
*

(0
.0

7)
1.

42
**

*
(0

.0
8)

1.
41

**
*

(0
.0

8)
C

ou
nt

ry
B

el
gi

um
1.

24
*

(0
.1

1)
1.

19
*

(0
.1

0)
1.

25
*

(0
.1

1)
1.

39
**

*
(0

.1
2)

1.
49

**
*

(0
.1

4)
1.

51
**

*
(0

.1
4)

It
al

y
1.

17
(0

.1
2)

0.
93

(0
.1

0)
0.

99
(0

.1
2)

1.
22

(0
.1

3)
1.

11
(0

.1
4)

1.
17

(0
.1

5)
N

et
he

rl
an

ds
0.

88
(0

.0
7)

0.
84

*
(0

.0
7)

0.
89

(0
.0

8)
0.

99
(0

.0
8)

1.
08

(0
.1

1)
1.

07
(0

.1
1)

Sp
ai

n
1.

21
*

(0
.1

1)
1.

08
(0

.1
0)

1.
24

*
(0

.1
3)

1.
29

**
(0

.1
2)

1.
29

*
(0

.1
4)

1.
35

**
(0

.1
5)

Sw
ed

en
 (

re
f.

)
Sw

it
ze

rl
an

d
1.

20
*

(0
.1

1)
1.

11
(0

.1
0)

1.
26

*
(0

.1
2)

1.
29

**
(0

.1
1)

1.
30

**
(0

.1
2)

1.
30

**
(0

.1
2)

U
K

0.
88

(0
.0

7)
0.

92
(0

.0
7)

1.
04

(0
.0

9)
1.

06
(0

.0
9)

1.
02

(0
.0

9)
1.

02
(0

.0
9)

C
on

st
an

t
1.

03
(0

.1
3)

1.
15

(0
.1

4)
2.

26
**

*
(0

.4
2)

1.
19

(0
.1

5)
0.

57
*

(0
.1

4)
0.

53
*

(0
.1

5)

L
og

-l
ik

el
ih

oo
d

−6
29

8
−6

32
1

−6
35

5
−6

29
7

−6
21

8
−6

18
1

N
9,

83
2

9,
83

2
9,

83
2

9,
83

2
9,

83
2

9,
83

2

N
ot

e:
 S

ta
nd

ar
d 

er
ro

rs
 in

 p
ar

en
th

es
es

.
* p

 ≤
 .0

5,
 *

* 
p 

≤
 .0

1,
 *

**
 p

 ≤
 .0

01

of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 18 Mar 2019 at 05:25:50, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108693455.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


102	 Protest and Institutional Politics

The inclusion of party attachment in Model 4 shows that feeling quite closely 
attached is linked to stronger commitment to participate. This also fits in with 
the theorizing on ideological belief, since individuals who feel more strongly 
attached to a party are more likely to feel aligned with their policies and wider 
world-view and, as such, this attachment provides them with a further com-
mitment to a political cause and a greater likelihood that they will take to the 
streets in its support.

Model 5 shows that these effects are largely independent of each other and 
that the effect of party identification with the social democratic and Green par-
ties on commitment is increased when controlling for social values, suggesting 
that belief in social libertarianism explains to a large extent why identifiers with 
these parties feel committed to take to the streets in defense of their cause. We 
can also see that, when both institutional and extra-institutional activism are 
included together in this model, their relative effects are reduced, showing their 
interrelationship, as argued and evidenced in detail throughout this chapter.

Finally, of the key predictors of participation from the literature included in 
Model 6 – political interest, political efficacy, and organizational membership –  
only the first one matters when considering all the other variables in our 
model. Moreover, party identification differences in commitment subside once 
these variables are taken into account, which suggests that party identifica-
tion’s association to commitment is largely due to organizational membership  
and the civic skills that party membership develops. As we have seen, these 
aspects are very important for participation in general and they are here also 
shown to matter for making sense of different levels of political commitment 
for a cause.

In sum, the regression analysis shows that a higher level of engagement in 
institutional activism is strongly linked to a heightened political commitment 
and, as such, that there is a strong cross-over between the institutional and pro-
test domains. This is evidence against the substitution thesis. Moreover, there 
is also a strong link between heightened engagement in the various other types 
of extra-institutional activism and commitment. With party identification, we 
also see how ideological belief is a fundamental component of political com-
mitment and the determination to take to the streets in the name of a cause. 
Communist identifiers are the most committed. Feeling quite closely attached 
is linked to stronger commitment. The effect of social democratic and Green 
party affiliation on commitment is mainly explained through the strong belief 
in social libertarianism. Finally, we find that party identification’s association 
to commitment is largely due to organizational membership.

Conclusion

This chapter examined the relationship between protest politics and insti-
tutional politics. We aimed to address the link between different types of 
institutional and extra-institutional forms of participation for clarifying the 
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underlying participatory dynamics for these processes. As we have seen, some 
scholars have suggested a substitution thesis of specialization, in other words, 
that individuals are moving to protest activism from more conventional 
modes of participation (Inglehart 1977, 1990; Norris 2002). Furthermore, 
social movement scholars have urged to bridge the literature on protest pol-
itics with that on electoral behavior (Císař and Navrátil 2015; della Porta 
et al. 2017; Heaney 2013; Heaney and Rojas 2014; Hutter et al. 2018; Kriesi 
2014; Kriesi et al. 2012; McAdam and Tarrow 2010, 2013; Norris et al. 2015). 
Combining the insights from these two literatures allowed us to develop 
an analysis of the institutional and extra-institutional political engagement 
among demonstrators across countries, issues, and activism levels and also to 
test the impact of these variables on the extent of their political commitment 
to demonstrate on behalf of a cause and put their money – or actions – where 
their mouths – and heads – are. In this way, this chapter allowed for building 
on the insights of previous theories to examine the individual-level dynamics 
linking partisanship and participation in institutional and extra-institutional 
political activities.

While most scholarship aiming to link electoral and protest politics to date 
has focused on movement–party interactions (McAdam and Tarrow 2010; 
2013), we focused on the individual-level perspective by examining the extent 
to which individuals with different party allegiances and institutional and 
extra-institutional participation levels engage in protest and more specifically 
in street demonstrations. We showed that, rather than being characterized by 
substitution, participation across domains is closely linked with activists in 
demonstrations also being more likely to be involved in institutional modes 
of engagement. It is therefore unlikely that those people that are shying away 
from voting are turning to protest instead. People who do protest turn out in 
higher numbers than non-protesters. This suggests that the decline in turn-
out and other modes of institutional participation is still concerning since 
engagement in extra-institutional is unlikely to be filling this gap. Our anal-
ysis, points to protesters and extra-institutional activists as also being insti-
tutional activists and therefore that those individuals who turn away from 
institutional activism are much more likely to become inactives than protesters. 
This is because most protest actions, bar perhaps the easiest and most ubiq-
uitous such as signing a petition or boycotting and buycotting, are actually 
more costly and require greater sacrifices than institutional participation such 
as contacting politicians. Striking and engaging in disruptive forms of direct 
action are unlikely to attract the vast majority of individuals turning away 
from voting and other conventional means, as they pose even higher barriers 
and costs to entry. Therefore, we should still worry about declining engage-
ment in the general population and not simply assume that individuals are 
engaging differently.

Questions of political voice and inequalities in political action are par-
ticularly important in this respect, and analyses should be further conducted 
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distinguishing between different groups with different levels of resources. Our 
analysis provides further evidence that protest becomes an additional resource 
in the toolkit of individuals who are already engaging politically through both 
institutional and extra-institutional means. Moreover, while institutional and 
less costly modes of extra-institutional participation such as petitioning and 
consumer politics are more closely aligned with protest on cultural issues, more 
radical modes of action such as striking and direct action are more closely 
aligned with economic objectives. Some countries like Italy and Spain are more 
well versed in radical, strike-related labor disputes, whereas others like the UK 
Sweden, and Switzerland are more active in political consumerism and new 
issue politics. Finally, all modes of action were practiced more by activists than 
by occasional demonstrators, further supporting the view that activists mix 
and match techniques to achieve their goals and party identifiers on the left 
were more active than those identifying with liberal or Green or right-wing 
parties, who tended to be occasional demonstrators. New “movement parties” 
(della Porta et al. 2017) that have emerged could yet develop new progressive 
politics to fill the vacuum on the Left and propose alternatives beyond the 
neoliberal model and the xenophobic and exclusionary populism on the Right, 
and this could hold great promise for the future of political activism and open 
the door for social change. Indeed, an important finding in this chapter is that, 
in general, party identification among protesters is closely aligned with polit-
ical commitment in the name of a cause. These findings, in turn, open up the 
question of how organizational membership and networks more widely play 
out for making sense of contemporary demonstration activism. We turn to this 
question in the next chapter.

Note

	1.	 While there is less than a 10-point gap for boycotting and about 15 percent at the 
very high levels registered for petitioning, this gap grows to a staggering 25 percent 
for striking, where 31 percent of activists have performed this action against only  
6 percent of occasional demonstrators, and to about 20 percent for direct action, 
with 21 percent against 3 percent.
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This chapter is about the mobilizing structures of demonstrators. They refer 
to “those collective vehicles, informal as well as formal, through which people 
mobilize and engage in collective action” (McAdam et al. 1996: 3; emphasis in 
original). We focus in particular on the channels of participation in demonstra­
tions. In this regard, we may broadly distinguish between direct and indirect 
channels. The former consists of social and interpersonal networks, whereas 
the latter refer to online and offline media. Here we look at the role of these 
two kinds of channels among demonstrators, aiming to ascertain what kind 
of mobilizing structures support participation in demonstrations. Additionally, 
we examine how mobilizing structures vary across countries, issues, and types 
of demonstrators. We believe that the mobilizing structures sustaining partici­
pation in different types of demonstrations depend not only on the broader 
national context as well as the very issues raised by demonstrators, but also on 
whether we are dealing with occasional demonstrators or activists. The chap­
ter considers three key aspects: the social embeddedness of demonstrators in 
terms of associational involvement; the direct (networks) and indirect (media) 
channels of recruitment to protest; and, with reference to direct channels, the 
importance of being asked. Concerning the latter aspect more particularly, we 
examine whether demonstrators were asked through different types of net­
works. In this regard, we confront two competing views of recruitment to 
social movements: a view assuming that demonstrators make an independent 
choice based on their motivation to become active and a view maintaining that 
they are brought in to protest mainly through other actors. In other words, to 
paraphrase the title of a book on individual decision mechanisms in education 
(Gambetta 1987), we will ask whether people are “pushed” to activism or 
whether they “jump” into it.

5

Were They Pushed or Did They Jump?
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Structural, Social Psychological, and Rational Choice 
Approaches to Understanding Protest Participation

Why people protest at all is perhaps the most fundamental question concerning 
social movements and protest activism. While scholars have often addressed 
other questions as well – such as which forms protest takes, how it varies in 
space and time, and what effects it may have – explaining why people engage 
in protest activities is the crucial question in this field of studies. From a micro-
level point of view, this question has been addressed by two main research tra­
ditions: the political participation and the social movement traditions.

In the political participation research tradition, protesting is considered 
but one among a variety of possible ways through which people may engage 
in politics, ranging from the most institutionalized forms  – most notably, 
voting  – to the most contentious. Protest clearly belongs to the latter. The 
aim of this research tradition is not so much to explain why people engage in 
protest specifically, but more generally to make sense of why they get involved 
in politics in all its different forms. In this regard, scholars often make a dis­
tinction between three main determinants of political participation: resources, 
motivation, and recruitment. This trilogy is drawn from the well-known 
approach of Verba and collaborators in their civic voluntarism model (Brady 
et al. 1995; Verba et al. 1995). Turning the question on its head, they famously 
stressed three reasons why people do not take part in politics: because they 
can’t, because they don’t want to, or because nobody asked (Brady et al. 1995: 
271). In other words, people refrain from participating when they lack the 
necessary resources – such as time, money, and above all civic skills – (they 
can’t), when they lack the psychological engagement with politics (they don’t 
want to), and when they are isolated from the recruitment networks through 
which people are mobilized to politics (nobody asked). Although their main 
focus lies in the role of resources and more specifically civic skills – that is, 
“the communications and organizational skills that facilitate effective partic­
ipation” (Brady et al. 1995: 271) – they maintain that all three factors help 
explain political participation. This chapter focuses on recruitment networks 
among demonstrators.

Works in the social movement research tradition have stressed some of the 
very same factors, but also pointed to others. The big difference, of course, is 
that students of social movements are mostly, if not exclusively, interested in 
explaining participation in protest activities. Broadly speaking, we may distin­
guish between three main approaches to account for individual engagement in 
social movements and protest activities from a social movement studies per­
spective: a structural, a social psychological, and a rational choice approach. 
Drawing heavily from resource mobilization theory, the structural approach 
has dominated a large part of the literature. It stresses the role of pre-existing 
network ties as factors pulling people into social movements (Lim 2008; 
McAdam 1986, 1988; McAdam and Paulsen 1993; Passy 2003; Snow et al. 
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1980; see Tindall 2015 for a review). Such “mobilizing structures” (McAdam 
et al. 1996, 2001), or “micro-mobilization context” (McAdam et al. 1988), pro­
vide the frame for the collective interpretation of the large-scale social and cul­
tural transformations affecting individuals in their everyday lives, a rudiment 
of organization necessary to translate interpretations into concrete action, and 
solidary incentives to participate (McAdam et al. 1988). As such, they increase 
the chances that social movement activism will occur.

The structural approach puts much emphasis on the “being asked” question. 
As Meyer (2007: 47) maintains, “[T]he best predictor of why anyone takes on 
any political action is whether that person has been asked to do so.” In other 
words, recruitment is the key mechanism bringing people to protest behavior. In 
this vein, Schussman and Soule (2005), among others, show that being asked to 
protest is the strongest predictor for protest participation. They found at the same 
time that a number of other factors, including organizational ties, are important 
predictors of being asked to protest. Passy and Giugni (2001) arrive at a simi­
lar conclusion when they find that embeddedness in organizational networks is 
one of the strongest predictors of differential commitment to social movements. 
They show in particular that activists have a key structural connection role in 
recruiting people to become deeply involved in social movements, along with 
the perceived effectiveness of one’s own potential contribution. Additionally, 
this kind of explanation also stresses the role of “biographical availability” 
(Beyerlein and Bergstrand 2013; McAdam 1986). As the term clearly indicates, 
this refers to the “absence of personal constraints that may increase the costs and 
risks of movement participation, such as full-time employment, marriage, and  
family responsibilities” (McAdam 1986: 70). In brief, structural availability  
and biographical availability are at the core of this approach.

Another major approach in the social movement scholarly tradition stresses 
the social psychology of protest (Gamson 1992a, 1992b; Gamson et al. 1982; 
Klandermans 1997; van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013; van Zomeren 
and Iver 2009; van Zomeren et al. 2008, 2012). While structural accounts stress 
how pre-existing network ties bring people to collective action, the social psy­
chological perspective puts more emphasis on the thoughts, feelings and predis­
positions of individuals to engage. In other words, the former emphasizes “pull” 
factors, whereas the latter puts “push” factors at center stage. In their review 
of the social psychology of protest, van Stekelenburg and Klandermans (2013) 
stress five main sets of factors: different types of grievances (moral indignation, 
suddenly imposed grievances, feelings of relative deprivation, feelings of injus­
tice, experience of illegitimate inequality, and so forth); feelings of efficacy, or the 
individual’s expectation that it is possible to alter conditions or policies through 
protest; collective identity, more specifically group identification; emotions, in 
particular group-based anger; and social embeddedness.1 Given the emphasis on 
thoughts and feelings, this perspective is also close to so-called framing theories, 
which stress the ways in which people frame issues as key to understanding why 
they get involved in collective action (see Snow 2004 for a review).
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Finally, rational choice accounts are much less popular among students of 
social movements, especially in sociology, both in their narrower and more 
open versions (Opp 2013). However, some political scientists and also some 
sociologists have stressed the key role played by cost/benefit calculations not 
only for voting, but also for protest behavior (Opp 1989, 2009; Muller and Opp 
1986). While the idea that protest is a rational expression of “politics by other 
means” and should be considered as a political resource (Lipsky 1968) perme­
ates the study of social movements since at least the late 1960s, the rational 
choice approach has stressed certain specific factors relating to people’s per­
ceptions of reality for why they may favor participation in social movements 
and protest activities. Given the strong emphasis on costs/benefits ratios, the 
perceived effectiveness of the action – both individual and collective – plays 
a key role in this kind of explanation for why individuals might choose to 
participate (Opp 2009). As for Brady et al. (1995), the importance of the per­
ceived effectiveness of the action and, more generally, the role of agency are 
also central in more sociological theories of collective action (Gamson 1992a; 
Jasper 2004; Piven and Cloward 1979). Furthermore, reflecting one of the cen­
tral tenets of rational choice theory, different sorts of incentives take center 
stage in this approach (Hirsch 1990; Oliver 2013; Passy 2013). These, how­
ever, may not be limited to selective incentives strictly defined (Oliver 2013), 
as in pure rational choice accounts, but have been expanded to cover moral, 
social, solidarity, and other incentives (Passy 2013). We discuss this further in 
Chapter 7 on the motivations for participating in demonstrations. Moreover, it 
should be stressed that rational choice theorists – especially those who believe 
that macro–micro linkages are key to understanding human behavior  – do 
not entirely neglect the role of other aspects stressed by social psychological 
accounts such as grievances or that of contextual and more structural factors 
such as the opening of political opportunities and network membership (Opp  
2009).

In sum, while structural, social psychological, and rational choice accounts 
emphasize different types of explanatory factors, they all consider pre-existing 
network ties as an important predictor of participation in protest activities 
and more specifically demonstrations. Of course, this holds especially for the 
structural approach, but the other two approaches also recognize the central 
role of social embeddedness, recruitment and mobilization through organiza­
tional and other types of networks. In the next section we further discuss the 
role of mobilizing structures in demonstrations, which is the main focus of this 
chapter.

The Role of Mobilizing Structures 
in Street Demonstrations

Students of social movements and contentious politics have most often exam­
ined the role of mobilizing structures, social embeddedness, and pre-existing 
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network ties by means of survey data (Passy and Giugni 2001; Schussman and 
Soule 2005). As we mentioned in Chapter 1, these data have their advantages, 
but also a number of shortcomings, such as very low proportions of demon­
strators making disaggregated analysis challenging if not impossible, reliance 
on statements rather than actual observed behavior, a lack of content-specific 
focus or the means to differentiate between occasional and more regular pro­
testers, and generally the absence of questions directly relevant to the character­
istics of the demonstration and the activists’ perceptions and opinions relative 
to them. In this book we use protest survey data allowing us to overcome all 
the above issues and, in this chapter, focus on the role of mobilizing structures 
for protest activism. Furthermore, we examine how such a role varies across 
countries, issues, and types of demonstrators.

As we mentioned earlier, structural accounts of protest participation stress 
the role of pre-existing network ties, and more specifically the fact of being 
asked to participate, as key factors leading to recruitment in social movements 
and protest. In other words, social networks act as mobilization channels. 
Research both in the political participation and social movement traditions 
has typically stressed the role of organizational networks (see Campbell 2013 
for a review in political science and Diani 2004 for a sociological perspec­
tive). For example, Brady et al. (1995) stress the role of the workplace, organ­
izations, and churches as non-institutional political settings where civic skills 
can be acquired. This line of reasoning is also underwritten in the flourishing, 
yet often controversial, literature on social capital. Following Putnam (1993, 
2000), a number of researchers have tried to show how institutional and extra-
institutional participation emerge from individuals’ embeddedness in volun­
tary associations, both in general (Maloney and Rossteuscher 2007; Maloney 
and van Deth 2010; Maloney et  al. 2008) and more specifically for certain 
groups such as migrants (Eggert and Giugni 2010; Jacobs and Tillie 2004; 
Morales and Giugni 2011), Muslims (Giugni et al. 2014), or the unemployed 
(Giugni and Lorenzini 2017; Lorenzini and Giugni 2012). While a number of 
doubts have been raised on methodological grounds regarding the relationship 
found in many studies between associational involvement and political partici­
pation where reciprocal causation cannot be ruled out (Bekkers 2012), schol­
ars tend to agree that voluntary associations matter, whether via the generation 
of social and political trust, civic skills and other political resources, or group 
consciousness and identity, or more simply through organizations’ acting as 
agents of mobilization (Giugni and Grasso 2012).

More often than not, however, research on social movements and conten­
tious politics has underscored the impact of interpersonal networks (Lim 2008; 
McAdam 1986, 1988; McAdam and Paulsen 1993; Passy 2003; Snow et al. 
1980). Being connected to other people already involved in social movements 
is obviously key in this regard. Snow et al. (1980: 787), for example, found 
that “differential recruitment is strongly influenced by structural proximity, 
availability, and affective interaction with movement members.” Similarly, as 
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Gould (2003: 236) has argued, “[i]t is now commonplace to say that social 
connections to people who are already mobilized are what draw new peo­
ple into protest movements, religious movements, and identity movements.” 
In particular, as noted, scholars have repeatedly pointed to the fact that being 
asked by people one knows is a key determinant of participation (Meyer 2007; 
Schussman and Soule 2005).2 Here, the type of network ties as well as who 
is asking could play a big role (Lim 2008; McAdam and Paulsen 1993; Passy 
2003). Being asked by a strongly committed activist might have a greater effect 
than being recruited by someone more marginally involved (Passy and Giugni 
2001). Furthermore, the very strength of the relationship might matter as well. 
In this regard, however, Lim (2008: 961) maintains that, “contrary to the con­
ventional wisdom in the literature, there is little evidence that strong ties are 
more effective than weak ties in recruiting activists.” Below, in addition to the 
analysis of mobilization channels, we will examine whether demonstrators are 
more likely to have been asked to participate by a partner or family members 
rather than friends, acquaintances, and other potential recruiters.

Additionally, one should consider that recruitment to social movements 
may also occur through indirect or mediated channels. By that we mean that 
people might find out about a given movement, protest, or demonstration via 
the media rather than through organizational or interpersonal networks or 
by being asked by someone to participate. In other words, the media could 
also be an effective mobilization channel to get involved in demonstrations, in 
addition or concurrently to social networks. In this vein, though on a differ­
ent issue, McAdam et al. (2001) depict the process of scale shift – one of the 
three robust processes they identify in their influential book on the dynamics of 
contention – as following two distinct paths or mechanisms favoring the attri­
bution of similarity and, eventually, a shift in the scale of contentious politics: 
brokerage and diffusion. The former refers to direct contacts across locales, 
whereas the latter hints at the indirect role played by the media. In this context, 
online media should play a relevant role given their increasing importance for 
social movement activism and protest participation (Bennett and Segerberg 
2013; Earl and Kimport 2014; Gerbaudo 2012; Trottier and Fuchs 2015). The 
rise of a personalized digitally networked politics in which diverse individu­
als address common problems, as depicted by Bennett and Segerberg (2013), 
might be replacing a more traditional network environment made of direct 
contacts and ties.

In the analysis of our protest survey data below we address three main 
aspects relating to the mobilizing structures of demonstrators that we have 
discussed so far. First, we examine the passive and active membership of 
demonstrators in voluntary associations in order to capture their prior social 
embeddedness. Second, we assess the role of direct (networks) and indirect 
(media) channels of recruitment to demonstrations. Third, we focus on social 
networks and look at the importance of being asked by different people for 
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participation in demonstrations. Furthermore, we consider how all this may 
vary depending on the country where the demonstration takes place, whether 
the latter addresses primarily cultural or economic issues, and whether we are 
dealing with occasional demonstrators or activists.

The Social Embeddedness of Demonstrators

Chapter 2 depicted a differentiated picture of the involvement of Europeans 
in political and non-political organizations across countries. Furthermore, we 
saw that membership in parties is much lower than in other kinds of associa­
tions. How do participants in demonstrations score in this respect? Are they 
more deeply involved, as we might expect on the basis of theories that stress 
the role of associational involvement for political participation? Is member­
ship in political parties higher among demonstrators, as the idea of a mutual 
reinforcement between electoral and non-electoral participation would predict 
(Grasso 2016; Norris 2002; Schussman and Soule 2005)? Or is party member­
ship, on the contrary, even lower, as those who believe that the two forms of 
political behavior are substitutive would maintain (Inglehart 1990; Inglehart 
and Catterberg 2002; Norris 2002)? And how does all this vary across coun­
tries, issues, and types of demonstrators? Table 5.1 provides some answers to 
these questions and, more generally, shows the extent of the social embedded­
ness of demonstrators in terms of their pre-existing involvement in different 
sorts of organizations such as voluntary associations, trade unions, and par­
ties. In addition to the single categories, we have created two overall indexes: 
one which includes all types of organizations and one that excludes parties 
and unions. The table is made of three parts: one concerning passive member­
ship (financially supporting an organization), one about active membership 
(engaging with an organization and becoming involved in their activities), and 
another combining both forms. We also show how associational involvement 
varies across countries, demonstration issues, and demonstrator types.

The country distributions suggest that participants in demonstrations have 
strong associational involvement everywhere. More than half of the respondents –  
and up to three-quarters of them in Sweden – declared to be passive mem­
bers of some kind of organization in all seven countries, except in Italy. 
Similarly, active membership ranges from a low 55 percent in Spain to a high  
69 percent in Belgium and the UK. Moreover, if we consider both passive and 
active membership, the picture is clearly one of deep social embeddedness of 
demonstrators in all the countries, with no less than four out of five demon­
strators belonging to some kind of organization. The percentages are lower 
if we exclude parties as well as trade unions and professional associations – 
thus showing once more that institutional and extra-institutional participa­
tion do indeed reinforce each other rather than substitute, as we showed in  
Chapter 4 – but they remain fairly high across the board.
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The findings point to important variations across countries. Yet, the extent of 
such differences depends on whether we look at passive or active membership 
(or both) and whether we include or exclude parties, unions, and professional 
associations. The most marked differences are seen in passive membership and 
including all types of organizations. Here Swedish demonstrators clearly are 
the most embedded, followed at a distance by the Dutch and the Swiss, then 
by the British, by the Belgians and Spanish, and finally by the Italians, who 
are the least strongly embedded. If we look at active membership, however, 
the most deeply embedded are the Belgian and British demonstrators, while 
the least embedded are the Spaniards, with all other countries standing some­
where in between these two extremes. Overall – that is, considering both pas­
sive and active membership – Swedish demonstrators remain the most strongly 
embedded in associations, while Italian and Spanish ones are the least strongly 
involved. The other four countries lie somewhere in between at about the same 
level. Additionally, country differences are smaller here. Again, excluding par­
ties as well as unions and professional associations leads to lower percentages 
and, in some cases, to a different ranking of countries. In particular, when look­
ing at both passive and active membership combined, Swedish demonstrators 
remain the most strongly embedded, but the British and the Swiss ones are very 
close. Furthermore, while Italian and Spanish demonstrators remain on the 
lower end, they are joined by the Belgians.

The main difference when comparing the figures with or without parties, 
unions, and professional associations lies in the higher importance of these 
organizations in certain countries. While participants in demonstrations are 
strongly embedded in these intermediate organizations everywhere, party mem­
bership is especially important in Sweden and membership in trade unions and 
professional associations is remarkably high in Belgium (active membership 
in particular) and Sweden (passive membership in particular). This reflects the 
particular role that trade unions have in the Ghent system in the management 
of unemployment benefits in these two countries.

Thus, in line with accounts stressing the role of pre-existing network ties as 
mobilizing structures favoring participation in social movements and protest 
activities (Lim 2008; McAdam 1986, 1988; McAdam and Paulsen 1993; Passy 
2003; Snow et al. 1980), the image emerging from these figures is one of a 
strong embeddedness of demonstrators in different types of organizations: par­
ties, trade unions and professional associations, and various voluntary associ­
ations. At the same time, we also observe important cross-national differences, 
particularly when it comes to membership in parties as well as trade unions 
and professional associations, but also with regard to other organizations. 
Unfortunately, a direct comparison with the percentages shown in Chapter 2 
for the general population is limited as we do not have at our disposal the 
same indicators. In particular, we cannot compare the overall associational 
involvement between participants in demonstrations in our sample and the 
general population. We can, however, compare the figures concerning party 
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membership and those referring to union membership. With one exception – 
trade union membership in Sweden – the level of associational involvement in 
parties and trade unions is much higher among participants in demonstrations. 
Thus, the evidence confirms a strong connection between being involved in 
institutional and intermediate organizations, on the one hand, and participat­
ing in protest activities – in particular, street demonstrations – on the other: 
those who are members of such organizations are also more likely to attend 
demonstrations and vice versa. This undermines arguments claiming that pro­
test activism substitutes declining participation in parties and other institu­
tional means (Inglehart 1977, 1990) and that people are moving from “the 
politics of loyalties” to “the politics of choice” (Norris 2002). Evidence here 
suggests instead that loyalties support the choice to protest.

Does the relationship between associational involvement and participation 
in demonstrations depend on the issue as well as on the type of demonstra­
tors? The last four columns in Table  5.1 allow us to answer this question. 
The strong associational involvement applies both to participants in demon­
strations addressing cultural issues and to those attending demonstrations 
dealing with economic issues. No statistically significant difference can be 
observed when considering both passive and active membership and includ­
ing all types of organizations, nor when looking only at active membership.3 
Passive membership, however, is significantly stronger in the case of cultural 
issues, in particular due to the stronger embeddedness of demonstrators in 
new social movement organizations such as environmental, third world, global 
justice, peace, and human and civil rights organizations, but also charity and 
welfare organizations. Furthermore, demonstrations dealing with cultural 
issues display a stronger degree of associational involvement of demonstra­
tors once we exclude parties as well as unions and professional associations. 
This is due to the fact that participants in economic demonstrations are more 
strongly embedded in the latter type of organizations. It should be noted,  
however, that this occurs especially in the case of active membership, much less 
so for passive membership. In other words, participants in economic demon­
strations are deeply involved in trade unions and professional associations, 
but such involvement takes the form of active membership rather than simply 
financial support. Finally, we should note that party membership is similar 
across the two issues.

Moreover, the two types of demonstrators are characterized by a different 
degree of social embeddedness, both if we include or exclude parties as well as 
unions and professional associations, but especially so in the former case. This 
different social embeddedness, however, is entirely due to active membership, 
while passive membership displays no statistically significant differences. As 
we can see in the middle part of the table, activists are much more strongly 
involved in political parties, but also in trade unions and professional asso­
ciations, as compared to occasional demonstrators. This also applies to other 
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types of organizations, but the extent of the difference between the two groups 
is particularly large in the case of the more institutional and intermediate 
organizations. As such, this deeper social embeddedness could be stimulating 
their heightened participation since they would have more opportunities to be 
asked to protest or find out about other protest events through their network 
ties and so forth.4

Direct and Indirect Channels of 
Recruitment to Demonstrations

Structural accounts of participation in social movements and protest activities 
put the question of recruitment at center stage. Pre-existing networks, after all, 
tell us nothing about the ways in which people are recruited to social move­
ments and contentious politics. To examine this, beyond the social embedded­
ness of demonstrators as seen in their organizational membership, one needs 
to look more closely at the channels of mobilization. Through which channels 
are people mobilized to protest and more specifically to participate in street 
demonstrations? Are direct (interpersonal and organizational networks) and 
indirect (media) channels equally important? What about online social net­
works, which are becoming increasingly important in the contemporary world? 
What is the role of different social circles and types of interpersonal ties for 
recruitment, for example strong familial ties and weak workplace ones? And 
how does all this vary across countries, issues, and types of demonstrators?

Here we consider both direct and indirect channels of mobilization. More 
precisely, we distinguish between four main channels of mobilization: the 
media (radio or television; print and online newspapers; alternative online 
media; advertisements, flyers, and/or posters), interpersonal networks (partner 
and/or family; friends and/or acquaintances; people at school or workplace; 
members of an organization or association), organizational networks (an 
organization’s magazine, meeting, website, mailing list, etc.), and online social 
networks (Facebook, Twitter, etc.). Table 5.2 shows the percentages of demon­
strators who said they found out about the demonstration which they attended 
through one or more of these channels and which channel they deemed as 
most important, broken down by country, issue of demonstration, and type of 
demonstrators.

The importance of the various mobilization channels varies considerably 
across the seven countries, both in general and when focusing on the most 
important one. In all the countries, direct channels – including online social 
networks – seem more important than indirect ones, as seen in the lower per­
centages for the media as most important channel as compared to the other 
channels. Spain is a partial exception, insofar as demonstrators in this coun­
try have relied on the media – both traditional and alternative ones – more 
often than in all other countries. In this regard, Anduiza et  al. (2014) have 
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120	 ﻿﻿﻿Were They Pushed or Did They Jump?

shown the importance of online social networks in the mobilization of the 
Indignados movement. Among the direct channels, interpersonal networks are 
by and large the most important ones, hence confirming structural accounts of 
recruitment to social movements. Interpersonal ties are particularly important 
in Italy, much less in the other countries and especially so in Spain (in terms 
of most important channel). In contrast, Italian demonstrators rely on organi­
zational networks to a much lower extent than their counterparts in the other 
countries. It should be noted, however, that, among the interpersonal networks, 
being members of an organization or association is the most important chan­
nel, followed by friends and acquaintances. Finally, online social networks are 
more important in the UK and Sweden, whereas they matter much less in the 
Netherlands and Switzerland.

Thus, while showing certain commonalities, the mobilizing structures 
underpinning participation in demonstrations are also context-dependent. 
Differences in the position, credibility, and legitimacy of the media in dif­
ferent countries, in the importance of interpersonal relations, in the role of 
the organized civil society, and in the place of online social networks provide 
varying channels for the mobilization of people in demonstrations. Do such 
mobilization channels vary according to the issue of demonstrations and to 
the type of demonstrators? Concerning the demonstration issue, we observe a 
slightly more important role of the media as well as of interpersonal networks 
in demonstrations on economic issues, while online social networks play a 
greater role in demonstrations on cultural issues – and no significant difference 
exists for organizational networks. Larger differences, however, exist in the 
more specific categories. For example, traditional media such as radio, tele­
vision, and newspapers are more frequent mobilization channels in economic 
demonstrations. Also, the specific interpersonal networks play a different role 
across demonstration issues: friends and acquaintances are more important in 
demonstrations on cultural issues, whereas people at school or workplace and 
members of organizations or associations are more important in demonstra­
tions on economic issues. Fellow union members might play a key role in this 
respect.

As regards the type of demonstrators, we observe smaller differences than 
expected when we look at the four main channels. The three network varia­
bles (interpersonal networks, organizational networks, and online social net­
works) all display statistically significant differences, whereas the difference 
concerning the media variable is not significant. Interpersonal, organizational, 
and online social networks seem to play a greater role among activists in gen­
eral (upper part of the table), but not so much when we consider the most 
important channel (lower part of the table). The media, however, is more often 
mentioned as the most important channel by occasional demonstrators than 
by activists suggesting that the media is a particularly popular channel for 
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recruiting the former type of participants. Yet, the most important differences 
are seen in some of the specific categories. Two aspects are particularly rele­
vant in this regard. First, radio and television are more important mobilization 
channels among occasional demonstrators, again suggesting these are useful for 
recruiting this type of participant. Second, members of organizations are by far 
more important for activists, which in turn suggests that individuals who attend 
more than one demonstration do so because they are involved in organizations 
supporting different types of social causes and this sustains their repeated par­
ticipation. Thus, occasional demonstrators and activists seem to rely on partly 
different mobilizing channels: the former rely more often on the (traditional) 
media, while the latter are more often recruited to demonstrations through 
organizations, most notably through members of organizations or associations.

Given the key role assigned to them by students of social movements and 
scholars in the political participation research tradition alike, a closer look at 
interpersonal networks is in order. Table 5.3 details the specific interpersonal 
networks that brought the protesters to the streets, once again breaking down 
the data according to country, demonstration issue, and demonstrator type. 
While the previous table referred to the channels through which demonstrators 
got to know about the demonstration they attended (information), this one 
looks at the people who specifically asked the respondents to participate in that 
demonstration (recruitment).

Looking at the upper part of the table, we can see that the recruiting role of 
the various relational circles varies across countries, albeit in a somewhat ran­
dom fashion. A large share of the demonstrators has been asked to participate 
by someone. In some of the countries, however, the proportion of those who 
have been asked by no one is higher. This is most notably the case in Spain. 
Again, this might have something to do with the importance of the Indignados 
movement and the role of online social networks as mobilizing channels for 
this movement and its organizations with a low degree of formal member­
ship (Anduiza et al. 2014). Among those who have been asked by someone, 
friends as well as co-members of an organization of which respondents are 
members are the most frequent recruiters. Of course, fellow members of an 
organization could also be friends and, as such, the two categories might over­
lap to some extent, particularly among activists. The extent of their role, how­
ever, varies across the seven countries. Friends are particularly important in 
Italy and Sweden, while they play a smaller role especially in Belgium and 
Spain. Co-members are more important in Belgium, much less so in Spain and 
Switzerland. Additionally, we also notice the particularly large share of col­
leagues or fellow students as recruiters in the Netherlands, as compared to all 
other countries. This suggests that in some countries organizations play a much 
more predominant role for recruitment than in other countries, where partici­
pation is more likely to be stimulated by other types of interpersonal ties or 
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neither, suggesting that there were no direct interpersonal recruitment attempts 
linked to the participation.

Interpersonal recruitment also depends on the issue of demonstrations, in 
terms of which specific relational circle is more important. Partner or family 
as well as friends are more important recruiters among participants in demon­
strations addressing cultural issues. Colleagues or fellow students as well as 
co-members of organizations of which respondents are members play a greater 
role for participants attending demonstrations dealing with economic issues. 
This reflects the higher share attending demonstrations on economic issues 
who have been recruited by members of an organization or association.

Differences across types of demonstrators are not very large. The share of 
demonstrators who have been asked by no one is more or less the same across 
the two groups, just a little higher among occasional demonstrators. The larg­
est difference is the one concerning co-members of organizations of which 
respondents are members, who are more frequent among activists, attesting to 
the greater role played by organizational networks among the latter we have 
already seen earlier. The other differences are quite negligible, except perhaps 
for the larger proportion among the occasional demonstrators who said they 
were asked by colleagues or fellow students.

The lower part of the table reverses the question, looking at whom the 
respondents asked to participate in the demonstration, hence providing a 
different measure of recruitment. In this regard, in an interesting and rare 
attempt to turn the recruiter–recruited relationship upside down, based on 
a smaller sample of the very same protest survey data we are using here, 
Walgrave and Wouters (2014) have studied which prospective participants 
in demonstrations are most likely to ask others to participate and whom 
they ask. They find that activists who are committed to the demonstration’s 
cause and who are part of participation-friendly networks are the most 
active recruiters, that participants tend to recruit people similar to those 
who have recruited them, and that participants recruited via strong ties are 
less active recruiters themselves.

One interesting aspect here is that the proportion of demonstrators who 
asked no one to participate is smaller than that of demonstrators who have 
been asked to participate. To put it differently, a larger amount of demonstra­
tors have asked someone to participate than the number of those who have 
been asked to do so. This suggests that participants in demonstrations act more 
as recruiters than as recruitees. Again, this varies across countries, demonstra­
tion issues, and demonstrator types. Let us simply stress three points, one for 
each criterion. First, Spanish demonstrators are less active recruiters than their 
counterparts in the other countries. Second, demonstrations about cultural 
issues include a lower number of recruiters than demonstrations on economic 
issues, especially when it comes to colleagues or fellow students, while they 
recruit in particular more partners or family members as well as friends. Third, 
activists are more often recruiters than occasional demonstrators, especially 
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when it comes to friends, acquaintances, and co-members of organizations of 
which they are members.

Going to Demonstrate: Were They 
Pushed or Did They Jump?

Up to this point, we have examined how protesters’ mobilizing structures and 
mobilizing channels vary according to national context, issue of the demon­
stration, and type of demonstrators. Similar to what we did in the previous 
two chapters and will do in the next two, in this last part we follow a more  
explanatory approach aiming at examining the relationship between asso­
ciational involvement, the mobilization channels  – including being asked to 
participate – and their commitment to take to the streets in the name of a cause. 
To do so, we run a number of logistic regression models. Inspired by Soule and  
Schussman’s (2005) approach, we proceed in two steps. In the first step we 
look at various covariants of the four mobilization channels discussed earlier, 
plus the “asked-by” question. The second step looks at the effect of various 
variables on the commitment of demonstrators – that is, their determination 
to demonstrate – aiming to answer our initial question, namely “Were they 
pushed or did they jump?”

The results of the first step are reported in Table 5.4, which shows five sep­
arate logistic regression models predicting the adoption by demonstrators of 
one of the four mobilization channels – media, online social networks, organi­
zational networks, interpersonal networks – as well as the fact of having been 
asked by someone to participate. As in previous chapters, the table presents 
results as odds ratios.

We observe a significant effect of the issue of demonstration in two of the 
five models: the one concerning online social networks and the one referring 
to interpersonal networks. However, while participants in demonstrations 
addressing economic issues are more likely to have been recruited through 
Facebook, Twitter, or other online social networks, they are also more likely 
to have been recruited through interpersonal networks. In contrast, the other 
mobilization channels as well as the fact of having been asked to participate do 
not seem to depend on the demonstration issue.

Our main focus, however, is on the individual-level characteristics of dem­
onstrators, in particular on the distinction between occasional demonstrators 
and activists. The role of this distinction for mobilization channels is clear 
from this analysis, as this variable is statistically significant in all five models. 
Reflecting and largely confirming the descriptive analysis above, the main dif­
ference is found with regard to the media channel. Activists are significantly less 
likely than occasional demonstrators to have been recruited through the media, 
while they are more likely to have been recruited through the other mobiliza­
tions channels and to have been asked to participate. Their deeper embedding 
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in mobilizing structures favors the recruitment of activists through different 
kinds of pre-existing networks, including online social networks. In contrast, 
the weaker social embeddedness of occasional demonstrators makes the media 
more important for them to get to know about a given demonstration.

Such a differential impact of direct (networks) versus indirect (media) 
mobilization channels is independent from the associational involvement of 
respondents. At the same time, of course, recruitment through social networks 
depends on the degree of organizational membership: the more an individual 
is embedded in preexisting networks, the more likely he or she is to have got­
ten to know about the demonstration in this way. This applies more specifi­
cally to active membership: those demonstrators who are active members of 
organizations are more likely to have been recruited through organizational or 
interpersonal networks – and to have been asked to participate – than through 
the media.

Other individual-level variables show statistically significant effects. Gender 
matters only for the traditional mobilizing structures: men are more likely than 
women to have been recruited through organizational networks, but less likely 
when it comes to interpersonal networks. They are also less likely to be asked 
to participate. Generation plays a role for all channels except the media. The 
youngest demonstrators are more likely than older ones to have been recruited 
through online social networks, but also through interpersonal networks as 
well as to have been asked to participate, whereas organizational networks 
seem to play a greater role for the older generations.

Education, in contrast, matters above all in the case of the media channel 
and online social networks: more educated demonstrators have higher odds 
of having been recruited through these channels. Occupation displays sta­
tistically significant effects in the case of media, online social networks, and 
interpersonal networks: students, in particular, are more likely than working-
class demonstrators to have been recruited through these channels. Finally, 
we also observe a number of significant effects of the attitudinal variables we 
included in the models: political interest is positively associated with recruit­
ment through media and online social networks and organizational networks, 
and negatively associated with recruitment through interpersonal networks 
and being asked to participate; political efficacy has an impact  – a positive 
one – only on recruitment through organizational networks; leftist demonstra­
tors are more likely to have been recruited through organizational networks 
and less likely to have been recruited through online social networks; liber­
tarian demonstrators are more likely to have been recruited through both the 
media and online social networks.

Table  5.5 shows the results of the second step of our analysis. The goal 
here is twofold. On the one hand, we aim to ascertain the impact of mobiliz­
ing structures on participants in demonstrations. On the other hand, we wish 
to answer the question of whether participation in demonstrations is more a 

Going to Demonstrate	 127
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matter of recruitment (Were they pushed?) as the structural approach would 
maintain, individual will (Did they jump?), as psychological and rational choice 
accounts would have it, or perhaps both. Others before us have embarked on a 
similar endeavor. Let us mention three examples. Schussman and Soule (2005) 
have tested three main explanations of individual protest participation: bio­
graphical availability, political engagement, and structural availability. Passy 
and Giugni (2001), for their part, have examined the role of social networks 
and individual perceptions for differential participation in social movements. 
In a similar effort to inquire into the determinants of differential participation 
in demonstrations using the very same data we analyze in this book, Saunders 
et al. (2012) tested three models drawn from the extant literature: a structural 
model referring to biographic and structural availability; an agential model 
referring to political and psychological engagement; and a combined model 
combining structural and agential factors. Here we also look at the relative 
weight of “push” and “pull” factors, but on the commitment of demonstrators 
rather than the simple fact of participating (which we cannot do given the 
nature of our data) or differential participation. To do so, we run six sepa­
rate models following a stepwise approach. Model 1 is without any mobili­
zation channel variable. The subsequent models add, respectively, one of the 
four mobilization channels: Model 2 for the media, Model 3 for online social 
networks, Model 4 for organizational networks, and Model 5 for interpersonal 
networks. The final model adds the “asked-by” variable. Each model has all the 
variables included in the previous analysis. The table presents results as odds  
ratios.

Let us take the various predictors in the same order as before. Since the 
effects hardly vary across models, we can focus on Model 6, which includes 
all the variables. The two measures of associational involvement yield a clear-
cut result across all the models: active organizational membership is associ­
ated with a stronger motivation to participate in demonstrations, while passive 
membership does not seem to matter. This is in line with structural accounts 
of participation in social movements and protest activities which have stressed 
the role of pre-existing networks (Lim 2008; McAdam 1986, 1988; McAdam 
and Paulsen 1993; Passy 2003; Snow et al. 1980). At the same time, it suggests 
that, at least for commitment, what really matters is to be actively involved in 
voluntary associations, not simply contributing to them financially. This sug­
gests that “checkbook activism” based on contributing financially to a cause 
rather than actively engaging in it (Jordan and Maloney 1997) is not what 
characterizes deeply committed activists.

As for the other individual characteristics, both the sociodemographic 
and the attitudinal variables are significantly associated with commitment. 
Concerning sociodemographics, men are less strongly committed than women, 
the younger generations are less committed than the baby-boomer generation 
and also than the post-World War II generation, more educated demonstrators 
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are less committed than those who only attained secondary school education or 
lower, and all the occupational statuses are less committed than those belong­
ing to the working class. In brief, a not-so-young, not-so-educated working 
class woman will tend to be more committed to participate in demonstrations 
than a young, well-educated man belonging to other social strata. Concerning 
political attitudes, political interest and political efficacy are linked to stronger 
commitment just as leftist and libertarian values are. In brief, politically inter­
ested left-libertarians who have a strong feeling of political efficacy are more 
committed to participate in demonstrations.

How does commitment relate to the mobilization channels and to being 
asked to participate? The table includes the four mobilization channels as 
well as the “asked-by” variable, allowing us to answer this question. When 
considering all these factors together in Model 6, three of these variables dis­
play statistically significant effects: organizational networks, interpersonal 
networks, and being asked. The effect of the former two variables is positive, 
while that of the latter is negative. Thus, net of their social characteristics 
as well as their political attitudes and values, demonstrators who have been 
recruited through organizational or interpersonal networks are more likely to 
be strongly committed. Social networks seem to act as a powerful “pull” fac­
tor motivating people to participate in street demonstrations. This may be due 
to some kind of “persuasion” effect, whereby conversations about the issues 
of the demonstrations with potential recruiters make prospective participants 
more strongly committed. Being asked, however, is negatively associated with 
commitment, suggesting that those demonstrators who have been asked by 
someone to participate are less committed than those who said they were 
asked by no one. If an individual is less committed, he or she is also more 
likely to have been asked by someone to participate. In other words, if you are 
strongly committed, you “push” yourself into protest and do not need to be 
asked. In contrast, if you are not particularly committed, you need somebody 
to “pull” you into protest.

The complex relationship between interpersonal channels, being asked, and 
motivation can be seen by comparing Models 5 and 6. Here we can see that 
the effect of interpersonal networks changes once we include the “asked-by” 
variable in the model. The negative effect observed in Model 5 becomes pos­
itive in Model 6. This is since being asked overlaps with recruitment through 
interpersonal networks as one is usually asked to participate by people belong­
ing to one of the various relational circles. Additionally, adding the “asked-by” 
variable in Model 6 makes the significant and positive effect of online social 
networks in Model 5 disappear, suggesting that the effect on commitment of 
online social networks is captured by the fact of being asked to participate. 
In other words, online social networks make people more committed by the 
fact that one is asked to participate through such a channel and their direct 
appeals at involvement. Finally, the media channel does not seem to play any 
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role whatsoever, net of the other effects, for commitment as it is not significant 
in any of the models.

In sum, with regard to our initial question – “Were they pushed or did they 
jump?” – we may conclude that both “push” and “pull” factors play a role, 
lending support to both structural accounts as well as to psychological and 
rational choice explanations. Our analysis shows that the commitment of dem­
onstrators depends on certain sociodemographic characteristics such as their 
gender, age, education, and occupation, but that they are also committed to 
participate by certain attitudinal traits such as their degree of political interest  
and efficacy as well as their political values, and by the fact that they are 
embedded in pre-existing networks as well as by the recruiting action of vari­
ous mobilizing channels, in particular the direct channels provided by organ­
izational and interpersonal networks. At the same time, when we include the 
mobilization channel variables in the models, the effects of the other variables 
hardly change, with the partial exception of political interest and active organ­
izational membership. This means that the impact of individual characteristics 
on commitment – including associational involvement – is not mediated by the 
mobilization channels and the recruitment activity of various kinds of social 
networks, but is an independent effect.

Conclusion

Students of social movements have often stressed the role of preexisting net­
works and ties as well as that of social embeddedness for protest participation 
(Lim 2008; McAdam 1986, 1988; McAdam and Paulsen 1993; Passy 2003; 
Snow et  al. 1980). Similarly, scholars in the political participation research 
tradition have emphasized the role of organizations as key locales for socializ­
ing people into politics in general and protest politics more specifically (Brady 
et  al. 1995; Verba et  al. 1995). At the same time, both scholarly traditions 
have also pointed to the impact of individual characteristics, attitudes, and 
perceptions on the propensity of people to take part in protest activities. 
This has led to the rise of two opposing views of recruitment to social move­
ments: a view maintaining that demonstrators are brought to them by other 
actors (Were they pushed?) and a view assuming that demonstrators make an 
independent choice based on their specific characteristics (Did they jump?). 
Structural accounts highlight the role of social networks and mobilization 
channels, whereas psychological as well as rational choice explanations stress 
the importance of ideology, identity, feelings of efficacy, and other individual-
level factors.

Our analysis yielded two important findings for the understanding of the 
role of mobilizing structures for participants in demonstrations. First, dem­
onstrators are strongly embedded in different sorts of organizations: politi­
cal parties, trade unions, and professional organizations, as well as various 
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voluntary associations, both as passive and as active members. Second, certain 
types of demonstrators are more socially embedded than others. More gen­
erally, our analysis shows a variegated picture of the mobilizing structures of 
demonstrators. Mobilizing structures vary across countries, the social versus 
economic issue of the demonstrations, and most importantly across types of 
demonstrators. With regard to the latter aspect, we have in particular shown 
the stronger involvement in parties and unions of those who demonstrate more 
often. Yet, occasional demonstrators are also well embedded in organizations, 
showing the intimate linkages between contentious politics, on the one hand, 
and institutional and interest-group politics, on the other.

Concerning the mobilization channels, we have shown the differential 
impact of various channels, both direct and indirect. More specifically, dem­
onstrators vary in the extent to which they have been recruited through the 
media, online social networks, organizational networks, or interpersonal net­
works, and among the latter in the extent to which they have been asked by 
someone to participate. Again, important variations can be observed across 
countries, demonstration issues, and demonstrator types. The analysis has 
shown above all the importance of the more traditional organizational and 
interpersonal (direct) ties, as compared to (indirect) media channels or online 
social networks, especially so for the most active participants. It has also 
shown that, for the latter, being asked by co-members of an organization of 
which they are members is an important channel of recruitment to demon­
strations, more so than for occasional demonstrators who rely more on the 
media. Finally, we have inquired into the complex relationship between mobi­
lizing structures and commitment. In this regard, our analysis lends support 
both to the structural account as well as to psychological and rational choice 
explanations of participation in social movements and protest activities. While 
this chapter has taken the structural vantage point, the next chapter puts psy­
chological engagement at center stage, focusing on the role of cognitive and 
affective predispositions.

Notes

	1.	 While most of these factors – above all, grievances, efficacy, and identity – have 
traditionally been put forward in social psychological accounts of collective action, 
recent works have paid increasing attention to the role of emotions (see Jasper 2011 
for a review).

	2.	 See Zuckerman et al. (1994) for an example of the impact of social and political 
networks on electoral behavior.

	3.	 The difference between the two groups in the overall measure just fails to be statis­
tically significant at the 5 percent level.

	4.	 The different degree of social embeddedness of occasional demonstrators and activ­
ists can also be seen in the active participation in organizations in the 12 months 
prior to the interview. While there is no difference among those who are members 
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of one single organization, the share of occasional demonstrators who are involved 
in no organization is double the share among activists. In contrast, the latter are 
much more often involved than the former in two or three or even more than three 
organizations. As we have seen, this applies to various types of organizations, but 
especially so for parties as well as unions and professional associations, suggesting 
a strong link between involvement in institutional and intermediate organizations, 
on the one hand, and participation in demonstrations, on the other.
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This chapter examines the role of cognition and affect among demonstrators. 
We start from a discussion of the demonstrators’ political attitudes. We focus in 
particular on four key attitudes that are linked to protest participation: politi-
cal interest, satisfaction with how democracy works (system support), political 
trust (support to specific political actors and institutions), and political efficacy. 
Additionally, we consider the feelings of perceived effectiveness of demonstra-
tions. We examine in particular the extent to which demonstrators are inter-
ested in politics, satisfied with democracy, trust the political institutions, and 
feel that they can change things through their engagement. We also look at 
how political interest, satisfaction, trust, and efficacy vary across countries, 
depending on whether demonstrations address cultural or economic issues, 
and also between occasional demonstrators and activists, aiming to assess the 
degree of disaffection of demonstrators from institutional politics – if any – 
and how this varies across countries, demonstration issues, and demonstrator 
types. Low levels of political interest, satisfaction, trust, and efficacy all con-
tribute to people’s disaffection from politics and to political alienation. Our 
analysis of ESS data in Chapter 2 has yielded the picture of fairly politically 
alienated European citizens, albeit with strong cross-national variations, with 
Italy and Spain standing out in particular in this respect. Here we examine to 
what extent this also applies to participants in demonstrations compared to the 
general population and whether the former exhibit distinct patterns in terms 
of their political attitudes. Furthermore, we examine the relationship between 
political attitudes of demonstrators and their emotions. We focus in particu-
lar on four primary emotions  – anger, worry, fear, and frustration  – which 
may be expected to combine with political attitudes and to influence in dif-
ferent ways individuals’ commitment to take to the streets in the name of a 
cause. Confronting political attitudes and emotions, we assess two accounts 
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Cognition and Affect among Demonstrators
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of commitment among demonstrators – a cognitive account based on politi-
cal attitudes and an affective account stressing the role of emotions – and we 
examine how these two types of factors combine to explain commitment.

Political Attitudes and Participation

Political attitudes have traditionally played a key role in explanations of politi-
cal participation. This holds, for sure, for theories of voting. Two of the prevail-
ing theories – the Columbia and the Michigan models – assign an important role 
to attitudes. In the Columbia school (Lazarsfeld et al. 1948) they were called 
predispositions – as captured notably in the Index of Political Predisposition, 
meant to measure the sociological variables predicting voting  – which fun-
damentally referred to the individuals’ social characteristics influencing their 
attitudinal stance towards politics. While this theory of voting gave priority 
to structural aspects such as social position in terms of socioeconomic status, 
religious affiliation, and place of residence, political predispositions are key to 
understanding vote choice in this perspective. However, it was the Michigan 
school (Campbell et al. 1960) that gave political attitudes a central place in 
explanations of vote choice. As is well known, the explanation of vote choice 
in this perspective revolves around the concept of party identification as well 
as the group memberships and the primary socialization process favoring it. 
Party identification or attachment can be seen as a special kind of political 
attitude, namely towards a party. In turn, it is seen as influencing other political 
attitudes, namely attitudes to candidates, policies, and group benefits (Harrop 
and Miller 1987).

Political attitudes also play a key role in the so-called political culture par-
adigm, originating in Almond and Verba’s (1963) seminal study (see Fuchs 
2007 for a review). Indeed, “[P]olitical culture research is characterized by an 
enormous diversity of studies on political attitudes” (Fuchs 2007: 162). In this 
approach, the macro-level aggregation of micro-level citizens’ attitudes, inter-
nalized through socialization processes, forms the political culture of a country. 
In turn, a political culture which is congruent with the regime structure is seen 
as crucial for the persistence of a democratic regime.

Closer to our subject matter, political attitudes and predispositions are also 
central in much of the work on political participation, which focuses on why 
people engage in certain political activities and forms of participation. While 
emphasizing the role of resources and in particular civic skills – that is, commu-
nications and organizational skills that facilitate effective participation – the 
so-called civic voluntarism model (Brady et al. 1995; Verba et al. 1995), for 
example, gives ample space to the role of psychological engagement as favoring 
people taking part in politics. This refers more specifically to interest in poli-
tics, concern with public issues, feeling of political efficacy, and consciousness 
of being part of a group with shared political interests (Brady et al. 1995), in 
brief, political attitudes.
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Most importantly for our present purpose, political attitudes are key for 
theories of participation in social movements and protest activities. This rele-
vance of political attitudes for protest participation has both theoretical and 
empirical roots. Theoretically, scholarship has long stressed the impact of psy-
chological engagement with politics on protest participation (Gamson 1968; 
Klandermans 1997; Piven and Cloward 1979; Schussman and Soule 2005). 
As we shall discuss in more detail below, such a psychological engagement 
often refers to attitudes such as political interest, trust, efficacy, and so forth. 
Empirically, much research on the determinants of protest participation is based 
on survey data, whether existing general surveys (Grasso 2016; Quaranta 2015, 
2016; Schussman and Soule 2005) or tailor-made surveys (Barnes and Kaase 
1979), including protest surveys (della Porta 2009; della Porta et  al. 2006; 
Fillieule et al. 2004; Giugni and Grasso 2015; Walgrave and Rucht 2010), or a 
combination of both (Norris et al. 2005; Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001). Now, 
a great deal of the information that can be grasped by surveying people refers 
to their attitudes and predispositions towards specific objects such as political 
actors, institutions, regimes, and politics more generally.

Four Core Political Attitudes

Which political attitudes matter most when it comes to explaining political 
participation and protest participation more specifically? The extant liter-
ature points to a variety of attitudes that play an important role. Here we 
focus on four of them: political interest, satisfaction with how democracy 
works, political trust, and political efficacy. Taken together, they refer to peo-
ple’s predispositions towards specific political objects as well as towards pol-
itics more generally. Most importantly, they can be used as indicators of what 
many have depicted as an increasing alienation and detachment of citizens 
from politics (Dalton and Wattenberg 2002; Grasso 2016; Hay 2007; Mair 
2006). We already addressed this matter in Chapter 2 by looking at ESS data 
for the general population, when we assessed the extent to which European 
citizens have become uninterested in politics, dissatisfied with democracy, 
distrusting of political institutions, and powerless. In this chapter we examine 
how people taking part in demonstrations score on these four core political 
attitudes.

Political interest is the most obvious correlate of political participation, 
including protest participation. It is a standard measure of psychological 
engagement. The prediction here is straightforward: the more an individual is 
interested in politics, the more likely he or she is to participate. This applies to 
all forms of participation, whether institutional or non-institutional. Yet, polit-
ical interest is so close to activity itself, perhaps because it develops, at least in 
part, along with political activity, that it becomes a somewhat trivial predictor 
of participation (Brady et al. 1995).1 Other political attitudes are more telling 
in this respect.
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Satisfaction with how democracy works in one’s country is, as we men-
tioned earlier, a core aspect in the work by Almond and Verba (1963) and in 
the political culture paradigm more generally. Satisfaction, in this perspective, 
indicates support for a democratic regime, which is a pre-requisite for its per-
sistence. This is also an aspect that plays an important role in Putnam’s (1993) 
take on the civic culture debate, although here the focus is no longer the persis-
tence of democracies, but rather their functioning as well as the responsiveness 
and effectiveness of institutions and governments. When it comes to political 
participation, the impact of this specific attitude is more ambivalent. On the 
one hand, research shows that there is a positive correlation between satisfac-
tion with democracy and electoral turnout at the aggregate level: countries in 
which citizens express higher levels of satisfaction with democracy also tend 
to display higher levels of voter turnout in national elections (Franklin 2004; 
Hobolt 2012; Norris 2002; see Ezrow and Xezonakis 2016 for a different 
view). Translated at the individual level, this would support the idea that peo-
ple who are satisfied with how democracy works in their country are also 
more likely to vote. On the other hand, however, research has also shown a 
negative correlation between satisfaction with democracy and turnout: over-
time increases in citizens’ satisfaction with democracy are associated with sig-
nificant decreases in voter turnout in national elections (Ezrow and Xezonakis 
2016). Furthermore, dissatisfaction with the current state of affairs – including 
dissatisfaction with how democracy works – can be considered as a specific 
grievance pushing people to engage in protest activities (Thomassen 1989), 
along with moral indignation, suddenly imposed grievances, feeling of relative 
deprivation, feeling of injustice, the experience of illegitimate inequality, and so 
forth (van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013). As such, dissatisfaction with 
how democracy works may reflect disapproval of the way the government is 
dealing with certain issues and capture a broader underlying dimension relat-
ing to the delegitimation of authorities on the part of citizens. As students of 
social movements have maintained, the lower the legitimacy granted by citi-
zens to authorities, the greater the chances that mobilization arises (McAdam 
1999; Melucci 1989; Piven and Cloward 1979).

Citizens’ approval or disapproval of the government and the degree of legit-
imacy they grant to the powerholders are also expressed in their level of trust 
towards the political institutions. There is a long-standing research tradition 
that sees political trust as fundamental for granting legitimacy to the political 
institutions and system (Almond and Verba 1963; Schumpeter 1942) as well 
as for the process of democratization (Tilly 2007). Trust also plays a central 
role in social capital theory and related research (see Stolle 2007 for a review). 
Inspired by Putnam’s (1993, 2000) work, which links the generation of social 
capital to the richness and density of associational life, research has shown the 
importance of political trust for participation (Hooghe and Marien 2013). In 
this perspective, higher levels of trust, stemming from a better integration of 
people in social networks, lead to higher levels of political participation. When 
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it comes to protest, however, mistrust rather than trust may spur participation 
(Gamson 1968). Lower levels of political trust, especially when directed at gov-
ernments and parliaments, might indicate a critical stance towards the latter, 
therefore leading to a stronger engagement in non-conventional forms of par-
ticipation (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999). The relationship between political trust 
and political participation is assessed in two different ways, with some arguing 
that trust is a prerequisite for any form of participation occurring and others 
considering distrust as leading to participation in non-institutionalized forms 
of participation (Hooghe and Marien 2013).

Students of social movements have also stressed the role of political efficacy. 
This is a key concept in political science (Campbell et al. 1954), used in the 
study of both electoral and non-electoral behavior, which is seen as impor-
tant  – along with political interest  – for motivating people to take part in 
politics (Almond and Verba 1963; Barnes and Kaase 1979; Kaase and Marsh 
1979; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978). In this regard, political scientists 
usually distinguish between two types of political efficacy: internal efficacy 
refers to the belief that one can understand politics and therefore participate 
in it; external efficacy to the belief that the government will respond to one’s 
demands (Balch 1974). In other words, the former contains a political effec-
tiveness component, whereas the latter contains a system responsiveness com-
ponent (Craig and Maggiotto 1982). A lack of external efficacy is sometimes 
also referred to as political cynicism (Agger et al. 1961), although the latter 
is a more complex concept that has different dimensions – including trust – 
and can be considered in relation to various objects (de Vreese 2008). Most 
importantly, a lack of both internal and external efficacy is seen as a sign of 
poor motivation and psychological engagement with politics and therefore as 
preventing political participation, including in protest activities.

The perception that protest can matter is seen by different strands of the 
social movement literature as instrumental for mobilization to arise. For exam-
ple, Kriesi et al. (1995) include the (perceived) chances of success – something 
very close to internal efficacy – among that which they call “concrete oppor-
tunities,” along with the pair reform/threat, facilitation, and repression. These 
are seen as motivational derivatives of the political opportunity structure that 
either encourage or discourage people to engage in collective action. Similarly, 
political efficacy is an important factor pushing people to take part in pro-
test according to rational choice accounts (Marwell and Oliver 1993; Opp 
1989, 2009, 2013) and is also emphasized in the social psychological research 
tradition (Gamson 1992a, 1992b; Gamson et  al. 1982; Klandermans 1997; 
van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013; van Zomeren and Iyer 2009; van 
Zomeren et al. 2008, 2012).

Students of social movements often distinguish between individual and col-
lective efficacy or effectiveness (Opp 2013). While this distinction partly over-
laps with the one between internal and external efficacy, it refers to another 
important dimension and can be seen as further distinguishing between two 
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forms of internal efficacy: one referring to the feeling that one’s own con-
tribution is important and another stressing the role of organized citizens 
more generally. Social psychologists tend to stress collective or group efficacy 
(Klandermans 2013; van Zomeren et al. 2004, 2010, 2013), but studies sug-
gest that individual effectiveness might be equally, if not more, important than 
collective effectiveness and that the latter interacts with objective availabil-
ity to predict differential participation in social movements (Passy and Giugni 
2001).2 In the analysis below, in addition to internal and external efficacy, we 
also look at the extent to which participants in demonstrations feel both the 
individual and collective effectiveness of their actions, including the feeling that 
the demonstration in which one participates is instrumental for achieving its 
goals.

Finally, we should note that various political attitudes are linked with each 
other. In this regard, the combination of political trust and efficacy is often seen 
as decisive when it comes to protest politics (Andretta et al. 2015; Gamson 
1968; Hooghe and Marien 2013; Seligson 1980; Watts 1973). More precisely, 
when a low level of trust combines with a high level of collective political effi-
cacy, this provides fertile ground for mobilization (Gamson 1968; see Sigelman 
and Feldman 1983 for a different view). This links to the discussion about 
political alienation. Mistrusting citizens who engage in non-institutional forms 
of political engagement may have a more critical stance towards the power-
holders and institutional politics, rather than being politically alienated (Barnes 
and Kaase 1979; Dalton 2004; Inglehart 1997; Norris 1999). While mistrust 
has long been viewed as signaling disaffection with politics (Schumpeter 1942; 
Almond and Verba 1963), when coupled with a sense of political efficacy – that 
is, with agency power – this might lead to more critical citizens who engage 
beyond voting (Norris 1999). In this regard, following a long-standing research 
tradition connecting trust and efficacy, Andretta et al. (2015) have recently sug-
gested to distinguish between four types of protesters depending on specific 
combinations of trust in parliament and group efficacy and found, using a 
smaller sample of the very same protest survey data which we use in this book, 
that most of the people who take part in demonstrations belong to the category 
of “critical citizens,” combining low trust and high efficacy. They also found 
relevant shares of “pessimistic” (low trust and low efficacy) and “optimistic” 
(high trust and low efficacy) protesters, while only a small proportion belong 
to the “deferent type” (high trust and low efficacy).

In sum, one may expect people taking part in demonstrations, and particu-
larly those who are more active, to be highly interested in politics, dissatisfied 
with how democracy works in their country, mistrusting of the established 
institutions and the political system, and with a strong feeling of efficacy, both 
in themselves as individual participants and of collective action more broadly. 
In other words, the typical profile of demonstrators may well be that of a “crit-
ical citizen” – in the sense of being mistrusting of the established political insti-
tutions and conventional politics, but also dissatisfied with how democracy 
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works, and having a strong sense that collective action matters – while being 
highly interested in politics. At the same time, the attitudinal profile of people 
taking part in demonstrations may vary depending on the context – in par-
ticular, the national context – as well as on the type of issue, and the type of 
demonstrators.

Emotions in Movements

Scholarship on social movements has long been dominated by resource mobi-
lization and political process theory, which have emphasized rationality and 
cognitive motives for protesting, including psychological engagement and 
political attitudes. Recently, however, research has paid increasing attention 
to the role of emotions and affective determinants for involvement in social 
movements (see Jasper 2011 for a review). In this chapter we sketch a link 
between political attitudes, emotions, and commitment to protest in the name 
of a cause. Before we do so, however, we discuss the role of emotions in the 
social movement literature.

Students of contentious politics have entertained a love–hate relationship 
with emotions. The latter have gone in and out of fashion in the study of social 
movements and protest behavior (Goodwin et al. 2000). Up until the 1960s, 
emotions were central to scholarly accounts of collective behavior. This is most 
clearly seen in the tradition of the analysis of the crowd, most notably in the 
writings of Gustave Le Bon (1895) and Gabriel Tarde (1901). Crowd behavior 
was seen in this tradition as something irrational, if not pathological, governed 
by processes of suggestion and contagion through which normally reasonable 
individuals come to display exaggerated emotions leading them to behave irra-
tionally and potentially violently.

A similar line of reasoning underlies most works in the collective behavior 
tradition and breakdown theories of collective action. Many of these works 
are based on the so-called frustration–aggression hypothesis, whereby collec-
tive behavior arises from the frustration – an emotion – felt by individuals 
whose expectations are not met once they compare their situation either with 
someone else’s or with their own at a previous point in time (Davies 1962; 
Geschwender 1968; Gurr 1970).3 As a result of such frustrated expectations, 
people get together to express their anger  – another emotion  – collectively. 
Similarly, such negative emotions as frustration and anger, together with irra-
tional moods, are key to the explanation of crowd and collective behavior in 
Hoffer’s (1951) analysis of “true believers,” Kornhauser’s (1959) mass soci-
ety theory, and Turner and Killian’s (1957) theory of the “emergent norm,” as 
well as in other early analyses of social movements and protest behavior (see 
Goodwin et al. 2000).

Underlying these attempts at studying the role of emotions in collective 
action are two assumptions which would be challenged by subsequent work. 
First, in this research tradition emotions and rationality are two separate 
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entities. While the latter characterizes political action by individuals within the 
institutionalized arenas, the former is the realm of collective action that occurs 
outside normal institutions. Emotions were therefore seen as pushing people to 
behave in irrational, illegitimate, and often socially dangerous ways such as in 
crowd behavior. Second, classical approaches to emotions in collective action 
focus solely on negative feelings such as fear and frustration. Such negative 
emotions are seen as the main driving force behind collective behavior. As a 
result, “[i]n academic traditions like these, protest was either a mistake, a form 
of acting out, or a sign of immaturity” (Goodwin et al. 2000: 68).

Perhaps precisely as a reaction to such a reductionist view of emotions and 
their role in social movements, new theoretical perspectives began dominating 
the field from the 1960s onward which evacuated emotions from their expla-
nations. A rational protester acting purposefully with political aims replaced 
the emotionally frustrated individual depicted by the crowd and collective 
behavior traditions. First resources and organization and later political oppor-
tunities became the main explanatory tools of a generation of researchers that 
were not at ease with what they saw as a flawed picture of people engaging in 
social movements and protest behavior. Since then, resource mobilization and 
political process theories have stressed such factors as the amount of resources, 
the degree of organization, internal solidarities, and political opportunities and 
constraints as the main focus of analysis. In so doing, however, the role of emo-
tions was ignored, overshadowed by what some have pointed to as a structural 
bias in social movement theory (Goodwin and Jasper 2004).

Even the “cultural turn” first brought by new social movement theory and 
later by framing theory could do little to bring emotions back into the study 
of social movements. Particularly in the framing perspective, the cognitive 
dimension of culture has largely overshadowed its affective dimension. Since 
the seminal article by Snow and collaborators (Snow et al. 1986), collective 
action frames have been conceptualized as the outcome of strategic action on 
the part of movement leaders and organizations. This narrow perspective has 
been somewhat expanded later on (Benford and Snow 2000; Snow 2004), but 
framing processes remain largely a matter of cognitive work, conveying an 
image of culture as ideas more than affects. Similarly, new social movement 
theory emphasizes identity formation and its relation with broader processes 
of social and cultural change rather than the emotions relating to involvement 
in social movements (Johnston et al. 1994; Melucci 1996; Touraine 1978).

Emotions have resurfaced in the 1990s and more insistently since the early 
2000s, this time in a totally different perspective than in the heyday of social 
movement analysis. Goodwin et  al.’s Passionate Politics (2001) represented 
a turning point in this regard. These authors have made a more systematic 
attempt to bring emotion and affect back into the study of social movements 
and contentious politics. This body of work shares a number of fundamental 
features which set it apart from earlier research. First, emotions are no longer 
separate from rationality. Quite the contrary, people can act rationally while 
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showing strong emotions and, conversely, they can act emotionally while being 
fully rational. Second, a more “neutral” view of emotions in social movements 
has replaced a narrower focus on negative feelings and the related norma-
tive bias in considering them as something “bad” leading to deviant behavior. 
Scholarship today examines the role of negative (e.g. anger, fear) as well as 
positive (e.g. enthusiasm, joy) emotions. Third, to a restrictive view of emo-
tions as short-term outbursts of frustration and other negative feelings, recent 
scholarship has opposed a broader perspective comprising both short-term, 
reflexive emotions (e.g. disgust, surprise) and long-term moods and affective 
predispositions (e.g. frustration, love).

Yet, on the one hand, as Goodwin et  al. (2000: 77) have pointed out,  
“[m]ost of the work on emotions in social movements remains scattered and 
ad hoc, addressing one emotion in a single kind of setting” and “has yet to 
be integrated into general frameworks for studying mobilization and move-
ments.” On the other hand, “in the sociology of emotions there have been 
systematic efforts to develop general theories  . . . but no one has yet figured 
out how to apply those theories to social movements.” This statement remains 
valid in spite of valuable attempts at systematizing the study of emotions in 
social movements and contentious politics (Goodwin et al. 2004; Jasper 2011).

Political Attitudes and Emotions in Demonstrations

Emotions have also been included in social-psychological accounts of protest 
behavior (see van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013 for a review). While 
students of social movements have examined a wide array of emotions, much 
recent work in this research tradition assigns a prominent role to anger to 
motivate individuals to take part in collective action (Klandermans et al. 2008; 
Leach et al. 2006, 2007; Mummendey et al. 1999). Indeed, anger is often seen 
as the prototypical protest emotion (van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2007).

Most importantly for our present purpose, social psychologists have looked 
at how emotions combine with attitudes to explain protest participation or 
its withdrawal. In particular, research shows that group-based anger relates to 
efficacy to explain involvement in collective action: “People who perceive the 
ingroup as strong are more likely to experience anger and desire to take action; 
people who perceive the ingroup as weak are more likely to feel fearful and to 
move away from the outgroup” (van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013). 
For example, van Zomeren et  al. (2004, 2012) have proposed a “dynamic 
dual pathway model” that sees collective action as the outcome of two distinct 
processes: an emotion-focused approach revolving around the experience of 
group-based anger and a problem-focused approach revolving around beliefs 
in the group’s efficacy.

While works on protest politics have only recently come to take into account 
the role of emotions and, above all, to integrate cognitive and affective accounts, 
political psychologists have long included emotions in their explanations of 
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political choice and shown how they may affect political attitudes and behav-
iors (Brader 2005, 2006; Marcus and MacKuen 1993; Marcus et  al. 2000; 
Neuman et al. 2007; Valentino et al. 2008, 2011; Weber 2013), including spe-
cifically in relation to political efficacy (Rudolph et al. 2000; Valentino et al. 
2009). This body of work has in particular explored the connections between 
cognition and affect and their implications for political evaluation, decision, 
and action (Redlawsk 2006; Way and Masters 1996). These works have 
stressed in particular the role of anxiety as well as its distinct effect from anger 
(Best and Krueger 2011; Huddy et al. 2007). Marcus and MacKuen (2000) 
have tackled one side of such a relationship by showing the impact of affect 
on political sophistication (see also Miller 2011). More generally, the authors 
argue that generalized anxiety about politics leads people to put more effort 
into gathering and processing information, hence resulting in better political 
choice by more motivated citizens, one based on information rather than the 
use of heuristics and shortcuts.

One of the difficulties in the study of the role of emotions in demonstrations 
lies in their definition, including distinguishing them clearly from political atti-
tudes. Take for example trust. While it is most often seen as a political attitude, 
some treat it as a kind of emotion (Goodwin et al. 2004). More generally, var-
ious definitions and approaches exist in the literature. Terms such as emotions, 
affects, feelings, sentiments, moods, passions, and so forth are adopted, some-
times interchangeably, leading to an inconsistent use of terms.

Emotions are most often defined in terms of physiological arousal, which is 
often combined with some kind of cognitive label (Mutz 2007). Additionally, 
emotions are different from attitudes, as they are relatively short-lived and 
highly focused (Mutz 2007). A useful distinction in this regard is that between 
affective predispositions  – or sentiments  – and emotions. While the former 
refer to emotional appraisals of specific situations, issues, or objects and con-
cern the extent to which individual evaluations are affectively charged, the lat-
ter refer to emotional reactions to specific external stimuli (Deonna and Teroni 
2009). In other words, emotions have a limited duration, whereas sentiments 
may persist over a lifetime (Frijda 2008). In the field of contentious politics, 
Jasper (1998) distinguishes between long-lasting affects and more short-lived 
reactive emotions. Similarly, Goodwin et al. (2004) distinguish between reflex 
emotions – such as fear, surprise, anger, disgust, joy, and sadness – which arise 
suddenly and accidentally, without conscious cognitive processing – and affec-
tive emotions – such as love, hate, respect, and trust – which are positive and 
negative commitments or investments that usually persist over a longer period 
of time.4

Here we focus on four primary emotions: anger, worry, fear, and frustration. 
These can be seen as affective or emotional predispositions of demonstrators 
towards certain political issues, namely those issues addressed by the demon-
stration in which they take part. These four emotions share a characteristic: 
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they are all negative emotions, as opposed to positive ones such as for example 
enthusiasm, hope, pride, joy, or relief. This reflects the idea  – most notably 
stressed by grievance theories as well as social-psychological accounts of col-
lective action – that feelings such as anger and frustration spur mobilization 
and strengthen individuals’ motivation to participate in protest activities. These 
four basic emotions, however, also differ in some respects. Specifically, two 
of them – anger and frustration – are seen as “approach” emotions, whereas 
the other two  – worry and fear  – are “avoidance” emotions (Frijda 2007). 
This distinction originates in avoidance-approach theories, one of the three 
primary theoretical approaches to emotions in political psychology, alongside 
appraisal theories and neural process theories (see Brader and Marcus 2013 for 
a review). Approach-avoidance theories describe systems that motivate behav-
iors in reaction to rewarding and punishing stimuli, and explain consistent pat-
terns of individual differences in these behaviors (Corr 2013). In other words, 
in this perspective, affect is seen as a valence assessment of circumstances or 
stimuli as either punishing or rewarding and therefore helps individuals to 
identify stimuli as either rewarding, leading to approach, or punishing, leading 
to avoidance (Brader and Marcus 2013). Approach emotions are expected to 
strengthen motivation and lead to participation, whereas avoidance emotions 
are expected to weaken motivation and prevent participation.

In the analyses below we will examine the impact of both political atti-
tudes and emotions on the commitment to protest. Thus, we will include in our 
models the four key attitudes discussed earlier (political interest, satisfaction 
with democracy, political trust, and political efficacy) as well as the four basic 
emotions addressed here (anger, worry, fear, and frustration). Although this is 
a somewhat simplistic view, we consider each group of factors as testing the 
impact of a cognitive versus an affective explanation of commitment. Reflecting 
existing studies both in social-psychological theories of protest behavior and 
works in political psychology, we will also examine how political attitudes 
and emotions combine. Before we do so, however, we provide a descriptive 
assessment of the degree of political interest, satisfaction, trust, and efficacy of 
demonstrators.

Are Demonstrators Politically Alienated?

The increasing detachment and disaffection of citizens from politics as well 
as their political alienation is a commonly held view today in the scholarly 
literature (Dalton and Wattenberg 2002; Grasso 2016; Hay 2007; Mair 2006). 
This view often sees protest politics as an indicator of such alienation, when 
confronted with decreasing turnout at elections: people resort to protest and 
go onto the streets because they are disillusioned with politics. Opposing this 
view, others point to the fact that protest indicates commitment to politics 
rather than political alienation. In Chapter 2 we provided a picture that cast 
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some doubt on the very premises of the idea that citizens have generally become 
politically more alienated. True, most people do not participate politically – 
except in the canonical institutional form, that is, voting – and they often dis-
play quite low levels of political interest, trust, and efficacy, and sometimes 
they are dissatisfied with how democracy works in their country more gener-
ally. However, while, at least during the last decade, there are signs of increas-
ing political alienation among the citizenry, and this might be true in some 
countries more than others, and also be reflected in the rise of populist parties 
in those countries (Kriesi and Pappas 2015), it cannot be generalized. While, 
in certain countries, people seem to have become increasingly alienated from 
institutional politics in recent years – in terms of political trust and satisfaction 
with how democracy works in their country – citizens in other countries have  
followed a different, sometimes opposed, trend. Furthermore, political 
participation – both electoral and non-electoral – shows varying upwards and 
downwards trends over time cross-nationally.

When looking simply at trends over time, the thesis of political alienation 
can be contested for the years preceding the recent profound economic crisis 
that has hit Europe since 2008 (Grasso 2016), but perhaps even more so for 
the most recent period, at least as far as political attitudes and participation are 
concerned. This observation holds for the general population. What about the 
more specific group of people who take part in street demonstrations? Are they 
politically alienated, in terms of political interest, satisfaction with how democ-
racy works, political trust, and political efficacy? More generally, how do dem-
onstrators score on these four key political attitudes and how do they compare 
to the general population in this respect? Table 6.1 allows us to answer these 
questions. It shows the level of political interest, satisfaction with democracy, 
political trust in five key political institutions and actors (national government, 
national parliament, the judicial system, political parties, and trade unions), 
and both external and internal political efficacy, including individual and col-
lective effectiveness, as well as how they vary across countries, demonstration 
issues, and demonstrator types.

Demonstrators clearly display high levels of political interest. In all seven 
countries, no less than four respondents out of ten are either quite or very 
interested in politics. This can also be seen by looking at the share of people 
who said they discuss politics fairly or very often when they get together with 
friends, relatives, or fellow workers, which is an indirect indicator of political 
interest. High shares of the respondents often engage in political discussions. If 
we confront the first of the two indicators with the distributions concerning the 
general population shown in Chapter 2, we realize that demonstrators display 
a higher level of political interest: people participating in demonstrations are 
much more interested in politics than the general population.5

Just as within the general population, we observe country differences in 
political interest among demonstrators. National variations, however, are 
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smaller among the latter, also because most are politically interested (but 
they become larger if we focus on those who said they are only quite inter-
ested). British and Swedish demonstrators are slightly more interested than 
their counterparts in the other countries, especially the Spaniards, on the direct 
measures, while Italians and again Swedish protesters more often discuss pol-
itics, especially as compared to the Belgians, the Dutch, and partly also the 
Swiss. However, people participating in demonstrations are all at least fairly 
interested in politics. This can hardly be seen as a sign of political alienation, 
at least not in the sense of being detached from politics in general. Similarly, 
no substantial difference can be observed between demonstrations on cultural 
and economic issues. Participants are quite homogeneously distributed across 
the two types of events, on both indicators of political interest. The difference 
is statistically significant on political interest, but it is very small. Much larger 
differences exist, however, between the two types of demonstrators: activists 
are more interested in politics than occasional demonstrators, whether in terms 
of self-declared interest or actively by discussing politics. As we shall see below, 
this reflects a systematic pattern distinguishing the two types of demonstrators 
on all four political attitudes considered here, suggesting the presence of a 
divide among protesters.

Satisfaction with democracy shows a more heterogeneous picture across 
countries. We can once again compare these results with those referring to the 
general population shown in Chapter 2. While demonstrators are less satisfied 
than the general population with how democracy works in their country every-
where – hence less supportive of the political system – the difference is particu-
larly large in certain countries, most notably the UK, Italy, and Spain. In other 
words, British, Italian, and Spanish demonstrators are more dissatisfied with 
how democracy works than their counterparts in other countries in absolute 
terms, but also relative to the general population. In all the other countries the 
difference between demonstrators and general population is smaller.

Here we also observe a difference across the two types of demonstrations: 
participants in events on cultural issues are more satisfied than those attending 
events on economic issues, attesting to a more critical stance of the latter. Given 
the context of the crisis and anti-austerity measures during which we con-
ducted our survey, it is not surprising that individuals protesting against these 
unjust and unequal arrangements would be even more dissatisfied than those 
focused on more cultural issues. Most importantly, occasional demonstrators 
are more satisfied and therefore supportive than activists, who are more crit-
ical, and therefore this attitude could be spurring their repeated engagement.

Different levels of support – here for specific political actors and institutions –  
are also discernible when we look at political trust. Unfortunately, since the 
ESS uses a ten-point scale and the CCC survey uses a five-point scale, we can-
not directly compare results across the two surveys. What we can compare,  
however, is the ranking of countries on specific items. For example, comparing  
the figures concerning trust in the national parliament, we observe two very 
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150	 Cognition and Affect among Demonstrators

similar distributions, with Swedish and Swiss demonstrators being the most 
trusting, followed by the Belgians and the Dutch, then the British, and finally 
the Italians and Spanish. This ranking largely reflects the figures for the general 
population seen in Chapter 2. The same pattern applies to trust in political par-
ties, and again, with some exceptions, this broadly reflects what is observed in 
the general population. The very low share of people – among demonstrators, 
but also in the general population – who trust parliament as well as political 
parties in Italy and Spain is especially striking. A number of corruption and 
other scandals in both countries help to explain this, but levels of trust are gen-
erally found to be lower in Southern Europe, also in relation to the legacies of 
authoritarianism and widespread clientelism (van der Meer 2017).

Similar cross-national variations also exist with regard to trust in 
the judicial system and trade unions, as reflected in the overall meas-
ure of political trust grouping all five items, which also shows the gen-
erally low level of trust in all countries.6 Again, Italian and Spanish 
demonstrators are clearly less trusting, while the Swedes, the Swiss, and in 
part also the Dutch are the most supportive. We also observe a different  
level of political trust between those who take part in demonstrations address-
ing cultural issues and those participating in demonstrations on economic 
issues: the former are overall more trusting than the latter and in particular 
with regard to trust in the national government, the national parliament, and 
the judicial system. In contrast, they are less so when it comes to trusting trade 
unions, which is easy to understand given the thematic focus of the demonstra-
tions. Yet again, the most important difference in our perspective is the one that 
discriminates between occasional demonstrators and activists. Here the differ-
ence is smaller than for political interest and satisfaction with democracy, but 
occasional demonstrators are significantly more trusting than activists. Thus, 
once again, the latter have a more critical stance than the former. This critical 
stance expresses itself at the system level: activists are especially critical of the 
three key political institutions – the national government, the national parlia-
ment, and the judicial system – but are more trusting than occasional demon-
strators towards trade unions, while there is virtually no difference concerning 
political parties, as here we observe very low levels of trust among both groups.

Moving on to political efficacy, let us focus on the combined measures first.7 
Overall, demonstrators display a fairly high level of political efficacy in all 
seven countries. This applies especially to internal political efficacy – that is, the 
feeling that participation, whether individually or collectively, matters – while 
levels of external political efficacy – that is, the sense of system responsive-
ness – are somewhat lower everywhere, but especially so in Italy and Spain. 
Furthermore, cross-national variations are rather limited. The Swedish and 
Swiss demonstrators have the highest overall feeling of efficacy, while the 
Italians and the Spaniards locate on the opposite end, and the other three 
countries are not far from them in this respect. As noted, external political 
efficacy is particularly low in Italy and Spain and highest in Sweden, with high 
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scores in the Netherlands and Switzerland as well. This can also be read in 
terms of political cynicism: especially when compared to the Swedes and the 
Swiss, Italian and Spanish demonstrators are characterized by low levels of 
external political efficacy and, therefore, by high levels of political cynicism. 
Internal political efficacy, in contrast, is lowest in the Netherlands and highest 
in Switzerland, but varies only to a limited extent across countries.8

The analysis of political efficacy yields an interesting pattern if we con-
front internal and external efficacy. In some countries, such as Sweden and 
Switzerland, both kinds of efficacy are quite high. In some others, most nota-
bly Italy and Spain, however, we observe an inverse relationship: low external 
efficacy but high internal efficacy. In other words, Italian and Spanish demon-
strators are cynical towards the established institutions and politics, but believe 
that they, as citizens, can matter and make the difference, especially when act-
ing collectively.

In the discussion above, in addition to the distinction between internal and 
external efficacy, we also hinted at another distinction stressed by students 
of social movements, namely the one between individual and collective effi-
cacy or effectiveness. We have conceived of it as a subtype of internal efficacy. 
Therefore we can use the same indicators to capture it. Of the three items that 
capture internal efficacy, the first (“my participation can have an impact on 
public policy in this country”) can be seen as a measure of individual effec-
tiveness, while the other two (“organized groups of citizens can have a lot of 
impact on public policies in this country” and “if citizens from different coun-
tries join forces, they can have a lot of impact on international politics”) grasp 
the idea of collective effectiveness in some way. The latter one adds a transna-
tional dimension to collective effectiveness. Additionally, we also have at our 
disposal a further indicator consisting in the perception that the demonstration 
in which one takes part is instrumental to achieve its goals.

Overall, we observe high levels of both individual and collective effective-
ness with little variation across countries, and the latter is systematically higher 
than the former in each country, considerably so in some, more “collectivistic” 
countries and only to a limited extent in other, more “individualistic” coun-
tries. Thus, joining forces is seen as a better way to influence public policy. 
Yet, demonstrators are much more skeptical as regards the effectiveness of 
the demonstration in which they took part, although three to five out of ten, 
depending on the country, believe the demonstration is effective to reach its 
goals. Italian and in part also Swedish demonstrators are somewhat more posi-
tive in this regard, but the mean on the demonstration effectiveness scale is very 
close in each country.

Political efficacy varies only to a limited extent across the two types of 
demonstrations. Participants in events focusing on cultural issues seem to have 
a slightly higher sense of efficacy, whether internal or external as well as over-
all and relative to the demonstration in which they took part. Differences are 
statistically significant on all four scales, but their size is rather limited, except 
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perhaps for external efficacy. Thus, demonstrations on cultural issues seem to 
attract more trusting people, but also people who are less politically cynical 
and who have a stronger sense of being able to influence politics, especially so 
individually.

Finally, political efficacy also varies across types of demonstrators. Again, 
differences are not particularly large, but they are all statistically significant. 
As we can see, activists are more cynical than occasional demonstrators – they 
have a lower external political efficacy – but they have a stronger sense of being 
able to influence politics – they have a higher internal political efficacy – than 
the latter. This higher sense of effectiveness has both an individual and a collec-
tive component, including with respect to joining forces internationally. They 
also believe to a greater extent than occasional demonstrators that the demon-
stration in which they took part is effective to achieve its goals. Thus, people 
who participate more frequently in demonstrations seem to better reflect the 
image of critical citizens that are highly interested in politics, but showing lit-
tle system support and trust towards established political actors and institu-
tions, cynical about established politics, and at the same time confident that 
both individual and collective action can help change things. This belief in the 
effectiveness of individual and collective action may be one of the key motives 
leading them to sustained participation.

In sum, our descriptive analysis of political attitudes among demonstrators 
shows that people taking part in demonstrations are overall more interested in 
politics than the general population, that they are quite skeptical about estab-
lished politics, but also that they are at the same time quite confident about 
the potential impact of their own political participation, both individually and 
collectively. Our analysis also shows that, beyond this general pattern, there 
are strong variations across countries – with Italian and Spanish demonstrators 
often behaving in a similar way, especially as opposed to the Swedish and Swiss 
ones  – as well as, to a more limited extent, across types of demonstrations 
and, most importantly, across types of demonstrators. In particular, activists 
more than occasional demonstrators seem to correspond to the critical citizens 
depicted in the literature (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999). How does all this relate 
to the emotions felt by demonstrators? We address this question next.

Political Attitudes, Emotions, and Commitment

As discussed earlier, political scientists have examined how political attitudes and 
emotions combine to account for political participation (Marcus and MacKuen 
2000; Miller 2011; Redlawsk 2006; Way and Masters 1996). Similarly, social 
psychologists have examined the role of cognition and affect for protest behav-
ior (van Zomeren et al. 2004, 2012). Here we examine the role of emotions 
in demonstrations and above all how they combine with political attitudes in 
relation to demonstrators’ commitment. Once again, we do so by means of 
regression analysis, whereby we confront cognitive (attitudes) and affective 
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(emotions) predictors of commitment to take to the streets as well as how they 
combine. Before doing so, however, it is worth taking a look at how the four pri-
mary emotions included in our survey – anger, worry, fear, and frustration – are 
distributed among the respondents and how they vary across countries, demon-
stration issues, and demonstrator types. Table 6.2 does just that, distinguishing 
between approach and avoidance emotions. It shows the percentage of respond-
ents who said thinking of the issues addressed by the demonstration makes 
them feel quite or very much angry, worried, fearful, or frustrated.

Generally speaking, demonstrators have rather strong feelings on all four 
emotions except for fear, as the percentage of people who said they feel fearful 
is much lower. Cross-national differences exist though. Some results in this 
respect are nevertheless worth stressing. We notice in particular a higher level 
of anger among Italian and Spanish demonstrators, and a significantly lower 
level of anger among the Dutch. At the same time, Italians and Spanish dem-
onstrators rank low in terms of frustration. The British and the Swedes seem 
the most frustrated. Italian and Spanish protesters are also the most worried, 
together with the Swiss, while the British and the Swedes are the least wor-
ried. Thus, in both Italy and Spain, participants in demonstrations are particu-
larly angry, but at the same time also especially worried. In other words, they 
have strong feelings both concerning an approach emotion, which is supposed 
to push people to mobilize, and concerning an avoidance emotion, which is 
seen as leading people to political apathy (Klandermans et al. 2008).Finally, as 
said, fear is much less prevalent in all seven countries, but especially so in the 
Netherlands, while being somewhat higher in the UK.

We also observe statistically significant differences across demonstration 
issues and demonstrator types. Participants in demonstrations on economic 
issues are angrier and more worried than their counterparts taking part in 
demonstrations on cultural issues, while they are slightly less frustrated and 
less fearful. The size of these differences, however, is quite small, although it 
is larger between types of demonstrators, except perhaps for worry. Activists 
display stronger feelings than occasional demonstrators on all four emotions: 
they are angrier, more frustrated, more worried, and also more fearful. Clearly, 
frequent attendance of protest events relates to a higher emotional charge by 
participants, although we cannot say whether the former explains the latter or 
the other way around.

Table 6.3 shows the results of the regression analysis aimed to ascertain the 
covariants of commitment. It shows six models. Model 1 tests for the effects 
of the four political attitudes discussed earlier. Since the two distinctions are 
strongly correlated, we cannot include internal and external efficacy along with 
individual and collective effectiveness. The first model therefore only includes 
the latter. Model 2 and the following then include internal and external polit-
ical efficacy, leaving individual and collective effectiveness out. Models 3 to 6 
then add the four emotions one at a time. The final model therefore includes 
both political attitudes and emotions, plus the controls and the three key 
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comparative variables, which are also included in the other models. The table 
presents results as odds ratios.9

Focusing on the first two models, we can see that political interest clearly 
is positively and strongly associated with commitment: the more committed 
demonstrators are also the more interested in politics. In contrast, satisfaction 
with how democracy works and political trust – that is, the measures of system 
support, respectively of support to specific political actors and institutions – 
are negatively, though only weakly, correlated with commitment: dissatisfied 
and mistrusting demonstrators are slightly less likely to be strongly committed 
than more supportive ones.10 It should be noted, however, that the effect of 
political trust becomes non-significant in the model that includes internal and 
external efficacy.

As we said earlier, research has shown that political efficacy – both in its 
individual and collective dimensions – is a key determinant of participation 
in social movements and protest activities (Gamson 1992a, 1992b; Gamson 
et al. 1982; Klandermans 1997; Kriesi et al. 1995; Koopmans 1995; Marwell 
and Oliver 1993; Opp 1989, 2009, 2013; van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 
2013; van Zomeren et al. 2004, 2008, 2012). Does it also matter for commit-
ment to take to the streets in the name of a cause? The answer is a qualified yes. 
As we can see in Model 1, net of the effect of country, issue of demonstration, 
and type of demonstrators – as well as of the various controls included in the 
models – both individual and collective effectiveness are significantly and pos-
itively associated with commitment.11 Furthermore, consistent with previous 
studies, collective effectiveness seems more important in this regard. This result 
is strengthened by the even stronger impact of the perceived effectiveness of 
demonstration. What really motivates people to participate is the feeling that 
“together we can matter,” including – and especially so – reaching the goals of 
the demonstration at hand.

As we can see in Model 2, internal political efficacy also displays a statisti-
cally significant effect. This effect holds after controlling for the four emotions. 
Demonstrators who have a stronger sense of being able to influence politics –  
whether individually or collectively  – are more committed to participate. 
This is also consistent with the social movement literature. External political  
efficacy, in contrast, has a more limited effect. We observe a statistically signif-
icant and negative effect in Model 2, but this effect disappears once we intro-
duce the four emotions, starting with anger in Model 3 and then the other ones 
in subsequent models. In other words, political cynicism does not seem to make 
demonstrators more committed, that is more committed demonstrators are not 
necessarily more cynical than less committed ones.

The next four models add each one of the four emotions. As we can see 
in Model 6 which includes them all, three out of four emotions are signifi-
cantly associated with commitment. Other things being equal, anger, fear, and 
frustration all correlate strongly with the demonstrators’ motivation to par-
ticipate. Moreover, this correlation is a positive one: angrier, more worried, 
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158	 Cognition and Affect among Demonstrators

and more frustrated participants are also more strongly committed. While this 
was expected for the two approach emotions (anger and frustration), which 
according to the extant literature push people to protest (Klandermans et al. 
2008), it is more surprising that one of the two avoidance emotions (worry) 
also has this effect. This would suggest that, more than a specific type of emo-
tion, what matters is the presence of a strong emotional stance vis-à-vis a given 
issue. Fear, however, is not associated with commitment.

Exploiting the stepwise approach in the last four models, we can also inves-
tigate the relationship between political attitudes and emotions. When we 
introduce anger in Model 3, we observe a limited erosion of the effect of polit-
ical interest. This suggests that the effect of political interest on commitment 
is partly captured by the higher level of anger, felt by demonstrators. In other 
words, the more interested are also the angrier, and this impacts on commit-
ment in turn. Anger also combines to some limited extent with internal politi-
cal efficacy and the effectiveness of demonstration, but in this case the erosion 
of the effects is negligible. This relationship between anger, on the one hand, 
and political interest and efficacy, on the other, is in line with works by social 
psychologists who have stressed the role of group-based anger for protest par-
ticipation (Klandermans et  al. 2008; Leach et  al. 2006, 2007; Mummendey 
et al. 1999; van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2007) and how it combines 
with certain political attitudes (van Zomeren et al. 2004, 2012). The only other 
tangible sign of how political attitudes and emotions combine can be seen in 
the effect of satisfaction with democracy disappearing once we include worry 
in Model 4. This means that the effect of satisfaction is captured by the higher 
level of worry felt by demonstrators. In other words, the more dissatisfied are 
also the more worried. All other effects of political attitudes remain unchanged 
when we include the four emotions in subsequent models.

In sum, our regression analysis yields a number of lessons for the study 
of demonstrators and, more specifically, their commitment to protest. First, 
consistent with various strands of literature, political attitudes impact on the 
motivation people have to take part in demonstrations. However, not all of 
them have the same effect: while political interest, internal political efficacy, 
individual and collective efficacy or effectiveness, and the perceived effective-
ness of the demonstration in which one takes part all have a significant and 
positive effect, satisfaction with how democracy works, political trust, and 
external political efficacy or cynicism do not seem to matter. Second, the emo-
tions felt by demonstrators towards the issues addressed by the demonstration 
are strongly associated with commitment. Specifically, anger, worry, and frus-
tration all have a significant and positive effect on commitment, whereas fear 
does not matter. Third, some types of political attitudes and some types of emo-
tions – in particular, political interest and anger – combine in accounting for 
commitment to protest. As such, anger captures part of the effect of political 
interest and worry captures the effect of satisfaction with democracy.
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Conclusion

Political attitudes are central in various strands of research in political sci-
ence, from vote choice theories to the political culture paradigm, from studies 
of political participation to works focusing on protest behavior. As such they 
are crucial to the understanding of protest participation, including taking part 
in street demonstrations. Four types of attitudes are often investigated in the 
political behavior literature: political interest, satisfaction with how democracy 
works, political trust, and political efficacy. Students of social movements and 
protest behavior have paid special attention to the latter as well as its combina-
tion with political trust. In this perspective, mistrust, when accompanied by a 
strong sense of group efficacy is seen as an ideal condition leading to mobiliza-
tion (Gamson 1968), the former being a feature of critical rather than alienated 
citizens (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999).

Our analysis has shown that people who take part in demonstrations stand 
out for their particularly high interest in politics, their critical stance towards 
political institutions as well as towards conventional politics and how democ-
racy works in their country, and a heightened sense of political efficacy – both 
internal and external as well as individual and collective. At the same time, 
however, we observe important differences among demonstrators: those who 
participate on a regular basis are more critical than those who do so more spo-
radically and therefore they better correspond to the critical citizens depicted in 
the literature (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999). Additionally, we also observe differ-
ences across countries as well as between demonstrations dealing with cultural 
and economic issues.

Activists are also more emotionally charged – angrier, more frustrated, more 
worried, and more fearful – than occasional demonstrators. The same is true 
of people participating in demonstrations on economic issues relative to those 
taking part in demonstrations on cultural issues as well as of demonstrators in 
certain countries relative to others. Most importantly, we saw that the commit-
ment of demonstrators to participate is associated with both political attitudes 
and emotions, in particular with political interest and political efficacy and 
the perceived effectiveness of the demonstration in which they took part, on 
the one hand, and anger, worry, and frustration, on the other. Furthermore, 
political attitudes and emotions seem to combine in some way through the link 
between political interest and anger. Thus, cognition and affect both contribute 
to commitment to take to the streets in the name of a cause. In the next chapter 
we dig deeper into the different types of motivations underlying participation 
in street demonstrations.

Notes

	 1.	 Brady et  al. (1995) make a similar argument about political efficacy and, more 
generally, about psychological engagement with politics.
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	 2.	 Incidentally, beyond the strong positive effect of individual effectiveness, Passy and 
Giugni (2001) found that collective effectiveness is negatively associated with dif-
ferential participation.

	 3.	 But see Goodwin et al. (2000) who see relative deprivation explanations as being a 
counter to this prevalent pejorative tone.

	 4.	 Goodwin et al. (2004) additionally define two further kinds of emotions: moods, 
which are modular or transportable emotions that do not take a direct object, 
and moral emotions, which arise out of complex cognitive understandings and 
moral awareness. Jasper (2011) similarly distinguishes between five kinds of emo-
tions: urges, reflex emotions, moods, affective loyalties or orientations, and moral 
emotions.

	 5.	 The general population also includes participants in demonstrations and other 
political activities, so that the difference between politically active and non-active 
people is even larger.

	 6.	 Cronbach’s alpha of the political trust scale (5 items) is 0.79.
	 7.	 Cronbach’s alpha of the four political efficacy scales are as follows: external effi-

cacy scale (2 items) 0.55; internal efficacy scale (3 items) 0.70; political efficacy 
scale (5 items) 0.63; and demonstration effectiveness scale (2 items) 0.78. The 
external political efficacy scale has been reversed for use in the regression analysis. 
This means that large percentages of agreement reflect a low efficacy (or a high 
political cynicism) and small percentages of agreement reflect a high efficacy (or a 
low political cynicism).

	 8.	 The lower levels of external political efficacy result above all from the fact that 
respondents believe that “most politicians make a lot of promises but do not actu-
ally do anything,” while the share of people who said that “[I] do not see the use of 
voting, parties do whatever they want anyway” is much smaller.

	 9.	 For political interest and the four emotions, we have created a series of dummies, 
whereby 1 stands for the extreme category instead of the two most extreme as in 
the descriptive tables. We did so because the distributions are skewed towards the 
highest values. Individual and collective efficacy are measured only with the first 
two indicators (“my participation can have an impact on public policy in this 
country” and “organized groups of citizens can have a lot of impact on public 
policies in this country”), as they are more closely comparable.

	10.	 The effect of political trust, however, becomes non-significant in the model that 
includes internal and external efficacy.

	11.	 In the analysis of individual and collective effectiveness, however, we do not con-
trol for the effect of emotions, as we focus on internal and external efficacy in 
doing so.
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Why do people participate? What reasons do people have for attending a given 
protest or demonstration? Particularly in the work of social psychologists, 
scholars have increasingly been interested in the motivations underlying pro-
test participation (see Klandermans 2015 for a review). As Verba et al. (1995) 
noted, people participate because they want to, can, or are being asked. This 
chapter picks the first reason apart and asks: But why do they want to? What 
are the motives that individuals cite as pushing them to overcome the costs and 
barriers to participation and take to the streets? Which motivations are most 
important for making sense of why certain individuals are more politically 
committed than others? Motivations are defined as “things inside a person that 
move or impel him or her into action” (Barner-Barry and Rosenwein 1985: 12).1 
For Oegema and Klandermans (1994) they are what underlie for that individual 
the positive ratio of costs to benefits, leading to a specific action preparedness. 
To delve deeper into these questions, this chapter focuses on the motivations of 
demonstrators. We look at what motivates people to take to the streets. We can 
distinguish motivations in terms of the instrumental versus expressive as well 
as the individual versus collective dimensions (Klandermans 2015). Here we 
distinguish between different kinds of motivations, including more instrumental 
and more expressive types such as defending interests, expressing one’s views, 
pressuring politicians to make things change, raising public awareness, express-
ing solidarity, and feeling a sense of moral obligation. Benefits of participation 
could be diverse – anything from socializing with friends and colleagues to an 
important change in policy affecting one’s livelihood (Walgrave et al. 2013). We 
examine to what extent these motivations differ across countries as well as for 
different protest issues and different types of demonstrators. Relatedly, we also 
look at the feelings of identification of participants with others attending the 
demonstration as well as the organizations staging the event. Indeed, identifi-
cation with other protesters and the organizations staging the demonstration 

7

Why Do People Want to Demonstrate?
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is a major reason why people take to the streets. We also analyze when dem-
onstrators made a firm decision to attend the demonstration, since greater 
commitment to participate should be linked with a more timely decision to 
participate.

Motivations to Action

There are three main reasons why people demonstrate or participate in movements: 
(a) instrumentality, the desire to change one’s or one’s group circumstances by 
influencing the social and political environments; (b) identity, the desire to be part 
of something bigger than oneself and to manifest this; and (c) ideology, the desire 
to find meaning and to express one’s understanding of the world (Klandermans 
2004). Participation in social movements is influenced by an assessment of relative 
costs and benefits (Klandermans 1984) and there is evidence that collective inter-
ests also predict movement participation (Sturmer and Simon 2004).

Klandermans (2015) further distinguishes between instrumental and expres-
sive motives. As Walgrave et al. (2013) note, This distinction links back to that 
between “instrumentally rational” (zweckrational) and “value-rational” (wer-
trational) actions in Max Weber’s well-known typology of social action (Weber 
1922), also popularized in sociology through the work of Talcott Parsons 
(1937). Both types are rational since they are goal-oriented and conscious. 
However, in the first the goal is external, whereas in the second the goal is the 
action itself for its own sake (Walgrave et al. 2013). Therefore, protest motiva-
tions that link back to external changes are instrumental (e.g. defending inter-
ests, pressuring politicians to make things change, raising public awareness), 
whereas those that link to internal feelings are expressive (e.g. expressing one’s 
views, expressing solidarity, feeling a sense of moral obligation) (Walgrave 
et al. 2013). Most individuals have a mix of instrumental and expressive moti-
vations for most actions, including protest: “It would be very unusual to find 
concrete cases of . . . social action which were oriented only in one or another 
of these ways” (Weber 1922: 26). Indeed, Klandermans and Oegema (1987) 
noted how many peace protesters in the 1980s in the Netherlands did not 
think that the demonstrations would have any effect. They were protesting 
to express their values as different from the establishment and, as such, in 
expressing their views, their oppositional ideology was central. In other words, 
these were expressive motivations for protest mainly. Of course, these dem-
onstrators may have also felt a moral obligation to protest or that they were 
marching in solidarity with Vietnam, or defending their interests as part of 
humanity, at the same time. This point further illustrates the complementary 
nature of motivations. Indeed, for van Zomeren et  al. (2004), instrumental 
motivations as well as feelings of “group-based anger” are the two main moti-
vations for social movement participation and the latter is an expressive type 
of motivation, though more specific. Van Stekelenburg (2006) also highlights 
instrumental, identity, group-based anger, and ideological motives for protest. 
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As such, these ideal type motivations are probably complementary and not 
mutually exclusive. Since motivations are not mutually exclusive, we must 
study different types side by side.

The other distinction hinted at above is that between individual and collec-
tive motivations (Walgrave et al. 2013). People can participate mainly for indi-
vidual reasons or on behalf of a group. Individual motivations can be either 
instrumental-individual, such as defending my interests, or expressive-individual, 
such as expressing my views or feeling a sense of moral obligation. The same is 
true of collective motivations: things like pressuring politicians to make things 
change and raising public awareness are more instrumental-collective, whereas 
expressing solidarity is on behalf of a group and, as such, expressive-collective. 
Indeed, people can take to the streets to improve their living conditions or to 
fight on behalf of the living conditions of a marginalized group such as migrants.

The concept of class consciousness of Marxist imprint suggests that the 
understanding of problems as collective is an important precondition for 
achieving sustained mobilization and effective social change. Today this idea 
is picked up in collective identity research and work on collective action 
frames (Gamson 1992a) and shows that, when distinguishing between injus-
tice, agency, and identity frames, the latter signify identity as a collective when 
affected by injustice or grievance. This, in turn, is key, since it leads to a strong 
feeling of commonality and solidarity with others affected as well as strong 
oppositional consciousness towards those held responsible for the injustice or 
grievance. For Gamson and collaborators (1990, 1992a, 1992b; Gamson and 
Modigliani 1989), collective identity and collective action frames are precondi-
tions to action and, as such, fundamental in understanding motivations to pro-
test and engage in social movement activism. However, as Wahlstrom (2016) 
notes, collective identity and similar collective motivations might be more rele-
vant for demonstrations around certain issues rather than others. For example, 
collective identity should at least in theory be more central for demonstrations 
around socioeconomic issues affecting groups as a whole.

The literature on social movements has long analyzed which factors are 
linked to both the strength and content of identities that are shared collectively 
and foster mobilization in different contexts. Ever since Marx, the idea of class 
consciousness emphasized how politicized collective identities were fundamen-
tal for bringing about social change. Collective identification is understood to 
underlie an understanding of one’s destiny as being linked to one’s material 
conditions (Snow and Lessor 2013). However, identification need not only be 
linked to material interests, but can also be primarily moral and based on reli-
gious beliefs or other types of ideologies and allegiances (Jasper and Poulsen 
1995). In particular, injustice frames are understood to be linked to the pro-
duction of moral shocks motivating people to collective action (Gamson and 
Sifry 2013). Of course, these types of motivations are not mutually exclusive. 
Someone might protest in order to defend their interests as a citizen and, as 
such, for moral reasons in order to express their solidarity with other human 
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beings in the same conditions. They might do so to raise public awareness 
about this problem as well as expressing their political views and, in so doing, 
to pressure politicians to make things change all in one instance, all with respect 
to a single, specific mobilization.

The sense of injustice was of critical importance for workers’ movements (Tilly 
1986). Moreover, it is understood that “double deprivation” at both the individ-
ual and group level fosters identity building, since this process links individual 
experience with a realization that one’s conditions are shared with others and 
therefore contributes to feeling a sense of injustice which underpins mobilization 
(Klandermans 2015). Moreover, the allocation of responsibility is also seen as 
important, since it allows the sense of injustice to focus “on the righteous anger 
that puts fire in the belly and iron in the soul” (Gamson 1992a: 32). Research has 
shown that disruptions can push oppressed groups into actions as risks become 
more acceptable in the face of greater losses (Snow 2004; Snow and Lessor 2013; 
Snow et al. 1998, 2005). However, in order for disruptions or grievances to then 
move to action, identity remains key as “an act of imagination, a trope that stirs 
people to action by arousing feelings of solidarity with our fellows and, by defini-
tion, moral boundaries against other categories” (Jasper and McGarry 2014: 3).

Social movements have also been seen as identity fields in that they foster 
boundary-making (Benford and Snow 2000). As such, social movements share 
a collective identity which is fluid and constantly developing, a shared definition 
of a group that comes from members’ common interests and solidarity (Taylor 
2013). In this way, group identification supports the linkages between individ-
ual social identification and collective identities and their politicization through 
blame attribution and an understanding of common problems and experiences 
(van Stekelenburg et al. 2013). These processes, in turn, underscore the link 
between individual lived experience, on the one hand, and subjective filtering 
of the social world and collective mobilizations for transforming society, on 
the other. These processes are extremely powerful, since they can underscore 
the radical reorganization of entire societies in the name of justice and equality.

Motivations and Identification in 
the Age of Globalization

Research emphasized that instrumentality was not enough to make sense 
of why people participated in protests and that identity and identification 
had to be included in this process (see van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 
2013 for a review). Many studies have shown that the more people identify 
with a group the more they are inclined to protest on behalf of that group 
(Klandermans et al. 2002; Simon and Klandermans 2001; van Zomeren et al. 
2008). Identity is defined as our making sense of who we are relative to others 
as well as others’ understandings of themselves (Jenkins 2008). This is met-
aphorically described as someone’s spatial location in society (Simon et al. 
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1998). Identity can be linked to a number of mutually competing potential 
identities as given by social class, gender, generation, and so forth. Individuals 
can have various identities in this sense, and these could all be linked to rea-
sons for action on the basis of their memberships of social groups (Tajfel and 
Turner 1979). Research on multiple identities shows how people can hold 
many different identities at the same time (Kurtz 2002). These, in turn, may 
come into conflict, such as for example with union members who need to 
decide whether or not to strike and put people under cross-pressure (Oegema 
and Klandermans 1994). Striking workers and movement activists are often 
accused of disloyalty against their companies and countries. González and 
Brown (2003) call this “dual identity” and argue that identification with a 
subordinate entity (e.g. ethnic identity) does not necessarily exclude supraor-
dinate entity (e.g. national identity) identification. Rather, dual identity is 
desirable since it means individuals feel some basic security through identifi-
cation with their group while at the same time not being exclusionary thanks 
to the overarching identification (Huo et al. 1996). Indeed, immigrants who 
display, a dual identity have been shown to be more inclined to take to the 
streets on behalf of their group, as noted also by Klandermans et al. (2008), 
who show how immigrants who display a dual identification are more satis-
fied. However, the dissatisfied will be more likely to be protesters.

But why is identification with a collective group such a powerful reason to 
protest? Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans (2013) note how identification 
is linked to an awareness of commonalities and similarities, including shared 
fate and common destiny with the group. The strength of identity comes from 
affective aspects (Ellemers 1993), whereby the more “the group is in me” the 
more “I feel for us” (Yzerbyt et al. 2003), thus developing stronger motiva-
tions to participate on its behalf. Collective identification, especially politicized 
forms thereof, are found to intensify feelings of efficacy (Simon et al. 1998; van 
Zomeren et al. 2008). With shared fate, emotions, and efficacy, identification 
also generates obligations to be a “good” member of the group (Sturmer and 
Simon 2004). In other words, collective identities must be politicized to moti-
vate individuals to social and collective action. This is evident in the example 
of class and links back to Marx’s classic point already discussed in Chapter 3 
about the distinction between objective or structural social classes in themselves 
and politicized, subjectively self-conscious, and organized classes for them-
selves. Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans (2013) note how the politicization 
of identities begins with the awareness of shared grievances and this is then 
linked to blaming the external enemy for the group’s problems or exploitation. 
The politicization of identities is understood to unfold as a sequence with the 
underlying power struggle (van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013). This is 
similar to the process of the development of class consciousness, where events 
such as the recent austerity crisis and other capitalist crises can play a radical-
izing role among those affected.
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Indeed, the wave of anti-austerity protests that has characterized the period 
of the Great Recession has spurred the development of politicized identities 
among those social sectors most deeply affected by the crisis, with anger aris-
ing from a widespread crisis of legitimacy (Habermas 1975) and a lack of 
responsiveness on the part of elites. These factors can have important effects 
on motivations for protest. Faced with economic and political crises, elites in 
Europe have been increasingly perceived as inefficient or applying weak or 
perversely ineffective solutions (della Porta 2015). Rather than helping the 
most vulnerable sectors of society, they have been seen as complicit in enacting 
austerity measures and public service cuts that serve to deprive and margin-
alize them even further (della Porta 2015). These processes and the depri-
vation they have wrought in advanced industrial democracies have acted to 
delegitimize already weakly supported elites and governments. In this context, 
della Porta (2015: 6) has argued that we are witnessing a “crisis of respon-
sibility” of late neoliberalism and that we need to redevelop an analysis of 
capitalism as linked to protest to make sense of current developments. She 
follows Streeck’s (2014: 53) conceptualization of capitalism as “a social order 
built on a promise of boundless collective progress – as measured by the size 
of its money economy – coming about as a side-product of maximization of 
individual utility, prosperity and profit.” Her argument is that given that capi-
talism is, as Marx defined it, a mode of production defined on the basis of the 
exploitation of the proletariat class by the capitalist class, then, also, following 
Barker (2013), “the specific forms exploitation takes during the evolution of 
capitalism must be expected to have an effect on the producers’ mobilization” 
(della Porta 2015: 7).

Going back to Tilly’s (1986) point about the changing repertoires of con-
tention as discussed in Chapter  3, from the local and paternalistic to the 
nationalized, professionalized, and modular as linked to the centralization of 
national political and economic power, della Porta (2015) notes how capital-
ism’s role for changing the nature of protest by developing particular interests 
and collective identification among deprived groups had already been con-
sidered in Tilly’s work. Despite the criticism of resource mobilization theory 
as largely agnostic to historical context, history, and the mode of production, 
in fact the role of capitalism for identity formation and the generation of its 
own “gravediggers” had already been considered in some other “exceptions” 
in the social movement literature, but the role was limited, since “attention 
was focused on big historical transformations rather than on the evolution in 
capitalism or the swinging move between capitalist growth and crisis” (della 
Porta 2015: 7).

The transformation of capital and the wider socioeconomic processes of the 
current context that might underscore protest do not necessarily need to be 
restricted to the defense of individual economic interests and indeed could feed 
into the various types of motivations we discussed above. To make sense of 
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protests in the current period and what might motivate people to action, all four 
dimensions would seem to matter: the instrumental-individual, the expressive-
individual, the expressive-collective, and the instrumental-collective. In this 
way, the current socioeconomic context suggests that both more interest-based 
and wider collective motivations will be important for protest. This generaliza-
tion of individual experience into a more generalized sense of crisis and injus-
tice, recognizing individual problems and deprivation as wider social problems 
deserving political solutions, is the precondition to political action for social 
change.

In her analysis of social movements in times of austerity, della Porta 
(2015) notes how a critical milestone in social movement research for the 
examination of how the functioning and structure of capitalism allowed for 
making sense of motivations to mobilization was the research on new social 
movements and particularly those elements focused on the emergence of the 
new middle class – or a segment of it – as the new basis for protest (Eder 
1993; Kriesi 1989). More specifically, the so-called sociocultural profession-
als, given their prioritization of autonomy and libertarian social values and 
greater egalitarianism in the distribution of resources, became the core carri-
ers of a growing protest sector (Kriesi 1998). Underlying this research were 
claims that the Fordist framework pacified the class cleavage, thus opening 
up space for the emergence of postmaterialist struggles built on wider moral 
claims pertaining to the environment, gender issues, and so forth as dis-
tinct from earlier movements of Marxist imprint centering on redistribution 
and socioeconomic grievances (Melucci 1989; Touraine 1981). Della Porta 
(2015) notes also capitalism’s role for developing motivations for action, 
which was examined in studies of social movements linked to Kriesi et al.’s 
(2012) work on the emerging cleavage between the “winners and losers of 
globalization,” and the related focus on the exclusionary cultural protec-
tionism of anti-immigrant discourse and nationalism rather than looking 
at those other “losers” on the left that still continue to espouse culturally 
inclusive values but that are increasingly suffering in economic terms (della 
Porta 2015).

While the economic structures of capitalism and its tendency to crisis cre-
ate the conditions for the identification of groups that have suffered its worst 
effects, it is precisely the politicization of these identities that is necessary 
to develop motivations for action and for individuals to act upon them and 
mobilize against unjust social arrangements. Indeed, when discussing the con-
textual conditions of capitalism that might develop individual motivations to 
protest and thus for making sense of the link between structure and action, it 
must be emphasized that, while groups might experience economic or political 
grievances, these do not in and of themselves spontaneously lead to political 
action, but need to be politicized on a broader social level. In this sense, the 
effects of political and macroeconomic crises on citizens’ experience need to 
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become understood as wider social and political problems requiring collective 
political action for their solution (Grasso and Giugni 2016a). This understand-
ing of wider social and political problems as amenable to change is the first 
step in moving from the existence  – and experience  – of new grievances to 
action. In particular, the prevalence of neoliberal ideas in advanced democra-
cies means that, ideologically, those involved in political resistance and mobi-
lizations also need to become involved in the creation of a new framework of 
ideas to contest neoliberal ideological dominance or hegemony and thus to 
challenge the convergence of both social democratic and moderate conserva-
tive parties on their acceptance of this framework (English et al. 2016; Grasso 
et al. 2017; Temple et al. 2016). Rather than leaving the space open for right-
wing populists to monopolize the critique of current arrangements, “the cultur-
ally inclusive losers” behind the anti-austerity protests might be able to develop 
a new progressive political program for the new age which encompasses a real 
progressive economic alternative without retreating to nationalisms, the past, 
or exclusionary defenses of the welfare state, but rather embracing openness 
and tolerance.

Another important piece of the puzzle for making sense of how motiva-
tions are developed and the ways in which they spur protest action relates to 
the role of organizations such as leftist political parties and social movement 
organizations. These critical organizations, which have historically represented 
the interests of the working class and more resource-deprived groups, have 
themselves been undermined in the latest period. In their absence, it has also 
become harder to develop a narrative of collective interests and for these to be 
articulated in a political program. Going back to the discussion in Chapter 3 
about the role of the party in Leninist theorizing on collective interests and 
practical political action, we can see the centrality of the role of the party in 
past political discourse on social change and mobilization. However, with the 
emphasis on prefigurative politics and the critique that truly democratic organ-
izations and social change could not in themselves emerge from hierarchical 
organizations, democratic centralism and other modes of leadership in Marxist 
and Trotskyite parties increasingly came under fire by other innovators on the 
Left (Tarrow 1989).

Moreover, in the economic sphere, the changing conditions of labor – includ-
ing the casualization of employment, increasing job insecurity, reduction of labor 
law constraints, the exclusion of unskilled workers from protected positions, thus 
segmenting the wage-earning class, and the increasing intensification of labor – 
contributed to the weakening of social critique on the part of trade unions (della 
Porta 2015). Unions were delegitimized, since they participated in cutting employ-
ment and generally offered exclusionary benefits to members against outsiders, 
thus becoming unable to articulate a progressive appeal that did not divide 
those in the most vulnerable social positions (whether in or outside of employ-
ment) (della Porta 2015). In this way, unions became tied to employees and 
other marginalized outsiders were cut out from their support. This problem 
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illustrates how, in the absence of progressive leftist parties articulating convinc-
ing alternatives able to garner support across marginalized sectors, including 
the unemployed, precarious workers, and migrants, the trade unions on their 
own were unable to sustain a wider political program of social change and 
alternatives. Moreover, the mainstreaming of many leftist social democratic 
parties on the neoliberal consensus meant that there were virtually no other 
collective social actors present able to articulate a radical social critique.

In this context, the rise of the global justice movement in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s aimed to address fragmentation through “a positive emphasis on 
diversity, although with different characteristics: as a tolerant identity bridg-
ing a plurality of experiences in the global justice movement, or rather as an 
appeal to an all-encompassing people or citizenry suffering from the crisis of 
neoliberalism in the anti-austerity protests” (della Porta 2015: 81). While the 
global justice movement employed broader moral and humanitarian appeals, 
anti-austerity protests brought back attention to the national sphere focusing 
on the economic inequalities brought about through global neoliberalism, also 
in terms of cross-national differences (della Porta 2015: 81). However, while 
the global justice movement may have been successful in developing a sense of 
shared collectivity since it encompasses such a broad base of groups, it is much 
harder to see how it could develop a shared sense of collective interests which 
have traditionally formed the basis for successful social movement mobiliza-
tion. Indeed, the global justice movement’s plurality can also be seen as its 
weakness, and its desire to include everyone without making too many deci-
sions in terms of forward direction meant that there was never a full program 
that was agreed upon that could demand or move forward any sort of radical 
reform (Sotirakopoulos 2016). In this sense, the global justice movement, espe-
cially when compared to the more recent anti-austerity mobilizations, can be 
seen as more of an expressive collectivity than as an advocate of instrumental 
collective interests. This, in turn, relates back to the distinction between cul-
tural and economic protest goals and issues.

Solidary and Moral Incentives

When discussing the role of solidarity for collective action, it seems important  
to distinguish, as Passy (2013) does, between two different types of incentives for 
participation: social and solidary incentives. In his seminal The Logic of Collective 
Action, Mancur Olson (1965) had noted how, given the free rider problem,  
no rationally self-interested individual should even join in collective pursuits. 
Only selective incentives – that is, benefits that accrue only to participants – could 
stimulate individuals to action. This thinking highlighted how a group might not 
engage in collective action to defend their interests even in the face of important 
grievances. However, as Passy (2013) also notes, instrumental incentives are 
a very limited way to conceive of why individuals might become involved in 
protest and do not well account for practice (Whiteley and Seyd 1996, 2002).  
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Clark and Wilson (1961) developed their account by adding social and purposive 
incentives such as coming into contact with like-minded individuals and enabling 
parties to realize their policy and ideological objectives. This was followed by 
many other studies adding other types of incentives and, as Passy (2013) notes, 
this “implied opening up the Pandora’s box of human motives” such as purposive 
incentives (political goals), collective incentives (the value of the expected pub-
lic good), social incentives (the expected reaction of others), solidarity incentives 
(searching for the company of like-minded individuals), identity incentives (search-
ing for a community of people), or normative incentives (fairness and equity val-
ues), in other words, all those which Opp (1985) had called “soft incentives.”

In this context, Passy (2013) notes how there were two major schools of 
thought: those scholars adapting the list of selective incentives from within 
a utilitarian and rational choice perspective and those working from out-
side this framework. In the first school, Opp (1988) emphasized social con-
trol where personal incentives incite others to participation. For the second 
group, on the other hand, mobilization was seen to occur through group 
identification, a public good’s value, expectations of success, and individual 
norms. Moreover, some stressed social mechanisms linked to collective incen-
tives (Klandermans 1997; Klandermans and Oegema 1987) – that is, intrinsic 
value of the collective good not for private or indivisible goods – whereas 
others emphasized how actions are norm-oriented (Marwell and Ames 1979). 
For the latter, it is convictions such as fairness, solidarity, and equity that push 
people to action.

As Benford (2013a) notes, solidarity can be understood to be closely linked 
to the concept of collective identity (Melucci 1989). However, while collective 
identity more expressly focuses on the continuous social construction of cog-
nitive, moral, and emotional connection of a broader community (Polletta and 
Jasper 2001), solidarity is more specifically used to refer to shared feelings of a 
specific group. In turn, scholars have distinguished between two dimensions of 
solidarity: internal solidarity, which is focused on a specific group of which one 
is a member, and external solidarity, which refers to identification with groups 
one does not belong to (Hunt and Benford 2004). Social movement organi-
zations are understood to promote feelings of solidarity, and this allows for a 
threat to any individual member to be understood as a threat to all members 
or the group so that adherents feel a sense of shared fate and common cause 
(Hunt and Benford 2004).

Moral incentives are also important for social movement activism (Snow 
and Lessor 2013). Calls to participation are frequently framed in moral terms, 
and certain events may be so objectionable that everyone feels the need to 
morally object through their participation. For example, the slogan “Not in 
My Name” in the UK Stop the War protests clearly signaled this feeling of 
moral objection for a deplorable act of aggression. In this way, the movement 
managed to mobilize enough supporters for one of the largest UK marches of 
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all time, with over one million protesters marching through London on March 
15, 2003.

However, while moral elements may be powerful means to mobilize in the 
streets, it would seem that, in many cases, democratic development of common 
goals and ideological narratives are necessary to sustain a movement and give 
it enough content to progress negotiations with the powers? to effect actual 
social change beyond a simple expression of disgust and dealignment (Snow 
and Lessor 2013). The power of moral appeals is also clearly linked to the idea 
of “moral shocks” (Jasper and Poulsen 1995). These, in particular, can be used 
by movements to highlight the urgency of engagement to stop certain events, 
such as animal testing, from occurring (Snow and Lessor 2013). It is clear that 
moral conviction lies at the heart of engagement in many social movement 
activities and is closely linked to ideology, for example in terms of ideals of 
equality and justice as well as feelings of solidarity with downtrodden groups. 
However, while moral conviction is generally tied to given beliefs about injus-
tice and equality in the world, these tend to be underpinned by a wider ideolog-
ical narrative about the way in which the world should be. In this way, the two 
aspects are intertwined in the minds of most activists, and when ideological 
belief and moral conviction occur in concomitance social movements can be 
particularly resilient and effective even in the face of great dangers or major 
initial setbacks.

Snow and Lessor (2013) noted that Moore (1978: 89–91) had described 
how moral conviction was the “iron in the soul” underlying the strength and 
resolve of many social movements even in the face of seemingly insurmounta-
ble obstacles. Indeed, history shows that most social movements that brought 
about fundamental social change were marked by major setbacks at the start 
and uphill struggles in the achievement of their goals, and yet, through the 
perseverance and beliefs of activists and affected peoples, these movements 
eventually overcame these obstacles. Related to this is the idea of “prisoners of 
conscience,” that is, those individuals who have even accepted imprisonment 
for their beliefs and moral convictions (Snow and Lessor 2013). This concept 
illustrates the extent to which activists have historically been prepared to go 
to defend their ideas and the belief in their principles. Not only have prison-
ers of conscience accepted incarceration and imprisonment for years for the 
simple offense of having followed their conscience rather than orders or irra-
tional laws, but people have through the years given up not just their freedom 
but their lives in the name of ideas and beliefs. Examples of prisoners of con-
science in particular are Daniel and Phillip Berrigan – commonly known as the 
Berrigan Brothers, two Catholic priests imprisoned for their leadership in the 
antiwar movement in the United States during the Vietnam War for burning  
the records of the Maryland draft board in May 1968 (Snow and Lessor 2013).

Finally, as noted also by Snow and Lessor (2013), the concept of “conscience 
constituents” (McCarthy and Zald 1977) highlights those individuals acting 
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solely in solidarity, for the benefit of others. They provide resources such as 
financial support, experience, organization, and so forth. The main reason for 
this type of participation is moral alignment, such as for those involved in 
the US civil rights movement (Snow and Lessor 2013). However, it might be 
argued that, if one believes in justice and equality and a fairer society, for 
example, one is always also acting in one’s own interests when acting on behalf 
of others in this way, since one is at the same time creating a better, fairer, and 
more equal society for all, including oneself and one’s children and loved ones. 
As such, collective goals of social change can always be seen to underscore col-
lective instrumental motivations in that the ultimate goal is always also one of 
changing society for the good of all, whether rich or poor, regardless of gender, 
color, race or nationality, and so forth.

What Motivates Participants in Demonstrations?

The motivations that drive people to protest are variegated, ranging from the 
more instrumental and individual ones, to expressive and collective ones. We 
now turn to an examination of the motivations in our sample of demonstrators. 
What motivates people to participate in street demonstrations? Are instrumen-
tal, moral, or solidary incentives equally important or does one or the other 
prevail? Furthermore, to what extent do demonstrators identify with other 
people at the protest or with the organization staging it? And to what extent 
were they determined to participate, in terms of when they took a firm deci-
sion to do so? Finally, do motivations, identification, and determination vary 
across countries, issues, and types of demonstrators, and if so to what extent? 
Table 7.1 gives us some answers. First, we examine an instrumental-individual 
motivation for protest: “defending my interests.” Then we move to examin-
ing expressive-individual motivations: “express my views” or “feeling a sense 
of moral obligation.” Next we move on to looking at instrumental-collective 
motivations: “pressure politicians for change” and “raise public awareness.” 
Finally, we examine expressive-collective motivations: “express my solidarity.”

Starting with “defend my interests,” we can see that this type of individual-
instrumental motivation for protest among demonstrators is particularly pop-
ular in Spain, followed by Switzerland, then Belgium, the UK, the Netherlands, 
Italy, and finally Sweden. We know of course that Spain has been particularly 
hard hit by the recent economic crisis, and this might contribute to why so 
many demonstrators in this country strongly agree that defending their inter-
ests was a major reason for demonstrating. However, the crisis was not as hard 
hitting in Switzerland, where also many citizens strongly agreed that they were 
protesting to defend their interests. Interestingly, Italy and Sweden, the coun-
tries that scored highest on support for leftist values and particularly redis-
tribution, score lowest compared to the other countries on the idea that they 
were protesting to defend their interests. Perhaps, a wider leftist conception 
in these countries leads citizens to view protest in more collectivist terms, as a 
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means to change the whole of society for the better and defend the interests of 
the poorest groups in society rather than primarily one’s own. Moreover, the 
question of the defense of interests through demonstrations is also linked to 
the way in which interests are conceived and to whether they are equally appli-
cable as motivations across demonstration issues. It is thus unlikely that the 
motives for protesting are understood in terms of being a matter of defending 
one’s interests when the demonstration is opposing violence against women 
and one is a man. While this could be conceived as defending one’s interests 
in the sense that we all have an interest in living in a better society, these are 
not individual interests, strictly defined. Of course, one could question the very 
idea that one might be able to protest in defense of one’s interests alone, and, 
indeed, protesting in and of itself could always be argued to have at least some 
concomitant collective motivation.

Before we move to looking at cross-national differences in collective motiva-
tions, however, we turn to analyzing patterns for an individual-expressive moti-
vation as symbolized by agreement with the statement “express my views.” This 
type of motivation is most popular among demonstrators in Spain, followed by 
their counterparts in Belgium and the UK, then Sweden, then Italy, Switzerland, 
and finally the Netherlands. The idea of expressing views reflects the ability 
of protest actions to provide a voice for the voiceless, the exploited, and the 
oppressed. In this sense, protests are performed as an act allowing individuals 
to finally speak out and say enough is enough, or to declare injustices occurring 
in society and ask for them to be redressed. The Indignados movement originat-
ing in the squares of Spain in May 2011 certainly provided a means for many 
Spanish citizens who felt without a voice, to finally express their views about 
the injustices they saw all around them and the absence of both effective eco-
nomic government and real democracy. Indeed, in 2014, a new party, Podemos, 
emerged on the Left, taking up many of the issues raised by the 15M movement 
in response to the economic crisis and the government’s handling of austerity. 
In Belgium and also the UK there were many demonstrations against austerity 
in this period, as trade unions in particular organized against the increasing 
spending cuts and austerity policies and protested that the weakest sectors of 
society were paying the highest toll for a crisis that they had not produced. 
Other demonstration issues too could have generated these motivations. For 
example, women at marches against violence would have felt that they wanted 
to take to the streets to tell the world that violence against women in any form 
is unacceptable and, in this sense, reclaiming this “voice” that has been stolen 
from many women by taking to the street and showing their empowerment 
would have been a major part of the political meaning behind the demonstra-
tion itself. Indeed, the visibility of women in the streets directly challenges the 
private invisibility that male violence wishes to relegate them to, through fear 
and intimidation.

If we turn to the other individual-expressive motivation – “feeling morally 
obliged to do so” – we can see that this was most popular in Spain, followed by 
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the UK then Sweden, the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, and Switzerland. In the 
Indignados movement there were strong calls in particular to defend the dig-
nity of every citizen, and, as such, there is a sense in which feeling moral obli-
gation to act can emerge as a need at the individual level when one witnesses 
injustice in society at large. This, in turn, generates a sense of moral obligation 
to condemn and join forces in challenging oppression and exploitation as well 
as highlight the fact that the costs of the crisis were disproportionately falling 
on the shoulders of young people and other marginalized groups in society. The 
Juventud Sin Futuro group within the 15M movement emphasized the particu-
larly harsh toll that the crisis was having on younger generations by stealing 
their future. As such, a sense of moral obligation for protest and expressing 
indignation and opposition clearly emerged from the political and economi-
cally dire situation in Spain. In the other countries as well the crisis and cuts 
in public services can be seen to have led people to feel that they had a moral 
obligation to act, to say something to stop the destruction of public services 
and the suffering of the weakest sectors of society. Other demonstration issues 
such as climate change can of course also generate the feeling of moral obliga-
tion to protest, for example in the name of future generations or in defense of 
nature and the environment.

Turning to the collective side, we look first at collective-instrumental moti-
vations such as demonstrating in order to “pressure politicians for change”  
or “raise public awareness.” For the first, we can see the motivation to “pres-
sure politicians for change” is most popular in Belgium, followed by Spain, 
Switzerland, the UK, Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden. Clearly, one of the most 
important goals of demonstrating is to make change happen somehow. After all, 
we tend to assume that individuals engage in social and political actions such 
as demonstrating in order to make things happen or to prevent things from 
happening as one of the major motivations. Pressing for social and political 
change would almost appear like the archetypal motivation for political action: 
individuals very often participate because they want society to change for the 
better  – to be organized more fairly, to develop new laws protecting minor-
ity and vulnerable groups, to stop governments from dismantling the welfare 
state and further cutting social safety nets so that they are no longer protecting 
even the most vulnerable sectors of society, and so forth. This desire for social 
change by pressuring politicians in the institutional sphere is particularly strong 
in Belgium, a system with powerful trade unions, and it is also very popular 
among demonstrators in Spain. In the wake of the economic crisis and spending 
cuts, it is clear that demonstrators would take to the streets in the hope of pres-
suring governments to do something to stop the worst consequences of the crisis 
or at least shield the most vulnerable social sectors from its most virulent effects.

The second collective-instrumental motivation – to “raise public awareness” –  
is most popular in Italy, the UK, Switzerland, Belgium, Sweden, Spain, and 
finally the Netherlands. While the previous motivation made specific refer-
ence to political elites as the intermediary agents of social change, this type of 
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collective-instrumental motivation instead aims to change the minds of indi-
viduals in society at large. This is particularly important with respect to those 
political issues that require the consciousness and mobilization of vast sections 
of society for their effective resolution and enactment. If social movements 
wish to effect social change, surely convincing individuals in society about 
their causes and goals is a major and important step for the achievement of 
their political objectives. For some issues such as climate change, for example, 
raising awareness can be seen as a fundamental goal towards the behavioral 
change advocated by the environmental movement at the micro level.

Finally, we examine the collective-expressive motivation: “express my sol-
idarity.” Here we can see that Switzerland, Belgium, Sweden, and the UK fol-
lowed by Italy, the Netherlands, and finally Spain, show the highest levels of 
agreement with this motivation. Expressing solidarity reflects the idea that one 
is protesting to express support and sympathy for a group external to oneself. 
This can be linked to the concept of “conscience constituents” (McCarthy and 
Zald 1977) introduced earlier that is, those individuals that are not directly 
affected by the issues at hand but who feel that participation is needed in sup-
port of those who are. Presumably, those individuals feeling directly affected 
would be less likely to say that they are protesting in solidarity, since they 
would see their activism more clearly spurred by the other motivations dis-
cussed above rather than on behalf of an external group. As such, given how 
deep and devastating the economic crisis has been in Spain, it is unsurprising 
that demonstrators here were the least likely to profess this motivation for 
their protesting, as they would have been much more likely to feel directly 
impacted by the events.

As we have seen, identification with other individuals is a very important 
reason for why people demonstrate. Collective identity and a sense of being 
part of something bigger – of a larger group striving for a cause – are essential 
drivers for many activists to take to the streets. Table 7.1 shows that these 
feelings of identification were particularly strong among demonstrators in the 
UK and Spain, followed by the Belgians and Swiss, the Italians, and Swedes, 
and finally the Dutch. In the UK and Spain there were vehement anti-cuts 
protests, and this might have led to the development of stronger feelings of 
shared identity among demonstrators. While identifying with other individ-
uals at a protest might be an important spur for action, traditionally, iden-
tification with one’s organization or an organization close to one’s aims has 
been very important for developing a sense of common identity and foster-
ing the politicization of common interests. Traditionally, leftist parties have 
acted as the locus for the development of collective identities of a movement 
along with SMOs. Our analysis shows that, when it comes to identification 
with organizations staging the protest, this was most diffused in the UK fol-
lowed by Switzerland, Belgium, Spain, the Netherlands, Italy, and Sweden. This 
suggests that, in some countries, organizations and individuals’ attachment to 
organizations form a greater part of the reason why people attend a given 
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demonstration and become mobilized. Indeed, in Chapter 5 we saw that there 
are important cross-national differences in this respect.

We also examine when decisions were made to attend a given demonstra-
tion, since greater motivation to participate should be linked with a timely  
decision to participate. In the UK, Italy, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland most 
people had decided to attend the protest over a month before it occurred. 
In Belgium and the Netherlands, however, most decided a few days to a few 
weeks before the event. This suggests that in the UK, Italy, Spain, Sweden, and 
Switzerland, relative to Belgium and the Netherlands, demonstrators are more 
likely to have strong motivations to participate and commit to protest actions 
further in advance. Deeper feelings of group membership, as we have seen, 
assert greater pressures on individuals to act as “good” group members and 
support the cause, and these factors might be playing out for explaining these 
differences.

Table 7.1 also allows us to investigate how motivations vary between pro-
testers attending cultural and economic demonstrations. Given our previous 
discussion, one might expect that the more instrumental motivations such as 
the instrumental-individual motivation for protest “defending my interests” 
and the instrumental-collective motivations “pressure politicians for change” 
and “raise public awareness” should generally be more popular at demon-
strations focusing on economic issues, given that these demonstrations tend 
to address problems which require above all a change of external circum-
stances for their solution. On the other hand, expressive-individual motiva-
tions “express my views” or “feeling a sense of moral obligation” as well as 
expressive-collective motivations such as “express my solidarity” should be 
more relevant for demonstrations on cultural issues, since here the conscious-
ness raising and moral aspects should be more preponderant.

As we can see, while “defending my interests” was indeed a more popular 
motivation at economic relative to cultural demonstrations as expected, there 
is no difference between issue types for the instrumental-collective motiva-
tion “pressure politicians for change.” Moreover, the instrumental-collective 
motivation “raise public awareness” is actually found to be more popular at 
cultural, as opposed to economic, issue events. Thus, the distinction between 
instrumental and expressive motivations does not map neatly onto the eco-
nomic–cultural issues distinction. Indeed, we can further see that the expres-
sive-individual motivations “express my views” and “feeling a sense of moral 
obligation” were both more popular at demonstrations over economic issues. 
The expressive-collective motivation “express my solidarity” was equally pop-
ular. This is further evidence that individuals at both types of demonstrations 
have different types of instrumental-expressive and individual-collective moti-
vations and that there is no clear demarcation line between domains through 
protest issues.

Identification, as we have seen, is a powerful motivation for why people take 
to the streets on behalf of a group or a cause. Results show that individuals at 
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economic protests were more likely to identify with others at the protest than 
those at cultural events. While individuals at economic protests were also more 
likely to identify with organizations than those at cultural events, on the whole 
the level of identification with organizations was lower than that with other 
people at the protest. This suggests that cultural demonstrations are more indi-
vidualistic than economic ones and individuals are more likely to attend for 
reasons other than a sense of belonging or shared destiny with other members 
of their group. Moreover, the weakening of organizations developing collective 
identity could be further evidenced by the fact that individuals at both types 
of protests felt a greater affinity with other individuals attending than with the 
organizations themselves. This could be seen as a sign of resistance of many 
in this day and age to see themselves as members or supporters of collective 
organizations, preferring instead more fluid identities.

Looking at the timing of when individuals made a firm decision to attend 
the demonstration as a sign of organization – since more organized individu-
als would be more likely to plan ahead – but also of dedication to the cause, 
we can see that economic protests attract slightly more organized members 
relative to cultural ones as there are higher proportions deciding weeks before 
the event, whereas for the cultural ones there are more deciding on the day. 
However, there are similar proportions of those deciding over a month before 
and a few days before. This suggests that demonstrations over economic issues 
attract marginally more organized participants, which is probably linked to the 
fact that there are more formal organizations such as trade unions and parties 
behind economic protests and more loosely connected networks of SMOs and 
online groups behind cultural demonstrations. In fact, it is striking that dif-
ferences are not wider, suggesting that today these looser types of horizontal 
modes of organization can be as effective as traditional structures for motivat-
ing citizens to action and getting them on the streets on the protest day.

As elsewhere in the book, a major dimension of comparison in our analysis is 
that between occasional demonstrators and activists. Table 7.1 shows that activists 
feel more strongly about all the types of motivations than occasional demonstra-
tors. Ideological commitment and conviction in feeling that one’s protest action 
can have an effect – both in instrumental and expressive terms – are important 
reasons why some individuals engage in repeated political activism while others 
remain only occasional participants. Moreover, there might be other, more ad hoc, 
reasons why people attend a protest such as accompanying friends, or being asked 
to attend by work colleagues that might be more preponderant among occasional 
demonstrators. Indeed, we find that activists are also more likely to have feelings 
of identification with others as well as with organizations, showing once more 
that the ideational component and the deeper psychological commitment of activ-
ists differentiate them from occasional demonstrators. The fact that the latter’s 
participation might be more ad hoc is also reflected in their lower organizational 
levels, with their being more likely to say that they decided to participate on the 
day of the protest or just a few days prior. Conversely, activists were much 
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more likely to have committed over a month before a protest, as nearly half of 
activists claimed that they had committed at this far earlier time.

Motivations and Commitment

Beyond the description of the different motivations that lead people to engage 
in political activities such as demonstrations as well as their variations across 
countries, issues, and types of demonstrators, we are interested in how differ-
ent motivations impinge upon people’s commitment to take to the streets in 
the name of a cause. Consistent with this objective and with what we have 
done in the four previous chapters, we conclude our analysis with a series of 
regression models aimed to investigate the association between the motivations 
and commitment, also in relation to the identification with other participants 
as well as the organizers of the demonstrations and with the determination to 
participate. Table 7.2 shows the results of this analysis, which follows a step-
wise logic whereby different variables are included in turn before concluding 
with a combined model testing for their independent effects. It shows six mod-
els. Model 1 tests for the effects of motivations. Model 2 includes identification 
with people at the protest. Model 3 includes identification with organizations. 
Model 4 includes the timing of the decision to protest. Model 5 includes all 
types of motivations together as well as controlling for economic and social 
values. Finally, Model 6 includes all the variables as well as the major controls 
(political interest, political efficacy, and organizational membership) to see if 
these variables account for the other effects. As in the other chapters’ analyses, 
the table presents results as odds ratios.

We start with Model 1, where all motivations were important determi-
nants of commitment among demonstrators. This underscores what was 
discussed earlier, namely that the different types of instrumental-expressive 
and individual-collective motivations are not mutually exclusive but rather 
mutually interlinked and interdependent. Expressing views, an expressive-
individual type of motivation, is particularly popular, followed by raising 
awareness as an expressive-collective motivation, pressuring politicians to 
make things change as an instrumental-collective motivation, feeling morally 
obliged to do so as an individual-expressive motivation, expressing solidarity 
as an expressive-collective motivation, and finally defending my interests as 
an instrumental-individual motivation. This shows that expressive and collec-
tive dimensions tend to be slightly more central, although all aspects matter 
to some extent.

Moving on to the results for identification with other individuals at a pro-
test in Model 2, which, as we discussed earlier, is such an important feeling for 
developing commitment to a cause and belief in social change through mobili-
zation, we can see that this has a very strong effect on commitment, and iden-
tification with others at the protests is more important also than identification 
with organizations staging a protest, as shown in Model 3. Moreover, Model 4, 
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which includes when participants made a firm decision to attend the demon-
stration, shows that those who had decided a month before the protest were 
more than 20 times more likely to be committed than those who had decided 
to attend on the day. This suggests that these individuals would have probably 
also been more likely to be embedded in organizations and, therefore, to have 
received the information sooner to be able to make such advanced plans. Model 
5 shows that, when controlling for the other variables, the effect of all the moti-
vational variables decreased in size, suggesting that these motivational factors 
are interlinked with one another and compound their effects on commitment. 
When all motivational variables are included, the effect of each motivational 
type declines and expressing solidarity no longer becomes significant when 
controlling for identification with others at the demonstration, showing how 
solidarity clearly links up with identification with fellow demonstrators with 
whom one wants to show solidarity through protest engagement. Moreover, 
the fact that all other effects decline as well shows that all motivations are to 
some degree associated with feelings of identification with fellow protesters or 
the organizations staging the protest.

Controlling for political interest, political efficacy, and organizational mem-
bership in Model 6 does not fundamentally modify the effect of the moti-
vational variables. Two of these three controls are statistically significant. 
Specifically, the higher the political interest, the stronger the commitment to 
protest. Conversely, the more embedded demonstrators are in different kinds 
of organizations, the less committed they are. Political efficacy, in contrast, does 
not matter. Most importantly, as said, these controls leave the effect of the var-
ious types of motivations basically unaltered.

In sum, the regression analysis shows that motivations are important deter-
minants of commitment among demonstrators. Far from being mutually 
exclusive, different types of instrumental-expressive and individual-collective 
motivations are interlinked and interdependent. Expressive and collective 
aspects tend to be slightly more central, although all aspects matter to some 
extent. Identification with other individuals at a protest has a strong effect on 
commitment, and identification with others at the protests is more important 
also than identification with organizations staging a protest. Moreover, those 
who decide earlier to participate are more committed than those who decide 
to attend on the day of the event. Finally, when controlling for the other var-
iables, the effect of the various motivations decreases in size, suggesting that 
these motivational factors are interlinked with one another and compound 
their effects on commitment.

Conclusion

Scholars have been interested in the motivations underlying protest partic-
ipation (Klandermans 2015). This chapter has addressed the motivations 
of demonstrators and asked what motivates people to take to the streets. 
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184	 Why Do People Want to Demonstrate?

In this regard, we distinguished between different kinds of motivations, includ-
ing more instrumental and more expressive types. We examined to what extent 
these motivations differ across countries, issues, and types of demonstrators, 
and we looked at the impact of different types of motivations on commitment, 
also in relation to the moment when demonstrators made a firm decision as 
well as the feelings of identification of participants with others attending the 
demonstration and the organizations staging the event.

Our analysis showed that, across countries, expressing views, pressuring 
politicians for change, and expressing solidarity were the most popular moti-
vations and most people identified with others at the protest more than the 
organizations staging the demonstration. Moreover, the regression analysis 
showed that expressing views, an expressive-individual type of motivation, 
was particularly popular, followed by an expressive-collective motivation such 
as raising awareness, an instrumental-collective motivation such as pressuring 
politicians to make things change, an individual-expressive motivation such  
as feeling morally obliged to do so, an expressive-collective motivation such as 
expressing solidarity, and finally an instrumental-individual motivation such as 
defending my interests. This suggests that expressive and collective motivations 
tend to be slightly more central, although all aspects matter to some extent. 
Our analysis also showed how the latter is clearly underscored by identifica-
tion with others and also with others in organizations that one is a member of 
as well as the organizations themselves. This shows the central role of organi-
zations for commitment.

More generally, our analysis of the motivations of participants in street 
demonstrations confirms theorizing in the literature about the central role of 
collective identity, collective identification, and politicized identities for under-
pinning individual motivations to engage in protest actions (van Stekelenburg 
et  al. 2013). Moreover, results show that identification with those at the 
demonstration is closely linked to identification with those individuals that are 
members of organizations staging the process, that is, fellow members of these 
political organizations most likely. So, commitment is clearly underscored by 
identification with others and also with organizations, albeit to a lesser degree. 
This again supports views about the importance of organizations for commit-
ment and protest for social change.

Note

	1.	 While motives and motivations are sometimes used to indicate different aspects, 
here we use these two terms interchangeably.
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Today, street demonstrations are one of the most important means for ordi-
nary people to make their voice heard and challenge powerholders and elites. 
Demonstrations and protest marches, along with elections, petitions, strikes, 
and other types of direct action – including, increasingly, those enacted through  
information and communication technology – are all part of the modern reper-
toire of contention (Tarrow 2011; Tilly 1986). The demonstration, in particular, 
is a powerful means insofar as it is modular, that is, it can be used by different 
people and for different purposes (Tilly and Tarrow 2015). Demonstrations 
have witnessed a “normalization of the unconventional” (Fuchs 1991) insofar 
as protest has become both more important and legitimate, leading to what 
some have called a “social movement society” (Meyer and Tarrow 1998). 
Demonstrations, furthermore, offer fertile ground for what some have called a 
“normalization of protesters” (Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001), suggesting that 
street citizens should increasingly reflect the make-up of society. This book 
has been entirely devoted to protest. Drawing from a variety of research tra-
ditions and literatures from political science, sociology, and social psychology, 
we have proposed a micro-level analysis of street demonstrations resting on 
a unique dataset consisting of a survey of participants in demonstrations and 
covering seven countries, several dozens of demonstrations, and thousands of 
demonstrators. This allowed us to stress the main features of what we have 
called “street citizens,” with the broader aim of characterizing protest politics 
and social movement activism in the age of globalization. We examined who 
they are, why they participate, and through which channels and mechanisms. 
This concluding chapter summarizes the main arguments of the book as well 
as the main findings of the analyses presented in the previous chapters. After 
an overview of the key results, we discuss how participation in demonstrations 
depends on the country where it takes place, the issue addressed (whether cul-
tural or economic), and the type of demonstrator (occasional or more regular 
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Protest Politics and Social Movement 
Activism in Perspective
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participants, or activists). We then address the question of commitment to take 
to the streets and how it is associated with the various aspects addressed in the 
book. Furthermore, we take a broader look at the implications of our analysis 
for protest politics and social movement activism in the age of globalization, 
before concluding with a prospective look based on a reflection on the role of 
citizens and more particularly activists for social and political change.

Overview of the Findings

Our micro-level analysis of street citizens has followed the conceptual framework 
outlined in Chapter 1 (Figure 1.1). According to this framework, the who, why, 
and how of people taking part in street demonstrations are influenced by a num-
ber of interrelated factors pertaining to the mobilizing context of participation, 
particularly the available protest potential; microstructural factors, most 
notably the  social-structural bases of participation, its relationships with  
institutional politics, and the mobilizing structures of participants; and social 
psychological dynamics, namely, the cognitive and affective predispositions as 
well as the motivations of participants. Each aspect has been dealt with in a 
separate chapter. Let us briefly summarize the main lessons to be drawn from 
each chapter before we further develop our discussion of the overarching argu-
ments and broader outlook of the book.

Chapter 2 set the analysis of our protest survey data in a broader context 
by assessing the degree of contentiousness of European citizens and how this 
varies across countries. To do so, we provided a descriptive overview of the 
potential for political mobilization and other key attitudes among the general 
population in the seven countries covered by our study using the ESS data. 
Such an overview has formed the backdrop against which we could compare 
the characteristics of the general population, where comparable data was avail-
able, with those of our sample of demonstrators shown in subsequent chap-
ters. This overview yielded both important cross-national variations as well as 
certain common patterns. It showed in particular that Italy and Spain seem to 
stand out in terms of protest potential as well as other key aspects. The protest 
potential is larger in these two countries than in the other countries included 
in our study. This is particularly true when we examine the overall proportions 
participating in demonstrations. Italian and Spanish citizens also have lower 
levels of political interest and trust, as well as a lower sense of satisfaction with 
the functioning of democracy in their country. As such, these two countries 
seem characterized by a particularly high degree of political alienation among 
the general population. Such a political alienation, furthermore, has increased 
in recent years, whereas other countries display a more stable trend or even 
increasing levels of democratic satisfaction and political trust.

Chapter 3 examined the question of the social bases of protest. It showed 
that, while some scholars have urged for a capitalist-analytical or political- 
economic turn in social movement studies, the class bases of protest continue 
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to reflect the profile of the new social movement protesters, namely highly 
educated professionals, who are overrepresented among demonstrators. The 
working classes and manual occupations, who, historically, have been the 
main actors of the traditional labor movement, in contrast, are underrepre-
sented, compounding problems of political voice and inequality in political 
access in society. Furthermore, it is not clear that precarity forms a new basis 
for protest as some have argued in the wake of the Great Recession, since the 
unemployed are less likely to protest. The latter, however, are overrepresented 
among protesters in Italy, Sweden, and Switzerland, where there are also more 
unemployed than working-class street citizens. We also found a strong effect 
of class identification on commitment. As such, while the manual skilled and 
unskilled are underrepresented among demonstrators cross-nationally, identi-
fying with the working class is a strong driver of commitment to protest. This 
shows that working-class identification allows for overcoming the steeper 
barriers for participation among this more resource-poor group. However, 
our analysis also suggests that, unlike in its infancy, protest is not the main-
stay of resource-poor groups, but rather appears to be today mainly another 
tool for the well-off and educated middle classes to campaign for their polit-
ical ends, at least in the West European context. Despite the recent economic 
crisis and the rise of anti-austerity movements emphasizing socioeconomic 
issues such as increasing inequality and the social costs of financial inefficien-
cies, our analysis still supports this trend.

Chapter  4 looked at the relationship between institutional and extra-
institutional politics. It showed that these two political arenas are clearly linked 
for participants in demonstrations, who often combine both institutional and 
extra-institutional means to campaign for their goals. This is particularly true 
of the more committed activists. Moreover, they are attached to political par-
ties and support parties from across the political spectrum, including more 
centrist parties and not simply radical left ones. This supports the idea that 
protest belongs to a wider toolkit of political actions available to activists for 
supporting a cause. These results can be seen to undermine the idea of a substi-
tution thesis: protesters are not disaffected with conventional means, but rather 
extend their institutional political reach through extra-institutional means. 
As such, protest appears to be linked to the crisis of democratic accountabil-
ity. Since democracies are unresponsive, those individuals that are politically 
committed to a cause might perceive their institutional political participation 
as insufficient to achieve their political ends and, as such, supplement it with 
extra-institutional means. In other words, street citizens are highly political 
critical citizens who, in the face of the perceived ineffectiveness of their insti-
tutional participation alone, attempt to make their voices heard by the power-
holders and elites by further engaging in protest activism and other modes of 
institutional and extra-institutional engagement, including sometimes disrup-
tive direct action. In this way, they extend their political activism across the 
spectrum of political activities to achieve their political ends.
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Chapter  5 examined the mobilizing structures of demonstrators, with a 
focus on the direct (networks) and indirect (media) channels of participation 
in demonstrations. It showed that demonstrators are strongly embedded – both 
passively and actively – in different sorts of organizations such as political par-
ties, trade unions, professional organizations, and voluntary associations. At 
the same time, we also observed important variations across countries, issues, 
and types of demonstrators. Activists, in particular, are more strongly involved 
in parties and unions than occasional demonstrators, who are however also 
well embedded as compared to the general population, further attesting to the 
strong connection between institutional and extra-institutional politics. Our 
analysis also showed important variations in the extent to which demonstra-
tors have been recruited through the media, online social networks, organiza-
tional networks, or interpersonal networks (including the extent to which they 
have been asked by someone to participate). Yet, the more traditional organiza-
tional and interpersonal ties seem to remain more important than media chan-
nels or online social networks (especially for the most seasoned participants). 
Finally, looking at commitment and trying to answer the question of whether 
demonstrators “were pushed” or “jumped,” our analysis lends support to both 
structural accounts and psychological and rational choice explanations of par-
ticipation in social movements and protest activities.

Chapter 6 has examined the cognitive (attitudes) and affective (emotions) 
predispositions of street citizens. It showed that, compared to the general pop-
ulation, street citizens stand out for their particularly high interest in politics, 
their critical stance towards mainstream political institutions and how democ-
racy works, and a heightened sense of political efficacy. More seasoned activ-
ists, in particular, clearly correspond to the idea of critical citizens depicted in 
the literature. Activists as well as participants in demonstrations on economic 
issues are also more emotionally charged than respectively, occasional dem-
onstrators and participants in demonstrations on cultural issues. Finally, our 
analysis showed that street citizens’ commitment to protest is linked to their 
attitudes such as political interest and efficacy as well as to their understand-
ings of the perceived effectiveness of the demonstration in which they took 
part and also to specific emotions: anger, worry, and frustration. Moreover, 
we showed how attitudes and emotion combine to heighten a sense of com-
mitment. In particular, we found that political interest and anger combine, 
suggesting that cognition and affect both contribute to political commitment 
and therefore that they are not mutually exclusive as early accounts of social 
movements had it in their reductionist view of protests as the irrational out-
bursts of out-of-control crowds.

Chapter 7, finally, investigated the different motivations that lead people to 
demonstrate. It showed how street citizens are driven by a wide array of instru-
mental and expressive as well as individual and collective motivations to pro-
test and that these types of motivations overlap and is not mutually exclusive. 
Our analysis also showed that, while identification with both the organization 
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staging the demonstration and fellow demonstrators is important, the bonds 
to other human beings active in the name of the same political cause are par-
ticularly strong. Furthermore, we showed that most demonstrators commit to 
participating well in advance of the demonstration date, displaying a rational 
and pre-planned, organized desire to be there. The analysis also showed how 
the motivations driving street citizens are complex and that feelings of collec-
tive identity are an important factor explaining why they participate. Street 
citizens have strong feelings of identification with fellow protesters and also 
with the organizations staging the demonstration, and these are both clearly 
linked with a heightened commitment to protest. These findings thus under-
lie both the rational and collective character of protest as forms of collective 
action aimed at either solving an individual or collective problem or expressing 
one’s political voice as a form of political identity or on behalf of a wider social 
group. Moreover, they show that street citizens are committed and politically 
active in a deeply conscious and complex manner, embracing a multiplicity of 
meanings and ends for the expression of their political dissent.

Variations in Participation in Street Demonstrations: 
Countries, Issues, and TYPE OF DEMONSTRATORS

Chapters 3 to 7 all present two types of analyses of the protest survey data
set. The first type consisted in descriptive analyses aimed at showing how the 
different factors we focused on vary across the seven countries covered by 
our study, how they vary between demonstrations on cultural and economic 
issues, and how they vary between occasional and activist demonstrators.  
The second type of analyses employed have been multivariate regressions 
examining the links between the various factors and commitment to protest. 
This section discusses the key findings with respect to variations in terms of 
countries, issues, and demonstrator types. The next section will then deal with 
what our key findings with respect to commitment tell us about street citizens 
as well as the nature of protest politics and social movement activism in the 
age of globalization.

Research has long shown that social movements and protest vary in impor-
tant ways across countries, both at the individual (Barnes and Kaase 1979) 
and collective (Kriesi et al. 1995) levels. A variety of factors have been stressed 
to account for such variations, including different configurations of political 
opportunities (Hutter 2014a; Kitschelt 1986; Kriesi et al. 1995) and historically 
diverse protest cultures and traditions (della Porta and Mattoni 2013; della Porta 
and Diani 2006; Fahlenbrach et al. 2016). The analyses in this book provide 
added evidence for those arguing that micromobilization is context-dependent 
(van Stekelenburg et al. 2009) and, more specifically, that it owes much to the 
specific features of the national context. The key question in this respect is: Can 
we discern consistent patterns to make sense of these cross-national variations? 
In Chapter 1 we proposed a typology as a general framework, combining a 
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societal dimension concerning the politicization of social and cultural opposi-
tions (cleavage availability) and an institutional dimension relating to political 
opportunity structures (strength of the state), in which we placed the seven 
countries covered by our study. By including different countries, we aimed 
above all to ensure the external validity of our findings and show that they 
hold across different contexts. Aiming to explain cross-national variations in 
all of the various aspects we have considered is beyond the scope of this sec-
tion. However, one may expect the more structured patterns to be found in the 
relation of demonstrators to other forms of participation and to institutional 
politics, in their political attitudes or predispositions, and in their mobilizing 
structures. Political opportunity theorists, in particular, have repeatedly shown 
such relationships at the macro and meso levels (Kriesi 2004). Furthermore, the 
impact of political opportunities on political participation has also been shown 
to hold at the micro level (Cinalli and Giugni 2011, 2016b; Morales 2009). 
However, the structuring role of political opportunities and, more generally, of 
the broader context, has received much less attention by scholars.

We can identify some general cross-national patterns from the results of our 
investigation. The two Southern European countries – Italy and Spain – show 
consistent commonalities, for example in the lower degree of embeddedness in 
organizational networks of Italian and Spanish demonstrators as well as in the 
related smaller importance of organizational networks as mobilization chan-
nels, or in their particularly low levels of political trust and external political 
efficacy – and thus higher political cynicism – or even in the higher level of 
anger felt by demonstrators. These are the most consistent patterns we found 
in terms of country variations, in line with our typology. However, Spain is also 
found to differ from Italy in other respects. Additionally, we find some signs 
of what we might call “Swedish exceptionalism,” which is also consistent with 
the location of this country within the typology. For example, Sweden stands 
out in terms of the sociodemographic composition of demonstrators – younger, 
particularly well educated, and often students – and partly also insofar as they 
are more libertarian than their counterparts in other countries (but not so 
much more than the Italians). Swedish demonstrators are also closer to leftist 
parties, more often members of parties and unions as well as other professional 
associations (but, concerning the latter, not so different from the Belgians), 
more often mobilized through online social networks (but not so much more 
than the British), and more likely to feel frustrated (but less than the British). 
These are the strongest and more consistent patterns yielded by our analysis as 
far as cross-national variations are concerned. The key lesson emerging from 
our cross-national comparison is that context matters indeed and that, as a 
result, the micromobilization dynamics of participants in street demonstrations 
owe much to the broader cultural and institutional context of protest that 
characterizes a given country. However, we leave the task of explaining system-
atic variations to other researchers, as this was not our main focus and would 
require a more thorough analysis.
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At the same time, we also found a number of common trends. Net of 
cross-national differences and other variations, street citizens share a number 
of characteristics. Two common traits stand out in particular and deserve to 
be mentioned. At the  social-structural level, to begin with, as we showed in 
Chapter 3, demonstrators often belong to the generations that came of age in 
the particularly politicized contexts of the 1960s and 1970s (Grasso 2016) 
as well as of the Great Recession. Most importantly, they are also better edu-
cated than the average citizen and more likely to be middle class. As such, the 
bulk of those who participate in demonstrations continue to largely comprise 
those sociocultural, highly educated professionals that were identified in the 
literature as the core constituency of the new social movements (Kriesi 1989). 
Street citizens strongly espouse leftist and libertarian values, and this reflects 
Melucci’s (1989) argument that new social movements are the results of an 
identity conflict within the middle classes between those belonging to the pub-
lic sector opposing the values of the middle classes in power.

Additionally, demonstrators are united by their predispositions towards 
politics. As we have seen in Chapter  6, participants in demonstrations are 
very interested in politics but also share a critical view of institutional politics 
and representative democracy. At the same time, they are characterized by a 
strong sense of political efficacy and, therefore, the belief that things can be 
changed, in particular through political engagement and collective action. If 
we compare these traits with those found among the general population in 
Chapter 2, which we have seen is increasingly detached and disaffected with 
politics, we can see that protesters form a group of critical citizens who are far 
from being politically alienated (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999). Moreover, pro-
testers are a group of citizens who share particularly strong emotions towards 
certain political issues. To be sure, this is a heterogeneous group, but still 
united by the belief that, more often than not, intervening directly in political 
matters is better than simply leaving them in the hands of representatives who 
are increasingly seen as having little legitimacy to speak on behalf of ordinary 
citizens.

While the idea that protest varies across countries is now well-established 
among students of social movements, that it also varies across issues is less 
often acknowledged. Beyond the now classical distinction between old and 
new social movements, little research has looked at how the features of demon-
strations vary depending on the issues they address (Grasso and Giugni 2015, 
2016b; Verhulst 2011). We took this aspect into account by systematically 
investigating how the various micromobilization aspects we have addressed 
impinge differently on demonstrations on cultural or economic issues. Given 
the clear-cut division between these two types of protest issues traditionally 
made by students of social movements, one may expect participants in cul-
tural and economic demonstrations to display different characteristics and to 
behave differently. However, recent studies have pointed to the fact that, also 
in relation to the rise of global justice and anti-austerity movements which 
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mobilize on both cultural and economic issues, such a distinction has become 
fuzzier than it was or was thought to be (Eggert and Giugni 2012, 2015).

We believe that our analysis supports both views to some extent. On the one 
hand, we found cultural and economic demonstrations to be distinct in many 
respects. They differ in terms of their sociodemographic composition and value 
orientations. For example, participants in cultural demonstrations tend to be 
younger, more well-educated, and more often middle class, while those attend-
ing economic demonstrations are more often men and – both objectively and 
subjectively – working class. They also differ in the degree of links with insti-
tutional and extra-institutional political activities as well as in their degree of 
partisanship and, more broadly speaking, in their relation to institutional poli-
tics. People who take part in cultural demonstrations tend to be more strongly 
involved in both institutional and extra-institutional forms of participation 
and are also more strongly attached to New Left and Green parties, while 
those attending economic demonstrations most often do not identify with a 
specific party. Their mobilizing structures and mobilization channels are also 
distinct on a number of counts. For example, participants in cultural demon-
strations more often mobilize through new technologies such as online social 
networks, while demonstrators on economic issues are more deeply embedded 
in trade unions or other professional associations and more likely to have been 
recruited through interpersonal networks. Furthermore, in spite of all dem-
onstrators being politically interested and sharing a sense of political efficacy, 
but at the same time being distrusting of (mainstream) political institutions 
and not particularly satisfied with the way democracy works in their coun-
tries, participants in cultural demonstrations tend to have an even higher level 
of political interest and feeling of efficacy, while those who attend economic 
demonstrations tend to be even more distrusting and unsatisfied. We also found 
significant differences in the degree of emotional charge among demonstrators: 
participants in cultural demonstrations tend to be more frustrated and fearful 
when thinking about the demonstration issue, while those attending economic 
demonstrations tend to be angrier and more worried. Finally, the motivations 
driving people to take part in demonstrations and their degree of identification 
with other people at the protest or with the staging organization also display 
some differences across the two groups, and participants in cultural demon-
strations are more often driven by the need to raise public awareness, while 
those attending economic demonstrations are more often instrumentally but 
also morally driven. Often these differences, while statistically significant, are 
not very large. All in all, however, our study has shown that issues matter when 
it comes to accounting for the characteristics and behaviors of participants in 
street demonstrations.

In addition to variations across countries and across issues, a third key 
discriminating factor we have considered in our study consists in compar-
ing strongly engaged people who often take part in demonstrations, whom 
we called activists, with less committed demonstrators who participate more 
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sporadically, whom we called occasional demonstrators. There is relatively 
scarce research examining differential participation in social movements and 
protest activities, that is, the reasons why people commit to different degrees 
(Barkan et al. 1995; Klandermans 1997; Kriesi 1993; McAdam 1986; Oliver 
1984; Passy and Giugni 2001; Wiltfang and McAdam 1991). This aspect was 
taken up again for example in Saunders et al. (2012) and we have made it a 
key feature of this book. In this context, we wanted to show that explanatory 
factors and micromobilization dynamics play out differently depending on the 
level of activism of participants in demonstrations.

Here, too, we found a number of differences across the two groups, and 
these were often larger than those between demonstrators protesting on dif-
ferent issues. First, activists and occasional demonstrators differ in terms of 
their social bases and value orientations. In particular, activists tend to be less 
well educated than occasional demonstrators, and they are more often working 
class or unemployed, whereas the latter are more likely to come from the sala-
riat; activists more often identify with the lower middle class or above all with 
the working class; occasional demonstrators tend to have an upper-class or 
upper-middle-class identification. Furthermore, activists are both more leftist 
and more libertarian than occasional demonstrators. Second, the two groups 
differ in their relation to other forms of politics. Quite unsurprisingly, activ-
ists are more deeply involved in any other form of political engagement than 
occasional demonstrators except voting. They are also closer to leftist parties, 
whereas occasional demonstrators are more often attached to Green or centrist 
parties. Third, the two types of demonstrators also display different mobiliz-
ing structures and channels of mobilization. Activists are much more deeply 
embedded in pre-existing networks, namely in organizational networks, and 
primarily with respect to active membership. This is especially visible when 
we look at membership in parties and unions or other professional associa-
tions, that is, the more traditional and institutionalized kinds of organizations. 
Furthermore, activists tend more often to be recruited through interpersonal 
and, above all, organizational networks – but also online social networks – 
whereas occasional demonstrators are more often mobilized through other 
media channels, although the existence and importance of these differences 
depend on whether we consider all channels or only the most important 
one. The greater importance of organizational networks for activists, more-
over, can also be seen in the fact that, when recruited through interpersonal  
networks, such recruitment occurs overwhelmingly thanks to co-members 
of an organization of which they are part. Fourth, the two groups of dem-
onstrators also display marked differences concerning their cognitive and 
affective predispositions to protesting. People taking part in demonstrations 
are overall more interested in politics, have a higher feeling of being able to 
effect change  if they engage, while being more mistrusting of mainstream 
political institutions and more unsatisfied with how democracy works in their  
countries. All these characteristics are accentuated amongst activists compared  
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to occasional demonstrators. In brief, those people who regularly take part in 
demonstrations better reflect the image of the critical citizen depicted in the 
literature (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999) relative to those who only participate 
sporadically or have just begun their “career” as demonstrators. Furthermore, 
activists also feel stronger emotions such as anger, frustration, worry, or fear 
relative to occasional demonstrators, suggesting that not only cognitive pre-
dispositions, but also affective ones, are linked to political commitment. Fifth, 
activists have stronger motivations to participate across all types – instrumental 
and expressive, collective and individual. Moreover, they more strongly iden-
tify with the people at the protest and with the staging organizations, and their 
decision to attend the demonstration is generally taken very well in advance 
of the demonstration date, whereas occasional demonstrators tend to decide 
much closer to the time.

Commitment to Protest: STRUCTURE, 
CULTURE, AND RATIONALITY

As we pointed out in Chapter 1, given that our sample is made up of protesters, 
we aimed to examine what factors distinguished them in terms of their com-
mitment to take to the streets in the name of a cause. Here we summarize the 
main findings with respect to this aspect of our study, therefore returning to 
our micro-level analysis of participation – that is, commitment to participate – 
in street demonstrations. The underlying question which we have addressed 
throughout the book and more directly in Chapter 7 can thus be reframed in 
these terms: What are the sources of commitment to protest in the name of a 
cause? Where does the determination to engage in protest activities such as 
street demonstrations come from?

To be sure, the ultimate motivation to get involved in protest politics and 
social movement activism lies in the grievances one has developed. The latter, 
however, may be considered as a necessary but insufficient condition for partici
pation. Beyond the level of individual grievances – and beyond the presence of 
favorable political opportunities that allow for grievances to be translated into 
action (Kriesi 2004) – the literature stresses a number of other factors that lead 
people to become politically engaged. As we mentioned in Chapter 5, these can 
be grouped into two main kinds of explanations: “push” factors stressing the 
role of the individuals’ motivations, predispositions, and resources, and “pull” 
factors pointing to the role of recruitment channels and recruiters. While the 
latter are underwritten by structural accounts of participation emphasizing 
mobilizing structures made of pre-existing networks as well as other mobi-
lization channels (McAdam 1996; Tindall 2015), among the former one may 
further distinguish, as we did in Chapter 7, between three kinds of motives for 
why people participate in social movements: instrumentality, identity, and ide-
ology (Klandermans 2013). We can reframe and rename these different reasons 
along the lines of Lichbach and Zuckerman’s (1997) distinction between the 
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three main research paradigms in comparative politics: structure, culture, and 
rationality.

We found evidence that structure, culture, and rationality all matter to some 
extent. Therefore, the motivation to participate in demonstrations – and, more 
broadly, in protest activities – cannot be reduced to a single factor or even a 
small subset. Structural factors surely have a strong impact, but not always 
as expected. As we showed in Chapter 3, the social bases of protest are asso-
ciated with commitment. However, this applies above all to gender, age, and 
education. Objective social class, in contrast, does not seem to matter as much 
for commitment. Thus, while accounts of protest activism and social move-
ment participation traditionally stress the role of social class (Eder 1993, 2013; 
Kriesi 1989, 1993), the latter does not seem to be associated with higher levels 
of commitment. Since our regression models aimed to explain commitment 
among demonstrators and not to test what distinguishes demonstrators from 
non-participants, this simply means that class does not impact on commit-
ment. On the other hand, what does seem to matter in this respect is subjective 
class identification, as those who identify in particular with the working class 
and lower middle class, but also those identifying with other or no class, are 
more strongly committed than those identifying with the upper class and upper 
middle class. Thus, it is the political and subjective side of class linking with 
the formation of collective identity and group-level politics that matters for 
political commitment and not so much the objective structural facts per se. 
There is nothing spontaneously more radical about being working class in and 
of itself, but when working-class individuals identify with their class, they are 
more politically committed to take to the streets in the name of a given cause.

Among the structural factors, pre-existing networks and ties are clearly 
prominent. Consistent with structural accounts of social movements which 
have placed mobilizing structures at center stage (McAdam 1996; Tindall 
2015), we found in Chapter 5 that this kind of factor played out in two distinct 
ways. On the one hand, those demonstrators who are more strongly embedded 
in organizational networks are also those who are more highly committed, in 
particular when they have an active role in the organizations to which they 
belong. On the other hand, social networks also play a mobilizing role inso-
far as the most committed people tend to be brought to the demonstration 
through either organizational or interpersonal networks, as compared to less 
strongly committed participants. Thus, at least for the most committed, tradi-
tional – structural – channels are still more important than either media chan-
nels or new modes of political communication such as online social networks.

Structural accounts of social movements have been dominant for a long 
period – particularly so in the form of political opportunity theory – but have 
since become the target of criticism. The severe critique by Goodwin and Jasper 
(2004), along with the defense by some of the most important proponents of the 
political opportunity approach in the same volume, clearly illustrate the terms 
of the contention. One of the key sources of criticism was the alleged structural 
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bias of political opportunity theory and, more broadly, that of the political pro-
cess approach to social movements. Since then, culture has increased its scope 
within the social movement field – even though it was never entirely neglected, 
as represented for example by framing theory (Benford and Snow 2000) as 
well as by the key role assigned to identity (Hunt and Benford 2004), ideology 
(Snow 2004), values (Rochon 1998), and more recently emotions (Goodwin 
et al. 2004) in explanations of protest politics and social movement activism.

Our study shows that culture, indeed, matters when it comes to explaining 
commitment to attend a demonstration. This can be seen through the impact  
of class identification. Moreover, it is also reflected in the fact that commit-
ment is related to certain value orientations. Economic (left–right) and social 
(libertarian–authoritarian) values were included in all our analyses and showed 
that generally people with stronger libertarian and leftist values tend to be more 
strongly committed. This is in line with the idea of the class bases of protest  
continuing to reflect the profile of the new social movement protesters. The 
role of culture, furthermore, is also seen in the relationship between emotions 
and commitment. As we have seen in Chapter 6, highly committed demonstra-
tors are also more emotionally charged, especially in terms of anger, worry, and 
frustration.

Ultimately, political engagement is a deliberate and rational decision to 
act. Rational choice accounts of social movements have obviously stressed 
this point very much (see Opp 2013 for a review). Consistent with previous  
research on the microdynamics of protest participation, we found a number of 
political attitudes – which we have called political predispositions in Chapter 6 –  
to impinge upon commitment to demonstrate. The latter, of course, is linked 
to political interest. Most importantly, we found that commitment is linked to 
internal political efficacy – that is, the feeling that participation matters – as 
well as the perceived effectiveness of the demonstration. In other words, those 
demonstrators who believe that their own involvement may have an impact 
and that the demonstration in which they take part is instrumental in pro-
ducing the desired change are also those that are more strongly committed to 
participate.

BLURRING the Boundaries Between 
and Beyond Protest Politics

Beyond showing differences and similarities across countries, issues and types 
of demonstrators, and gauging the impact of microstructural as well as social 
psychological dynamics on commitment to demonstrate, our micro-level analy
sis of participation in street demonstrations has brought to the fore a number 
of broader issues linked to protest politics and social movement activism in 
the age of globalization. Three of them deserve special attention: the “plu-
ralization” of protest politics, the weakening of the separation between cul-
tural and economic protests, and the connection between protest politics and 
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institutional politics. In addressing these three aspects, we can see the blurring  
of boundaries that have traditionally been understood to create distinctions 
between protesters, different protest issues, and the institutional and extra-
institutional protest domains.

Van Aelst and Walgrave (2001) posited that, along with the normalization 
of protest  – that is, the fact that protest has become both more legitimate 
and widespread – a normalization of the protesters had also taken place to 
some extent, meaning that the characteristics of protesters would increas-
ingly come to reflect those of the average citizen. Their statement, however, 
was based on data on a single country, namely Belgium. We believe that, in 
part, our study confirms their assessment insofar as a wide range of differ-
ent social groups and generations is represented among the respondents of 
the survey upon which this book rests. At the same time, as we said earlier, 
we also found, as they did, that not everybody protests and, in particular, 
that demonstrating is still associated with the typical new social movement 
constituency – socioculturally highly educated professionals – whereas the less 
well educated, the socially vulnerable, and the needy remain less likely to take 
to the streets. Yet, while certain people are still overrepresented among the core  
group of protesters, the range of people who, even if only once, demonstrate is 
far from narrow. For example, we have seen that individuals identifying with 
the upper middle class do take to the streets, as do identifiers of right-wing and 
centrist parties. Although, of course, these groups are not prevalent, this yet 
signals change in that we are witnessing a “pluralization” of protest politics.

Such a “pluralization,” furthermore, is not only seen in the range of people 
who participate in protest activities, but also in the wide variety of mobiliza-
tion channels through which people get involved in demonstrations and in the 
range of different motives that they express for doing so. While, in previous 
epochs, interpersonal and organizational networks were the main, or perhaps 
even the only, means through which people were recruited to protest, today the 
range of mobilization channels is clearly much wider. To be sure, traditional 
social networks remain fundamental, but the media have taken on increasing 
importance and new technologies have added additional channels, most nota-
bly in the form of online social networks. Both the traditional and the new 
media channels are particularly important for younger demonstrators who 
come to protest for the first time.

Another sign that protest politics is becoming fuzzier resides in the increas-
ing overlap between different protest issues, leading in particular to a weak-
ening of the separation between cultural and economic protests. In spite of a 
lack of attention to how social movements addressing different protest issues 
might be governed by different dynamics, scholarship has traditionally pointed 
to the existence of separate movements mobilizing on distinct issues. The most 
well-known of such distinctions is that between old and new social move-
ments and issues (Kriesi et al. 1995). While traditional movements focused on 
issues concerning economic redistribution – the latter, of course, being the main 
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battleground of the labor movement – the new social movements brought to 
the fore cultural and lifestyle issues. As such, researchers have tended to com-
partmentalize the sectors of social protest. Following previous analyses along 
these lines (Eggert and Giugni 2012, 2015; Grasso and Giugni 2015, 2016b), 
we believe that such a separation between old and new issues and movements 
is largely overstated. We suggest that global justice movements and, later, 
anti-austerity movements have contributed to blurring this distinction. These 
movements were characterized by a rather heterogeneous spectrum of actors 
and issues, emphasizing both cultural and economic aspects. However, in the 
context of the Great Recession, several scholars have recently stressed that 
economic and redistributive issues should be more central for the study of 
protest politics, leading to a call for more attention to the role of capitalism 
in social movement studies (della Porta 2015; Hetland and Goodwin 2013). 
This question, addressed in Chapter 3, was brought to the fore by research 
on anti-austerity movements. However, while anti-austerity movements have 
emphasized economic aspects such as gross inequalities and the inefficiencies 
of capitalist systems that make the weakest sections pay for the mistakes of the 
richest few, they also contain a more cultural component emphasizing demo-
cratic values and the need for addressing the crisis of political responsibility 
and responsiveness of current elites.

While there are some linkages between the two protest sectors, and we see a 
blurring of distinctions as outlined above, our study also suggests that protests 
on cultural and economic issues continue to be marked by different micro-level 
dynamics. As we said earlier, we observed significant differences in the social 
composition of cultural and economic demonstrations, the relationship of dem-
onstrators with different forms of political participation as well as their degree 
of partisanship, their mobilizing structures and channels of mobilization, their 
cognitive and affective predispositions, and their motivations. However, while 
substantial, these differences are not always very large. This leads us to believe 
that the gap separating cultural and economic issues is smaller than some have 
claimed and will perhaps continue to shrink further in the future. Further 
research should aim to continue to tackle this question.

The “pluralization” of protest politics and the rapprochement between cul-
tural and economic issues concerns a blurring of the traditional theoretical 
boundaries in the study of protest politics. A further aspect emphasized in our 
study looks at the linkages between protest politics and institutional politics, 
and here too we can see a blurring of traditional boundaries. There was a 
time when scholars considered voting as the only legitimate political means for 
ordinary citizens to make their voice heard, while protest was understood as 
an apolitical, if not irrational and deviant, action conducted by frustrated and 
aggressive out-of-control crowds as conceived in various breakdown theories 
of collective action (see Buechler 2004 and Useem 1998 for reviews). Since the 
rise of solidarity theories  – resource mobilization and political process the-
ories – it has, however, become clear that “high,” institutional and electoral 
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politics are strongly connected to “low,” extra-institutional and protest poli-
tics. Our study provides further confirmation of such a connection. Far from 
being socially isolated and highly frustrated individuals who engage in unde-
fined collective behavior in order to diminish their level of stress as depicted 
by breakdown theories, we find that street citizens are strongly integrated and 
politically conscious and rationally choose protest politics among a range of 
other means. Most importantly, involvement in demonstrations or other extra-
institutional political activities does not occur to the detriment of institutional 
participation. Quite the contrary, demonstrators often are highly engaged in 
both institutional and extra-institutional means.

These findings speak to recent work in the social movement literature stress-
ing the need to combine the study of political parties and voting with the analy-
sis of social movements and protest (Císař and Navrátil 2015; della Porta et al. 
2017; Goldstone 2003; Heaney 2013; Heaney 2013; Heaney and Rojas 2015; 
Hutter et al. 2018; Kriesi 2014; Kriesi et al. 2012; McAdam and Tarrow 2010, 
2013; Norris et al. 2015). As McAdam et al. (2001) have made clear, the rele-
vant distinction today is not that between institutional and extra-institutional 
politics, but rather that between different forms of contentious politics. This 
means that institutional actors may be part and parcel of protest politics, and 
indeed they becoming are increasingly so. It also means, that what matters is 
not so much who is involved in protest activities – albeit this is also an interest-
ing question in itself – but rather why and how they get involved.

To be sure, there remain gray areas. Not everyone takes part in protest 
activities. Quite the contrary, protesters – and, more specifically, demonstra-
tors  – remain a minority of the population. Furthermore, as our study has 
shown, protests on cultural and economic issues are still characterized to a 
large extent by different constituencies with different sets of grievances and 
sometimes adopting different action repertoires. For example, we found that 
strikes were much more popular among activists in economic demonstrations 
relative to those on cultural issues. Moreover, protest politics remains a specific 
means – or set of means – to make one’s voice heard, to contest existing policy 
measures or proposals thereof, or to sensitize public opinion on a given issue 
and raise awareness. Yet, there are signs that a broader range of actors today 
have become what we have called street citizens and that the border between 
cultural and economic issues has become fuzzier, just as the one between insti-
tutional and extra-institutional politics has become less clearly defined. These 
can both be understood as further consequences – or at least as signals – of 
what Baumann (2000, 2007) has called “liquid modernity,” including the 
resulting uncertainty of this age of globalization.

Street Demonstrations and Social Change

On a broader level and in terms of a prospective outlook to conclude our 
book, our study calls for a reflection on the role of street citizens and more 
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specifically activists for social and political change. To what extent can protest 
be seen as carrying within it the seeds for wider political change? As we have 
seen, major scholars today have stressed that the Great Recession and anti-
austerity movements signal the return of economic issues and inequality to 
center stage in social movement discourse. Certainly, the Great Recession has 
brought to the fore the question of the inefficiencies of the capitalist economic 
system. Will protest movements be able to develop the critical mass to persuade 
and mobilize public opinion and the wider public to their cause? Research has 
shown that neoliberal ideology is pervasive particularly among those gener-
ations coming of age during the latter stages of the Cold War (Grasso et al. 
2017). Will the new generation socialized in times of crisis and the rise of 
anti-austerity movements come to develop a wider social movement able to 
challenge existent social and political arrangements and present progressive 
alternatives to reestablish a more just and fair society? Our study has shown 
that the 1960s–1970s generation is still the most active in most countries, 
although the 2000s generation socialized in the current period of crisis is also 
very active. The “protest generation” of the 1960s–1970s had a deep impact 
on society and changed societal behavioral patterns and norms much more 
widely, beyond those participants directly impacted by the political events of 
the time (McAdam 1999). However, in many ways this protest generation was 
not able to establish institutions that would crystallize the progressive left-
libertarian values of the age, so that now we are witnessing a strong resurgence 
of right-wing authoritarian and populist xenophobic and exclusionary values, 
as seen for example in the strong opposition to immigration. Can contempo-
rary protest still bring about real social change and popularize progressive lib-
ertarian and tolerant values throughout contemporary society or has it merely 
become a means for the affirmation of alternative lifestyle choices and oppo-
sitional cultural values? Can contemporary social movements, spearheaded by 
the younger generations, develop new progressive answers for contemporary 
problems beyond neoliberal models and right-wing exclusionary politics?

Only the future will be able to provide answers to these questions. Our study 
has argued that the current economic context characterized by deteriorating 
economic conditions could be seen to provide fertile ground for the devel-
opment of wider societal grievances, particularly among the most deprived 
groups which have also been hit the hardest. Deteriorating economic contexts 
can be seen to open up the space for politicization and the realization that 
private economic troubles are actually social and political economic problems, 
and, in turn, this could spur mobilization by wider sections of society includ-
ing resource-poor groups. Our study shows that today protest tends to over-
represent the middle classes and underrepresent the working classes. In some 
countries, however, the unemployed were overrepresented, suggesting that pre-
carization could potentially become a new base for protest. One of the key 
findings of this book, however, is that more resource-poor group tends to be 
more likely to engage in demonstrations over economic issues and also that, in 
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order to overcome the higher barriers to participation, individuals from these 
groups are particularly committed. Left-wing values and class identification, 
particularly with the working class, were important predictors of commitment 
to take to the streets in the name of a cause. These highly committed street 
citizens, particularly those from the younger generations, could be the key to 
politicizing and engaging others more widely into protest politics and devel-
oping a critical mass able to usher in real social change and restructure the 
current system to make it more democratic, fair, and humane.
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List of demonstrations surveyed by each country team in the project 
C = cultural protests; E = economic protests

Belgium

	 1	 Antwerp, 1st of May March (2010): E
	 2	 Brussels, Climate Change (2009): C
	 3	 Brussels, March for Work (2010): E
	 4	 Brussels, No to Austerity (2010): E
	 5	 Brussels, No Government, Great Country (2011): C
	 6	 Brussels, Not in Our Name (2011): C
	 7	 Brussels, Non-Profit Demonstration (2011): E
	 8	 Brussels, We Have Alternatives (2011): E
	 9	 Brussels, Fukushima Never Again (2012): C

Italy

	 10	 Assisi, Marcia Perugia-Assisi (2011): C
	 11	 Bologna, Gay Pride (2012): C
	 12	 Firenze, Semi di giustizia, fiori di corresponsabilità (2013): C
	 13	 Florence, May Day (2011): E
	 14	 Florence, General Strike (2011): E
	 15	 Florence, Florence 10+10/Joining Forces for another Europe 

(2012): E
	 16	 Milan, Euromayday (2011): C
	 17	 Niscemi, No Mous (2013): C
	 18	 Rome, No Monti Day (2012): E
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The Netherlands

	 19	 Amsterdam, Student Demonstration 1 (2010): E
	 20	 Amsterdam, Culture Demonstration Amsterdam (2010): E
	 21	 Amsterdam, Stop Racism and Exclusion (2011): C
	 22	 Amsterdam, Anti-Nuclear Demonstration (2011): C
	 23	 Amsterdam, Utrecht, Rotterdam, Occupy Netherlands (2011): E
	 24	 Haarlem, Pink Saturday Parade Survey (2012): C
	 25	 Rotterdam, Retirement Demonstration (2009): E
	 26	 The Hague, Together Strong for Public Work (2011): E
	 27	 The Hague, Student Demonstration 2 (2011): E
	 28	 The Hague, Military Demonstration (2011): E
	 29	 The Hague, Stop Budget Cuts (Care & Welfare) (2011): E
	 30	 Utrecht, Climate Demonstration (2009): C
	 31	 Utrecht, Culture Demonstration Utrecht (2010): C

Spain

	 32	 Barcelona, Against the Europe of Capital, Crisis and War (2010): E
	 33	 Barcelona, Self-Determination is Democracy (2010): E
	 34	 Barcelona, We Are a Nation, We Decide (2010): E
	 35	 Barcelona, 1st May, Labor Day (2010): E
	 36	 Madrid, Against Labor Law (2010): E
	 37	 Madrid, Real Democracy Now! We Are Not Good in the Hands of 

Politicians and Bankers! (2011): E
	 38	 Santiago de Compostela, Demonstration against Language Decree 

(2010): E
	 39	 Santiago de Compostela, Demonstration against the New Labor 

Law (2010): E
	 40	 Vigo, Celebration May Day (2011): E
	 41	 Vigo, For Employment, Not Capital Reforms. Defend Our Rights 

(2011): E

Sweden

	 42	 Copenhagen (mostly Danish & Swedish respondents), Climate 
March (2009): C

	 43	 Gothenburg, May Day (Left Party) (2012): C
	 44	 Gothenburg, May Day (Social Democratic Party/LO) (2012): E
	 45	 Gothenburg, Rainbow Parade (LGBTQ+ festival) (2012): C
	 46	 Malmö, May Day (Left Party) (2011): C
	 47	 Malmö, May Day (SAP/LO) (2011): E
	 48	 Stockholm, May 1 March, Left Party (2010): C
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	 49	 Stockholm, Against Racist Politics (2010): C
	 50	 Stockholm, May 1 March, Social Democratic Party (2010): E
	 51	 Stockholm, Anti-Nuclear Demonstration (2011): C

Switzerland 

	 52	 Bern, World March of Women (2010): C
	 53	 Beznau, Anti-Nuclear Manifestation (2011): C
	 54	 Geneva, Gay Pride Geneva (2011): C
	 55	 Geneva, Women Demonstration Geneva (2011): C
	 56	 Geneva, May 1st Demonstration 2011 (2011): E
	 57	 Mühleberg, Anti-Nuclear Demonstration (2012): C
	 58	 Zurich, May 1st Demonstration (2010): E
	 59	 Zurich, Pride Demonstration (2012): C

United Kingdom 

	 60	 London, National Climate March (2009): C
	 61	 London, May Day Labour March (2010): E
	 62	 London, Take Back Parliament (2010): C
	 63	 London, No to Hate Crime Vigil (2010): C
	 64	 London, Unite Against Fascism National Demonstration (2010): C
	 65	 London, Fund Our Future: Stop Education Cuts (2010): E
	 66	 London, National Climate March 2010 (2010): C
	 67	 London, Second Student National Demonstration (2010): E 
	 68	 London, Million Women Rise (2011): C
	 69	 London, TUC’s March for the Alternative: Jobs, Growth, Justice 

(2011): E
	 70	 London, Occupy London (2011): E
	 71	 London, London Pride Parade (2012): C
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