Domestic Conflicts and Political Success in the United
States and Weimar Germany: A Comparison of Two Studies

Dee R. Wernette

~ Call
Siﬁ»bgllgég of New Jersey
July 1976
CRSO Working Paper #135 ,Copies Available Through:

The Center for Research on
Social Organizations

The University of Michigan
330 Packard Street #214
Ann At¥bor, Michigan 48104




v s B N,

"' Domestic Conflicts and Political Success in the United
States and Weimar Germany: A Comparison of two Studies

This paper préééntS'ahd conﬁrasts the methods and most signi-
ficant findings of two quantitative studies of domestic political
conflict. Gamson uses information from professional histories in

explaining the success orwfailure of 53 American protest organiza-

tions in the period 1800-1945., Wernette's analysis of violent and -
non-violent political evénts uses reports from a nationalhdaily
German newspaper. These events occurred in the two national election
campaigns in which the Nazis gained their greatest victories, The
data‘and methods used in the two studies are complementary, and the
findings are theoretically consistent. Both studies find, for example,
poéitive pay-offs for political violence. The paper concludes with

.a discussion of the theoretical and methodological implications of
‘bhevfihdingsmfor the study of international conflicts.
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: | Domestic-Cohflicts_and Politicai Success in the United
. States and Weimar Germany: A Comparison of Two Studies
| The Ameridan socialjand political unrest of'phe last 15 years
has resulted in a large number of studiés.on domestic:conflicts.
Many studies focused»on these American conflicts.1 Others, in con-
trast, tried to provide a greater perspective by studying like
phénomena spatially and/or temporally removed from the immediate
» American past. One such study is Gamson}s analysis of 53 challenge
gfoups in American hisﬁory.2 Another is wmy own'study of political
activities in the two natiohal election campaigns which produced

3

-the greatest gains for Hitlef}s Nazi party.” This paper summarizes

~and discusses the methqu and principle findings of these two
studies., . It concludes With a discussion of the theoretical and metho-
dological implications of these studies for theé study of international
’ cohflicts. |

Methods and Sources of Data

The unit of Gamson's study, the chalienge group, is distin-
guished by five characteristigs. First, a challenge group‘is a moré
or 1eSs formal organization with a clear, unambiguous identity,
established generally through a name. Second, a challenge group
is\éapable of taking éction, such as demonstrations, petitions,
holding meetings, etc. Challenge groups try to mobilize an unmobili-
zed constituency; they try to create in their constituencies the
commitment to act collectively. Since Gamson 1is not concerned with
purely local conflicts, a challenge group's éénstituenpy mist gxtend
across state lineq, Finally, a challenge group attempts to change a

situation to which it objects. To do this, it must influence some

other set of individuals, groupé, or sécial institutions, (which
/-
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- Gamson terms,the-target of influence) to change its decisions or

. . policies. In addition, the target of influence may not be part of
the challenge groﬁp's cohstituency. In restrictiag the study}to
'groups trying to mobilize an unmobilized constituency, Gamson ex-‘
cludes clearly established organizations, such as General Motors.
Purely religious and/or utopian groups are 11kew1se excluded by
the‘stipulation that the target of iafluence may not belpart of the
,constituency.u- | ' ‘

Having defined the universe of groups under study, the next
concern is to obtain an unbiased sample of challenge groups forA
study. Through perusing the iﬁdeXes of American history books,

Gamson compiled a/list of the names of organizations and collective
behavior incidents which appeared likely to be challenge groups.

; From this gross list Gamson drew a random sahple of:#67centries.
.. Most entries failed to meet one or more of the criteria defining
challenge groups, and so were excluded, Of the remaining 64 entries,
reasonably comblete information was available for Sjigroups. These
53 groups, a random sample of all such groups in this period of
American history, comprise the data base for Gamson s study. 4

At least several different professional histories, supplemented
with primary sourees when necessary, were ﬁsed 1ﬁ gathering the
ihformation on each group. Biases in-sources Qere duely noted, and
conflicting reports were included.in the group's "protocol”. An
identical series of qQuestlons was used in compiling each group's
protocol. This questionnaire covered three main areas: the challenge '
group's relations and interactions with various.institﬁtional spheres,
such as the law enforcement system, the mass media,‘political parties,
etc.; attributes of the challenge group and its constituency, such
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as.the group's leadershilp structure, ideology, tactics, etc,: and
" the outcome of the challenge, or the degreeé-of the group's success
'Ln éttaihing its goals and receiving acceptance from its antagonists.
Finally, thé information-in these protocols was coded into machine--
readable fofm. Since most df these codes measure categorical var;ables,
Gamson generally employs Chi=-square in his analysis of the relatioﬁ-
ships between the characteristics of the challenge groups.

:“Gamson*S"strategy“is’to‘Tocus‘cn“aiéértain kind of -organization
éngaged in dbmestic cdnflicts.'Having operationally defined and
limited'fhe kind of organization under study, one establishes a
sampling frame, draws a-random sample, gathers and codes the same
kind of information for each organization; and proceeds with'thév
A analysis., Tﬁe research strétegy employed in my study was ﬁuch closer
- to that of a case study. Whereas Gamson's study covered the period
71800-1945, I studied the tw?)two-month pericds.immédiately preceeding
the September, 1936 and July, 1932 German national elections. These
two campaigns were of interest not because they were typical, but
_ rafher because they were atjpical, of election campaigns. For by
studying these campaigns I hoped to gain insight into both the relé4
tionships between violent and non-violent political processes, and
the process of the growth of a fascist party. A

Having identified the time period of interest, I located a

relative;y rellable, unbiased data source: the newspaper 5pe1niscﬁe
ZQitungf;I coded all articles appearing in this newspaper during _
these campaigns which reported political events., Political events
consist of one or more temporally continuous actions occurring in
the same or préximate locations in which (A) at least one of the .

parties involved, (besides the police), has a clear political iden-
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tity, or (B) the nature of at least one of the actions, such as.

~ handing out election literature, is clearly of a political nature.

' .. Routine political actions, such as issuing press releases, in which .

‘no large group of people participated, were not included in the

study. Rather, for an evénti- to be coded it had to include &t lLeast
one of the following kinds of actions: non-violent, public, mass,
political actions such as election rallies; handing out political
'litérature'in‘pubric praces,‘demonstrétiohs, ete,’ terrorist acts-
such as émbushes, bombings, or attacks on property: collective-
violence# and actions by the police or state directed against either
political parties or political activities. The data consists, then,

of all political events in which either (A) masses of individuals are
"_present. (B) non-routine, and thus generally violent, actions occurs;

. or (C) the police or state act against either or both political
~§arties or political activities, |

~ Each coded event consists of one or mofe actions. For each action

we know the type of action, whether or not one of the parties initiated
the éction, and the identities of the parties involved. For each event
we also know the date and place, by city or township, of occﬁrrence.
Unfortunately, the newspaper provided no reliable estimates of num-
bers participating, killed, or wounded in the events. This information
is consequently not part of the coded records. 316 events occurred in
the 1930 campaign. The 1932 campaign included 569 events., Part of the
analysis consists of examining the distribution of varioﬁs kinds of
activitiles 1n these eveﬁts in the two campaigns. In addition, the
events have been aggregated by date, and by city/%ownship of occurr-~
rence, Aggregaiigp by date enables the study of the histories of the

two campaigns. Since we have voting returns by city/township, aggre-
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gation by city/township of the events makes possible an analysis of

the correlations between these two kinds of data,

" Ehe Significant Findings of these Studies

Gamson studies the careers and outcomes of challenge groups
to gain insight into tne openness, or permeability, and responsive-
ness of the American political system. The permeability of the system
.1s measured in terms of challenge gronps gaining at least minimal
acceﬁtance as 'legitimate organizations from their.antagonists.
'Responsiveness is measured in terms of groups gaining new advantages,
i.e. attaining at least partial satisfaction on some of their goals.
The outcome of the challenge group's career is measured on these

two dimensions. 38% of all groups gain both new advantages and mini-

T mal acceptance. 42¢ gain neither, and 20% gain one or the other but

not both The American political system is nlearly neither completely
t!respon51ve nor completely unresponsive, nelther completely open nor
'completely closed. ' . '

A number of factors explain why some challenge groups gain.
acceptance and new advantages, while others don't. Some groups, such
“Aas third parties‘trying to unseat political incumbants and revolu-
tionary groups, attempt to destroy or dispiace their antagonists.
They are overwhelmingly unsuccessful, which suggests two things.
First, the entrance to the American political system is clearly not
via third parties§ Second; when the underdog in a conflict states;
"it's you or me", and demands "all or nothing", it generally dies
broke. ‘This does not mean, however, that the -less one demands the more
likely one is to get it -- Gamson finds no signiflcant difference
between the success rates of groups with ") imited" goals and of groups

with "more than limited but non-displacing” goals.7

One additional
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characteristic of a groﬁpfs goa1§ affects its chances of succéss:
groups concgntrating their energiles on a single issue are Qore
‘successful than groups with multip}e-issﬁe goals.,

o Gamsoh views the task confronting a challenge group as two-
fold: create éupport and gather resources from the constituency,

and apply the resources in attempﬁing to influence the antagonist;
Subport from the constituency is not agtomaticq}ly forthcoming, eveh
with.appeals'toﬁgroub«séiidarit§~or indiﬁiduals'”self~rﬁterest. |
Some challenge groups.use "selective incentives", such as subscrip-
tions to Phe'group's magazine, or membership in life insurance plans,
to gain mémbers. Such groups'are considerably more likely to grow
1arge'and be successful than are groups relying solely on traditional
appeals fof support. Given support from the constituency, some groups
are moré efficient than others in using these resources, Groups with
féentrélized power and bureaucratic 6rganiéatioﬁs are most likely

"to gain acceptance and new advantages for this>reason. Centralization
v pf ﬁower also enables groups to be more successful in avoiding
factionalism, which lessens the group's chahces of success by dis-«‘
pérsing its resources and energies.

Gamson finds that some tactics used by challenge groups aré
clearly more successful than others. The use of either violénce,'or
constraints such as strikes or boycotts, increases a group's chance

"of success. Likewise the recipients of violence have a below-average
success rate, Yet it is very difficult to establish that the use of
violence has a clear effect on the success-rate, independent of other
factors. Fér most violenéejusers are large-groups, and few of them
use violence.as their chief tactic. Likewise most viélence-fecipients

are small, weak gfoups which might well have .collapsed anyway. In
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any case, one thing is clear: the meek may inherit the earth, but

» . the American political system is a different story.

One final factor has a significant effect on a challenge group's
chances of success: the kind of period in which it makes its chal- -
lenge. There is no significant long term trend in sucecess rates
from 1800 to 1945, Groups which are already established and organi-
zed often benefit from a major crisis such as a war, War-time
challenges are especially Tikely “to win- acceptance. Gamson explains
this 1n terms of pressures from third parties to the conflict.

"Although antagonists have not accepted the challenging group,

its ability to survive has convinced many bystanders that the

group is a permanent fixture. In noncrisis times, these third
- parties do not become involved in what they see as someone else's
quarrel, but in times of crisis it is everyone's quarrel and
- they are less tolerant. While they do not necessarily support
- the particular demands of the challenging group, they are likely
to be a strong force for institutionalizing the conflict. This
means that they vpressure antagonists to bargain and negotiate.
and, hence, to extend implicit or explici% recognition to the
challenging group. In many cases, but not always, the resultant
negotiating relationship eventually produces new advantages." 8

To summarize Gamson's main findings, the challenge groups "most
'likely to succeed" in domestic conflicts use selective incentives in
successfully mobilizing their constituencies, have bureaucratic organi-
zations with centralized power, use violence and/or other constrain-
ing tactics, and don't try to displace their antagonists. How does
the case of the Nazis as a challenge group support or contradict
. these generalizations? The Nazis used some selective incentives and
-had a highly centralized, bureaucratized organization. As we shall
see, they also used violence. In these characteristics the Nazis were
not unlike successful American challenge groups. The Nazis differed'
from most successful American challengers in one important respect'

they openly tried to displace their antagonists. It is this difference

which makes the comparison between the Nazis and American challenge
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groups interesting. For such a comparison shows the differences,
~as ﬁell as SImilarities, between a relatively stable democratic
Asyétem, and a-political"system moving from democracy to fascist-.:.
.dictatorship. We return to thié comparison after summarizing the
findings.for the two German campaigns.

The two campaigns are similar in many respects. Less than a
-;th??§ of_thg‘eygnpshin_9;§her:¢amp§igh chsist.of:pnlyfnon-violeﬁt.
électordl activities., Thus both cgmpaiéns have high leveis of
“'violence. The activitiés of the two extremist parties == the Nazis.
and the Communists, or KPD -- dominate both campaigns. The Nazis are
clearly the most gctive‘party‘in both,campaigﬂs. Their basic strategy

in both campaigns 1s the same: they mix high levels of non-violent

“electoral activities with frequent participation in violence. In the'

. 1930 qampaign, for example, the Nazis engagejin electoral activities
- ih 21% ofr aIl“eventsvin which they participate.'Thé.corresponding
percent for the KPD is 4%. As this indicates, Communist participation
is predominantly violent. They initiate collective violence with
greater relative frequency'than do the Nazis, and their attacks are
concentfated on the Nazis. The result is fhat although the Nazis
participate as frequently in violence as do the'Communists,.the KPD'
appears.in both campaigns as the more Violent, éggressive.parfy.' '

The comparison of these two campaigns shows not only similar-
dities, but also interesting changes over time. The frequency of
events almost doubles, from 316 in the 1930 pambaign to 569 in the

1932 campaign, Events in 1932 become more violent as well. Acts of
terror occur in only 8% of all events in 1930. They occur in‘25%

' of the events in 1932, The relative frequency of collective violencé

likewise more than doubles, from 27% in 1930 to 57% in 1932. Events

\




-9-
in 1932 are also more concentrated inAareas of strong leftist

support. The Nazi strategy, more pronounced in this campaign than

"?:'in'the first, is to conduct non-violent provocations, such as rallies

~or marches, in areas of traditionally strong‘leftist support.
The Nazis.afe generally able to respond to the ensuing violent
attacks without appearing as the aggressors. An example of this

_1s the fairly typical event from the strongly 1eftist, 1ndustria1.
icity of ‘Solingen "in western Germany. The . event oceurs ouring ‘the
night of July 29-30 --_two days before the July 31 national elec-
tions. A'group of Nazis are riding through tne Margaret street in
the back of an open truck. Their purpose is to paste up Nazi cam-
paign posters in public places. A volley of between thirty and forty
'“shots are aimed at them, as well as a number of stones and bottles.
_ None of the Nazis are hit, however. The reinforced riot police are

unable to £ind the snipers.’ |

The combination of electoral activities with political violence

in the Solingen event is not atypical; roughly 50% of all cases of
- collective violence in 1930 occur in the context of electoral acti-
vities. The corresponding percentage for the 1032 campaign is..con-
siderably lower, which is primarily due to the lower over-all fre-
" quency of electoral activities in the second campaign, These findings
suggest that political violence is closely felated to the process of
i'political mobilization in these campaigns. At issue in many of these
conflict events 1is the'traditionally dominant party's near monopoly
on the right to use public places in its area, of support for poli- .
| tical mobilization. By challenging this definition of public places
| in leftist afeas;”tne Nazis attempt to both mobilize support for .

themselves, and demobilize their enemies at the same time. In some

MY
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7';wa&s this was a foolproof strategy; If their provocation was met
- with a violent leftist attack, they could appear as the militant
"'foes of the Communist menace without appearing as the actual aggres-
sors, Should no such response materialize, the leftist would lose
face and the Nazis would have a new, previeusly unavailable resource:
the right to use public places in leftlst areas for polltlcal mobill-
Lﬁzz :zation, . N_ e »v:-._:‘.' : ~..-" R L ». _ B .-r,'-;-'.."'.'.".'i. .,'f__?'i‘.- K e Gally .‘.- St e —-.
The above ergument suggests that pqiitical violence arises from
.the process of political mobilization, Additional support for this
comes fromithe findings correlating various kinds of activities with
changes in the Nazi and KPD votes in these two electlons. Both the
Folboy Nazis and the Communists gain large numbers of votes in these elec-
o tiogs; altheugh the Nazi gains are tﬁe gfeatest. The gains for both
:parties,,in poth campaighe, are above average in areas experiencing
,lefhigh levels of polifical activities. The zero-ordef.correiations
" between increased votes and political acfivities are higher for the

KPD votes than for the Nazi votes. The correlationé-ror both parties

are generally significant at or beyond the .05 level. This does not

'necessarily mean that participation in political violence caused the
Nazi or KPD gaihs. Whether these are spurious correlations will be

detefmined only after the completion of multiple linear regression

analysis. One thing is clear,'however: the process of political con-
flict and violence 1is at least geographically related to the_procees
of extremist political party mobilization. ‘

One might argue that comparisons between.;olitica1.movements
and conflicts in We}mar Germahy and the U.é.-are invglid. Germany_
in this‘period had a parliamentary system based on proportional

represehtation,.in which over a dozen political parties competed.
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The cpénces for growth ang sucqess.for a smail, sxtremist party
.ars:qlearly:bettsr in such institutional circumstances than in ths
imbre stable American two-party sYstem. I have n&; doubt thst
differenqes in the institufionsl settings are significant in explaining
why a fascist movement succeeded in Germany and not in the U.S.

Such differénces, howéver, ddinst invalidate the comparisons,

but .rather only . limit-the :generalizations which- ¢an ‘be:made . from - °

such comparisons. . _ | v |

| The-samé depression'whibh‘gave tne Nazis an'upsurge in votér

support produced a significant number of American challenge groups

with the similar goal of displacing the antagonist.‘One such gnoup,
included ianamson's sample,‘was ;he American equivalent of~the

:Nasisf the German-American Bnnd, Nor: was tnis the only group with.

) similarities to the Nazis; Gamson's sample also included Father
" Coughlin's ChristianAFront.against Communisn. How dnes one expléin

the Nazil success,in contrast to the failure of simiiar groups 1in
America. Lét us first rejecf one explanation»impliéit in many his-
tories: this is not primarily due to Hitler's charismatic personality ‘
or superior rhetorical skills -- Father Coughlin, after all, was no
'nean demagogue. The analyses reviewed above suggest,.rather; the N
importance of the pblitical prncess and of the characteristics of
the political nrganizations in_explainingrsuccess or_failure. _
The analysis of the two election éampaigns points to the impor-

tance of political actions and interactions in explaining the in-
creases in Nazi support. .In pafticular, this Enalysis points to
the importance of the existance of a radisaily militant Nazi counter-
part, abls to play;a credible role in the polarization process, and
of the-Nazi strategy of militantly-prqvacativé political mobilization.

e
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‘From the German and Italian cases,'one might-assume that a strong,
militant, and politically-organized working class is a prerequi-

| -Site to theVrise of a fascist movement; Given this assumption,
previous repression of the left and 1nc1usion of working-class
organizations in the New Deal coalition may have prevented the

rise of a massive fascist movement. This may have operated by

sx-preventing .the .-fkind-'-éf --Iarge i milit'ant, -1e'ft,-'w1ng- orgénizat'ion ‘which - .

’ could have acted as a polarizatlon partner to an American version
of Hitler's Nazi party. In any case, the lack of such a political
organization_deprived American fascist movements of the benefits
to be accrueo from the kind of provacative political'mobilization
used by the Nazis in Germany. . ‘ '

| The above explanation rests on: the assumption thatwthe process
'produclng a fascist v1ctory is in some way signlficantly different
'from "normal" democratic processes. ThlS may be the-case, but Gamson's
findings point to other factors in explaining why the Nazis succeeded
mhile their Americanlcounterparts failed{OAs noted above, the Nazis'
characteristics fit tnose of an "ideal-typical" successful American
challenge group in all but one respect: the Nazis wanted to displace
their antagonists. In contrast, Coughlin's CFAC neither used selec-
tive incentives nor had a bureaucratized organization. Given such
- handicaps, it is no wonder that Coughlin failed while Hitler suc~
“ceeded. This type of explanation suggests that no basic difference
exists between politics procuding a fascist dictatorship, and more
routine political processes. The answer,.rathér, lies 1n'the capa-
bilities of the challenger to mobilize its constituency and effectively
apply resources to ‘the target{s) -of influence. Needless to say,

these types of analysis complement, rather than compete with, each

. '/
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otner. The relationship between changing organizational capabllities
and political interactions is also worthy of future study. In
any case, our present findings bring us this far-and no farther.,
Tmplications for the Study of International Conflicts
I see four main'implications for the study of international
conflicts from these two studies. The first concerns the rationality
" of the behavior of parties to conflicts. Both sdtudies implicitly
assume that the explanatory power of irrationality in political
outcomes is negligible. Rather, to understand theAactions of a part&
to a oonflict, one should look at the party's position in the poli-
tical system, its goals, its resources, and the options open to it.
- .To the extent to which something analogous to a "polity" exists in
the international arena, one might view various national 11beration
Afronts' as analogous to challenge groups. An - 1nteresting hypothe51s
'Lfrom this iine of thought would be that the use of terror by such
groups as the P.L.0. is due in large. part to their position vis-a-
vis this international polity. Such a study would show, among other
things, how a party s position outside the international polity
.affects its options, resources, and the influences on its goais.

| A second implication of these studies is that the'primary base
of nolitical power is in the support and resources given by a con-
stituency. Neither study assumes that power is an intrinsically

scarce resource in a world of power-hungry groups. Likewise, the

spread of support for political goals is not seen as solely a function

of the public relations skills of the individuals advocating them,
Rather, issues and goals are at least somewhat related-to the con-

stituency's social, political, and economic positions and historical

experiences. A third implication follows from this: to understand the

./
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flows of support and resources in an,internationai conflict, relate
;:.the actions :0f the partles to thelr constituencies' understandlngs.
-;of these 1ssues. For .to the extent that international actors are
' 11ke challehge groups, actions are chosen not only with an eye to
the antagonist's response, but also with the future sﬁpport of the

constituency in mind.

‘The’ last implication of. these studies is something of a caveatbs .o

the flndlngs suggest that a number of different factors affect the
outcomes of domestic conflicts. The party's abilities to mobilize
and effectively use support from its constituency, and the nature of
the party's goals, tactics, ahd interactions with its éntagonists -~
all appeargto have some relation to the final outcome of the domeSf
' ticvconflict. To the.extent that these domestic conflicts are simi-
" lar to international conflicts, the student ofithe latter ignores

_&ny of these factors at his or her own risk.
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'FOOTNOTES

For a list of wmuch of this literature,'soe the "References" cited

by Anthony Oberschall, Social Conflict and Social Movements,
Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1973, pp. 346ﬁ364

Wm. A. Gamson, The Strategyﬁof Social Protest, Homewood, Ill.:
The Dorsey Press, 1975 ;

Dee Richard Wernette, "Political Violence and German Elections:
1930 and Julyv, 1932", unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Univ. of
..Michigan, . 1974 .

rGamson uses four additlonaL CPltePla in restrictlng the universe

of groups under study. Only groups whose members are either
"American citizens or are striving to become such are studied.
Groups attempting to mobilize only other groups are excluded
from the study, as are splinters of groups which lack an inde-
pendent operating structure, and satellites of other groups,
For further details and dlscus51on, see Wm., Gamson, op. cit.,
pp. 17-18. :

For further details on the gathering and manipulation of this data,

‘see Dee Wernette, op. cit., Ch. 3 and Appendix 1.

This is not to suggest, however, that successful challenge groups
avoid the electoral system like the plague. To the contrary,
Gamson notes (p. 191) that 52% of the electcral challengers
. gained new advantages, and 38% of. such groups gained acceptance.
Since all of the third-party challenges failed, these success—'
ful groups used the electoral system in other ways.

Groups with "limited" goals attempt to change only the content of
some specific policy of the antagonlst(s) Groups with more
than limited but non-displacing" goals attempt to alter at
least one, if not more, of the following: the antagonist's )

- scope of authorit the antagonist's personnel; or the antagon-
ist's procedure(s). This discussion summarizes some of the
findings from Gamson's Ch. 4. Gamson's discussions of the effects
of selective incentives, violence and other constraints, and
of bureaucracv and centralization of power are found. in Chapters

- 5-7.
Wm. A Gamson, op. cit., p. 118,

Koelnische Zeitung, Cologne, Germany, July 30, 1932, Edition No. .
412, The translation is my own. -

10. Gamson does rnot address this question. Rather, I am using his

findings to suggest an additional explanatlon. Thls explanation
is solely my respons1b111ty.
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