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Demonstrations, 
occupations or roadblocks? 

exploring the determinants of protest tactics in Chile*
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Abstract: Collective protest grew recently in Chile, yet we know little about the character-
istics and determinants of the tactics employed. By examining more than 2 300 protest 
events between 2000 and 2012, we explore the determinants of the adoption of four types 
of tactics: conventional, cultural, disruptive and violent. Multivariate regression models 
show that: 1) protests against the State elicit conventional tactics, but protests against 
private companies elicit disruptive and violent tactics; 2) workers “specialize” in disrup-
tive yet non-violent tactics; 3) the presence of formal organizations in the protest increases 
conventional tactics and decreases disruptive and violent tactics, and 4) protest events 
with a smaller number of participants are more likely to have disruptive and violent tactics 
than more massive events.
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Resumen: La protesta colectiva creció recientemente en Chile, pero sabemos poco sobre 
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de 2 300 actos de protesta entre 2000 y 2012, exploramos los determinantes de la adopción 
de cuatro tipos de tácticas: convencionales, culturales, disruptivas y violentas. Las regresio-
nes multivariadas muestran que: 1) la protesta contra el Estado suscita tácticas convencio-
nales, pero la protesta contra empresas privadas suscita tácticas disruptivas y violentas; 
2) los trabajadores se “especializan” en tácticas disruptivas pero no violentas; 3) la presencia 
de organizaciones formales en la protesta aumenta las tácticas convencionales y disminuye 
las tácticas disruptivas y violentas, y 4) los eventos con un menor número de participantes 
exhiben tácticas disruptivas y violentas en mayor medida que las protestas masivas. 

Palabras clave: protesta colectiva, tácticas, movimientos sociales, Chile.

one of the issues that has stirred up considerable interest in the litera-
ture about social movements in recent years is the one regarding tac-

tics of collective protest (Taylor and Van Dyke, 2004). When a group of 
people decide to publicly express its dissatisfaction with the authorities, 
why does it sometimes use peaceful and conventional tactics, such as an 
organized demonstration in a plaza; and other times violent and rowdy 
ways, for example destroying public or private property? Why are tactics 
with a high symbolic content, such as a theater performance ridiculing a 
hated politician, sometimes used? And why is it that it is decided, other 
times, to alter normal daily functioning, for example by taking over a school 
or factory or blocking a highway?

This article explores the determinants of collective protest tactics in 
Chile between 2000 and 2012. For this purpose, we use a database of more 
than 2 300 protests built with the methodology of protest event analysis 
(pea from this point forward), an approach increasingly used in several parts 
of the world although still scarcely used in Latin America. The pea consists of 
the construction and statistical analysis of a database with information 
about the protest events that take place in a space and period of interest 
(Koopmans and Rucht, 2002; Kriesi et al., 1995). This allows to understand 
which tactics are used more or less under different conditions, and eventu-
ally to explain these variations.

Within the research about social movements, the study of protesting 
tactics is important for several reasons. First, the use of “non-institutional-
ized” forms of action is one of the main criteria to differentiate social move-
ments from other political actors, such as parties or interest groups (Tarrow, 
1998; but see Goldstone, 2003 for a different view). Second, the tactics can 
affect the possibility for social movements to reach the objectives they pro-
pose (Morris, 1993). For example, some studies show that disruptive and 
violent tactics can help movements of popular groups to become success-
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ful, while other studies suggest that violence generates a negative reaction 
from the authorities that can end up disarticulating the movements (Giug-
ni, 1998). Third, tactics influence the movements image among the public 
opinion, which can impact the extent to which the movement can obtain 
more resources and supporters in the future. Finally, tactics can reflect the 
identities, cultural frameworks (Jasper, 1998) and organizational character-
istics (Morris, 1981) of the movements. Because of all this, few aspects are 
as central for the formation and unfolding of movements as their tactics.

Chile constitutes an interesting study case of protest tactics in the Latin 
American context. Since transition to democracy in 1990 and until the mid-
2000s, Chile was characterized by low levels of protest and social mobiliza-
tion, in comparison to other more active countries like Ecuador, Venezuela, 
Argentina or Bolivia (Silva, 2009). Since 2006, however, protest increased 
considerably as a result of the secondary school students’ mobilizations 
(Donoso, 2013), and in the following years it was extended to a diversity of 
groups that were previously demobilized. Here we will not perform longi-
tudinal analyses or study how the relationships between the tactics and 
their determinants change throughout time; our intent is more of an explor-
atory nature. However, our data, which range from 2000 to 2012, allow to 
capture these processes of expansion of protest.

Although the Chilean results obviously cannot be extrapolated to the 
rest of Latin America, they can offer some leads in this sense. First, like 
Argentina, Bolivia or, at its time, Venezuela, a good part of protest in Chile 
is motivated by dissatisfaction with the social costs of neoliberalism and the 
negative externalities of companies (Silva, 2009). Second, in the last de-
cade, Chile has experienced massive students’ protests that exhibit a new 
repertoire of dramaturgic tactics with a strong symbolic content. This is 
interesting given the force that student movements have attained in coun-
tries like Colombia or Mexico. Third, Chile is one of the countries in the 
region where digital technologies have been taken advantage of more in-
tensely for the display of new protest tactics (Somma, 2015), which is why 
their study can anticipate some trends in regard to other countries that are 
more backward in this aspect.

conceptualizing protest tactics

Although the modern study of social movements can be dated back to the 
1920s in the Chicago school, with the theory of collective behavior (Park 
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and Burgess, 1921), the first systematic studies about protest tactics were 
performed only at the end of the 1970s (Taylor and Van Dyke, 2004). The 
main approaches before the 1970s —essentially mass society (Kornhauser, 
1969), structural functionalism (Smelser, 1962) and collective behavior 
(Turner and Killian, 1957)— emphasized the irrational and pathological 
aspects of protest and gave little importance to the rational and strategic 
component of social movements. By ignoring these components, the ques-
tion of why rational and strategic actors decide certain tactics instead of 
others could not be asked.

Since the 1970s, two theoretical currents arose that allowed opening the 
field of interest towards protest tactics: the theory of political process (Tilly, 
1978; McAdam, 1983; Tarrow, 1998; McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 2001) and 
the theory of resource mobilization (McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Jenkins, 
1983). The first emphasized mainly the external factors of social change 
and the transit from traditional repertoires of protest to modern repertoires 
(Tilly, 1978). The latter incorporated the interest over internal determi-
nants of the movements themselves and their influence on the tactical dis-
play (McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Morris, 1981). What these two views share 
is that they both understand social movements as rational, organized and 
strategic forms of action.

In the 1980s the “new social movements” approach arose in Europe 
(Touraine, 1981; Cohen, 1985; Offe, 1985), which sought to understand the 
forms of mobilization that arose in the transition from an industrial society 
to a post-industrial society. These authors considered that the concept of 
“repertoires of contention”, coined by the theory of political opportunities, 
was limited. When referring to strategically oriented movements, this con-
cept left little room to consider the “new movements”, mobilized more by 
identity building and by the challenging of cultural frameworks (Cohen, 
1985; Touraine, 1981).

Thanks to these debates, there is, today, a significant consensus in the 
literature regarding the distinction between two large types of protest tac-
tics. The restrained tactics (also called “non-confrontational”) are peaceful, 
legal and relatively organized. The transgressive (or confrontational) tac-
tics, as their name implies, are directed at interfering in the daily routines of 
the population or the authorities, are illegal or semi-legal, and can occasion-
ally become physically violent or dangerous both for activists and for pe-
destrians, for the authorities questioned, or for police forces (Van Dyke, 
Soule and Taylor, 2005; McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 2001; McAdam, 1983). 
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Although this offers a bulk distinction between types of tactics, more 
recently the need to distinguish sub-groups within each group has been 
suggested (Van Dyke, Soule and Taylor, 2005; Walker, Martin and McCar-
thy, 2008). In terms of transgressive tactics, the seminal study in this regard 
is that by Koopmans (1993), who establishes a distinction between non-vi-
olent and violent confrontational tactics (differentiating the latter between 
minor violence and direct violence). His results show important differences 
in the use of these tactics in function of internal and external determinants 
of movements throughout time.

Other later studies have also shed light on violent tactics, understood as 
a special manifestation within transgressive tactics. Mainly, the relationship 
between state repression and the surge of protest violence has been stud-
ied (Della Porta, 1995; Koopman, 1997).

In turn, restrained or “non-confrontational” tactics have also been 
studied in more specific manifestations, primarily through studies that dif-
ferentiate conventional tactics from cultural tactics. Cultural tactics have 
been examined at first as internal tactics, insofar as they had the function 
of reinforcing the internal solidarity of the groups and the identity of the 
protesters (Kriesi et al., 1995). However, recent studies maintain that cul-
tural tactics not only have internal consequences but also external ones, so 
they must be considered as an additional repertoire for action at the time 
of seeking a concrete political objective (Kimport, Van Dyke and Anders-
en, 2009).

Thus, restrained tactics comprise the “conventional” and the cultural 
ones. The conventional ones —which, as we will see, are the most fre-
quent in Chile— include demonstrations, manifestations, public gather-
ing of signatures or money for certain collective causes, and public 
declarations addressed to the authorities. “Cultural” tactics reflect an evi-
dent intention to symbolize or represent some element of the collective 
cause through artistic or graphic media, or through a more sophisticated 
coordination of actions of those present than the habitual. They include, 
for example, theater or artistic representations by amateurs or profession-
als, “bicycle rides”, vigils and others.

In turn, transgressive tactics are divided into “disruptive” and “vio-
lent”. The disruptive ones interfere with daily routines, and include civil 
disobedience, labor or student strikes, taking over or occupying buildings 
and blocking routes. The “violent” ones include, for example, lighting fire 
to vehicles, properties or buildings, destroying public or private properties, 
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looting, or violent confrontations with counter-protesters or police forces 
(Taylor and Van Dyke, 2004). 

These new distinctions are relevant for our purposes because, as we will see 
further on, the determinants of conventional tactics are not necessarily the 
same than those of cultural tactics, and the same happens between disruptive 
and violent tactics. In this regard, we are interested in highlighting that 
analyses of protest events such as ours allow observing more than one type of 
tactic at each event. Thus, for example, a conventional protest event could be 
associated with another cultural tactic. This is why we consider both princi-
pal tactics and secondary tactics in the analyses (events with more than two 
types of tactics are minimal). As we will see, there are certain tactics that 
tend to be employed more as secondary rather than as principal ones.

determinants of protest tactics

Which factors explain the presence or absence of the different types of tac-
tics discussed above in collective protests? We have taken into account four 
factors that we have considered as central for the study of the tactics, based 
on the literature, which are: targets of the protest, groups that protest, pres-
ence or absence of formal organizations, and number of participants.

targets of the protest

The “target of the protest” refers to the entity to which the protest is ex-
plicitly directed. Until two decades ago, it was assumed that the State was 
the sole target to which social movements were directed to obtain their 
demands. This happened because of a strong influence from the theory of 
the political process, and in particular from Charles Tilly’s explanation 
about modern social movements that arise under the protection of the con-
struction of national States (Tilly, 1978, 1995; McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 
2001; Tarrow, 1998; McAdam, 1982). However, several studies recently be-
gan to dispute the “state-centric” premise, when it was clear that social 
movements often direct their darts to other entities such as private compa-
nies, universities, international organisms or others (Manheim, 2001; Pel-
low, 2001; Van Dyke, Soule and Taylor, 2005; King and Pearce, 2010). For 
example, a third of the protests in the United States point to targets differ-
ent than the State, such as corporations and educational institutions (Walker, 
Martin and McCarthy, 2008). Today, several “anti-corporate movements” are 
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focused on the social and environmental damage caused by large corpora-
tions of contemporary capitalism (Pellow, 2001). In Latin America, the ex-
ploitation of natural resources (such as water, forests or minerals) pres ented 
during the second half of the 20th Century an incentive for the labor prot-
est against foreign companies, to which the ecologist and indigenous pro-
     t  ests are summed today.

The targets of protest are not given or evident objects. According to the 
theory of collective action frameworks (Snow, Rochford, Worden and Ben-
ford, 1986; Benford and Snow, 2000), they are the result of a collective pro-
cess during which movements combine evidences, justifications and 
institutions of various types to end up attributing the responsibility of dis-
satisfaction to a particular actor —national or local actors, companies or oth-
ers. The collective action frameworks allow identifying not only those 
presumed to be responsible, but also the actors that could perform in such a 
way as to solve the collective problem. For example, a private company 
could be perceived as the one directly responsible for pollution in a commu-
nity, but if the State is perceived as the entity capable of regulating the emis-
sions of that company, the protest can be also directed at state authorities.

Walker, Martin and McCarthy (2008) provide the most solid theory up 
to date to understand the impact of the targets of the protest in the tactics 
employed. Their premise is that the institutional strengths and weaknesses 
of the different targets shape the type of tactics that will be directed at 
them. For example, since States aspire to obtain the monopoly of legiti-
mate violence (Weber, 1964) and concentrate large coercive capacities, the 
violent tactics against them can end up in severe repression that entails 
high costs for activists. This does not happen for non-state institutions, 
which do not have this coercive capacity directly and lack the legitimate 
apparatus to impose repression. And the few responses that non-state insti-
tutions do have access to —such as massive layoffs by companies or student 
expulsion by universities— are scarcely used since they severely damage 
their image and legitimacy. Consequently:

Hypothesis 1: The protest events that target the State exhibit restrained tactics 
(conventional and cultural) to a greater extent than the events with non-state 
targets.
Hypothesis 2: The events with non-state targets exhibit transgressive tactics 
(disruptive and violent) to a greater extent than the events with State targets.



166 Política y gobierno volume xxIII  ·  number 1  ·  I semester 2016

rodrigo miguel medel sierralta and nicolás manuel somma González

Participating groups 

There is not full agreement in the literature about the possible relation-
ships between the groups that protest (e.g., workers, students, indigenous 
people or environmentalists) and the tactics that they employ. In part, the 
difficulty stems from the fact that the social groups do not necessarily act in 
a cohesive manner and under a unified leadership, so that their actions are 
not completely predictable. To address these complexities, we propose in-
terpreting the groups of protesters from two large analysis axes: their rela-
tionship with the productive sphere and their level of political capital.

With regard to the first, McAdam (1982) and Schwartz (1988) argue that 
the groups constituted around economic production (such as workers or 
business people) have the ability to exert “negative inducers”. This means 
that they can occasionally opt to abstain from fulfilling their daily produc-
tive functions with the aim of generating damage to the authorities (and 
eventually to society as a whole), and in this way exert pressure to obtain 
their demands. These groups should appeal to non-violent disruptive tac-
tics such as a labor strike or blocking the supply of basic goods.

On the other hand, groups with high political capital (therefore an easy 
access to the political system and high legitimacy in public opinion) have 
much to lose, which should make them resistant to violent tactics (Bern-
stein 1997; Walker, Martin and McCarthy, 2008). In turn, this should make 
them more prone to conventional or cultural tactics, which allow them to 
maintain their good reputation in the political system and public opinion, 
and which in general are not perceived as threatening (Crozat, 1998). How-
ever, groups with low political capital would have less to lose and more to 
gain, which could persuade them to use violent tactics (Piven and Cloward, 
1979; Van Dyke, Soule and McCarthy, 2001).

These relationships are not automatic. In order for groups with differ-
ent levels of political capital and insertion into the productive sphere to 
prefer certain tactics to others, it is generally necessary for “framing” pro-
cesses to operate, where these tactics are defined as the most adequate 
and viable (Benford and Snow, 2000). These processes are not linear and 
can be crossed by internal conflicts and disagreements, as Benford (1993) 
showed for anti-nuclear groups. In addition, the collective identities that 
permeate different groups impact the selection of tactics, whether by 
making some more attractive or others more repulsive (Polletta and Jas-
per, 2001). 
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Although various groups protest in Chile, we focus on employed work-
ers (public and private) as reference to establish their differences with re-
gard to other groups. We chose workers, first, because according to our data 
it is the group that protests the most in Chile, making them a substantially 
important group. Second, workers are a classic actor in Latin American pro-
test (from automotive operators in Sao Paulo to Peruvian of Bolivian miners, 
including Uruguayan sugar cane workers or the Argentinian unemployed), 
and here we are interested in providing clues for regional research. Third, 
workers are clearly positioned in the two axes defined above, which allow 
establishing a more clear-cut association.

If our reasoning is correct, by virtue of their position in the productive 
sphere and their capacity to interrupt the productive process, workers should 
be inclined towards disruptive tactics such as strikes to a greater extent than 
other groups. With regard to political capital, literature about Chilean unionism 
establishes that the leadership of the cut (Central Unitaria de Trabajadores, 
Workers’ United Center, the highest instance for workers’ representation in 
Chile) has been traditionally a space under control of the Concertación (politi-
cal coalition that unites different center-leftist parties) and Chile’s Commu-
nist Party (Frías, 2008). This leads them to have an important degree of 
impact, although not decisive, on the political apparatus. Therefore, accord-
ing to our reasoning, the workers would be less inclined than other groups to 
adopt violent tactics, which could risk their considerable political capital.

Something similar could be expected of the (sporadic) protests carried out 
by business people (in Chile, primarily protests by agricultural landowners) 
who have the capacity to exert pressure through disruptive tactics. Yet at the 
same time, this insertion would stop them from adopting violent tactics be-
cause they are excessively anti-systemic and risky for their political capital.

However, in the case of employed workers, this relationship is more 
defined, stemming from the long history of non-violent disruptive tactics 
of the Chilean unionist movement —one of the oldest and most consoli-
dated of the region. In some way, the adoption of these tactics (strikes, tak-
ing of facilities) reinforces the collective identity of workers and allows 
them to connect to the struggle practices of their ancestors, giving them 
continuity in time.

If this is the case, we could expect that:

Hypothesis 3: Protest events with the presence of employed workers’ groups 
exhibit disruptive yet non-violent tactics to a greater extent than other groups.
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With “other groups” we are referring specifically to those with lower inser-
tion into the productive sphere and with less political capital. In particular 
to groups of residents, indigenous peoples, informal workers, unemployed 
and clandestine groups of presumably anarchist inspiration (which in Chile 
receive the name of encapuchados “hooded people” because they hide their 
faces). These groups are characterized for having a relatively low insertion 
into productive spheres, and for having a low political capital (Cubillos, 
2012; Llancaqueo, 2007). Nevertheless, it is true that each one of them 
contains huge internal heterogeneity, and in bulk analysis we could expect 
that, because they are groups that are highly marginalized from production 
spheres and power, they will be less reluctant to use violent tactics as a 
means to attain their objectives than groups of employed workers who 
would have more to lose. Therefore:

Hypothesis 4: The protest events with presence of groups with low political 
capital and weak productive insertion have greater probability of exhibiting 
violent tactics than employed workers.

Finally, both student protests and protests by the various groups we bring 
together under the “civil society” title (ecologist, community, religious, 
sexual diversity, human rights defense groups, etc.) are characterized by 
having a low level of insertion into the productive sphere but an intermedi-
ate level of political capital, primarily because they have been gaining 
greater legitimacy in public opinion and greater capacity to process their 
demands institutionally (Somma and Medel, 2015; Navia and Pirinoli, 
2015). However, the huge internal diversity leads them to mobilize with 
tactics that range from the conventional to the violent.

We suggest that a way to observe finer relationships between the groups 
and the use of specific tactics is to include a term of interaction between 
the groups and the presence, or not, of radical demands in the protest. With 
the radical nature of demands we refer basically to demands that insist on 
great institutional reforms to be satisfied, or else, straightforward anti-sys-
temic demands.

We consider that including a term of interaction with the groups is justi-
fied for many reasons. First, because since violent tactics have a high cost 
today in Chile (risk of repression, anti-terrorist law, social stigma), it can be 
that they appear only in face of the combination of certain types of groups 
and certain radical demands, which are mutually strengthened. Therefore, 
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it is possible for the presence of radical demands to increase the incentives 
to adopt transgressive tactics, which represent greater risks and costs for 
protesters (McAdam, 1986). 

Secondly, the most radical demands tend to be connected to feelings of 
disenfranchisement with regard to others (Gurr, 1968). These privations 
provide fertile ground for the construction of collective action frameworks 
(Snow, Rochford, Worden and Benford, 1986), giving rise to intense nega-
tive emotions such as rage, indignation or humiliation (Jasper, 1998) and to 
identifying a human agent responsible for such privations. Transgressive 
tactics —disruptive or occasionally violent— seem to be particularly suit-
able to channel these emotions despite their higher personal costs.

Finally, the demands themselves also shape an identity and a way of 
protesting. A peaceful group would be exposed to serious identity dilem-
mas if it adopts as a tactic the assassination of politicians who promote inter-
national wars. Further, the identity of a group can be strongly defined by a 
demand in particular (Bernstein, 1997), which can lead them to use certain 
types of tactics that coincide with those demands.

Because of all this, we regard exploring the interaction between the 
type of demand and the groups mobilized to be fundamental. Although it 
is not strange for there to be associations between both things, the same 
group could adopt radical and non-radical demands under different con-
texts. For example, on certain occasions Mapuche groups demanded the 
obligatory nature of using native language in schools of certain regions as a 
way to preserve their ancestral identities (which would not constitute a 
radical demand), while on other occasions they demanded the autonomy of 
certain territories from the State (which would be radical, since it requires 
modifying the territorial reach of the Chilean State).

Presence of organizations

Piven and Cloward (1979) stated that higher levels of internal organiza-
tion of social movements (in terms of presence of formal rules, regulations 
and hierarchies) decrease their spontaneity and vitality, increasing the 
chances of coopting by political authorities and leading to more conven-
tional and institutionalized forms of pressure. Various studies have sup-
ported this thesis (Koopmans, 1993; Kriesi et al., 1995). For example, in a 
study for four European countries, Kriesi et al. (1995) discovered that the 
involvement of organizations in a cycle or wave of protest weakens the use 
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of disruptive tactics and fosters their institutionalization. In this same 
sense, Staggenborg (1988) found that the institutionalization of move-
ments organized over abortion rights in the United States made conven-
tional tactics more recurring. On the other hand, she shows how a 
decentralized and informal organizational structure leads to the use of more 
innovating and disruptive tactics becoming more common (Staggenborg, 
1988). This suggests that:

Hypothesis 5: Protest events with the presence of formal organizations exhibit 
restrained tactics (conventional or cultural) to a greater extent than protest 
events without the presence of formal organizations.

number of participants

The protest’s size or ability to convene is a central element when studying 
the tactical display of the movements. The tactics that activists decide to use 
within the context of a massive convocation will not have the same effective-
ness as when the protest convenes only a handful of people. Likewise, the 
ability to convene is not something necessarily external or contextual to 
protesters; the decision to convene a large number of people or to mobilize 
in small groups could be a strategic calculation as the most efficient path to 
generate pressure from the groups that protest is evaluated.

The direction that the bulk of the literature has established with regard to 
the number of participants and the tactics observed is that the larger the size 
of the protest, the greater the possibility of observing transgressive tactics. 
For certain authors, increasing the number of participants decreases the risks 
of repression for their individual members (Oberschall, 1995; Granovetter, 
1978; Taylor and Van Dyke, 2004), thus decreasing the obstacles for adopt-
ing transgressive tactics. Therefore, a greater number of participants would 
increase the propensity towards disruptive or violent tactics because of the 
ability for anonymity that massive convocations provide.

In this same line, but following a more elaborate mechanism, other au-
thors have argued that it is not the size in itself that increases the probabil-
ity of violence, but rather the interaction between protesters and police 
repression, which would unleash an escalation of increasingly more trans-
gressive tactics (Della Porta, 1995; Francisco, 1995; Koopmans, 1997). 
Therefore, the greater number of protesters would be associated to a high-
er probability of there being police presence and repression (Earl, Soule, 
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and McCarthy, 2003). The mechanism that could be established, thus, is 
that when the convocation is larger, there is a higher probability of police 
presence and repression and, therefore, higher probability of seeing trans-
gressive tactics by protesters as a reaction to this repression. Dynamics of 
this sort could have influenced some massive demonstrations of Brazil’s 
Landless Workers’ Movement, Bolivia’s “war over water” (1999), Chile’s 
student protests in 2011, or Mexico’s 1968 movements. Therefore:

Hypothesis 6: Protest events with a higher number of participants exhibit 
transgressive tactics (disruptive or violent) to a greater extent than those with a 
lower number of participants.

data, variables and methods

To test the hypotheses presented above we resorted to data obtained 
through the methodology known as “protest event analysis” (pea). Since 
the 1970s, the pea has been widely used in diverse countries of the world 
to study the dynamics of collective protest (Koopmans and Rucht, 2002; 
Kriesi et al., 1995; Olzak, 1989). This method consists in building and ana-
lyzing statistically a database that records the protest events that take 
place in the space and period of interest. The main source about the eve-
nts is the news in national newspapers regarding collective protests in 
public places.  The information referred to each event is codified into indi-
vidual files according to a series of attributes about it and then statistical 
analysis is performed.

Although there are possible biases in selecting and reporting the events 
(Koopmans and Rucht, 2002, p. 200; Ortiz et al., 2005; Wilkes and Ricard, 
2007), the great advantage of pea is that it allows substituting vague or an-
ecdotal opinions for a precise and detailed knowledge about the protest. 
Among other themes, this has allowed studying the interactions between 
movements and counter-movements (Franzosi, 1999); the evolution and 
characteristics of protest campaigns (Kousis, 1999); and the internal dy-
namics and characteristics of the movements (Walker, Martin, McCarthy 
2008; Van Dyke, Soule and Taylor, 2005). As far as we know, the pea has not 
been used in Chile, and its applications in Latin America are few (e.g., Al-
meida, 2008, for El Salvador; Inclán, 2008, for Mexico).

Our database contains quantitative information about 2 342 protest 
events that took place throughout Chile between January 2000 and August 
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2012. These protests were carried out by an endless number of groups and 
social movements motivated by quite diverse demands. The information 
comes from the protest chronologies of the Social Observatory for Latin 
America (Observatorio Social de América Latina, osal) at the Central Ameri-
can Social Sciences Center (Centro Latinoamericano de Ciencias Sociales, 
Clacso). Based on several national printed press, radio and Internet media 
 of diverse political ideologies (including activists’ websites), osal records 
the protest events that take place every day in Chile. Precisely one of the 
stre ngths of the osal’s records in comparison to most of the pea available 
for other countries, is the use of a variety of written, radio and web media. 
This allows triangulating the information and reducing substantially (al-
though never completely) the selection biases (Earl, Martin, McCarthy 
and Soule, 2004).1

In a brief description of each event —typically a couple of paragraphs— 
osal provides information about many variables of interest for the study of 
protest, including date and place, estimated number of participants, organi-
zations involved, demands, tactics, targets and police action. The extent of 
agreement between codifiers was around 90 per cent, which is considered 
more than acceptable for studies of this type.

Dependent variable. Consistent with our prior conceptualization of the 
protest tactics, our first dependent variable is a categorical variable with 
four categories: conventional, cultural, disruptive or violent. As we have 
seen, the first two are restrained tactics; the latter two are transgressive tac-
tics. For this we re-codified in each one of these four types a total of 37 
specific tactics gathered in the study. In addition, in later models we used a 
second dependent variable that indicates which one is the secondary tactic 
(if it is recorded). Table 1 presents some examples (complete details avail-
able upon request). Given the categorical nature of the dependent vari-
ables we will perform a multinomial logistic regression (Long, 1997). 

Independent variables. We considered five targets of protest: the State, 
which includes national, regional or local governments and authorities (72.8%; 
we did not find significant differences between the different types of authori-
ties, after which we decided to group them in this general category), private 
companies (national or international, 15.3%), public enterprises (which re-

1 The written newspapers reviewed are: El Mercurio, La Nación and La Tercera. The second-
ary newspapers: Azkintuwe, El Ciudadano, El Siglo y Punto Final. Webpages: El Clarín, Diario El 
Mercurio, Mapuexpress, Radio Cooperativa. 
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quire a category of their own because, albeit they belong to the State, they 
operate with a logic of companies, 4.8%), educational institutions (public and 
private, where the latter are almost inexistent, 3.2%), and “others” scarce and 
difficult to interpret (3.9%). In order to test hypotheses 1 and 2, the category 
of reference is the State.

To explore the relationships between the groups involved in protest and 
the tactics (hypotheses 3 and 4), we considered the following groups (their 
corresponding percentage is shown in a parenthesis in the event total): em-
ployed workers (20.7%), native peoples (including both urban and rural 
protests, primarily Mapuche, 18.5%), students (20.9%), “civil society” groups 
(religious, ecologists, feminists, animalists, human rights and others; 5.8%), 
residents (mainly groups organized around habitational demands, 12.2%), 
encapuchados2 (5.7%), business people (1.8%), informal workers and unem-
ployed (6.1%) and “others” (which gathers small groups with few mentions 
that are difficult to interpret theoretically; 8.4%). We included a categorical 
variable that indicates the presence of each group, except workers that 
gather the highest number of mentions and operate as category of refer-
ence. Thus, the coefficients of the groups indicate the tactical differences 
between each group and the employed workers, who as discussed above, 
are the focus of our analysis.

2 The word encapuchados (“hooded people”) is a Chilean expression to refer to violent groups 
that hide their face during the protests. They are small groups (of presumably anarchist orienta-
tion) that generally act by destroying public and private property and crashing with the police 
directly. 

tAble 1. typology of tactics 

tactics restrained Conventional e.g.: Demonstrations, protests, public 
declaration, press conference, delivery of 
letter or petition to authorities.

Cultural e.g.: Artistic performances, vigils, 
festivities, dramaturgy. 

transgressive Disruptive e.g.: Capture, occupation, strikes, road 
blocks, boycotts. 

violent e.g.: Disturbances, destruction of public 
or private property, furniture burning, 
attacks to police or third parties. 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 
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Likewise, and related with the prior hypotheses, we created a variable 
to measure the presence or absence of radical demands. With radical de-
mands we refer to all the demands that entail revolutionary or anti-systemic 
demands (anti-globalization, anti-transnational companies, anti-neoliberal-
ism, anarchists, okupas and/or libertarians) or else demands that entail great 
institutional reforms to be satisfied (reform in political rules, constituent 
assembly, free education, end to the companies’ profit, end to pension sys-
tems, returning Mapuche territories, condoning habitational debts) where 
the value 1 indicates the presence of radical demands (36.4%) and the value 
0 their absence or, otherwise, the presence of non-radical demands (63.6%).

The variable that measures the presence of organizations (hypothesis 5) 
has a value 1 if the presence of some formal organization (for example stu-
dent, labor, indigenous, etc.; 43.1%) is mentioned in the description of the 
protest, and 0 if it is not (56.9%).

Finally, the number of participants estimated (hypothesis 6) tends to be 
reported in the description of events. When the number of participants dif-
fers between what is reported by event organizers and the police, the codifier 
was requested to calculate an average. According to our theoretical discus-
sion, when increasing the number of participants there would be greater 
chance of observing transgressive tactics, whether because the risks of re-
pression for its individual members decrease, decreasing the obstacles to 
adopt transgressive tactics; or else because it is the same direct repression in 
massive events that provokes an escalation of transgressive tactics. However, 
the cutting point is not clear, that is, from what point there begins to be more 
propensity towards transgressive tactics. Since these complexities open the 
possibility to non-linear relationships, we used five categories to indicate the 
estimated size of the protest: 1=less than 50 participants (32.2%); 2=51 to 100 
participants (15.8%); 3=101 to 1 000 (30.2%); 4=1 001 to 10 000 (16.5%); and 
5=10 000 and more (5.4%). The first category works as a reference.

Control variables. To evaluate the “net” impact of these factors of protest 
tactics, we controlled for three variables that previous studies suggest as 
relevant. The first indicates whether the protest takes place or not in the 
country’s capital, with a value of 1 for protests in Santiago (47.9%) and 0 
otherwise (52.1%). In a highly centralized country like Chile, the greater 
visibility of protests in the capital could increase, for activists, the risks and 
costs of using transgressive tactics (disruptive or violent), which should 
consequently motivate them to use restrained tactics (conventional or cul-
tural; Van Dyke, Soule and Taylor, 2005; Taylor and Van Dyke, 2004). 
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tAble 2. Description of independent variables

% N

targets

state 72.8 1224

Private company 15.3 258

Public enterprise 4.8 81

educational institutions 3.2 54

others 3.9 65

total 100.0 1 682

Protest groups

Workers 20.7 481

native peoples 18.5 431

students 20.9 486

Civil society 5.8 136

In the second place, we included the variable of year as a continuous 
variable. Considering that our data cover twelve years, this variable allows 
controlling whether the presence of certain tactics are affected by the pas-
sage of time. For example, it could happen that the number of cultural or 
violent tactics have become more preeminent in recent years and had been 
less relevant at the beginning of the 2000s when the forms of protest could 
have been more restricted to conventional and disruptive tactics.

Finally, we included a dichotomous variable that indicates whether dur-
ing the protest there were arrests (1, 21.1%) or not (0, 78.9%). Arrests are a 
good reflection of police presence and repression, and repression can in-
duce violent behavior during the protest (Davenport, 2007). Obviously, it is 
also plausible that transgressive tactics produce police actions, so we are not 
attempting to make causal statements but rather simply to control for pos-
sible alternative factors.

In addition, two other variables were included regarding political con-
text, specifically: presence of presidential campaign (four months before 
the election), presence of honeymoon (four first months of each govern-
ment). Since neither of the coefficients was significant and the results re-
mained substantially identical, it was decided not to include those variables 
in the final analysis.

Table 2 presents the frequencies and percentages of the independent 
variables used in the study. 
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% N

residents 12.2 283

Encapuchados 5.7 132

business people 1.8 41

Informal workers and unemployed 6.1 141

others 8.4 195

total 100.0 2 326

Presence of organizations

no 56.9 1 332

Yes 43.1 1 010

total 100.0 2 342

number of participants

(<=50) 32.2 601

(51-100) 15.8 295

(101-1 000) 30.2 564

(1 001-10 000) 16.5 308

(>10 000) 5.4 101

total 100.0 1 869

Capital/non-capital

non-capital 52.1 1 220

Capital 47.9 1 122

total 100.0 2 342

Arrests are reported

no 78.90 1 849

Yes 21.10 493

total 100.00 2 342

Source: Analysis of protest events.

tAble 2. Description of independent variables (continuation)

Results

Table 3 describes our dependent variable. For this purpose, we considered 
the principal tactic and the secondary tactic reported. In 2 294 events, infor-
mation was recorded for at least one tactic, and in 877 of them a second 
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tactic was recorded (the third and subsequent records of tactics were very 
scarce). In the principal tactic, conventional ones are the most frequent 
(44.9%), followed by disruptive (33.7%), violent (17.3%), and finally cul-
tural (4%). In terms of the secondary tactic, the most frequent are the vio-
lent ones (31.7%), followed by conventional (29.5%), disruptive (26.3%) 
and cultural (12.4%). This shows firstly the importance of tactical diversity 
in protests in Chile, and gives empirical relevance to the question about 
their determinants. Secondly, it shows the difference between the first tac-
tic used in protest and the second one, where in the latter it is clear that the 
categories that seemed more marginal in the first tactic (violent, cultural) 
take on greater importance.

To study the relationships between the dependent and independent vari-
ables, it is necessary to consider the multivariate regression models to obtain 
firm evidence about our hypotheses. For this purpose, Table 4 presents two 
multinomial logistic regression models, one with the principal effects and the 
second with interaction variables between groups and types of demands.  In 
turn, Table 5 presents the multinomial logistic regression models with pri-
ncipal effects for the secondary tactic. Likewise, an interaction model was 
tested for the secondary tactic, which was not significant. Therefore, and due 
to the lower number of cases, we prefer not to ask more of the model, so only 
the principal effects are reported for the case of the secondary tactic.

In the case of the multinomial regression, it is necessary to operate with 
a reference category of the dependent variable, so that the category of con-
ventional tactic has been used as reference, after which each tactic will be 
examined around that category and not the others. The models included 

tAble 3. Protest tactics in Chile

Principal tactic Secondary tactic

 Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Conventional
1030 44.9 259 29.53

Cultural 92 4.0 109 12.43

Disruptive 774 33.7 231 26.34

violent 398 17.3 278 31.70

total 2 294 100.0 877 100.00

Source: Analysis of protest events.
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tAble 4. Multinomial logistic regression principal tactic of the protest 
(category or reference: conventional tactic) 

Model 1: Main effects Model 2: Interactions

cultural disruptive Violent cultural disruptive Violent

Protest targeta

Private company -0.0535
(0.679)

0.818
(0.229)

*** 1.183
(0.300)

*** 0.0664
(0.691)

0.868
(0.235)

*** 1.510
(0.321)

***

Public enterprise -14.96
(1434)

0.0973
(0.332)

0.532
(0.459)

-15.28
(1733)

0.118
(0.335)

0.457
(0.468)

educational Inst. 0.430
(1.132)

1.589
(0.419)

*** -14.27
(1066)

0.974
(1.220)

1.599
(0.433)

*** -14.76
(1232)

others -0.697
(1.067)

0.338
(0.368)

-0.129
(0.464)

-0.790
(1.074)

0.265
(0.371)

-0.180
(0.479)

Protest targetb

native peoples -0.896
(0.788)

-2.445
(0.278)

*** 0.217
(0.370)

-0.388
(0.981)

-2.461
(0.402)

*** -1.088
(0.512)

**

students -0.244
(0.634)

-1.315
(0.223)

*** -0.301
(0.431)

-1.393
(1.030)

-1.414
(0.304)

*** -0.797
(0.550)

Civil society -0.129
(0.897)

-1.540
(0.358)

*** -0.349
(0.572)

-0.471
(0.966)

-1.664
(0.397)

*** -1.354
(0.681)

**

residents -0.246
(0.707)

-1.453
(0.252)

*** 0.227
(0.400)

-1.018
(0.959)

-1.752
(0.326)

*** -1.282
(0.534)

**

Encapuchados 0.882
(0.961)

-2.077
(0.566)

*** 2.317
(0.475)

*** -17.15
(6157)

-2.505
(0.842)

*** 2.055
(0.591)

***

business people 1.764
(0.774)

** -0.966
(0.470)

** -0.506
(1.099)

1.922
(1.093)

* -0.0813
(0.684)

0.186
(1.225)

Informal workers 0.649
(0.744)

-0.636
(0.284)

** -0.245
(0.559)

-0.131
(0.977)

-0.753
(0.344)

** -0.668
(0.609)

others 0.0863
(0.686)

-2.230
(0.338)

*** 1.017
(0.406)

** 0.107
(0.821)

-1.980
(0.410)

*** 0.915
(0.491)

*

Presence org 
(1=presence)

-0.253
(0.377)

-0.394
(0.150)

*** -0.253
(0.377)

-0.367
(0.382)

-0.451
(0.154)

*** -0.616
(0.214)

***
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Model 1: Main effects Model 2: Interactions

cultural disruptive Violent cultural disruptive Violent

No. Participantsc

(51-100) -0.441
(0.663)

-0.545
(0.224)

** -1.701
(0.314)

*** -0.332
(0.671)

-0.523
(0.227)

** -1.630
(0.322)

***

(101-1 000) 0.406
(0.509)

-0.683
(0.194)

*** -1.941
(0.276)

*** 0.508
(0.521)

-0.689
(0.196)

*** -1.930
(0.280)

***

(1 001-10 000) -0.193
(0.617)

-1.246
(0.236)

*** -2.002
(0.355)

*** -0.0743
(0.635)

-1.235
(0.240)

*** -1.880
(0.366)

***

(>10 000) 0.204
(0.894)

-0.494
(0.331)

-1.638
(0.665)

** 0.197
(0.910)

-0.478
(0.336)

-1.523
(0.696)

**

Capital 
(1=Presence)

0.286
(0.414)

-0.494
(0.155)

*** -1.033
(0.234)

*** 0.295
(0.420)

-0.533
(0.157)

*** -1.249
(0.247)

***

Arrests 
(1=Presence)

-1.480
(0.630)

** -0.148
(0.172)

-0.282
(0.262)

-1.508**
(0.634)

** -0.180
(0.174)

-0.464
(0.273)

*

Dem. radical 
(1=Presence)

0.443
(0.371)

0.263
(0.148)

* 0.338
(0.202)

* -0.362
(0.869)

0.110
(0.267)

-1.186
(0.564)

**

Year of event -0.00240
(0.0554)

-0.0436
(0.0218)

** 0.00479
(0.0315)

0.000514
(0.0571)

-0.0417
(0.0220)

* 0.0209
(0.0326)

radical groups* 
dem.

native peoples* 
radical Dem.

-0.906
(1.525)

0.0567
(0.498)

2.441
(0.693)

***

students* radical 
Dem.

1.847
(1.275)

0.215
(0.407)

1.329
(0.822)

Civil society* 
radical Dem.

-14.96
(6353)

0.766
(1.099)

3.487
(1.355)

**

residents* radical 
Dem.

1.640
(1.397)

0.797
(0.522)

3.695
(0.836)

***

Encapuchados* 
radical Dem.

19.09
(6157)

0.778
(1.128)

0.842
(0.899)

business people* 
radical Dem.

-0.244
(1.499)

-1.840
(0.996)

-16.86
(5265)

tAble 4. Multinomial logistic regression principal tactic of the protest 
(category or reference: conventional tactic) (continuation)
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simultaneously the seven independent variables that we worked with, four 
central independent variables (targets, groups, organizational presence and 
number of participants), and the three control variables (capital/region, ar-
rests and year). Regretfully, the high levels of missing cases in some vari-
ables (such as the number of participants or target) distinctly reduce the 
number of observations to N=1 341 in the first model (principal tactic) and 
to N=500 (secondary tactic) in the second. Next, we review the results for 
each one of our hypotheses.

In general the models provide evidence that is consistent with hypoth-
eses 1 and 2. Both the principal and the secondary tactics (Tables 4 and 5) 
show that the events with state targets exhibit conventional tactics to a 
greater extent than events with non-state targets (especially private compa-
nies where differences are highly significant in both models). In the princi-
pal tactic, we see that in reference to the state target, no target is significant 
in terms of the chances3 of carrying out cultural tactics. With regard to dis-
ruptive tactics, there are two targets that are significant: private companies 
and educational institutions have 2.3 and 4.8 more chances of carrying out 
disruptive tactics in relation to the State, compared to conventional tactics, 
which confirms hypothesis 2 about transgressive tactics being directed pri-

3 The results are shown in odds ratio or chances, obtained by calculating the coefficients’ 
exponential (exp(Beta)). See Long (1997) for more details about the calculations. 

Model 1: Main effects Model 2: Interactions

cultural disruptive Violent cultural disruptive Violent

Informal workers 
* radical Dem.

1.656
(1.406)

0.266
(0.590)

-13.81
(1517)

others* Dem. 
radicals

-0.654
(1.448)

-0.768
(0.700)

0.275
(0.798)

Constant 1.972
(111.4)

89.12
(43.72)

** -9.653
(63.31)

-3.471
(114.7)

85.32
(44.25)

* -41.24
(65.41)

observations 1341 1341 1341 1341 1341 1341

Source: Analysis of protest events (Fondecyt Proyect 11121147). Standard errors inside parenthesis ***p<0.01 
** p<0.05 * p<0.1. Log likelihood = (Model 1: -1169.8835; Model 2: -1140.8227). Pseudo R2 = (Model 1: 
0.2185; Model 2: 0.2379). aState category of reference . bCategory of reference is workers. cCategory of refe-
rence ≤ 50.

tAble 4. Regresión Logística multinomial táctica principal de la protesta 
(categoría de referencia: táctica convencional) (continuation)
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tAble 5. Multinomial logistic regression of the protest secondary tactic 
(category or reference: conventional tactic)

Model 3: Main effect

cultural disruptive Violent

Protest targeta

Private company -0.169
(0.756)

1.064
(0.448)

** 0.962
(0.511)

*

Public enterprise 0.517
(1.294)

2.064
(0.821)

** 1.796
(0.919)

*

educational Inst. -14.11
(870.2)

1.006
(0.750)

0.00313
(0.989)

others -0.917
(1.257)

0.514
(0.795)

0.666
(0.779)

Protest groupb

native peoples 0.940
(0.626)

-1.717
(0.574)

*** 1.338
(0.512)

***

students 0.716
(0.548)

0.511
(0.380)

1.365
(0.477)

***

Civil society 2.371
(0.725)

*** -0.0748
(0.713)

1.865
(0.738)

**

residents 0.304
(0.752)

-0.465
(0.556)

1.665
(0.571)

***

Encapuchados 1.546
(1.527)

0.764
(1.194)

4.247
(1.129)

***

business people -12.22
(1207)

1.896
(1.192)

2.203
(1.527)

others 2.832
(0.869)

*** 1.225
(0.772)

2.954
(0.805)

***

Informal workers 0.0567
(0.795)

-1.189
(0.665)

* 0.473

(0.660)

org Presence (1=presence) -0.729
(0.370)

** -0.500
(0.291)

* -1.275
(0.306)

***

no. Participantsc

(51-100) 0.376
(0.705)

-0.852
(0.507)

* -0.174
(0.480)

(101-1 000) 0.919
(0.559)

* -0.556
(0.407)

-0.212
(0.410)
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marily to non-state targets. Finally, in terms of violent tactics, we see that 
the private company target is the only significant one, and that it had 3.3 
more chances of receiving violent tactics than the State, compared to con-
ventional tactics. It is interesting that educational institutions are attacked 
with disruptive tactics, but not with violent tactics —it is more likely that 
these institutions be occupied than destroyed.

For the secondary tactics, the trend remains in terms of the target of 
private companies, although the difference with disruptive tactics is inten-
sified (2.8 more chances) and decreases slightly for violent tactics (2.6 more 
chances). On the other hand, educational institutions lose significance 
while public enterprises gain, increasing the chances of receiving transgres-
sive tactics —7.8 for disruptive tactics and 6.1 for violent tactics— com-
pared to the State, in reference to conventional tactics.

In sum, protests are carried out against the State through restrained tac-
tics, against private companies through disruptive and violent tactics, and 

Model 3: Main effect

cultural disruptive Violent

(1.001-10 000) 1.369
(0.582)

** -0.517
(0.447)

-0.317
(0.457)

(>10 000) 2.000
(0.688)

*** -1.224
(0.583)

** -0.204
(0.603)

Capital (1=Presence) -0.436
(0.393)

-0.750
(0.294)

** -0.656
(0.310)

**

Arrests (1=Presence) -0.353
(0.390)

0.144
(0.293)

0.721
(0.302)

**

radical Dem. (1=presence) 0.216
(0.369)

0.474
(0.284)

* 0.736
(0.300)

**

Year of the event 0.216
(0.0697)

*** 0.00888
(0.0445)

0.0647
(0.0485)

Constant -435.9
(140.0)

*** -17.02
(89.29)

-130.8
(97.41)

observations 500 500 500

Source: Analysis of protest events (Fondecyt Proyect 11121147). Standard errors in parenthesis. *** p<0.01 
** p<0.05 * p<0.1. Log likelihood = (Model 1: -541.5074). Pseudo R2 = (Model 1: 0.1896). aCategory of refe-
rence is the State. bCategory of reference is workers. . cCategory of reference ≤ 50.

tAble 5. Multinomial logistic regression of the protest secondary tactic 
(category or reference: conventional tactic) (continuation)
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against educational institutions through disruptive tactics (although not 
violent).

Regarding hypotheses 3 and 4, considerably different tactics can be 
seen in function of what group is protesting (here we emphasize the con-
trast between workers —the category of reference— and the rest). In gen-
eral our intuition is consistent with the evidence. Let us see first the principal 
tactic. We observe that the presence of employed workers is associated to 
disruptive tactics to a much greater extent than to all the other groups, even 
more than business people (almost all the differences are statistically sig-
nificant). For example, the presence of students reduces the chances of 
disruptive tactics almost threefold (in comparison to events with the pres-
ence of workers), and the difference is much more marked in the contrast 
with native peoples and “civil society”. Although the current Labor Law in 
Chile (that dates from dictatorial times) allows striking —an important dis-
ruptive tactic— only in some companies have workers been able to orga-
nize into several sectors to overcome these barriers. Also, the incentives for 
disruptive labor protest are possibly accentuated given the productive frag-
mentation and new types of jobs (Echeverría, 2010). These results sustain 
the argument that the new cycle of protest in workers’ movement, led by 
outsourced workers, has still been marked by disruptive tactics, primarily 
by illegal strikes (Echeverría, 2010; Ñúñez, 2009). 

Regarding the models with terms of interaction, we can see that indeed 
the effect of certain groups is different depending on whether or not there 
is presence of radical demands. Without interactions, the encapuchados and 
the “others” (undefined groups) are the only groups more likely than em-
ployed workers to adopt violent tactics; but when groups and demands in-
teract, several groups (native peoples, civil society and residents) are less 
susceptible to adopting violent tactics than workers if they have non-radi-
cal demands, but more violent than workers if they have radical demands.

This partially confirms hypothesis 4 in that, indeed, groups with less 
political capital and less insertion into the productive sphere (residents, na-
tive peoples) would be less prone than employed workers to carry out vio-
lent tactics, but we see that this only happens in the presence of radical 
demands. This suggests how complex it is to study these groups given the 
internal pluralism and the tactical variety that they operate with according 
to the context.

In terms of the secondary tactic, a higher propensity of civil society for 
cultural tactics is observed. This indicates that cultural tactics would be 
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operating as a complementary tactic rather than a principal one (for exam-
ple, a performance in a demonstration).

In sum, tactical specialization is observed in employed workers: com-
pared to other groups, they would resort more to disruption but would 
leave aside violent tactics, in reference to conventional tactics. This par-
tially corroborates hypothesis 3, since business people in their turn do not 
move as close to the workers, but rather towards restrained tactics. Regard-
ing hypothesis 4, we see that residents and native peoples effectively lean 
more towards transgressive tactics, but only in the presence of radical de-
mands. In turn, informal workers do not show very clear trends, as opposed 
to the encapuchados who are specialized in violent tactics even in the ab-
sence of radical demands (group that is defined basically in function of vio-
lent actions). Finally, we can see that for the case of students very clear 
trends cannot be assumed, which shows among other things the tactical 
diversity of the group. Civil society sheds more light about its tactical diver-
sity, insofar as we saw that it carries out violent tactics in the presence of 
radical demands as a principal tactic, but is inclined towards cultural ones as 
a secondary tactic.

On the other hand, the evidence is also partially consistent with hypoth-
esis 5, related to the presence of formal organizations in the protest event. 
When organizations are reported in the protest, the chances of observing 
transgressive tactics (disruptive and violent) decrease significantly, compared 
to conventional ones both in the principal tactic and in the secondary tactic. 
In addition it is interesting that the chances of observing cultural tactics 
also decrease significantly with the presence of organizations, and in the 
case of the secondary tactic this decrease is significant, suggesting that cul-
tural protest is not usually carried out by formal organizations within a pro-
test. In sum, the coordination and structuring roles of collective action by 
organizations would seem to smooth out the most transgressive aspects of 
protest and direct them towards conventional tactics, but not cultural ones.

Finally, we observe that both models are inconsistent with hypothesis 6, 
relative to the number of participants in the event. We see that, in contrast 
to what the literature suggests, an increase in the number of participants 
decreases the chances of observing transgressive tactics with regard to con-
ventional ones. These differences are statistically significant for almost all 
levels in the case of the principal tactic, while for the secondary tactic, al-
though the relationship is the same, it is only significant for events with less 
than 100 and more than 10 thousand attendees. Likewise, the chances of 
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observing cultural tactics increases in the secondary tactic, and progres-
sively, as the number of participants grows, reaching up to 7.4 more chances 
of taking place in the cases of massive events (more than 10 thousand at-
tendees) compared to small groups. It is intriguing and counter-intuitive 
that transgressive tactics are carried out in small groups and not in massive 
events in Chile. We will delve into this point in the conclusions.

We will mention briefly what happens with the control variables. As 
expected, when the protest takes place in the capital conventional tactics 
pre  vail significantly more, and disruptive and violent ones less, than when 
it      develops in other regions. With regard to the year variable, we see that   as 
ti    me passes the chances of using disruptive tactics compared to conventio-
nal ones as principal tactic decrease, and the chances of carrying out cultu-
ral tactics compared to conventional ones as secondary tactic increase. In 
turn, arrests, as proxy for police presence and repression, do not increase 
the chances of observing more transgressive tactics in the principal tactic 
compared to the conventional one, something that does happen with the 
secondary tactic, particularly in violent tactics whose increase is significant.

conclusions

This article attempted to respond the question of why collective protest 
tactics vary between different events. The theme is relevant for a global 
comprehension of social movements. Tactics impact the ability of move-
ments to achieve their objectives, and their image and legitimacy before 
the authorities and public opinion. All of this has implications for the move-
ments’ ability to change and their own development and survival. Even so, 
the issue of social movements is still quite unexplored in the Chilean litera-
ture and in Latin America in general, at least with analysis data of protest 
events like we are doing here. In operational terms, we distinguish be-
tween restrained (conventional or cultural) and transgressive (disruptive or 
violent) tactics, and we use a database of protest events that took place in 
Chile between 2000 and 2012. This allows us to explore systematically the 
diversity of tactics, as well as the impact that different variables have on 
them, which we identify based on the literature in the subject.

The analysis presents several results that we find interesting. First, al-
though conventional tactics are the most frequent, Chilean protest is di-
verse. In addition to demonstrations and conventional concentrations, 
protest is also expressed quite frequently through disruptive means (such 
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as taking of premises, activity strikes and roadblocks), through violent 
means (including destroying property, looting and setting fires), and occa-
sionally through artistic and cultural manifestations.

Second, several characteristics of the protest events seem to influence 
the different tactics adopted. For example, with regard to the protest tar-
gets, when the target is the State the use of restrained tactics is prioritized, 
while when the target is a private company (national or international) or an 
educational institution, transgressive tactics are prioritized. This is consis-
tent with the argument that it is more difficult to challenge the State 
through violence since it concentrates the coercive resources; something 
that does not occur with other entities.

We also find interesting differences between the different groups that 
participate in the protests. Conceptually, we hypothesize that the tact ics 
vary according to the level of political capital and the relationship between 
the groups and the productive sphere. Specifically, we find that, in com-
parison to other groups, workers prefer disruptive tactics but avoid violent 
and conventional tactics. Also, “civil society” groups opt more for cultural 
tactics as secondary tactic. It was useful also to have been able to control 
for groups of encapuchados, which are defined primarily by the use of vio-
lent tactics, since we were able to isolate their effect on violent tactics in 
the other variables of interest. Finally, we see that the groups with less 
political capital and less inserted into the productive sphere (primarily 
encapuchados, residents and native peoples) would opt more for violent 
tactics, but only in the presence of radical demands, which speaks of the 
internal diversity of the movement and of the importance of the term of 
interaction included.

Additionally, when there is the presence of formal organizations in pro-
test it is quite less likely to observe disruptive and violent tactics. When 
obs erving the secondary tactic, we could see that it was also less likely  to ob-
serve cultural tactics. This is consistent with the thesis that more organized 
and structured movements use tactics that are more acceptable to the statu 
quo than the more spontaneous movements.

The only hypothesis that was not proven was with regard to the number 
of participants in the event, where exactly the opposite occurs from what is 
described by the literature (mainly from industrialized countries). In con-
trast with what was expected, the higher the number of participants, the 
lower the chances of observing transgressive tactics with regard to conven-
tional ones.
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It is interesting that in Chile the relationship between the size of the 
protest and the tactics does not follow the same pattern than in industrial-
ized countries. In Chile, transgressive protests are carried out primarily by 
small groups. Following Koopmans (1993), we understand that social 
movements are aware of the adoption of their strategies, and not simple 
victims of the counter-strategies of the authorities. From this that the reac-
tion of movements in face of repression can take different routes, with the 
radicalization of protests being only one of them. Indeed, one of the conse-
quences of the season of student mobilization in 2006 in Chile was a huge 
change of strategy by students. When they say that their days of peaceful 
mobilization were being harshly repressed due to loutish actions by small 
groups, the principal tactic of students turned towards occupying their 
premises. This surprised the authorities because of the chain reaction that 
it caused and because of the level of organization of the tactic used by the 
movement (Mardones, 2007). 

On the other hand, in Chile there are disruptive tactics —such as barri-
cades in villages, banging on pots and pans (cacerolazos), or bonfires— that 
are part of a heritage from the struggle against the dictatorship in the 1980s 
(Valenzuela, 1984; Espinoza, 1988; Campero, 1987). Through these tactics, 
there is an attempt to avoid direct repression by the police, acting in small 
and organized groups. Since the end of the 1990s, there has also been an 
increase in ethnic protests for territorial recognition (Foerster, 1999; Laven-
chy, 2003; Tricot, 2009) which entail disruption, mostly with roadblocks, 
fire attacks, and other disruptive elements that tend to be carried out by 
small groups that seek to avoid direct contact with the police.

It is possible that this tentative pattern towards disruption by small 
groups is not originally from Chile, but rather also from other Latin Ameri-
can contexts that have undergone strong patterns of state repression 
throughout their history (Auyero, 2002). 

All of these findings suggest future research lines regarding the protest 
tactics in Chile and Latin America. First, it would be worthwhile to perform 
studies that allow delving into the situation of specific social movements to 
achieve a more refined understanding of their tactical repertoire and to ex-
plore their cultural and historical origin. Second, it would be interesting to 
study how the interaction between social movements, the State and civil 
society define the use of certain types of tactics throughout time (McAdam, 
1983, for an early example). Therefore, the diversity of protest targets that 
we find allow providing an empirical foundation to Latin American theories 



188 Política y gobierno volume xxIII  ·  number 1  ·  I semester 2016

rodrigo miguel medel sierralta and nicolás manuel somma González

about the constitution of new social actors and a new more complex institu-
tional and societal scenario (Garretón, 2002; Gómez Leyton, 2010). This also 
opens up new possibilities. For example, a comparative study could be per-
formed about how different levels of advancement of Neoliberalism de-
volve greater weight and public responsibility to non-state institutions, 
exposing them increasingly more to become targets of collective protest.

Finally, the limitations of this article should be pointed out, which also 
open up more possibilities for research. Firstly, although the pea allowed 
advancing the knowledge of protest dynamics substantially, the literature 
has not ceased to insist on the possible biases of coverage, information and 
approach to the events in mass media. Not all protest events have the same 
odds of being covered by media (and therefore incorporated into the data-
base), not all information relevant to the researcher appears for all events 
covered, and there are certainly biases in the “framing” that different me-
dia give to protests, which can affect the information gathered (Wilkes and 
Ricard, 2007). Although our database considers various media of different 
ideological affiliation, and although we gathered hundreds of events for a 
relatively small countries like Chile, future studies with more resources 
than ours should incorporate more sources to the survey.

Secondly, although following the literature we have assumed that cer-
tain characteristics of the events (such as the protest group or the protest 
target) impact the tactics, the contrary can naturally happen. For example, 
groups used to adopting certain tactics can feel more comfortable facing 
certain targets or raising certain demands. There is still no satisfactory re-
sponse in the literature to this problem, where it is probable that a mixed 
study that combines quantitative and qualitative techniques can be a good 
path to this knowledge. Another possible future line consists in studying 
the impact of the aggregate characteristics of protest during a previous pe-
riod (t-1) on the tactics in the present (t0). 

Finally, although here we performed a transversal analysis studying the 
role of variables linked to the very protest event, future studies could be 
carried out longitudinally to consider factors of the broader social, political 
and economic context. For example, there is solid evidence that certain 
tactics disseminate throughout time or space (Myers, 2000). It could hap-
pen that contextual factors impact the more immediate factors that we con-
sidered here, or else that the first reduce the importance of the latter. We 
hope this study serves as inspiration for others to continue to develop these 
types of studies in the future. Pg
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