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Collective acts of disruption and violence ave sometimes viewed as expressions of social
protest, and sometimes as crime oy rebellion, leading to different community reactions. Five
theoretical perspectings can be used fo predict when the protest interpretation will be made:
(1) events must be credible as protest; (2) an optimal balance is requived between appeal
and threat; (3} profest interpratation is often dn aspect of conciliction ta evoid full-scale
conflict; (4) protest interpretation can be an invilation to form a coalition; and (5} protest
interpretotion can he a phase of bargaining by authorities,

HE year 1965 marked a dramatic turn-
Ting point in American reactions to ra-

cial disorder. Starting with Watts, dom-
inant community sentiment and the verdicts
of politically sensitive commissions have
identified mass violence by blacks primarily
as acts of social protest. In spite of its well
advertized failings, the McCone Commission
{ Governor’s Commission on the Los Angeles
Riots, 1965) deveted mest of its attention to
reporting the justified complaints of Negroes
and proposing their amelioration. The Kerner
Report (National Advisory Commission on
Civil Disorders, 1968) went further in predi-
cating recommendations for action on the
assumption that disorders must be under-
stood as acts of social protest, and not merely
as crime, anti-social violence, or revolution-
ary threats to law and order. A few earlier
badies had seen minority protest as a com-
ponent in racial disorders {Silver, 1968), but
in most cases these commissions were far re-
moved from the political process. Even when
whites had perpetrated most of the violence,
public officials hefore 1965 typically vented
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their most intense anger against Negrues,
Negro leaders, and their white allies (Lee
and Humphreys, 1943, Rudwick, 1964}, If
comparable data were available from earlier
racial disturbances, it is unlikely they would
match Morris and Jeffries' (1967:5) finding
that 549% in a sample of white Los Angeles
residents viewed the disturbance as Negro
protest.

The aim of this paper is to suggest several
theoretical vantage points frem which to pre-
dict when a public will and will not view a
major disturbance as an act of sacial pro-
test. Histerically, labor strife has sometimes
been understood as protest and sometimes
not. Apparently the protest meaning in the
activities of Caesar Chavez and his farm lab-
orers is discounted by most Americans today,
A gang rumble is seldom viewed as pratest,
even when Puerto Ricans and other minari-
ties are prominently involved. Three-fourths
of an unspecified sample of Los Angeles resi-
dents in May, 1949, are reported to have
seen disorders in secondary schools as the
work of agitators and not as social pretest,
{Los Angeles Times, May 19, 1969), even
though Mexican-Americans and blacks have
played the leading roles. Events of early
1969 hint at a rising movement to redefine
all racial and youthful disturbances in other
terms than social protest. Hence, it is of
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hath current and continuing sociological in-
terest to advance our understanding of these
variable public definitions; in broad terms
that might apply to all kinds of disturbances,
and eventually to other cultures and eras.

The meaning of protest, Protest has been
defined as “an expression or declaration of
objection, disapproval, or dissent, often in
apposition to something a person is power-
less to prevent or avoid.” (Random House
Dictionary, 1967}. An act of protest includes
the following elements: the action expresses
a grievance, a conviction of wrong ot injus-
tice; the protestors are unable to correct the
condition directly hy their own efforts; the
action is intended to draw attention to the
grievances: the action is further meant to
pravake ameliorative steps by some target
group; and the protestors depend upon some
combination of sympathy and fear to move
the target group in their behalf. Protest
ranges from relatively persuasive to relatively
coercive combinations (Bayley, 1962), but
always includes both. Many forms of protest
involve no violence or disruption, but these
will not concern us further in this paper.

The term protest is sometimes applied to
trivial and chronic challenges that are more
indicative of a reaction style than of deep
grievance. For instance, we speak of a child
who protests every command from parent or
teacher in the hope of gaining occasional
small concessions. It is in this sense that the
protestations by some groups in society are
popularly discounted because “they just pro-
test everything.”” But the subject of this anal-
ysis is social protest, by which we mean pro-
test that is serious in the feeling of grievance
that maves it and in the intent to provoke
ameliorative action,

When violence and disorder are identified
as social protest, they constitute 2 made of
communication more than a form of direct
action. Looting is not primarily a means of
acquiring property, as it is normally viewed
in disaster situations (Dynhes and Quaran-
telli, 1968); breaking store windows and
burning buildings is not merely a perverted
form of amusement or immoral vengeance
like the usual vandalism and arson; threats
of violence and injury to persons are not
simply criminal actions, All are expressiong
of outrage against injustice of sufficient mag-
nitude and duration to render the resort to
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such exceptional means of communication
understandable to the observer.

In identifying the principal alternatives to
protest we must first differentiate crime and
deviance on the ane hand and rebellion and
revolution on the other, The latter may or
may not express a generally understandable
grievance, hut they constitute direct action
rather than communication and their aim is
to destroy the authority of the existing sys-
tem either totally or so far as the rehellious
group is concerned. Thus protest and rebel-
lion are distinguished according to their ulti-
mate goal and according to whether the
disruptions are meant as communication or
direct action. Deviance and crime are actions
identified chiefly according to their noncon-
forming, illegal, or harmful character, Devi-
ance and crime are seen principally in indi-
vidual terms, and while there may be “social”
causes that require attention, the harmful or
nonconforming features of the behavior are
the primary concern. The distinctions are not
absolute, Extortion, “power plays,” and sim-
ilar ideas fall hetween crime and protest.
Nor can the line between protest and rebel-
lion be drawn precisely. Attributing disorders
to agitators is another commeon variation, in
which either eriminal or rebellious meaning is
ascribed to the agitators, but any criminal,
protest, or rebellious meaning is blunted for
the mass of participants,

In deciding that individuals view a dis-
turbance as social protest, it is helpful but
not conclusive to note whether they apply the
term protest. Defining a disturbance as pro-
test does not preclude disapproving the vio-
lence or disorder by which the protest is
expressed, nor does it preclude advacating
immediate measures to control and suppress
the disturhance. Thus Marvin Qlsen’s (1968)
study of the legitimacy that individuals as-
sign to various types of protest activities is
related to the present question, but makes a
somewhat different distinction, The principal
indicators of a protest definition are con-
cerned with identifying the grievances as the
most adequate way of accounting for the dis-
turbance and the belief that the main treat-
ment indicated is to ameliorate the unjust
conditions. Fogelson (1968:37-38) offers an
exceptionally explicit statement of this mode
of interpreting racial disorder: “. . . the riots
of the 1960°s are articulate protests against
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genuine grievances in the Negro ghettos, The
riots are protests because they are attempts
to call the attention of white society to the
Negroes’ widespread dissatisfaction with ra-
cial subordination and segregation in urban
America. The riots are also articulate because
they are restrained, selective, and perhaps
even more important, directed at the sources
of the Negroes’ most immediate and pro-
found grievances.”

Definitions by publics. We assume that in-
dividuals and groups of individuals assign
simplifying meanings to events, and then ad-
just their perceptions of detail to these com-
prehensive interpretations. Lemert's {1951)
pioneering examination of deviance as a lahel
applied by society’s agents serves as a valu-
ahle prototype for the analysis of responses
to public disturbances, We scrupulously
avoid assuming that there are objectifiable
phenomena that must be classified as devi-
ance, as protest, or as rebellion. We further
assume that participant motivations are com-
plex and diverse, so that a given disturbance
is not simply protest, or not protest, accord-
ing to participant motives. Just as Negroes
and whites used different labels for the Watts
disturbance (Tomlinson and Sears, 1967},
we also assume that publics will often inter-
pret the events quite differently from the
participants,

This concern with public definitions con-
trasts—but is not incompatible—with studies
in which protest is defined and examined as
an ohjective phenomenon, For example, Lip-
sky's (1968} careful statement of the pros-
pects and limitations in the use of protest as
a political tool deals with an ohjectively iden-
tified set of tactics rather than a subjective
category. Irving Horowitz and Martin Lie-
howitz (1968:285) argue that “The line be-
tween the social deviant and the political
marginal is fading.” The political marginal
engages in social protest, in our sense, and
the authors are pointing out that much of
what sociclogists heretofare understood as
deviance is now taking on the character of
social protest, either as objectively defined
ot according to the matives of the subject
individuals.

The question of labelling disturbances has
been examined by other investigators from
somewhat different points of view. Lang and
Lang (1968) have observed that the label
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“riot” is used to identify quite different kinds
of events that are similar only in the kind of
official response they evoke. Grimshaw
(1968) pointed out the different labels at-
tached to recent disturbances according to
whether they are seen as racial clashes, class
conflict, or civil disturbances in which the
theme of intergroup canflict is de-emphasized.

The nature of the public definition un-
doubtedly has consequences for the course
and recurrence of the disturbance, and for
short- and long-term suppression or facilita-
tion of reform. One of the most important
consequences is probably that a protest defi-
nition spurs efforts to make legitimate and
nonviolent methods for promoting reform
mote available than they had been previ-
ously, while other definitions are followed by
even more restricted access to legitimate
means for prometing change (Turner and
Killian, 1957:327-329). Persons to whom
the Jaseph McCarthy movement was a mas-
sive protest against threats to our natienal
integrity were unwilling to oppose the Sena-
tor actively even when they acknowledged
that his methods were improper. Following
the recent student disruption of a Regents
meeting at UCLA, a faculty member who
perceived the activity as protest against
academic injustice advised the Academic
Senate to listen more to what the students
were saying and less to the tone of veice in
which they said it, But the important tasks
of specifying and verifying the consequences
of protest definition fall beyond the limits
of this paper. Any judgment that protest
definition is “good” or “had” must depend
upon the findings of such investigation and
on such other considerations as one’s evalua-
tion of the cause and one’s preferred strategy
for change.

The rest of this paper will be devoted to
suggesting five theoretical vantage points
from which it is possible to formulate hy-
potheses regarding the conditions under
which one group of people will define as dis-
turbances and some other group as social
protest. First, publics test events for credi-
bility in relation to folk~conceptions of social
protest and justice. Second, disturbances
communicate some combination of eppeal
and threat, and the balance is important in
determining whether the disturbances are
regarded as social protest. Third, disturb-
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ances instigate conflict with a target group,
who may define them as sacial protest in the
course of attempted conciliation to avoid full
scale conflict. Fourth, defining disturbances
as protest is an invitation from a third party
for the troublemaking group to form a coali-
tion. And fifth, acting as if the disturbances
were social protest can be a step by public
officials in establishing a bargaining relation-
ship.

The paper offers theoretical preposals and
not tested findings. The proposals are nat a
complete catalegue of causes for protest in-
terpretation; notably omitted are such vari-
ables as understanding, empathy, and kind-
ness. The proposals generally assume that
there is no well-established tradition of dis-
ruptive or viclent protest (Silver, 1968}, that
the society is not sharply polarized, and that
the disturbances emanate from a clearly sub-
ordinated segment of the saciety.

CREMBILITY AND COMMUNICATION

If a disturbance is to be viewed as social
protest, it must somehow lock and sound
like social pratest to the people witnessing it,
If they see that the events are widely at
variance from their conception of social pro-
test, they are unlikely to identify the dis-
turbance as social protest in spite of any
intergroup process in which they are in-
valved. On the other hand, if events are
clearly seen to correspond precisely with peo-
ple’s idea of social protest, intergroup proc-
esses will have to operate with exceptional
force to bring ahout a different definition. It
is within the limits imposed by these two
extreme conditions that the intergroup proc-
ess variables may assume paramoeunt impaet-
tance, Hence it is appropriate to begin our
analysis by examining these limiting consid-
erations.

Qur first two theoretical perspectives con-
cern this preliminary question, whether the
events will be recognizable as social protest
or not. First, there are the viewer’s precon-
ceptiens about protest that render believable
the claim that what he sees is protest. We
look to the predispositions of individuals and
groups to ascertain what characteristics a
disturbance must exhibit if it is to be credible
as protest. Second, the ahility of the ohserver
to attend to one or another of the melange of
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potential messages communicated to him will
be affected by the specific nature of the dis-
turbance. For example, the balance between
appeal and threat messages seems especially
crucial for whether observers see the distur-
bance as social protest.

Credibility: the folk comcept, The main
outlines of a folk concept (Turner, 1957) of
social protest appear to be identifiable in
contemporary American culture, The folk
concept is only partially explicit, and is best
identified by examining the arguments people
make for viewing events and treating trouble-
makers in one way ar another. Letters to
newspapers and editorial and feature col-
umns supply abundant material in which to
conduct such a search. More explicit state-
ments are to be found in essays that present
reasoned arguments for viewing disturbances
as protest (Baskin, 1968), The folk concept
supplies the criteria against which people
judge whether what they see loaks like social
protest or not. Often the process works in
reverse: people who are predisposed to inter-
pret a disturbance as protest, or as criminal
rioting, perceive events selectively so as to
carrespond with the respective folk concept.
But in so far as there is any testing of the
events to see whether they leok like protest,
crime, ar rehellion, the folk concepts are the
key. The folk concept will not necessarily
correspond with what sociologists would find
in a study of ohjectively defined protest
behavior,

Several components of the folk concept of
social protest emerge from examination of
relevant materials. To be credible as protes-
tors, traublemakers must seem to constitute
a major part of a group whose grievances are
already well documented, who are helieved
ta be individually or collectively powerless to
correct their grievances, and who show some
signs of moral virtue that render them “de-
serving.” Any indication that only few pat-
ticipated or felt sympathy with the distur-
bances predisposes ohservers to see the
activities as deviance or as revolutionary ac-
tivity by a small cadre of agitaters. The
claim that a group’s conditions explain their
resort to unusual means for gaining public
attention to their plight is undermined when
it appears that many persons in identical
situations will not join or support the protest.

Common arguments against protest inter-
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pretation take the following form: “Unem-
ployed? Let him go out, walk the streets, and
find a job the way I did!” “They have one
vote each the same as we do!” Powerlessness
and grievance probahly cannot be effectively
communicated for the first time in a large-
scale disturbance. To be credible as protest,
a disturbance must fallow an extended period
in which both the powerlessness and the
grievances have already been repeatedly and
emphatically advertized.

Any weak individual or group who comes
with a plea to more powerful personages is
normally required to be more circumspect
and more virtuous than those to whom he
appeals, The normative principle would not
be endorsed in this explicit form by majority
greups. But the de facto principle operates
because the sincerity and justifiability of the
pleader’s claim is subject to investigation and
test while there is no investigation of the
ather’s legitimacy. Since violence and dis-
ruption immediately call virtue into ques-
tion, there must be offsetting indications of
goodness in the group’s past or current be-
havior, The group in question must be cus-
tomarily law-abiding and must have used ac-
ceptable means and exercised restraint on
other occasions. Nenviolent movements that
precede violent disruptions help to establish
the credibility of protest. Widespread sup-
pott and sympathy for the objectives of pro-
test coupled with the group’s principled re-
jection af the violent means employed by a
few of their members help to establish the
deserving nature of the group without under-
mining the pervasive character of their
grievances.

To bhe credible as protest, the disturbance
itself must be seen either as a spontaneous,
unplanned, and naive outhurst, or as an
openly organized protest of more limited
nature that got tragically out of hand. Any
evidence of covert planning, conspiracy, or
seriously intended threats of viclence before
the event would weaken the credibility of the
protest interpretation. On the other hand,
naive expressions of rage, released under the
stimulus of rumar and crowd excitement, are
consistent with a folk-image of protest, In
this connection the protest interpretation is
supported by demonstrating that what trig-
gered the disturbances was some incident or
act of provocation, and that a succession of
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recent provocations had prepared the ground
for an eruption.

To be credihle as protest, indications of
the use of riots for self-aggrandisement, the
settlement of private feuds, or enjoyment of
violence and destruction must be subordi-
nated to naive anger and desperation. Loct-
ing for personal gain and the attitude that
rioting is “having a ball” are two features of
the racial disturbances since 1965 that have
repeatedly detracted from the image of social
protest, In a widely read article typical of
many such statements, Eric Severeid (1967)
challenged the protest definition by describ-
ing the carnival atmosphere at certain stages
in many of the disturbances.

Finally, some indications of restraint are
important cues to interpretation as protest.
A belief that only property and not personal
injury was the ohject of attack, that deaths
and severe injuries to persons resulted only
under special circumstances of confusion and
provacation, and that rioters went to excep-
tional lengths in a few dramatic instances to
protect a white persan ar guarantee a college
administrater safe passage is often salient in
the imagery of persons defining the activity
as protest.

Credibility: the admission of injustice. In-
terpretations of disruptive activity as protest
invoke conceptions of justice and injustice.
Homans (1961) and Blau (1964a and 1964h)
are among those whe interpret the sense of
injustice as a feeling of inadequate recipreca-
tien in social exchange. Runciman (1966},
applying Merton and Kitt’s (1950) concep-
tion of relative deprivation, praposes that
the selection of reference groups determines
whether there is a sense of injustice with re-
spect ta the rewards of position. But these
theoties do not answer the question: when is
it possible and probable that one group will
see another group's position as unjust to the
point of accepting violence and disruption as
the natural expression of that injustice?

If we assume that each group tends to
employ its own situation as the peint of ref-
erence in assessing another group’s claims of
injustice, we are led to the conclusion that
graups who are clearly edvanfaged by com-
parison with the “protestors” can find the
claim of injustice mere credible than groups
less advantaged. Crucial here is the assump-
tion that objective and detached comparison
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between the situations of the troublemakers
and the target groups is less powerful in
shaping the assessment of injustice than the
observing group’s position vis-a-vis the troun-
blemakers. Consequently, the great middle
segment of American population finds it
easier to identify black ghetto disturbances
as social protest than to interpret college
student demonstrations in the same sense.
Similarly, black student demounstrations are
less amenable to interpretation as protest
than ghetto demonstrations,

According to this view, groups who see
themselves as even more disadvantaged than
the protestors are least likely to grant their
claim. Viewed from below, disturbances are
maost easily comprehended as power plays or
as deviance. Groups who see their situation
as about the same as that of the protestors
likewise do not find it easy to accord the
protest interpretation, Leaders in such
groups cammonly attempt to weld alliances
based on mutual appreciation, and these
sometimes work as political devices. But
they are hindered rather than helped by the
spontanequs reaction to disruptive activity
by a group whose position is apparently no
worse than that of the group passing judg-
ment. Olsen’s (1968) finding that persons
who score high on measures of political in-
capability and palitical disability are least
willing to adjudge direct action to correct
grievances as legitimate may also be con-
sistent with this reasoning.

Credibility: crediting crime, protest, re-
bellian. The credibility of a disturbance as
protest alse reflects the variable strength of
resistances against believing that massive
crime, protest, or rebellion is taking place.
Each person’s security system is anchored
in some fashion in the assumption that he
is part of an integral society. This anchorage
poses ohstacles to believing that any of
these econditions is widespread. But each
interpretation of disorder has different im-
plications for societal integrity. Rebellion
is difficult to credit by all but those whose
disaffection with the social order is such
that they delight in the threat of its disin-
tegration, When crime and deviance become
extensive and blatant, the assumption of a
society integrated an the hasis of consensus
over major values is shaken. Hence, peaple
whose personal security is rooted in the con-
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viction of a fundamental consensus are re-
sistent to admitting widespread crime and
deviance. People who understand society as
a sort of jungle accommodation will find it
easier to interpret disturbances as criminal
outbursts. In contrast, protestors—even
when they resort occasionally to desparate
means—need not reject the values of those
to whom they protest, They may share the
same values and seek only their share of
what others already have. Therefore, the
belief in widespread protest calls into ques-
tion the mechanics of society’s operation,
but not necessarily the value consensus.

When judgments by different socioeco-
nomic strata are compared, the middle strata
find it more difficult to credit massive devi-
ance and crime and less difficult to acknowl-
edge protest because of their commitment
to society as a system of values, The lower
strata have more day-to-day experience of
crime and the rejection of societal values,
and are forced to anchor their security to
a less consensual image of society. Hence
they do not find massive crime so difficult
to believe. If these assumptions about credi-
hility are correct, and if we have charac-
terized the strata accurately, investigators
should find middle class populations readier
to make protest interpretations than work-
ing class groups.

APPEAL AND THREAT MESSAGES

It is a reascnable assumption that most
observers could, under appropriate circum-
stances, see both an appeal and a threat
in a violent disturbance, If this combination
of messages is present, reading the distur-
hance as protest means that the appeal com-
ponent is more salient to the observer than
the threat component. For we can safely
assume that when the preoccupation with
threat to self and to those objects identified
with self is foremast, appeals are no longer
heard, Threat so often monopalizes atten-
tion ta the exclusion of appeals, and acknowl-
edging justice in the appeals weakens the
foundation for defensive efforts required to
meet the threat. Thus we are led to the
proposition that disruptions are interpreted
as protest only when the experience of threat
is not excessive,

The foregoing observation however is in-
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complete. Somehow the appeal message must
command attention, and resistence to ac-
knowledging the protest message must be
overcome, The credibility requirements we
have just outlined are so restrictive that a
positive incentive is required to overlook
some of the criteria. An appeal by itself is
normally a weak attention-getter; threat is
much stronger in this respect. A comhina-
tion of threat and appeal serves to gain
attention and to create the sense of urgency
necessary to overcome the resistence to ac-
knowledging protest. When threat is insuf-
ficient, the events can be disregarded or
written off as deviance, to be contained by
the established systems of social control.
An aptimal combination of threat and appeal
is necessary for the probability of seeing
disturbance as protest. When the threat
component falls below the optimal range,
the most likely interpretation is deviance;
above the optimal range, preoccupation with
threat makes rebellion the probable inter-
pretation.

This approach suggests several hypotheses
relating interpretation as protest to the na-
ture and bounds of the disorder and to the
position of various population segments re-
acting to the disorders. Certainly the threat
posed by disorders during the last half
decade has been sufficient to gain attention
and force examination of the message, At
the same time, threat has been limited by
the localization of disorders in the ghettos
and by the minimization of direct personal
confrontation between whites and blacks.
Without replicable measurements of the mag-
nitude of threat and appeal components,
predictions regarding specific situations can
only be formed intuitively. Intuition sug-
gests that either pitched hattles leading to
death and injury of any suhstantial number
of whites, or spread of the disorders outside
of the boundaries of black neighborhonds
and especially into white residence areas,
would substantially reduce the likelihood of
disorders being interpreted as a form of
protest and would seriously divert attention
away from black grievances.

Differential perception of threat by popu-
lation segments is affected by a combination
of personal involvement and proximity to
the events and of ability to perceive the
limits and patterns of disorder realistically.
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On this basis it is easiest for groups wha
live a safe distance from hlack neighbor-
hoods and who have no stake in ghetto
businesses to turn their attention toward
the appeal component of the disturbance
message. But we must also take note of the
principle suggested by Diggory's (1956)
findings regarding a rabid fox scare in
Pennsylvania. While fear was greater among
persons near to the rumored center of rabid
fox sightings, the tendency to exaggerate
the extent of the menace was less. Persons
closest to the events were able to form a
more realistic picture. Similarly, whites
closest to the disturbances may be better
able to discount inflated reports of violence
against the persons of whites, and to see a
pattern in the properties attacked and pro-
tected. Thus persons close enough to fear
any spread of disorders but not close enough
to cotrect exaggerated reports from personal
experience may find it most difficult ta
see the activities as protest.

After the 1964 riots, Harper’s (1968)
Rochester suburbon suhjects were maost
likely to acknowledge that Negroes had a
right to complain; city residents living more
than one block from a Negro family were
least likely to grant Negroes this right;
and subjects living within one block of a
Negro family were intermediate in their
responses. After the 1965 Watts disorder,
Morris and Jeffries (1967) found upper-
middle-class Pacific Palisades residents most
likely to identify the events as Negra pra-
test and all-white low socioeconamic status
Bell residents least likely, among the six
white areas of Los Angeles County sampled.

The experience of threat is not entirely
an individual matter. The self-conception is
made up of group memberships, and the
individual is threatened whenever an im-
portant membership group seems to be the
object of threat, Consequently, we should
expect members of such groups as small
metchants, police, and firemen, even though
they were personally unaffected by the dis-
turbances, to experience much threat be-
cause of their identification with these same
groups immediately involved in the con-
frontation. Police and merchants within the
ghettos wete not generally disposed to view
racial disorder as social protest {Rossi, et
al., 1968). It would be surprising to dis-
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cover many people among these groups in
the larger community who see the events
primarily as protest.

It is possible to overlook what athers see
as threat because one rejects identification
with the group under attack. The phenome-
non of a few Jews who supported Hitler
and were able to discount his antisemitic
policies as threats to themselves suggests
such a mechanism. The radical repudiation
of Jewish identity, labeled self-hatred by
Kurt Lewin (1941), may have been strong
enough in these individuals that they were
unable to conceive of the attacks as being
directed toward themselves, There are many
whites who radically reject any identifica-
tion with American society. For those to
whom disidentification with conventional
saciety and conventional people is a strong
component. of the self-conception, threats
directed toward white society, toward
hontkies, or toward whitey are unlikely to be
perceived as referring to themselves, Hence
the personal threat is minimized, and it is
easiest for such persons to identify the dis-
turbances as protest.

Finally, according to the assumption of
an optimal mixture of threat and appeal,
it may be difficult to keep the awareness of
pratest dominant for an extended period of
time. We have noted that escalation of vio-
lence is likely to preclude protest definition
because of preoccupation with the threat.
But repeated threat that is not followed
by tangible injury to the threatened loses
its impact. The diminishing force of repeated
destructive activity confined to ghettos les-
sens the concern that originally directed at-
tention toward the appeal component.
Hence, repeated unescalated disturbances are
likely to be accampanied by decreasing de-
grees of interpretation as protest, replaced
by increasing tendencies to see the events as
deviance.

Except for understanding protest intet-
pretation as a means to protect the observer
from seeing a serious lack of consensus in
society, we have thus far treated protest
interpretation as a passive matter. But the
observation that some of the most unsym-
pathetic interpretations ahound among
groups far removed from the disorders is
difficult to understand with the principles
outlined. It is true that small town and rural
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dwellers often feel somewhat deprived rela-
tive to large city dwellers, and therefare may
have difficulty seeing justice in the com-
plaints even of ghetto dwellers, They also
lack the incentive of the large city dwellers
to avoid acknowledging widespread crime
by interpreting disturbances as protest. But
perhaps the protest interpretation is part of
a more active stance, brought ahout hy in-
volvement in a relationship with the trouble-
making group. Crime and rebellion are in
an important sense easier interpretations to
make since they can he inferred from the
most canspicuous and superficial aspects of
behavior, without a search for the motives
and grievances behind the violence and dis-
ruption. Our remaining three approaches rest
an this assumption.

CONCILIATION OF CONFLICT

A more complex basis for predicting the
assignment of meaning to disorders is sup-
plied by viewing the protestors and the in-
terpteters as engaged in a real or potential
process of conflict. The aggressive initiative
of the moment lies with the protestors. Inter-
preting the disturbances as protest can then
usefully be seen as a gesture of conciliation,
an action to forestall the incipient conflict
or to teduce or conclude the conflict without
victory or surrender, We can justify this
assertion and use it to suggest conditions
leading to protest interpretation only after
briefly reviewing the nature of the conflict
process.

We shall use the term “conflict,” not in
the htoad sense that includes all disagree-
ments and all efforts by people or groups
to pursue incompatible goals, but in the tra-
dition of Simmel {1955), Von Wiese (1932:
246) and Park and Burgess (1921). In
Coser’s {1968:232) definition of conflict as
““a struggle over values or claims to status,
power, and scarce resources, in which the
claims of the conflicting parties are not
only to gain the desired values but also to
neutralize, injure, or eliminate their rivals,”
we undetline the latter portion, Conflict has
ptoperties that distinguish it from other
pracesses tevolving ahout disagreement be-
cause there is an autonomous goal of injur-
ing the antagonist—autonomous in the sense
that efforts to injure the antagonist are not
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fully subjected to the test of effectiveness
in promoting the other ostensible goals of
the conflicting party. Conflict exists when
the relationship between groups is based on
the premise that whatever enhances the
well-being of onme group lessens the well-
being of the other, and that impairing the
well-being of the antagonist is a favored
means for enhancing the well-being of one’s
own group.

The strategy of conflict centers ahout in-
juring the other without simultaneously in-
juring the self, while inhibiting and defend-
ing against retaliatory injury from the
opponent, Consequently, conflict tends,
particularly as it persists and intensifies, to
be volatile and comprehensive with respect
to the issues that divide the combatants.
Combatants must be able to shift grounds
and issues as necessary to fight on terrains
that are strategically favorable for them.
There has probably never been a war or
violent revolution in which the question of
what either side was fighting for did not
become unclear, nor in which the issue at
the close of fighting was defined in the same
way as at the start of combat.

When conflict occurs between groups re-
garded as members of some common social
order, the process is circumscribed hy a
somewhat distinctive set of canflict norms.
In certain respects the conflict normative
system grants license not available to other
telationships, In other respects it imposes
stricter ohligations, such as thase requiring
demonstrations of ingroup layalty. Two con-
sequences of assimilation of conflict to a
normative order have bearing on our sub-
sequent discussion of conciliation.

First, because conflict invalves inflicting
injury on persons wha ate part of a comman
social order, a course of action that is not
normatively sanctioned except within a
recognized conflict relationship, the preoc-
cupation with normative considerations is
heightened, There is special attention to
painting the antagonist as villainous and to
establishing the virtuousness of the pro-
tagonist group. An important aspect of
conflict strategy is to manipulate the nor-
mative aspects of the exchange so as to
justify the claim to a reserve of moral credit
upon which the combatant can draw when
he engages in what might otherwise be con-
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sidered shacking or reprehensible hehavior.

Second, a great deal of conflict is fought
symbolically with symbolic injuries in the
form of insults and threats and symbolic
defenses against such injuries. Much of the
symbolic conflict consists of testing the
othet and jockeying for position. But be-
cause the combatants are members of a
social order, the effective use of symbols
so as to place the other in an unfavorable
light is a way of inflicting injury upon him.
Thus, what Waller and Hill (1951) called
“manipulation of morality” in family con-
flict is an important part of the repertoire
of symholic tactics awvailable for use in
any conflict.

There is frequently confusion between the
steps from disagreement toward agreement
and the process of conflict resolution. Con-
flict resolution is more complicated because
the combatants must cope with bhoth dis-
agreement and the pattern of recipracal in-
jury. The past and projected mutual injury
is the more fundamental problem since it
is possible to resolve conflict without agree-
ment on substantive issues, but agreement
on these issues does not erase the injury
that each has done to the other in the
course of the conflict. The latter supplies
independent momentum for the continua-
tion of conflict, Hence the key to all con-
flict resolution is the repair of previous
injury and protection against future injury.
When conflict resolution is by surrender,
the victor disarms the vanquished and ex-
tracts reparations, The wvanquished party
cannot usually exact compensation in re-
pairing the injury to himself, but he normally
surrenders under the assumption that once
he no longer offers any threat of injury to
the victor, he will be immune from further
injury by the victor. When conflict resolu-
tion occurs without surrender, both parties
must give assurances against doing harm
in the future and both must take steps to
ameliorate the injury that each has already
done to the other. Since surrender is an
unlikely response to cutrent disorders, our
interest is in conflict resolutions charac-
terized by some degree of mutuality.

We shall refer to any act whose aim is
ta avert or discontinue conflict without either
asking or offering surrender as conciliation.
To be effective, a conciliatory act must in-
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carporate bath an offer to discontinue at-
tacks and a tender of help to correct the
harm already done. To the extent to which
the conflict is being fought at the symbolic
level, the remedies are partially symbolic.
With respect to the exchange of threats
and insults (ie., symbolic conflict), con-
ciliation is an offer to discontinue such
attacks and to discount the meaning of prior
threats and insults. In order to participate
in conciliatory exchange, the combatant must
be prepared to believe that the other did
not fully mean what he said, that his threats
were hot really meant to be carried out,
and that his insults did not express his
more enduring feelings and views. Hence an
act of conciliation must provide the other
with a basis on which such beliefs are credi-
ble.

We are now prepared to see reaction to
public disturbances as response in a situation
of paotential conflict. The disturbance in-
valves physical injury and threats of further
damage to the property and persons of the
dominant white group, the college faculty
or administration, management and ownet-
ship of industry, or colonial powers. In
addition, it conveys insulting characteriza-
tions and promises of escalating disrespect.
Faced with potential conflict, the dominant
group has several alternatives, though not
all are viable in any given situation. An
effort can be made to ignore or depreciate
the conflict significance of the disturbances
hy interpreting them as deviance. The chal-
lenge of conflict can be accepted, in which
case the disturbance is defined as rebellion
and the appropriate response is retaliatory
suppression. This was plainly the dominating
white reaction in earlier race riots such as
St. Louis in 1919 and Detroit in 1943, when
whites not only turned the encounters into
massive attacks on Negroes but continued
to take punitive action for weeks after the
riots were finished and after the evidence of
disproportionate injury to Negroes was
plain to all (Lee and Humphreys, 1943;
Rudwick, 1964). It is also common for some
individuals to respond by repudiating their
own group identification and joining with
the dissidents, at least symbolically. Here
too the definition is rebellion, but from
the opposite side of the conflict. This posi-
tion normally includes recognition of the
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protest orientation, though the identity
problems invalved in this position often
cause the protest theme to become secondary
in importance to the aim of discrediting one’s
group and disidentifying from it. Some of
the difficulties in this response are repre-
sented when white students have attempted
to participate in black protests, and when
the Hell’s Angels have offered support to
conservative protesters against militant
youth.

If we omit the possibility of surrender, the
remaining alternative is to extend an offer
of conciliation. The prospect of conflict is
accepted. as real, but the aim is to interrupt
the reciprocation of attack that locks the
combatants into full-scale conflict, The con-
ciliator offers public acknowledgement that
he has done injury to the protestor, promis-
ing repentence and corrective actions. By
making this acknowledgement he grants that
there is some justification for the other’s
hostility toward him, and he also supplies
the basis for believing that the other’s an-
tagonism is not unalterable and is not per-
sonal to himself or his group. The white
man can say that the black’s antagonism is
not really directed against the white man,
but merely against thase people who happen
to be doing the black an injustice at a
particular time. Conciliation is therebhy
rendered a viable posture, because there is
no reason to expect the other to continue
his attacks once he is assured of compensa-
tion and security from further injury,

Interpreting violent and disruptive action
as protest is following exactly this pattern.
It means assuming that the intent to do in-
jury is secondary in importance to the effart
to secure redress, and it means acknowledg-
ing that there is some basis in the behavior
of one’s own group for the antagonism dis-
played by the protestor,

If we have correctly identified the process,
we must predict the protest interpretation by
specifying the conditions that lead te acts
of conciliation, Individuals and groups seek
to avert conflict for four reasons: to avoid
the risk of injury (or further injury) to
themselves; to avoid the risk of injury or
further injury to the potential opponent;
to protect the relatignship hetween the po-
tential cambatants from damage or increased
damage; and to avoid the diversion of re-
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sources and energy inte the conduct of
conflict at the expense of other activities.
The view af pratest interpretation as con-
ciliation and the reasomns for conciliation
suggest several correlates of protest inter-
pretation.

First, protest intexpretation is more likely
to occur when there is some apparent danger
to the group than when there is none. Second,
the stronger the norms, values, or sentiments
against doing injury to others, the greater
the likelihood of interpreting disorder as
pratest. Third, the greater the interde-
pendency between groups, the greater the
likelihood of protest interpretation. The in-
terdependency may be ecological or social;
the solidarity, organic or mechanical in na-
ture. If breaking or weakening the bonds
between the groups is threatening, the likeli-
haod of offering the conciliatory protest in-
terpretation will be increased.

Fourth, the greater the commitment to
activities and resources that may have to
be sacrificed in order to carry on the con-
flict, the greater the readiness to make a
protest interpretation, If there is a greater
tolerance for conflict in lower socioeconomic
strata and less exploration of conciliatory ap-
proaches, it may be because there is less
at stake in the disruption of the standard
round of life than there is in the higher
social strata, Some groups are flexibly or-
ganized so that conflict can be sustained
alongside of continuing normal activities.
Private industry was long able to avoid
treating labor unrest as social protest he-
canse private police could be hired to isolate
the canflict while production continued. Uni-
versities are not equipped in this fashion,
and must therefore face disruption of their
normal functions under even mild conflict.
Hence, universities are relatively quick to
interpret internal disturbances as social pro-
test.

Fifth, the less the anticipated costs of
conciliation, the greater the tendency to see
disturbance as protest. College officials who
believe that discontinuing an R.Q.T.C. pro-
gram is sufficient to bring an end to campus
conflict find it easy to see student activism
as social protest, rather than as rebellious
confrontation. :

Because of the tendency for moralistic
perspectives to be an inseparable part of
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conflict, an offer of conciliation is typically
viewed by the conciliator as an act of
generosity, going beyond what could be ex-
pected or required of him., Under the
teciprocity principle {Gouldner, 1960) the
act of placing a more generous than neces-
sary interpretation on the other's actions
obligates the latter to make generous re-
sponse, Because the normative system of
conflict permits a combatant to place a less
favorable interpretation on the other’s ac-
tions, the sense of self-righteous virtue at-
tached to protest interpretation can be great.
Furthermore, the protest interpretation with
its clearly implied admission of fault places
the concilator in a precarious position, for
his admission of prejudice, militarism, ot
insensitivity to student needs, for instance,
can be used against him later if the other
does not respond in kind. The risk he knows
he is taking enhances the concilator’s self-
righteousness. Hence, there is a strong
tendency for concilatory gestures to he with-
drawn and replaced by active premotion of
conflict when there is no discontinuance of
insults and threats and no retraction of
earlier attacks.

Hence we are led again (as under the
appeal-threat perspective) to the generaliza-
tien that interpretation of disorder as pro-
test is a conditional and unstable response.
According to the conflict model, it readily
gives way to the interpretation of disorder
as rebellion when it is not soon follawed
by subsidance of disorder and threat. On
the other hand, without the prospect of
involvement in conflict, there is no occasion
for conciliation, and crime or deviance is
the maost natural interpretation.

THIRD PARTY POINT OF VIEW

From both the appeal-threat and conflict-
conciliation approaches comes the hint that a
third party may under some circumstances
find it easier to interpret disturbance as pro-
test than does the group against whom the
disturbance is directed. For the target group,
the merit of conciliation rather than accept-
ing the challenge of conflict declines as the
nrospective costs of conciliation increase.
Furthermore, whenever group membership
is a salient aspect of personal identity, it is
difficult. to accept group fault without off-




