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Abstract:

Political Threats and Reactive Movements: White Supremacist Public Actions in the U.S., 1947-1997

The white supremacy movement is typically interpreted as a reactive response to ethnic competition and structural strains.  We show that political threats posed by black protest, Democratic power and divided government are also an important stimulus to white supremacist mobilization.  We use time-series analysis to examine the frequency of white supremacist public events in the U.S. between 1947 and 1997.  In addition to a positive effect of strains due to manufacturing job loss and a narrower racial income gap, we find strong effects of political threats stemming from black protest and riots, the power of the Democratic Party and divided government.  We demonstrate that the opening of political opportunity for one group, in this case African Americans, through elite divisions and new allies may lead to a loss of opportunities for another, thereby inspiring their mobilization.  Republican power mainstreams the white supremacist movement by providing institutional alternatives to collective action, thereby reducing extra-institutional action.  Strong unions contribute to white working class solidarity, thereby contributing to white supremacist actions.  Reactive movements launched by political insiders are likely to respond to threats to their power and to reduce action when political allies are powerful.   Threats may be most important in understanding the mobilization of “insider” movements.
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