American Resistance

Chapter 3: From the Streets to the Districts
Dana R. Fisher
In July 2018, organizers from the March for Science held a summit in Chicago to advance their goals
of “turning a March into a Movement.” 1 While the summit was filled with discussions of science
advocacy, science communication, and community organizing, the opening remarks at the event
literally began with a reminder from the organizers about the upcoming midterm elections. Stressing
the importance of participating in the political system, the first plenary session began with one of the
organizers encouraging everyone in the audience to register to vote. She directed them to an app
designed specifically to register conference participants to vote with the hashtag #VoteForScience.
The app which connects to a website that explains “Vote for Science is the next step for science
advocacy: securing the long-term future of science policy by linking science support with civic
behavior. It’s time to create a direct connection between science supporters and our policymakers
to strengthen science’s voice in policy and politics.” 2 Although somewhat surprising for a
conference focused on science and science activism to begin its event with a nonpartisan plug for
engaging in electoral politics, such a focus is not unique to the organizers of the March for Science.
In fact, across all of the groups that have organized marches since the inauguration of Donald
Trump in January 2017, there is a clear focus on electoral politics generally and the 2018 midterm
elections in particular.
Moreover, this glimpse into the meeting of organizers of the Resistance provides evidence
that this movement has become a site of interaction between electoral politics and social
movements. Although it is not specifically pushing the agenda of the Democratic Party, in the
current political climate, most progressive Americans see no other option besides the Democrats
(many recognize that choosing to opt out of elections did not accomplish the desired outcome in
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2016). Although engaging in electoral politics is not common for social movements, research has
highlighted recent examples and the varying successes of these efforts. 3
This chapter focuses on how participants in the Resistance in the streets are taking aim at
electoral politics with their activism extending back into the Congressional districts and communities
where they live and work. As chapter 2 described, people who are participating in the Resistance—
resisters—have marched for a range of progressive issues—from Women’s Rights to Gun Control.
Across all events and issues, protesters have reported doing much more than just marching in the
streets. The finding is particularly interesting given that almost a third (31%) of all of the
participants in the Resistance in the streets reported being completely new to protest when they
were surveyed at these protest events.
The rising number of new people participating in protest has also been chronicled by
national surveys of the American population. For example, in the 2014 General Social Survey, less
than 10% of the population reported participating in a rally or demonstration in the past year. 4 Four
years later in April 2018, a poll by the Washington Post found that 20% of Americans had participated
in a protest in the past two years. 5 This increase is consistent with the expectations of Caren and
colleagues whose research looks at trends in political participation in what they call a “social
movement generation.” The authors note that changes in more confrontational forms of political
action, like protest, are “likely to happen suddenly during periods of political unrest.” 6 In many
ways, my findings from data collected in the streets show how President Trump and his
administration have motivated a period of political unrest that has led to recurrent marching in the
streets that is one of the hallmarks of the American Resistance.
Here, I present data about what participants in the Resistance were doing 6 months before
the midterm elections, in terms of what they consider to be the top issues facing our country, how
they believe these problems can be solved, and the ways they are working with organizations to
2

affect social change. This chapter is based on findings from a follow-up survey with the participants
in the Resistance in the streets and is separated into three sections. First, I briefly describe the
follow-up survey that serves as the basis for the findings presented here. Second, I discuss what
respondents stated were the most important issues facing the US and what are the best solutions to
these problems. Third, I look at how they were working with organizations that are aiming to
harness the energy of the American Resistance to make change in communities and Congressional
districts leading up to the midterm elections.

Following Up with the Resisters in the Streets
Fielded 6 months before the 2018 midterm elections, the survey was administered in May 2018 to
everyone who had been surveyed in the streets up to that point (so, everyone who had been
surveyed at the 2017 Women’s March through the 2018 March for Our Lives). The survey was
distributed to anyone who had indicated on the initial survey that they were willing to participate in a
follow-up and provided contact information. 7 Data were collected through the online survey
system, Qualtrics. 8 The follow-up survey was fielded for three weeks starting on May 7. During that
time, multiple prompts and reminders were sent. In the end, 217 people participated in the followup survey, representing a 28.7% response rate. 9
There was some variation in response rates based on when the respondent was initially
surveyed, with the older marches yielding a lower response rate than the more recent events.
Follow-up response rates ranged from 18% for people surveyed at the 2017 Women’s March to
44% for people surveyed at the 2018 Women’s March. These varying rates are consistent with my
previous work that employs follow-up surveys with protesters. Response rates tend to be lower the
longer the gap between initial contact and the follow-up request. 10 Even with these differences in
response rate, the follow-up sample is relatively similar to the full sample of participants in the
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Resistance in the streets: there are no statistically significant differences in gender, race, or political
ideology. In other words, just like the original data collected in the streets, the follow-up sample is
more female, more white, and more politically progressive than the general population. However,
the follow-up participants are more educated than the overall sample and are less likely to be firsttime protesters. It is important to keep these differences in mind as I present the findings from this
follow-up survey.

Table 3-1: Follow-Up Response Rates by March Where Initially Surveyed.

Women’s March ’17
March 4 Science
People’s Climate March
March 4 Racial Justice
Women’s March ’18
March 4 Our Lives

Participated in Follow-ups
(% of those who expressed willingness and shared their
contact information)
18%
29%
25%
32%
44%
40%

What are the Top 3 Issues Facing America?
As I discussed in chapter 2, participants in the Resistance in the streets were motivated by diverse
(and sometimes intersectional motivations) to march. 11 The follow-up survey asked these resisters
to write in “what are the top three issues facing our nation today.” Overall, 602 individual answers
were provided to this question (some people did not offer three issues). These data were manually
coded into categories. The top 15 categories are listed in Table 3-2 with the percentage of the total
mentions that each issue received. Like the diverse motivations that initially brought people out to
participate in the various marches, opinions about the top issues ran the gamut.
The environment, including numerous mentions of climate change and roll-backs of
environmental policies since the Trump Administration took office, received the most mentions by
4

far. The issue was written in 103 times, receiving 17% of all mentions. The fact that it received so
many mentions is particularly notable because the environment was the main focus of only one of
the marches—the People’s Climate March—although the March for Science also turned out people
who were highly motivated by environmental issues. The issue that received the second highest
mention was civil rights. This issue included mentions of bigotry, racism, concerns about white
supremacy, and xenophobia. Civil Rights received 88 individual mentions, representing 15% of all
issues. The third most mentioned category was the political system, which included a variety of
critiques about the US political system—from dark money in politics to gerrymandering (President
Trump and specific mentions of his presidency was coded into its own category that ranked ninth
overall). The political system was mentioned 67 individual times representing 11% of all mentions.
Welfare, which included references to economic inequality and poverty, was mentioned 62 times,
representing 10% of all mentions. Guns, which included gun control and gun violence, as well as
references to assault weapons and “bump stocks” ranked fifth with 35 mentions, representing 6% of
all mentions.
Table 3-2: What are the Top-3 Issues Facing Our Country?
Issue

Count
103
88
67
62
35
34
28
22
20
16
16
15
13
12
11

1. Environment
2. Civil Rights
3. Political System
4. Welfare
5. Guns
6. Health Care
7. Gender
8. Immigration
9. Trump
10. Education
11. Equality
12. Economy
13. Criminal Justice
14. Foreign Policy
15. Alt-Facts/Science
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Percent of Responses
17%
15%
11%
10%
6%
6%
5%
4%
3%
3%
3%
2%
2%
2%
2%

These priorities by participants in the Resistance have quite a bit of similarity to those of the
general public. The week after I closed the follow-up survey, NBC News/Wall Street Journal
(NBC/WSJ) released survey results based on data collected from a sample of registered voters. 12 In
contrast to my follow-up survey, the question posed to respondents in the NBC/WSJ survey was
which issues “you think will be the most important factor in deciding your vote.” Even though the
questions were not identical (so respondents were “primed” to answer differently 13) and the samples
were different—registered voters versus participants in the Resistance in the streets—the overlap
was significant. In fact, four of the top five issues in the NBC/WSJ survey ranked in the top 12
issues listed by the follow-up respondents in my survey: healthcare, the economy and jobs, guns, and
immigration. Although the order of priorities was different for this sample of registered voters
when asked what would determine their vote, the priorities overlapped substantially with
participants in the Resistance.

How To Solve These Issues
No matter the issue, respondents overwhelmingly offered solutions that targeted institutional
politics and specific changes from inside the political system in America. Of all the institutional
political solutions, voting, the electoral process and the midterm elections were mentioned the most.
Respondents wrote in solutions that specifically addressed the electoral system and the need for
citizens to participate in the 2018 midterm elections. In many cases, these political solutions were
offered to solve issues raised about the third most mentioned issue facing our country: the political
system. Political solutions were also offered for the other issues mentioned listed on the survey,
with many respondents writing in “same” or “see above,” referencing the solutions they offered to
address the political system. Many respondents mentioned flipping the majority of the House of
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Representatives and the Senate from Republican rule, with a number of responses explicitly stating
the need to “Elect Democrats” and “Flip the House of Representatives.” Others just wrote in the
term that has become popular as a reference to the Democratic Party gaining the majority in the
Congress: “Blue Wave.”
Solutions did not just focus on the US Congress. Many also noted the need for a different
Administration. In fact, of the 602 solutions to the issues raised by respondents, 18 solutions
specifically stated that the main avenue for addressing the top issues facing the US was through the
impeachment of President Trump. It is worth highlighting that this solution did not only come
from participants at specific marches; it was offered by individuals who were surveyed at every single
march in the Resistance.
In addition to focusing on the election and the Administration, a number of other political
solutions were also offered. Twelve solutions referenced legislative options. A number of other
solutions stressed the need to get big money out of politics, with five solutions explicitly referencing
the Citizens United decision that had been handed down exactly seven years before the day the
Women’s March 2017 was held on 21 January 2010. 14 A percentage of solutions called for more
outsider political tactics. For example, nine solutions called for more protest and activism to
respond to the issues facing the US. Another nine solutions explicitly stated that there was a need to
eliminate capitalism. These more radical solutions were the extreme minority of all perspectives
shared, representing only 3% of the total solutions offered.
When providing solutions to the environmental issues raised in the follow-up survey,
respondents provided a range of political avenues to solve environmental problems. For example,
many people specifically stated that President Trump and his administration should be replaced,
with a number of references to the Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency—Scott
Pruitt—who stepped down in early July 2018 amid numerous ethics inquiries. 15 As Elizabeth, 16 a 27
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year-old white woman from Washington County, Pennsylvania who was originally surveyed at the
People’s Climate March in April 2017 puts it, “Get Trump out of office, get Pruitt out of EPA, and
keep pace with the rest of the world (ideally, we would lead) on sustainable energy.”
Environmental issues were not only listed by participants who were surveyed at the People’s
Climate March or the March for Science, where the environment was the top motivation for
attending the event. In the words of Jenny, a 50 year-old white woman from Alexandria, Virginia
who was surveyed at the Women’s March in 2018, her solution includes “ending subsidies for fossil
fuels, increased investment in renewables, [and] stricter protections for the wilderness that is left.”
Like these two examples, many of the other solutions to environmental issues named clear political
solutions that focused on energy use, clean and/or renewable energy, and climate change. In
addition, there were numerous references to the need for the United States to rejoin the Paris
Climate Agreement, which Donald Trump pulled out of in June 2017. 17
In contrast to the various political avenues offered for solving environmental problems,
most of the solutions mentioned to address civil rights challenges focused explicitly on electoral
politics. For example, Florence, a 76 year-old white woman from Bethesda, Maryland who was
surveyed at the Women’s March in 2018, listed “our corrupt President,” “the environment,” and
“civil rights and the rule of law” as the top three issues facing our country. All three of her
responses focused on how electoral politics would solve the problem. With regard to the civil rights
issue, her solution was to “elect people who understand the rule of law and respect [the] civil rights
of all people.” Similarly Alisa, a 41 year-old white woman from Shippensburg, Pennsylvania, who
was originally surveyed at the March for Our Lives in March 2018, listed the “environment,”
“defunding education,” and “racism” as her top three issues. To solve racism, she stated “We need
to find all of the racist law enforcement officers and politicians and remove them from positions of
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power. We need to better educate people on race issues.” In this solution, electoral politics are
intertwined with more radical options to address civil rights issues.
Solutions to the issue of Welfare were much more varied—ranging from expansion of
entitlements to strengthening public education. Marian, a 57 year-old mutiracial woman from
Pennington, New Jersey was surveyed at the People’s Climate March and reported that the 2017
Women’s March was her first experience protesting. To address challenges to Welfare, she offered
the following solution: “appropriate pay, egalitarian and merit pay, education, and placement
assistance.” Although Marian did not mention an electoral solution to welfare issues, here other
issues included that the US has become an “international travesty.” To solve this problem, she
wrote “Dump Trump” as the solution. Across the board, participants in the Resistance provided
institutional political solutions—with many of them focusing on electoral politics and the midterm
election—as the best way to address what they identified as the top challenges facing the country.

Working with Organizations
To get a better sense of the ways that participants in the follow-up survey were working through
traditional institutional political and electoral political channels, they were also asked if they were
currently working with specific organizations in May 2018. Although individuals who are relatively
disconnected can turn out to participate in a demonstration, most scholars agree with the words of
Andrews in his piece in the New York Times: “strong organizations make possible the sort of
sustained participation that supports a protest’s agenda for the long haul.” 18 In other words, without
the infrastructure provided by an organization (which can be more or less formal and
professionalized), sustained engagement in a social movement including the American Resistance is
very difficult.
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In my previous research on protests and marches, I found organizations to play a significant
role in turning out big crowds of people. 19 When studying the marches of the Resistance (which
have been some of the largest demonstrations that have ever taken place in America 20),
organizations played a smaller role in mobilizing protest participants. Across the different marches,
the rates varied. Except for the People’s Climate March, which was the second large-scale
mobilization of the climate movement in the United States in three years, 21 the other marches in the
Resistance were not directly connected to mobilizations before the election of Donald Trump. In
fact, and as I note in chapter 2, many of these protest-events were originally called for by concerned
people via social media who were not directly connected to organizations doing work on the issue. 22
As a result, most protest participants did not report hearing about the different marches from an
organization (the average across events was 20%). Slightly more protest participants reported being
a member of a group that was part of the organizing coalition sponsoring each event (the average
across events was 21%).

Table 3-3: Organizations in the Streets

Heard about
March from
Org
Member of
Org
Coalition

Women’s
March
2017

March
for
Science

People’s
Climate
March

March for Women’s March for Families
Racial
March Our Lives Belong
Justice
2018
Together

13%

14%

38%

22%

20%

15%

32%

18%

20%

37%

16%

17%

16%

24%

Given the limited role that organizations played in the Resistance in the streets and their
recognized importance in channeling interested people into political work, 23 the follow-up survey
specifically asked how participants in the Resistance may have worked with organizations after
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marching. Organizations listed on the survey were selected through a review of media coverage and
discussions with groups working on the Resistance in the streets (more detail on their selection is
available in Chapter 4). In addition to asking if respondents worked with a specific group, the
survey also asked what exactly they did with these groups. It provided options to select representing
the most common types of political activities coordinated by groups: donating money, signing a
petition(s), attending a meeting(s), participating in lobby event(s), participating in a sponsored
canvass, participating in a town hall meeting(s), or participating in a voter registration drive(s).
Overall, a little more than half (55%) of the participants in the follow-up survey reported
that they were currently working with at least one of the listed groups in May 2018. Respondents
reported working with these groups in diverse ways. The most common way that people got
involved in these various groups was by signing a petition. 41% of respondents reported signing
petitions as part of their work with specific groups. This finding is consistent with the research by
Caren and colleagues who find a “robust increase” in the levels of petition signing between the
1970s and 2008 in the US, which they call “promising for non-electoral forms of participation.” 24
Donating money was the second most common way that respondents reported working with these
groups. Over a third of all of the participants in the follow-up survey reported giving money to at
least one organization. The third most popular activity was attending a meeting, with about a
quarter of all respondents saying they attended a meeting of at least one of the groups listed on the
survey.
The Democratic Party was the most common group that participants reported working with
in May 2018—38% of all of the participants in the follow-up survey reported participating in
activities or working with the Democratic Party. Of the 80 people who reported working with the
Democratic Party, 71% of them reported donating money. Although most people donated money,
respondents reported participating in a range of other activities with the Party: 69% reported
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signing a petition, half (41 people) reported attending a meeting of the group, 30% reported
attending a town hall meeting, and almost a quarter reported participating in a voter registration
drive and a sponsored canvass for the group (23% for each). In other words, resisters who were
working with the Democratic Party were actively participating in the group.
Beyond the Democratic Party, around a fifth of respondents mentioned working with
MoveOn, the Women’s March, and Indivisible. MoveOn, which rose to prominence during the
public debate over the potential impeachment of President Clinton in 1998, has employed
petitioning of its members as a common way that the group gets input. As a result of its focus on
this specific activity, it is not surprising that 91% of the people who said they were working with
MoveOn, reported signing a petition(s). A quarter of the people who reported working with
MoveOn reported donating money to the group and 17% attended a meeting. The Women’s March
is a newer group formed to by the organizers of the 2017 Women’s March to continue its work since
the demonstration the day after the inauguration. Like MoveOn, most people who reported
working with the Women’s March reported participating by signing a petition (26%). In addition,
participants reported donating money (16%), attending a meeting (14%), or lobbying (5%) with the
Women’s March.
Indivisible is, perhaps, the most well-known “Resistance Group.” Formed by former
Congressional staffers who released the Indivisible Guide that was shared with the public as a Google
Doc, many of its chapters were formed on buses driving back home after the Women’s March. 25
Similar to MoveOn and the Women’s March, signing a petition was the most common way people
reported participating with Indivisible. Two-thirds of the people who worked with Indivisible
reported signing a petition. In addition, over half (59%) reported that they had attended a meeting
with one of Indivisible’s chapters. Around a quarter reported giving money (29%), participating in a
Town Hall Meeting (27%), and participating in a lobby event (24%). People also reported
12

participating in voter registration drives (17%) and electoral canvassing events (17%) with
Indivisible.
It is worth noting that, across all of these organizations, resisters report participating in
numerous activities with these groups. In other words, they are not just donating money, they are
participating in activities in their communities and Congressional Districts. This finding is in stark
contrast to relatively recent critiques of American democracy that have found American civic life to
be less directly connected to local efforts in communities and more focused on “mail-in
membership.” 26 As the midterm election gets closer and there are many more opportunities to
participate in Congressional Districts around the election, I expect the percentage of resisters
participating in organizations around the country and the types of activities they do with these
groups to rise.

Table 3-4: Organizing Resistance in the Districts
Are you participating in activities or working with…

Percentage

Democratic Party
MoveOn

38%
21%

Women’s March

21%

Indivisible

19%

ACLU

14%

Swing Left

8%

March On

6%

In addition to the groups named on the survey, respondents were also asked to write-in the
names of other groups that they were working with in May 2018. Eight percent of the participants
in the follow-up survey who had not reported working with any of the listed groups wrote in the
names of additional groups. Eight people who reported working with additional groups specifically
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wrote that they were working on individual candidates’ electoral campaigns. In addition, 2% of
respondents reported working with the Sierra Club, Mom’s Demand Action for Gun Sense in
America, or Planned Parenthood. In other words, beyond the general groups that had been
identified as working on progressive issues in communities leading up to the midterm elections, a
number of respondents were working with issue-based groups in their communities on
environmental, gun control, and reproductive health issues six months prior to the midterm election.

Conclusion
Overall, the results of my follow-up survey with resisters provide clear evidence that the Resistance
in the streets has redirected its attention to the Districts in the lead up to the 2018 midterm
elections. Participants have identified electoral politics and the midterm elections as the main
solution to what they consider to be the top challenges facing America.
Given the priorities of the members of the Resistance and their focus on mainstream
institutional political solutions, political candidates and organizations that are looking for support
from the Left would be wise to think about how to integrate these concerns into their work. With
environmental issues, including climate change, dominating the list, candidates and groups that are
looking for people who are willing to put in the time in the streets and in the districts should think
about appealing directly to these concerns.
It is also noteworthy that almost two-thirds of participants in the follow-up survey (63%)
reported working with at least one group 6 months before the midterm election. Although a
number of organizations have gained substantial attention working to channel the Resistance into
political action, 27 the majority of resisters who reported working with any organization in May 2018,
were working directly with the Democratic Party. While these efforts have the potential to
contribute substantially to electoral outcomes identified by participants as solutions to the top issues
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facing the country, previous examples of what Heaney and Rojas have called a Party in the Street
provide a cautionary tale for the Resistance beyond the midterm elections. 28 In particular, the
authors find that the electoral successes of the Democratic party led the post-9/11 anti-war
movement to lose momentum. If resisters continue to invest most of their time and energy directly
into the Democratic Party, which is focusing its attention specifically on the midterm election rather
than with other groups that have political goals beyond November 2018, it is likely that the
American Resistance will meet a similar fate.
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