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IS POLITICAL
PROTEST IN WESTERN
EUROPE BECOMING LESS
OF A PREROGATIVE OF
THE YOUNG AND OF THE
LEFT?

Paul Dekker

Andries van den Broek

Abstract

In what seems to be a process of normalization or democratization of political protest,
a shift appears to have taken place in the public that is willing to embrace political
protest to further their political agendas, at least in Western Europe. After the upheaval
of the 1960s and 7os, political protest was predominantly a vehicle of the young and of
those wanting to change society along the lines of a progressive agenda. More recently,
protest-proneness seems to have become spread more evenly over the population. Our
analyses of developments in nine countries using data from the European Values Study
for the period 1981-2017 show strong evidence for the growth of protest-proneness, loos-
ening its ties with the young everywhere, but only in some countries with the political
left. In all countries, protest proneness is higher in the ‘protest generation’ (born 1941-
1955) than among people born before that period, but the differences compared with
people born later fluctuate.
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24.1 Introduction

After the adoption of extra-parliamentary routes to make themselves heard by
civil or social movements in the 1960s and 1970s, the focus in the study of the
political behaviour of citizens broadened from predominantly formalized or
‘conventional’ means of political involvement to include a range of ‘unconven-
tional’ political action as well (Barnes & Kaase et al., 1979) — though it should be
noted that this type of action was not altogether new, being predated by strikes
by labour unions, marches by suffragettes and mass trespasses by walkers to
preserve rights of way, for example. However, the broader uptake of political
protest in the 1960s and 7os did pave the way for its recognition as part and
parcel of political life. In hindsight, this can be interpreted as a first step in the
process of normalization of political protest. Of concern here is whether that
process has continued since, and whether it has also led to a democratization in
the sense that it is not only accepted as a fact of life, but has also been adopted
by broader segments of society. The latter implies not only that protest-prone-
ness spread across a larger share of the population, but more specifically that it
spread among groups within society other than those that initially adopted it.

Generally speaking, the ascent of political protest in the postwar era was pre-
dominantly rooted in the younger segments of society and those seeking to
bring about change in accordance with a progressive agenda, whether it was to
expand the rights of underprivileged groups (e.g., the working class, women
and people of colour) or to oppose perceived threats (e.g. nuclear weapons and
environmental pollution). A change-minded or progressive agenda inspired
young people to political behaviour that went beyond conventional means
(Kostelka & Rovny, 2019).

Recently, political protest seems also to have been adopted by people in lat-
er life-stages and by people seeking to further a conservative political agen-
da. This suggests a certain ‘democratization’ or ‘normalization’ (Van Aelst &
Walgrave, 2001; Quaranta, 2014) of protest as a means of pursuing political
ends, as predicted by Barnes & Kaase and their co-authors (1979). Proneness to
adopt political protest seems to have become more common, in the sense of
becoming widespread across the populations as a whole, both in terms of age
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and of political preference. As regards the latter, just as in earlier decades the
issues of contention are once again non-materialistic, but unlike earlier, the
intention now is to oppose rather than to further societal change. What is at
stake now more often seems to be the preservation of Western achievements
and traditions that are perceived to be under threat from cosmopolitanization
in general and immigration in particular.

The relationship between protest-proneness and age can also be reconceptu-
alized as a relationship between protest-proneness and year of birth, or gen-
eration, though without seeking to get into the muddy waters of suggesting
clear-cut generational differences, for which there is precious little empirical
evidence (Van den Broek, 1999). The idea then is that members of some birth
cohorts may be more inclined to turn to political protest than members of oth-
er birth cohorts. Barnes & Kaase et al. (1979) suggested that, following the rise
of political protest achieved by a group of birth cohorts that can loosely be
described as the protest generation (born in the period 1941-1955; cf. Van den
Broek, 1999), the further spread of political protest would come about because
birth cohorts born in later years would be even more prone to turn to political
protest, possibly related to a continuing shift towards postmaterialist values
(Inglehart & Catterberg, 2002).

Below, we reformulate these observations and suggestions into hypotheses
which we subsequently test empirically. We are pleased to acknowledge that be-
ing able use the data of the European Values Study (EVS) to test these hypothe-
ses was only possible because of the continued efforts of those who have worked
hard to organize the EVS surveys in a number of countries in a consistent man-
ner over the years. Perhaps pointing out the obvious, Loek Halman bore the
brunt of the efforts to facilitate that. Without his perseverance and dedication,
it is highly unlikely that this chapter could be written. Thanks, Loek!

24.2 Hypotheses
We first look at the situation from a ‘static’ point of view, asking ourselves

whether protest-proneness has indeed traditionally been a prerogative of
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the young and of the political left. To test this, hypothesis #1 posits that pro-
test-proneness is greater among younger age groups than older age groups,
while hypothesis #2 posits that protest-proneness is greater among people on
the left of the political spectrum than among those more on the political right.

We then turn to a ‘dynamic’ view; hypothesis #3 states that, as predicted by
Barnes & Kaase et al. (1979) in their groundbreaking work, ‘unconventional’ po-
litical participation has become more widespread over time.

As regards the dynamics of the normalization of protest-proneness, hypothe-
sis #4 posits that, over time, protest-proneness has become less predominant-
ly a characteristic of the young; and hypothesis #5 states that, over time, pro-
test-proneness has become less something that is adopted mainly by people
on the left of the political spectrum.

Finally, we look at the dynamics that may lie beneath the surface. Hypothesis
#6 posits that differences between successive years are smaller after correcting
for differences between generations. Our final hypothesis #7 builds on the dual
expectation that the protest generation paved the way for protest, and hence is
more protest-prone than people born before them, and that people born later
than the protest generation carry the torch forwards and display even higher
levels of protest-proneness.

24.3 Data, Indicators and Approach

The empirical basis for testing these hypotheses consists of data drawn from
the European Values Study (EVS) covering the period 1981-2018 for the nine
countries in which data were assembled in each of the five EVS-waves. Travel-
ling from the northwest to the southeast, those countries are Iceland, Sweden,
Denmark, (West) Germany, The Netherlands, Great Britain (thus excluding
Northern Ireland), France, Spain and Italy:

1 Denmark 1981-2017, France 1981-2018, West Germany 1981-2017, Great Britain 1981-2018, Iceland 1984-2017, It-
aly 1981-2018, The Netherlands 1981-2017, Spain 1981-2017, and Sweden 1982-2017, and in between 1990, 1999,
and 2008 or 2009; per country the total sample size ranges from 5,019 (Iceland) to 9,159 (Italy) respondents.
Until the last wave, CAPI was used in all countries, but in 2017/18 multimode fieldwork was used in four of

366 POLITICAL PROTEST IN WESTERN EUROPE

We use the following indicators for protest-proneness and political preference.
To measure protest-proneness, we use the question “Now we would like you to
look at this list of different forms of political action that people can take: Sign-
ing a petition [ Joining in boycotts | Attending lawful demonstrations [ Joining
unofficial strikes | ... .> We would like you to indicate, for each one, whether you
have actually done any of these things, whether you might do it, or whether
you would never, under any circumstances, do it.” For each of these four items,
we dichotomized the responses ‘have done’ and ‘might do’ as ‘protest-prone’
(versus the other responses as not protest-prone) and then combined themina
scale ranging from o (no protest-proneness at all) to 4 (protest-prone in all four
respects).? Note that we include protest-proneness rather than focusing solely
on actual protest behavior, because the latter not only depends on a person’s at-
titude but also on the opportunity structure at a given time in a given country.

To measure political preference, we use a question about political left-right
self-assessment: “In political matters, people talk of ‘the left’ and ‘the right’.
Generally speaking, how would you place your views on this scale [printed on
acard: 1 (= Left) - 10 (= Right)] ?” We take 1-4 as an indication for left’ and com-
pare this with the rest, including respondents who are unable or unwilling to
position themselves as politically left or right.

We take 18-34 years old as young (young) and compare this with the 35+ age
group; and we use three categories for generations: the ‘protest generation’ (b.

our countries. In two of them we found small but significant differences (on a 5-point scale, CAWI respon-
dents scored o.1lower than CAPI respondents in Denmark, and 0.1 higher in Iceland) and we have decided
to use the full samples.

2 Thisis the common selection for all five waves of the survey; in the first four waves the item ‘Occupying build-
ings or factories’ was also included, and in the first wave there were two more: ‘Damaging things like breaking
windows, removing road signs, etc.” and ‘Using personal violence like fighting with other demonstrators or
the police’. These items were placed at the end of the list and we will ignore them completely in this chapter.

3 Thereliability of the protest-proneness scale is moderate: the average value of McDonalds Omega is .70
for the five waves in the nine countries (lowest in Iceland (.61) and highest in Spain (.78). In only seven of
180 cases (5 X 9 X 4 items) could the reliability be marginally improved by deleting an item. Signing peti-
tions is always the most popular mode and joining unofficial strikes always the most unpopular mode in
all countries except Spain (where demonstrations are sometimes most popular and boycotts sometimes
most unpopular). To give an impression of the popularity of the modes with the average percentage ‘have
done’ + ‘might do’ in the nine countries: petitions range from 75% in the first wave to 85% in the fifth wave,
boycotts from 40% to 60%, demonstrations from 52% to 71%, and strikes from 22% to 38%.

4 Seee.g. Inglehart & Catterberg (2002) and Quarantana (2014) for alternative analyses of these items (for
developments in a number of countries in the last quarter of the 20 century, and for Italy, respectively).
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1941-1955) versus those born earlier (pre-protest cohorts) and those born later
(post-protest cohorts).

We test our hypotheses for each of the aforementioned nations separately. This
is the hardest test for our general statements, and it is useful to know where
they fail the test.

24.4 Results

We present our first set of findings in Table 24.1. It presents the results of nine
multivariate regression analyses using two models, one with main effects only
and one including two interaction terms.s

Our first hypothesis, that protest-proneness would be higher among the
young, receives empirical support across the board. The young are more pro-
test-prone than those aged 35+ (second row in Table 24.1).

Hypothesis #2 is also clearly corroborated in each of the countries investigat-
ed: those leaning to the left politically are more protest-prone than those in the
middle, on the right or without a left-right identity (third row in table).

As regards our third hypothesis, protest-proneness was indeed higher in the
late 2010s than in the early 1980s in all nine countries included in our analyses.
There is a significant (p<o.001) linear increase in protest-proneness scores over
time everywhere (fourth row in table). This finding is very much in line with
the prediction of Barnes & Kaase et al. (1979) that what was then called ‘uncon-
ventional’ political participation would in time become more widespread.

Our fourth hypothesis posited that protest-proneness has become less exclu-
sively a characteristic of the young over time. This hypothesis receives empir-
ical support in eight nations (all but Italy), as the interaction effect between
year and age is negative in those eight countries (second to last row in Table 1).

5 We thus implicitly test hypotheses #1-3 combined in model 1, and #4-5 combined with all others in model
2, but separate tests of the hypotheses would not have resulted in different conclusions.
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This strongly suggests that protest-proneness in the earliest years was not, or
at least not only, a trait of being young, but that those who were protest-prone
then at a young age still are so in later years at a more advanced age.

Table 24.1 Determinants of protest-proneness: Unstandardized regression coefficients

determinants

(+ expected effect) IS SE DK DE(W) NL GB FR ES IT
Model 1:

main effects

constant 2.18 2.40** 155 1.45 134 172 1.66 1.00 136
young (+) .37*** .28*** .52*** .49*** .43*** .32*** .53*** .61*** .65***
left (+) .50*** .56*** ‘74*** ‘79*** .89*** .67*** .81*** 1.01*** .81***
year.10 (0-3.7) (+) AKX ogrr* 28%** A gpfER gpfRE gef¥E3 gpfEE G
Model 2:

+interactions

constant 2.08 2.27 127 136 115 1.65 1.51 .92 1.39™**
young (+) i 65F*% LOG*** 78%%% 87 aid T4 73 65*%%
left (+) 54FR* 58 Lop¥x% goxx* 99*** 5RRE oK e 70X
year.1o (073'7) (+) P 147 4T P 29%% 15%%* 2ERR* 18R 130
young*year1o(-)  -a3®* —aght ogtr gy gk e o9 00
left * year.10 (-) -.02 -.01 -19™*  _o02 -.05* .07* -3 _og** o6

a Reference category: 35-54 years old, not 1-4 or 7-10 on a 1-10 left-right scale, in 1981. To make time effects more visible, we
use periods of 10 years (1981=0; 2018=3.7).

b Significance: p * < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001 (one-sided).

Our fifth hypothesis was that over time protest-proneness has become less ex-
clusively a strategy open to those on the political left. This hypothesis holds
true in just four nations: Denmark, The Netherlands, France, and Spain. No
trend at all was found in Iceland, Sweden or Germany, while the trend was ac-
tually in the reverse direction in Great Britain and Italy (last row in Table 24.1).
Clearly, then, this hypothesis does not hold across the board. It is for future
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research to seek to explain these diverging patterns.

Table 24.2 sets out our findings regarding the two generational hypotheses.
Our sixth hypothesis that the (linear) effect of time diminishes after correct-
ing for differences between generations is corroborated in all countries: the
regression coefficients for year.10 reduce by at least one third after generations
are taken into account. This decline is statistically significant everywhere
(p<0.001).° This means that the change over time is not just a general change
(period effect) applying to all people in equal measure. Rather, that change is in
part embedded in different attitudes between people born in earlier and in lat-
er years (cohort effect). What we are witnessing here is the impact on society of
the biological processes of birth and death: as more recent cohorts replace the
dying cohorts, the proportion of people who are more prone to turn to political
protest increases, while the proportion of people less likely to protest dimin-
ishes (a process aptly characterized as a ‘silent revolution’ by Inglehart, 1977).

Table 24.2 Time and generation as determinants of protest-proneness: Unstandardized
regression coefficients

determinants

(+ expected effect) 1S SE DK  DE(W) NL GB FR ES IT

Model 1: years & age

yeal’.lo '21*** .08*** '32*** .18*** .22*** '13*** .21*** .17*** .15***
Model 2:

+ generations

yeal’.lo .13*** .00 '20*** '12*** .09*** .07*** .14*** -08*** .10***
pre-protest

generation(—) LG3ME L GONK _GORNK  _ggkkk gk kKK ookkk g gbkk gk
post-protest

generation (+) .05 -.03 .08* .05 15%* -.01 -.09* 2% o5

a Effects are adjusted for age (linear).

Significance: p * < 0.05, ** p < 0.01and *** p < 0.001 (one-sided).

6  Significance tested with suest-command (from Jeroen Weesie) in Stata, as recommended and kindly
executed by our SCP colleague Jurjen Iedema.
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Our final hypothesis 7, the logical counterpart of the previous one, contains
the dual expectation that members of the cohorts loosely referred to as the
protest generation are more protest-prone than people born before them and
that people born later in turn display even higher levels of protest-proneness.
The first part of the hypothesis is clearly supported everywhere: compared to
the protest generation, protest-proneness is considerably lower among their
predecessors. The second part is only supported in Denmark, The Nether-
lands and Spain. The French ‘protest generation’ shows slightly higher levels
of protest-proneness than people born later, while in the other five countries
there is no difference between these two categories. Even in those countries,
however, the biological process of cohort replacement makes itself felt, as the
post-protest cohorts entering the population are more protest-prone than the
dying-out pre-protest generation cohorts they replace.

24.5 Conclusions and Discussion

Are we, as suggested in the past by the authors of Political Action (Barnes &
Kaase, 1979), witnessing the normalization or democratization of political pro-
test-proneness? The answer is: yes, we most certainly are. Proneness to resort
to political protest is on the rise significantly.

Notwithstanding that protest-proneness is still higher among the young, the
impression that the normalization of political protest means that it is no lon-
ger the prerogative of the young holds true. This means that protest-prone-
ness has spread more evenly across the population, including to people in later
life-stages.

However, the same pattern does not apply for protest-proneness and being on
the left politically. It is an error to think that the normalization of political pro-
test means that it is no longer mainly a prerogative of the left. With national
variations, the general picture is not that protest-proneness has spread more
evenly, including to people who do not support a leftist political agenda.

A closer look at generational differences and the effects of cohort replacement
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shows that members of the protest generation are more protest-prone than
their predecessors everywhere, but they differ less clearly from their succes-

SOrs

, if at all. Yet the gradual process of cohort replacement applies every-

where, as the cohorts who die out are less protest-prone than those who take

their place.
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