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Protests: Productive Action or
Complete Distraction?



“What happens
when a man

says enough is
enough?”

DAVID OYELOWO - as Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr. in

Selma

Created by Jessyca Mathews



LEARNING

GOALS!

Understand the

fundamentals of civil

disobedience in different

forms of protesting by

exploring multiple views on

this action. Students will

also examine the

importance of developing

a voice during our current

world. 
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WHAT IS A PROTEST?
IS THERE A CORRECT WAY TO
PROTEST? OR AN INCORRECT

WAY TO PROTEST?

Activist's Brainstorm

Take time to write your response to

this brainstorm prompt in the thought

cloud provided or your own writing

space.

Unit Warm-Up
Created by Jessyca Mathews



ACTIVIST RESEARCH:

CONTINUES ON THE NEXT

PAGE

CHOOSE 3 CATEGORIES

FROM THE NEXT TWO

PAGES:

BOSTON TEA PARTY

THE CIVIL RIGHTS

MOVEMENT

GAY RIGHTS

ANTIWAR

WOMEN'S SUFFRAGE

BLACK PANTHER PARTY

 After reading over at
least three of the six

categories:
a. Draw a graphic

representing a
relationship among all

the resources you
chose on a blank piece

of paper.
b. Write an

explanation for your
graphic. Make sure

that you have
included all three

areas of focus.

TOP 10 AMERICAN PROTEST
MOVEMENTS 
TIME MAGAZINE

E X P L O R A T I O N :  P H A S E  O N E

The Boston Tea Party is something of a misnomer, as while it did indeed
feature tea, it was definitely not a party. On a cold evening of December
1773, protesters gathered in Boston Harbor to reject the latest shipment of
tea from the East India Company. They were speaking out against the Tea
Act, which allowed the East India Company to sell its tea at reduced cost,
thus giving the British government-controlled company an effective
monopoly. As the story goes, the colonists stormed the ships as they pulled
into the harbor and chucked some 46 tons of tea overboard.The real issue at
hand, of course, was the colonists' lack of representation in the British
Parliament. That night, their cries reverberated near and far, and helped spur
a movement that would see the states gain their independence from Mother
England in just a few years' time.t

The riots following the June 28, 1969, police raid on New York City's Stonewall Inn
did not start the discussion on gay rights, but they certainly became the catalyst
for a national movement. When the Mafia-owned bar that offered a safe place
for gay men and lesbians to drink and dance was shut down as part of a citywide
crackdown on homosexual life, Greenwich Village erupted into several days of
unrest. Violent police beat-downs and open mocking of the authorities by the
protesters escalated the neighborhood protest into a full-scale rally for
acceptance and equality. Prior to the Stonewall riots, the gay-rights movement
had been mostly underground; only two years later, there were organized
groups in every major city in America.Stonewall's legacy lives on today. After the
New York state senate voted in favor of same-sex marriage on June 24, 2011,
revelers from around the city congregated in front of the bar to celebrate.
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The more than 200,000 people who descended on Washington, D.C., on Aug.
28, 1963, proved that protests don't need to be violent to be powerful. In
addition to meeting with President John F. Kennedy and members of
Congress, the groups' leaders led a march from the Washington Monument
to the Lincoln Memorial. The gathered masses stood peaceably for hours in
the stifling August heat as musicians and orators appealed for equal rights
for African Americans and, really, all minorities. Thanks to powerful words
from civil rights champions, including Martin Luther King Jr.'s famed "I Have a
Dream" speech, the march went down in history as the most convincing
event in the movement that led to the successful passage of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964.
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ACTIVIST RESEARCH :

CHOOSE 3 CATEGORIES

FROM THE NEXT TWO

PAGES:

BOSTON TEA PARTY

THE CIVIL RIGHTS

MOVEMENT

GAY RIGHTS

ANTIWAR

WOMEN'S SUFFRAGE

BLACK PANTHER PARTY

 After reading over at
least three of the six

categories:

a. Draw a graphic
representing a

relationship among all
the resources you

chose on a blank piece
of paper.

b. Write an
explanation for your
graphic. Make sure

that you have
included  all three

areas of focus.

Though antiwar demonstrations have been sprinkled throughout U.S.
history, perhaps none were more vehement than the outcries against
America's involvement in Vietnam. In the frigid fall of 1969, more than
500,000 people marched on Washington to protest U.S. involvement in the
Vietnam War. It remains the largest political rally in the nation's history. While
President Richard Nixon was said to have spent the day watching college
football inside the White House, to the rest of the world, the protests
successfully proved that the antiwar movement comprised more than just
politicized youth. The November rallies were part of a string of
demonstrations that took place around the world in 1969, with groups from
San Francisco and Boston to London petitioning for peace. Despite their
cries, the war went on for six more years, ending with the fall of Saigon on
April 30, 1975.Add a little bit of body text

From income tax to Prohibition, the Constitution underwent a lot of change
in the early 20th century, but perhaps none was more important or positive
than the 19th Amendment, which formally granted women the right to vote.
The women's-suffrage movement in the U.S. dates as far back as the
Revolutionary War, but women's-rights trailblazers, such as Elizabeth Cady
Stanton, Susan B. Anthony and Lucretia Mott, spearheaded the strong push
for equal voting rights in the mid-19th century. After the Seneca Falls
Convention in 1848, the rallying cry for women's right to vote became a yell
too loud to ignore. In 1920 — 41 years after it had originally been drafted —
Congress ratified an amendment that said: "The right of citizens of the United
States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any
State on account of sex." Although most of the pioneering suffragettes died
before winning the right to vote, to this day every member of the fairer sex
has them to thank.

From a legal standpoint, segregation was put to rest in 1964 with the signing
of the Civil Rights Act. But centuries of oppression didn't evaporate
overnight. Now free from marginalization, African Americans began to stand
up for their rights without fear, forming a cultural movement to promote the
newfound pride they took in their race. The Black Power movement was a
subgroup of the larger strides toward black equality, one that has both been
praised for its activism and criticized for its isolationism. Indeed, even the
name itself was divisive. While many empowerment groups embraced the
phrase black power soon after Stokely Carmichael of the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee first uttered it in 1966, others — including, most
notably, Martin Luther King Jr.'s Freedom Now movement — refused to
adopt the slogan. Undeniably powerful, the phrase and movement behind it
helped get African Americans elected to office and admitted to colleges, but
it was also criticized for helping launch the Black Panther Party, which
justified violence as a means of gaining equality.

 H T T P : / / C O N T E N T . T I M E . C O M / T I M E / S P E C I A L S / P A C K A G E S / A R T I C L E / 0 , 2 8 8 0 4 , 2 0 9 6 6 5 4 _ 2 0 9 6 6 5 3 _ 2 0 9 6 6 9 2 , 0 0 . H T M L

Created by Jessyca Mathews



NATHAN COLL INS   
UPDATED: JUN  14 ,  20 17     OR IG INAL :SEP  10 ,  20 15

FORMAT  OF  QUEST IONS FROM THE  NAT IONAL  WR I T ING PROJECT

The point of protest, at least in theory, is to inspire change, to get something done. Yet, when it comes to politics,
protest often leads nowhere. And, according to some recent experiments that piggybacked on real

demonstrations in Mexico City, protests might actually be counterproductive among onlookers who experience
them firsthand.Political protest has always been engrained in the fabric of the United States, but whether it

actually works is surprisingly unclear. Yes, the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s led to the Civil Rights Act, but
protests against the Vietnam War had little impact. More recent studies of immigration rallies suggest that

protests' effects on political attitudes are often mixed."PROTESTS ARE LIKE PERFORMANCES. YOU WOULDN'T
EXPECT AN AUDIENCE TO HAVE THE SAME REACTION WHILE READING A SUMMARY OF A FILM AS THEY WOULD IF

THEY ACTUALLY SAW THE FILM."One might think that's because significant protest is less common these days in
the U.S., but that doesn't appear to be the case, writes University of Pittsburgh political science graduate

student Cassilde Schwartz in an email. "Major Latin American cities regularly have several protests a day, and yet
it's often hard to see any actual effects," Schwartz writes. "Basically, I wondered if it was possible that protesters

were somehow shooting themselves in the foot."

To find out, Schwartz and her team phoned up 1,202 Mexico City residents and told some of them about a protest
related to the disappearance and apparent murder of 43 students in southern Mexico. She then asked how likely
they'd be to vote, contact elected officials, and so on. Overall, the results were simple: Compared with a control
group, people who heard about the protest wanted to get more involved, she reported last week at the American

Political Science Association's annual meeting."But [a survey or news report] doesn't look anything like real
protests, which are deliberately loud, conflictive, and logistically inconvenient for as many people as possible,"

Schwartz writes. "Protests are like performances, and you certainly wouldn't expect an audience to have the same
reaction while reading a summary of a film as they would if they actually saw the film."So Schwartz devised a

novel plan: Working with local activist organizations, she invited survey participants to interviews that,
unbeknownst to them, had been timed and located to correspond with protests related to the disappearances.

Eighty-eight people showed up for the interviews, but this time, the 69 that were thrust into a real-world
demonstration reported they'd be less likely to talk about the issues, and even less likely to vote, compared to a

control group of 19 people.

That, Schwartz writes, suggests some protests could be counterproductive in the long run. While, say, disrupting
traffic could attract media attention, it could also lead potential supporters to shy away from getting involved,

perhaps because seeing a protest in person triggers different emotions than hearing about it on the news might. "
[I]t's actually a very difficult balance to make because the protests that tend to attract the media are often the
most disruptive," Schwartz writes. "This could explain why it can be so difficult for protesters to maintain public

engagement long enough for change to take place."

WHAT MAKES FOR A SUCCESSFUL PROTEST?
HTTPS : / /PSMAG .COM /SOCIAL-JUSTICE /WHAT-MAKES-FOR-A-

SUCCESSFUL-PROTEST#.44KVNBCU3

EXAMINATION :  PHASE  TWO

ACTIVIST'S OBJECTIVE:
Read over the article, "What Makes for a Successful

Protest?"

 1. Search for and write down the main claim of the
article.

The thesis statement or main claim must be
debatable. 

2. Take note of what you consider to be the writer’s
strongest evidence of what makes a successful
protest. Either highlight or take notes in your

writing space. 
4. Then write informally for 5-7 minutes:

• What do you want to know more about
protests?

• Where do you stand on the issue of protesting
today?

A  S T U D Y  S U G G E S T S  P R O T E S T S  C A N  P U L L  P E O P L E  I N

O R  P U S H  T H E M  A W A Y ,  D E P E N D I N G  O N  H O W

O B S E R V E R S  E X P E R I E N C E  T H E M .

Pacific Standard
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Street protests are in. From Bangkok to Caracas, and Madrid to Moscow, these days not a week goes by without news that a
massive crowd has amassed in the streets of another of the world’s big cities. The reasons for the protests vary (bad and too-costly

public transport or education, the plan to raze a park, police abuse, etc.). Often, the grievance quickly expands to include a
repudiation of the government, or its head, or more general denunciations of corruption and economic inequality.Aerial photos of

the anti-government marches routinely show an intimidating sea of people furiously demanding change. And yet, it is surprising how
little these crowds achieve. The fervent political energy on the ground is hugely disproportionate to the practical results of these

demonstrations.Notable exceptions of course exist: In Egypt, Tunisia, and Ukraine, street protests actually contributed to the
overthrow of the government. But most massive rallies fail to create significant changes in politics or public policies. Occupy Wall

Street is a great example. Born in the summer of 2011 (not in Wall Street but in Kuala Lumpur’s Dataran Merdeka), the Occupy
movement spread quickly and was soon roaring in the central squares of nearly 2,600 cities around the world.

The hodgepodge groups that participated had no formal affiliation with one another, no clear hierarchy, and no obvious leaders.
But social networks helped to virally replicate the movement so that the basic patterns of camping, protesting, fundraising,

communicating with the media, and interacting with the authorities were similar from place to place. The same message echoed
everywhere: It is unacceptable that global wealth is concentrated in the hands of an elite 1 percent while the remaining 99 percent

can barely scrape by.Such a global, massive, and seemingly well-organized initiative should have had a greater impact. But it didn’t.
Though the topic of economic inequality has gained momentum in the years since, in practice it is hard to find meaningful changes

in public policy based on Occupy’s proposals. By and large the Occupy movement has now vanished from the headlines.In fact,
government responses usually amount to little more than rhetorical appeasement, and certainly no major political reforms. Brazilian

President Dilma Rousseff, for example, publicly validated the frustrations of those who took to the streets of her country, and
promised that changes would be made, but those ‘changes’ have yet to materialize. The reaction of Turkish Prime Minister Recep

Tayyip Erdogan to the protests in his country was more aggressive. He accused the opposition and protesters of plotting a
sophisticated conspiracy against him, and tried to block Twitter and YouTube. Earlier this month, Erdogan scored a huge victory in
Turkey’s local elections. The same dynamic has played out during demonstrations against violence in Mexico City and corruption in
New Delhi: massive marches, scant results.Why? How can so many extremely motivated people achieve so little? One answer might

be found in the results of an experiment conducted by Anders Colding-Jørgensen of the University of Copenhagen. In 2009, he
created a Facebook group to protest the demolition of the historic Stork Fountain in a major square of the Danish capital. Ten
thousand people joined in the first week; after two weeks, the group was 27,000 members-strong. That was the extent of the

experiment. There was never a plan to demolish the fountain—Colding-Jørgensen simply wanted to show how easy it was to create a
relatively large group using social media.

In today’s world, an appeal to protest via Twitter, Facebook, or text message is sure to attract a crowd, especially if it is to
demonstrate against something—anything, really—that outrages us. The problem is what happens after the march. Sometimes it ends
in violent confrontation with the police, and more often than not it simply fizzles out. Behind massive street demonstrations there is

rarely a well-oiled and more-permanent organization capable of following up on protesters’ demands and undertaking the complex,
face-to-face, and dull political work that produces real change in government. This is the important point made by Zeynep Tufekci,

a fellow at the Center for Information Technology Policy at Princeton University, who writes that “Before the Internet, the tedious
work of organizing that was required to circumvent censorship or to organize a protest also helped build infrastructure for decision

making and strategies for sustaining momentum. Now movements can rush past that step, often to their own detriment.”

There is a powerful political engine running in the streets of many cities. It turns at high speed and produces a lot of political
energy. But the engine is not connected to wheels, and so the “movement” doesn’t move. Achieving that motion requires

organizations capable of old-fashioned and permanent political work that can leverage street demonstrations into political change
and policy reforms. In most cases, that means political parties. But it doesn’t necessarily mean existing parties that demonstrators
don’t trust to be change agents. Instead, as I have written elsewhere, we need new or deeply reformed parties that can energize

both idealists who feel politically homeless and professionals who are fully devoted to the daily grind of building a political
organization that knows how to convert political energy into public policies.  As many have noted, social media can both facilitate
and undermine the formation of more effective political parties. We are familiar with the power of social media to identify, recruit,

mobilize, and coordinate supporters as well as to fundraise. But we also know that clicktivism and slacktivism undermine real
political work by creating the feel-good illusion that clicking “like’’ on a Facebook page or tweeting incendiary messages from the
comfort of one’s computer or smartphone is equivalent to the activism that effects change.What we’ve witnessed in recent years is
the popularization of street marches without a plan for what happens next and how to keep protesters engaged and integrated in

the political process. It’s just the latest manifestation of the dangerous illusion that it is possible to have democracy without political
parties—and that street protests based more on social media than sustained political organizing is the way to change society.

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/04/why-street-protests-dont-work/360264/

ACTIVIST'S OBJECTIVE:
Read over the article, "Why Street Protest Don't Work."

 1. Search for and write down the main claim of the article.
The thesis statement or main claim must be debatable. 

2. Take note of what you consider to be the writer’s strongest evidence
of what makes a successful protest. Either highlight or take notes in

your writing space. 
4. Then write informally for 5-7 minutes:

• What do you want to know more about protests?
• Where do you stand on the issue of protesting today?

WHY STREET PROTESTS DON'T WORK
      HTTPS : / /WWW .THEATLANTIC .COM / INTERNATIONAL /ARCHIVE /2014 /04 /WHY-STREET-

PROTESTS-DONT-WORK /360264 /

EXAMINATION :  PHASE  THREE

H O W  C A N  S O  M A N Y

D E M O N S T R A T I O N S  A C C O M P L I S H  S O

L I T T L E ?

The Atlantic

Cr
ea

te
d 

by
 Je

ss
yc

a 
M

at
he

w
s



POWER OF CHOICE

An Activist's

T A K I N G  A C T I O N :
P H A S E  F O U R

Why Violent Protests Work
https://www.gq.com/story/why-violent-protests-work

Do Protests Even Work?
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2020/06/why-

protests-work/613420/

Protesting Police Brutality and Racial
Oppression Is Essential Work

https://time.com/5849991/protests-covid-19-essential-work/

Americans don’t like protests. But protests may
work anyway.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-
cage/wp/2014/08/25/americans-dont-like-protests-but-protests-

may-work-anyway/

An Activist's
Task:

 SUMMARIZE the topic.
 STATE your opinion.

 BACK UP your opinion with at
least one fact from each

source you have read in this
unit. 

It would be best if you SOURCE
the facts you use.

 USE quotation marks if you
copy EXACTLY what someone

else wrote or said.
 WRITE your letter within the

length of one page.
 SIGN your name and grade at

the bottom of your letter
Have a teammate EDIT your

work.

START your letter: Dear Editor,

An Activist's
Checklist:

How We Will
Take Action:

In this final phase of our
examination of protesting,
you will have the freedom
to choose the article (s) you

want to focus on to
complete your thoughts on

this topic.
Choose AT LEAST ONE of
the articles listed below
and note the main claim

and evidence. 
After completing your

readings, begin to
brainstorm your ideas on 

 our big question:
Where do you stand on the
issue of protesting today?

We, the activists focused on 
changing the world, will

complete a brainstorm and
 prepare and send 

letters to The Atlantic's
Editor to share our knowledge

and views on the
effectiveness of protesting in

our country.

Letter-to-the-Editor
T H E  A T L A N T I C
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