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Abstract

We begin with a critique of previous methods (event analysis) employed in testing
deprivation theories of social movements and collective violence. Then we consider
the value of group analysis through examination of the relationship between one
form of deprivation (unemployment) and collective action by the unemployed in
the United States from 1890-1940. By using group analysis we are able to dis-
cover that the relationship between unemployment and collective action varied
considerably between 1890 and 1940, suggesting that other variables often
stressed by those rejecting deprivation theories are needed for fully understanding
the subject.

In direct contrast to older deprivation theories of social movements and
political violence is resource mobilizatin theory (Kerbo; McCarthy and
Zald). Rather than a focus on deprivation as a motivating factor for social
movement activity, resource mobilization theory sees an increase in re-
sources such as time, money, the freedom to organize, or outside material
and/or political support as the primary factor producing new social move-
ment activity. Though resource mobilization theories have come to domi-
nate the study of social movements, the debate over the extent to which
deprivation theories are useful continues. Since Snyder and Tilly’s often-
cited empirical rejection of deprivation theories, however, most works
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continuing to employ deprivation theories in some form have been case
studies (e.g., Carroll; Champagne; Isaac et al.; Page and Clelland; Thorn-
ton; Useem; Walsh and Warland). The broad empirical studies of the Sny-
der and Tilly variety (see Paige; Tilly et al.) have been unable to show any
support for deprivation theories.

In this paper we address one basic question: Have these broad em-
pirical studies employed a proper method for testing the explanatory
power of resource mobilization and deprivation theories? We begin with a
methodological critique of “event analysis,” then examine the relationship
between unemployment and protest by the unemployed in the United
States between 1890 and 1940 to show the value of another methodological
approach we call “group analysis.”

Event Analysis vs. Group Analysis

In event analysis a researcher collects information on all recorded events
of political violence in a specified time period, no matter what group has
committed the violent acts. Then, using some form of time series analysis
the researcher matches independent variables such as indicators of hard-
ship to the events of political violence. In other words, the focus is on all
events of political violence, not on particular groups of people who may
have been prone to political violence for some reason. For example, Sny-
der and Tilly used three measures of hardship: (1) food prices, (2) prices of
manufactured goods, and (3) industrial production in France from 1830 to
1960. The dependent variable in their research was collective violence in
the same period, defined as “continuous interactions involving at least
one group of fifty or more persons in the course of which someone seized
or damaged persons or objects over resistance” (522). They then employed
regression analysis to show that the three indicators of economic hardship
were not significantly related to their measures of collective violence. Such
a method, however, requires some questionable assumptions.

First, if we are to accept this method it must be assumed that reli-
gious, racial, political, and other types of conflicts do not result in signifi-
cant levels of collective violence. It is important to stress that these studies
measure all cases of collective violence irrespective of the issues involved. But
if noneconomic issues and conflicts also produce significant levels of col-
lective violence, then any relationship between economic hardship and
collective violence may remain undetected using event analysis. For exam-
ple, let us assume there are 20 time periods with significant levels of col-
lective violence. Let us assume that in 5 of these time periods religious
conflicts are the driving force behind most collective violence, that in 5
periods violence involves racial conflict, that in 5 it involves conflicts over
old political rights, and that in 5 it involves economic hardship (such as
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unemployment). And let us further assume that during most of the reli-
gious, racial, and political conflicts, economic conditions were average to
good. With this example we are sure to find no statistical relationship
between collective violence (of all kinds) and indicators of economic hard-
ship using event analysis.

Second, if we are to accept event analysis it must be assumed that
no types of collective violence are more likely in better economic times. If this
assumption is not correct, and all types of collective violence are mea-
sured, then the collective violence occurring in better economic times
may cancel any relationship between economic hardship and collective
violence. There is, in fact, research indicating that industrial conflict is
more likely in better economic times (Hibbs,a; Shorter and Tilly; Skeels;
Snyder).

Following our criticisms of event analysis, we have chosen what we
believe is a method of analysis more suitable for detecting any relationship
between economic hardship and protest. We focus on unemployment as
one form of economic hardship, and examine the response of the unem-
ployed in the United States from 1890 to 1940. Thus, we are not concerned
with protest or collective violence related to other issues or initiated by
groups other than the unemployed.! Our goal is to discover whether a
specific form of economic hardship (unemployment) is consistently re-
lated to protest by those most affected by this economic hardship (the
unemployed). Thus, we are using group analysis by following a category of
people through time to examine what factors seem to influence their in-
volvement in social movement activity.

Data and Methods

The primary independent variables in our analysis are related to unem-
ployment. Our measures of the percent of the labor force unemployed and
the number unemployed were taken from the U.S. Bureau of Census. The
historical period under analysis (1890 to 1940) includes five depressions/
recessions (defined as unemployment above 8 percent), with unemploy-
ment ranging from 8.5 percent in 1908 to 24.9 percent in 1933. Other high
points of unemployment occurred in 1894 (18.4 percent) and 1921 (11.9
percent).? Because these five depressions/recessions varied in length as
well as in rate of unemployment, and because the length of a recession
may affect the level of hardship as well as the organizational capacity of
the unemployed, we must consider the length of a recession in our analy-
sis. Specifically, these five depressions/recessions ranged in length from
one year (1908) to 11 years (1930 to 1940).2 We can assume that each con-
secutive year of high unemployment adds to the hardship of the unem-
ployed. For example, historical reports tell us that local aid to the unem-



Unemployment and Protest / 1049

ployed was used up if unemployment lasted longer than a few months
(Feder; Garraty). Also, with more people out of work for longer periods of
time there is a greater capacity to organize for social movement activity.
Thus, recession years were coded one for the first year of 8 percent or
more unemployment, two for the second consecutive year, three for the
third, and so on.

Our data on protest by the unemployed (our dependent variables)
come from the New York Times. We will not provide an extensive defense of
the New York Times as a data source because such a defense has been
provided by others (see Jenkins and Perrow; Paige; Snyder and Tilly; Stohl;
Tilly et al.). Also, there have been two recent empirical examinations of
the validity and reliability of data collection from major newspapers (see
Danzger; Snyder and Kelly). This research has found the use of newspa-
pers as data sources for protest events generally acceptable and more com-
plete than any other source.

Research assistants examined the New York Times Index for newspa-
per articles about protest events from 1890 to 1940, then read the original
articles and coded the necessary information. Only protest events by
the unemployed themselves (including public assistance recipients) were
coded. A total of 303 protest events were located, read, and coded.

To check the accuracy of the coding the authors randomly selected
six years and followed the same coding procedures.® As another means of
checking the accuracy of our coding (and to obtain an essence of what was
being reported in the New York Times), one of the authors selected key time
periods and examined every 6page of the New York Times, reading articles
related to our subject matter.

It is important to note some specific limitations of our data source
for protest events. As might be expected, studies (e.g., Snyder and Kelly)
have shown that newspapers are somewhat selective in their coverage of
collective violence and protest. Newspapers are more likely to print stories
on bigger events, and events closer to the geographical area where the
newspaper is published. Thus, our data are no doubt biased in these re-
spects. But we have no reason to believe the Northeastern United States
differed7substantially from the rest of the country in protest by the unem-
ployed.

We checked the accuracy of our data source in two ways. First, we
selected key time periods and examined every page of the San Francisco
Chronicle for reports of protest.® Both the New York Times and the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle included relatively small local events not found in the other
newspaper, but the overall magnitude of protest was similar as reported in
both newspapers. Second, we read major historical works and checked
their reports of collective protest by the unemployed against our New York
Times data (these works included Feder; Garraty; Goldman; Hofstader;
Piven and Cloward,a,b; Schlesinger,a,b,c). Our New York Times data were
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the most complete we found for the total time period examined, and our
data generally conformed to the descriptions in the historical works. How-
ever, we suggest caution in accepting our low estimate of the magnitude
of protest for the early years we analyzed (discussed in more detail be-
low). It seems safest to assume that we have at best a very conservative
estimate of the magnitude of protest in these early years.

Generalized least squares, with the Cochrane-Orcutt method of
correcting for autocorrelation effects,” was the primary statistical tech-
nique used (Hibbs,b; Johnston; Kmenta; Ostrom). All variables were
logged to reduce skewness. Logic suggests that some lagged relationship
may exist between unemployment and protest. However, an analysis us-
ing lagged variables proved unproductive. Data for unemployment rates
before World War II exist only for one-year intervals. Thus, if there is a lag
between changes in the unemployment rates and protest, it is less than
one year (at least for the period of history examined).

Findings

We first look at the simple relationship between the yearly number of
protest events and the unemployment rate from 1890 to 1940 shown in
Figure 1. As we do so, it is important to keep in mind that the Times no
doubt gives a conservative estimate of the amount of protest, especially in
the early years. As others have suggested (e.g., Snyder and Kelly), there is
probably a threshold effect which leads newspapers to underreport events
such as protest until they reach a certain level of intensity. With the high
unemployment of the 1890s we find very little protest reported in the
Times. But we do find at least some reports of protest with every period of
over 8 percent unemployment between 1890 and 1940. More significant,
we generally find increasing numbers of protesters involved in protest
activities (not shown in Figure 1). For example, while our sources esti-
mated about 500 protesters for 1894, this increased to 4,800 for 1908 and
3,500 for 1914.1°

By the 1930s the number of protests and protesters had increased
dramatically. The increase in protest events is clear from Figure 1. The
increase in the number of protesters in the very first year of the Great Depres-
sion is, however, even more dramatic. The year 1930 found over 100,000
protesters in the streets, the second highest for the total period. Of further
note is the pattern for the latter years of the 1930s indicating that protest
continued to go up as unemployment was going down. Two observations
can be made on this pattern. First, although unemployment was going
down, it was still very high. In addition, many of the aid programs intro-
duced in 1933 and 1934 were being cut back or eliminated by 1935 to 1937.
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Historical accounts suggest that these cuts in aid were important in pro-
ducing protest activity (Schlesinger,a,b).

Turning to our statistical analysis, Table 1 confirms what Figure 1
shows. Three measures of protest (number of protests, number of pro-
testers, duration of protest events) are significantly related to our three
indicators of hardship (percent unemployment, actual number of unem-
ployed, and duration of depression) between 1891 and 1940. All of the
betas for the 1891-1940 period range between .31 and .53.

With massive protest and very high unemployment during the
1930s (see Figure 1), however, it can be suggested that our strong correla-
tions between unemployment and protest are due primarily to the 1930s.
Table 1 suggests this to be the case. The betas between protest and our
indicators of hardship are strong for the period from 1919 to 1940, but
there are few significant correlations for the period from 1891 through
1918.

Discussion

The primary purpose of this paper has been to show that group analysis is
much more useful than event analysis in understanding social movements
and political violence. Previous research using event analysis has treated a
subject with a complex causal base in an overly simplistic manner. Using
group analysis, we are able to focus on a particular issue or possible
source of discontent, while excluding others, to find whether that issue is
likely to produce collective violence and social movements. Equally impor-
tant, using group analysis we can follow a particular group through his-
tory to understand changes that make social movements and collective
violence more or less likely to-occur.

With the example of protest by the unemployed from 1890 to 1940,
group analysis has forced us to face some key questions. In what ways did
the 1890s differ from the 1930s? There was massive unemployment in both
time periods, but the level of protest differed significantly. Is it possible
that a greater concentration of urban workers in the 1930s made organiza-
tion more likely? In what way did the political environment of the 1890s
differ from that of the 1930s? For example, we know that Franklin Roose-
velt was more supportive of labor organization than any previous presi-
dent. In other words, is it a matter of more social movement resources for
the unemployed in the 1930s than in the 1890s? We believe this is the case,
and that resource mobilization theory is needed for a full understanding
of protest activity by the unemployed during this period. In this short
research note, however, our primary point has been that by using group
analysis we are able to examine these questions in a more precise manner.
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Notes

1. We coded protest events only when a news article indicated that the unemployed or
welfare recipients were the primary participants. In a case where employed workers went on
strike or marched in sympathy for the unemployed, for example, the protest event was not
included in our data. It is also worth noting that we have coded protest events rather than
collective violence per se, though most cases of protest by the unemployed reported in the
New York Times would fit Snyder and Tilly’s definition of collective violence. For coding pur-
poses, our definition of protest by the unemployed was a group of 10 or more individuals
who were unemployed coming together for the purpose of demonstrating or calling attention
to their problems of unemployment.
2. The high points of unemployment in these five recessions/depressions are as follows:
1894—18.4 percent; 1908—8.5 percent; 1915—9.7 percent; 1921—11.9 percent; 1933—24.9
percent (U.S. Bureau of Census).
3. The consecutive years of 8 percent or more unemployment are as follows: 1893 to 1898 (6
years), 1908 (1 year), 1914 to 1915 (2 years), 1921 (1 year), 1930 to 1940 (11 years).
4. This coding procedure excluded primarily strikes or other collective action by the em-
ployed. Some of these events were on behalf of the unemployed, but it was difficult to
separate out the most important issue behind a strike. Specifically, following standard proce-
dures (see Paige), under protest by the unemployed we coded the number of people in-
volved, location, target and goals of the action, and number arrested, injured and killed.
While 67 percent of the protest events lasted one day or less, especially in the 1930s many
protest events involved lengthy marches and occupations of public sites, especially in Wash-
ington, D.C.
5. We selected 1908, 1913, 1920, 1921, 1922, and 1929 for validity checks. The overall agree-
ment rate was 87 percent.
6. This method was employed to make sure the New York Times Index was accurate and
employed accurately by our coders. Reading the entire Index for the total time period was
impossible, but we found some key index headings most likely to contain the information
required (especially “unemployment”). Most of the years and months selected for this addi-
tional analysis were selected because they were election years with high unemployment, but
with very few protest events located in our primary coding procedure. The dates examined
were January to March 1894, August to November 1894, August to November 1896, and
August to November 1908. This method strongly confirmed the validity of our coding
procedures.
7. One limitation of our data collection method was the underreporting of rural protest. The
historical works on the 1930s suggest that protest in rural areas was significant, but only 2
percent of our protest events were located in rural areas. Also of note, 74 percent of our
protest events were on the East Coast and 91 percent in large cities.
8. The selection of time periods to reexamine in the San Francisco Chronicle followed the
selection described in note 6 above.
9. The Cochrane-Orcutt method was chosen over the first differences method because Rho
(or P) does not equal 1.0, which is an assumption of the first differences method (see
Kmenta).
10. Figure 1 presents the number of protest events reported in the Times rather than the
number of protesters involved. The estimated numbers of protesters involved in key years
are as follows: 1894—500; 1908—4,800; 1914—3,500; 1922—450; 1930—102,500; 1931—10,800;
1932—63,700; 1933—73,450; 1934—19,900; 1935—41,300; 1936—29,400; 1937—49,400; 1938—
39,250; 1939—113,900; 1940—670.

These figures show the rapid jump in protest in 1930 more clearly (to 102,500 pro-
testers), as well as the extensiveness of protest in some earlier years.
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