Part 'V

What Do Movement Participants
Think and Feel?
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Introduction

To most readers, the point of view of movement participants would seem to be the most
important issue in understanding social movements. What do they want to accomplish?
What do they demand? What kinds of emotions propel or draw them into the street?
What goes through their minds? Are these people like the rest of us, or somehow
different? In this part we try to get inside the heads—but also the hearts—of protestors,
to see the world from their point of view. In the end, we all care about something deeply
enough that, under the right circumstances, we could be drawn into a movement that
addresses it.

One hundred years of scholarship thought this was an important goal, but unfortu-
nately the same scholars assumed they knew what was inside protestors’ heads without
doing much empirical rescarch to see if they were right. To them protest was such an
unusual activity that protestors had to be either immature, mistaken, or irrational. For
- some of these early theorists, people could be driven mad by crowds, swept up into the
“motion of the crowd and fed to do things they otherwise would not {LeBon 1895).
- Others assumed that people must be alienated from their societies in order to engage in
such deviant behavior. Still others thought there must be some kind of strange psycho-
logical dynamics at work: people joined because they fele personally inadequate and
wished to become part of something larger than themselves {(Hoffer 1951); or young
people used protest as a way to rebel against their fathers in an Oedipal dynamic
(Smelser 1968). These theories were so dismissive of social movements that a new
generation of scholars in the 1960s, who were sympathetic to many of the movements
they saw around them, and sometimes participated in, virtually abandoned the effort to
look inside the heads of protestors. '

The mobilization and then process theorists simply assumed that protestors had
rational goals, primarily the pursuit of their own economic, political, and legal interests.
By assuming this, they did not have to investigate protestors’ points of view any more
than their predecessors had. To them, the idea that protestors had strong emotions
seemed to admit that protestors were not rational; the idea that protestors needed to
do some cultural work to “construct” their grievances and goals seemed to make these
ss important, more arbitrary. Besides, if a group’s interests were structurally deter-
ined-—by their economic class position, say, or by racism in the laws—it was easy to
oncentrate on the mobilization of resources and other opportunities for action that
ost interested these theorists. They assumed the willingness to protest was already
ere, and only needed an opportunity for expression.

ut even at the height of these structural approaches, not all social scientists were
ling to give up on the minds of protestors. Kristin Luker was one of these. We have
:Cftl'pted a chapter of her book, Abortion and the Politics of Motherhood, which
asterfully lays out the crux of the abortion debate: those on each side see the world
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Discussion Questions.
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