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People around the globe are a�ected by disasters far beyond the disaster

properties. Given that certain social groups are a�ected disproportionately,

disasters need to be considered as political events which may cause political

actions. Therefore, we aim to discuss, from a social psychological perspective,

how and why protests might occur during or after a disaster. We argue

for an elaborated model of collective action participation suggesting that

disasters enhance the predictors of protest mobilization and participation

though emerged or enhanced social injustice. We also suggest that disaster

properties can be used to delegitimise protests and social movements, limiting

the mobilization and collective resilience during and after a disaster. Finally,

we discuss the gaps in current research and emphasize the need for more

attention to the disaster-protest link as we can expect more disasters due to

climate crisis, likely to lead to more protests and political collective action.
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Introduction

“Is this a fate? Are these earthquakes, these landslides fate? There is an earthquake

in another country with the same magnitude, 2 people faint, but here, 20 thousand

people died, is this a fate? Every year, people and animals die here from landslides, is

it a fate? No! This is the result of various policies that you have made with malice or

incompetence. To protest all this, one must neither be a prophet, nor a philosopher, nor

an artist.” (Kazim Koyuncu)1

1 Turkish singer and ecological activist who passed away in 2005 from cancer, just 33 years old.

Cancer cases triple in the Black Sea region of Turkey just in a decade after the Chernobyl disaster

(https://www.aa.com.tr/en/health/chernobyl-health-e�ects-in-turkey-hotly-debated/164471), he

was one of the thousands who developed and passed away from cancer in that area.
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A disaster is an occurrence or event that seriously disrupts a

community in its functioning and normal existence, creating a

context where the community resources to cope are insufficient

(World Health Organization (WHO), 2002; International

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC),

2022). According to the World Health Organization (WHO)

(2002) and International Federation of Red Cross and Red

Crescent Societies (IFRC) (2022) a disaster is comprised by

two components; hazard and vulnerability. A hazard can be

either natural (e.g., a storm or drought) or man-made (e.g.,

environmental pollution or structural collapse) (World Health

Organization (WHO), 2002; International Federation of Red

Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), 2022). However, a

hazard alone does not trigger a disaster, for an occurrence or

event to be classed as a disaster it needs to have vulnerability

present (e.g., poverty, limited access to power systems, lack of

local investment, fragile local economy) predisposing suffering

of the hazard’s damage (World Health Organization (WHO),

2002). Hence, we need to address the function of social

inequalities and injustices when discussing disasters. We argue

that disasters should be discussed as political events rather

than natural phenomena to account for the effect it has on

populations, as people who have less financial, social and

psychological resources are affected unequally compared to

people with resources.

Previous research indicates predictors for political or violent

unrest in the aftermath of disasters in relation to human threat,

and social and societal mechanisms (in addition to physical and

material conditions) (e.g., Nardulli et al., 2015). For example,

population characteristics such as size and density of population

potentially leading to larger loss of lives, assets etcetera (Ide

et al., 2021). Large population areas are more likely to be

heterogeneous, which increases the likelihood of some people

being in opposition to the state as well as having time to

protest. However, most predictors of political or violent unrest

after disasters are linked to social and economic inequality.

For example, an area’s economic development (GDP) affects

whether people have the privilege to move to less disaster-

prone areas, as well as their ability to prepare for disasters

(Nel and Righarts, 2008). Furthermore, restrictions in mobility

and preparation (Ide et al., 2021) as well as food and water

insecurity (Koren et al., 2021) can lead to collective frustration

which in turn elicits political unrest. The societal inequality and

exclusion can also prevent certain groups being included in the

political power (ethnopolitical exclusion). Finally, a country’s

state system or leadership can trigger protests both during

and after a disaster. Due to systemic injustices, even countries

with democratic systems (with low repressive consequences)

or countries that are considered rich, can experience unrest in

relation to disasters (Tierney et al., 2006; Solnit, 2009; Ide et al.,

2021). The unrest is likely to emerge from the authorities’ lack

of consideration of different groups’ different levels of needs and

varied disaster support for survival before, during, and after a

disaster. The response of the state has a large impact on whether

conflict arises, regardless of whether there are other factors

present that influences the public to challenge authority (Nel and

Righarts, 2008). Taken together, societal factors outweigh the

disaster properties in relation to risk of unrest in the aftermath

of disasters. Even though not all disasters turn into protests,

disasters can be the macro-context for ongoing or emergent

protests, due to long-lasting impacts of disasters. For instance,

analyzing Black Lives Matter protests after the murder of George

Floyd without considering and contextualizing the psycho-social

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will likely result in a

reductionist account of events.

The current paper aims to i) extend social psychological

understanding of collective action (e.g., Drury and Reicher,

2000; van Zomeren et al., 2008) in disaster contexts (see

Figure 1); and ii) suggest how misuse of disaster properties can

be used against the collective, delegitimizing the cause, action

and movement, potentially hindering community recovery and

resilience in disasters. The COVID-19 pandemic will be used

to contextualize these aims, as well as discussed in relation

to previous disasters and protests. Understanding the social

psychological relationship between disasters and protests is of

importance as we can expect an increase in both numbers and

severity of climate change related disasters world-wide (e.g., Van

Aalst, 2006; Benevolenza and DeRigne, 2019), likely to trigger

local and global protests both during and after disasters.

Social psychological research on
disasters and collective action:
Toward an elaborated model of
collective action and disasters

Social psychological research emphasizes that in disasters

people are more likely to engage in collective action and

cooperative behaviors than panic and engage in selfish behaviors

(e.g., Grimm et al., 2014; Drury, 2018). Similar patterns have

been observed during the COVID-19 pandemic, where people

join mutual aid groups to help their communities with for

example dog-walking, shopping, and other things to facilitate

reduction in virus transmission (see Fernandes-Jesus et al.,

2021; Mao et al., 2021). Research on collective action in the

form of cooperation and mutual aid during and after disasters

demonstrates that in disasters a shared fate often develops which

facilitates a shared identity to emerge (e.g., Cocking et al., 2009;

Drury et al., 2009). Through shared fate, people come to see

themselves as part of the same group or community, which

functions as a base for solidarity, cohesion, and empowerment

to emerge (Drury and Reicher, 1999, 2009). The process of

collective empowerment can further be achieved with strategic

steps, such as reaching out to wider groups of supporters who

are not directly affected by the disaster (Tekin and Drury, 2020),

Frontiers in Political Science 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2022.836420
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Vestergren et al. 10.3389/fpos.2022.836420

FIGURE 1

Social identity model of protest participation during or after disaster.

hence mobilizing solidarity and support for collective action

further. It is not uncommon that collective action, in the form

of cooperation, emerges during and after disasters (e.g., Aldrich,

2013; Drury et al., 2016; Alfadhli and Drury, 2018; Ntontis et al.,

2018, 2020). However, people do not only act in solidarity in

the form of mutual aid, they also take action together to achieve

social change through protests. For example, in June 2017 a fire

broke out in the Grenfell Tower block in West London, UK.

Along with building a community and support, campaigners

started protest campaigns to challenge negative stereotypes and

injustice through government inaction (Tekin and Drury, 2020,

2021a). The Grenfell community campaigners self-organized

and engaged in non-violent protest activities such as petitions

and silent walks to seek justice.

Protests during or in the aftermath of disasters are often

linked to emergent or increased social injustice as a result of

the disaster. The COVID-19 pandemic has, like other disasters,

disproportionately affected already marginalized communities

(see Templeton et al., 2020). Using data from “The Armed

Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED)” which

tracks demonstrations and political violence globally, Kishi

et al. (2021) demonstrated that at the beginning of the

pandemic, a decrease in protests could be observed around

the world. However, during 2020 the total number of protests

increased by 3% compared to 2019 (Kishi et al., 2021).

Furthermore, compared to 2019, 2020 saw an increase in

peaceful protests, and a decrease in the number of protests

met with authority intervention as well as a decrease in the

number of fatalities related to protests (Kishi et al., 2021).

Social psychological models identify three key psychological

antecedents for participating in protests. First, a sense of shared

identity (see Tajfel and Turner, 1979), an identification with a

relevant group (e.g., Drury and Reicher, 2000; van Zomeren

et al., 2008). The shared identification could for example be as

a minority community member, a woman, a union member,

or an environmentalist. Second, perceived collective injustice,

illegitimacy and collective anger as a result of inequalities (e.g.,

Runciman, 1966; Walker and Smith, 2002; Drury and Reicher,

2005; van Zomeren et al., 2008; Becker et al., 2011). The

perceived collective injustice can be in relation to one’s own

group, or in solidarity with another group (e.g., Subašić et al.,

2008). Last, collective efficacy beliefs, a sense of control, agency,

strength, and collective effectiveness to challenge the existing

power relations predict participation in collective action (e.g.,

Klandermans, 1984; van Zomeren et al., 2004; Blackwood and

Louis, 2012). Even though most models of collective action

participation contain the three key variables identification,

injustice, and efficacy, they differ in whether they treat identity

as a predictor (e.g., SIMCA see van Zomeren et al., 2008, or

SIRDE see Grant et al., 2015) or as an outcome (e.g., EMSICA

see Thomas et al., 2012, or the Normative Alignment Model see

Thomas et al., 2009).

We argue that disasters can offset or increase already existing

perceived group-based injustice (e.g., Templeton et al., 2020),

create a shared social identity (e.g., Cocking et al., 2009; Drury

et al., 2009), as well create or increase perceived collective
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efficacy (e.g., Drury et al., 2016) through a perception that

“we” can be effectful in toppling the power or changing power

relations (e.g., changing policy around cladding, increasing

transparency in state communication, or shifting the political

governance). Increased identification from shared injustice

has been emphasized elsewhere both broadly in terms of

sharing minority membership or victimhood (see e.g., rejection-

identification model by Branscombe et al., 1999) as well as in

the disaster literature in terms of common fate (e.g., Drury

et al., 2009). Shared injustice can emerge from interaction with

others in the same context leading to a shared perception of

grievance or injustice resulting in the emergence of a shared

identity (e.g., Thomas et al., 2012). As outlined in Figure 1,

we suggest that a disaster context can enhance the antecedents

for collective action and consequently increase the chances of

protests occurring.

Most protests aim to fight perceived societal injustice or

inequality, seeking justice or truth. Similarly, most disasters

(see examples below) contain societal injustice and inequality

in terms of lack of preparation, support, and management in

the response and after phase. We argue that the disaster context

creates conditions where the collective action predictors are

enhanced through exposed, emerged, or increased perceived

injustice. To illustrate the relationship between disasters and

protests, and the core function of social injustice and/or power

imbalance (right to control the narrative) we will discuss a few

disasters that have been followed by protests.

Disasters followed by
protests—Demonstrating the link
through enhanced perceived injustice

After the Hurricane Katrina disaster, in and around the

city of New Orleans in the US, in August 2005, several

grassroot movements and social movements emerged along with

mobilization for existing movements. These movements were

mainly focusing on creating a community, while emphasizing

inequalities, injustice and restrictions to human rights (Luft,

2009). The relation between systemic injustice and disaster

was particularly evident as poorer areas, with a majority Black

population, were affected more during the disaster than richer

(Whiter) areas. Additionally, while people with more financial

funds could both prepare for and acquire disaster support, the

authorities responded very late with disaster support and relief

to the poorer areas. The late response led to people having to find

resources and materials to survive where available, for example

from shops, which in turn led to them being described as

looters and criminals by somemedia outlets (Tierney et al., 2006;

Solnit, 2009). For at least 2 years after Hurricane Katrina there

were protests, against social injustice, on Gretna Bridge—where

the police stopped people from evacuating the disaster area

(Heldman, 2010). Furthermore, The People’s Hurricane Relief

Fund organized a demonstration in December 2005 with a

focus on human rights and the right to return (Luft, 2009).

Even though the area was marginalized before the hurricane,

it can be suggested that the disaster enhanced the perceived

injustice as well as social identification predicting subsequent

protest participation.

Compared to the rapid onset of hurricane Katrina, the

Bangkok floods of 2011 in Thailand was a slow onset disaster

- the government had a period of about 3 months for

disaster management and preparation (Marks et al., 2020).

The government decided to protect the inner city by building

floodwalls, resulting in outer areas of the city being worse

off than if the water had been allowed to flow freely (Marks

et al., 2020). In the case of the Bangkok floods, there was, as

with Hurricane Katrina, a clear difference in the government’s

treatment of the rich (inner city) and poor (outer city) areas,

demonstrating flood injustice and societal inequality. Based on

the social injustice, non-violent protests emerged from about 20

communities outside the floodwall (Marks et al., 2020). Hence,

the disaster, through government action and social injustice,

created a context where the collective action predictors could

flourish, and protesters demanded that the government should

see and treat them as citizens of Bangkok as well as question the

right of defining justice.

In addition to social injustice in terms of resources, there

are also protests linked to the power imbalance in terms of

who controls the information and narrative which in turn can

create conditions for emergence or enhancing of the collective

action predictors of perceived injustice, social identity, and

collective efficacy. For example, after the horrific events at

the Hillsborough stadium where 96 people lost their lives the

victims’ families were campaigning to seek truth and justice for

the victims (Cronin, 2017). For 27 years the fans were blamed

for causing the crush, before it was acknowledged that the police

had lied and kept pushing the lie. Similarly, on the 11th March

2004, four bombs went off on trains inMadrid, killing 192 people

and leaving many others injured (Flesher Fominaya, 2011).

After the disaster, the government was quick to blame ETA

(Euskadi Ta Askatasuna) even though there was information

pointing elsewhere. The government lies and coverup were

perceived to be in relation to the upcoming political election due

3 days later, demonstrating the power imbalance and right to

control the narrative. The day before the election, protests and

flash mobs called M-13 occurred. These protests were mainly

fuelled by the perception that the government, still blaming

ETA, was withholding the truth about the bombings, and were

involved in a media blackout (Flesher Fominaya, 2011). Activists

protested in front of the ruling party’s headquarter in Madrid,

and quickly grew to become 3,000–5,000 in the crowd. Later

that night, protests emerged in other cities across Spain. In

both Hillsborough and the Madrid bombing, it can be argued

that the government and authorities created a power imbalance

by controlling the narrative, which in turn elicited a sense

Frontiers in Political Science 04 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2022.836420
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Vestergren et al. 10.3389/fpos.2022.836420

of shared collective injustice, solidarity and cohesion, anger,

and empowerment.

In 2011 an earthquake-triggered tsunami caused a shut-

down of the cooling systems at Fukushima nuclear plants

in Japan, causing a meltdown in three of the plant’s six

reactors. The tsunami killed 20 000 people (Ikegami, 2012)

and devastated coastal towns, shut down business and

communication (Funabashi and Kitazawa, 2012). On the

backend of this, the Fukushima meltdown caused more than

300 000 people to be evacuated, and many of them faced

not being able to return home for a very long time (Aldrich,

2013). There was already an existing anti-nuclear movement in

Japan, however, the disaster prompted more people to question

the lack of peoples’ influence on policy. Hence, the disaster

mobilized further support for the anti-nuclear movement while

also creating an emerging movement where citizens started

measuring the radiation on their own devices as well as

organizing marches and protests outside the PM’s home and

the national parliament (Ikegami, 2012; Aldrich, 2013). The

mobilization of the anti-nuclear movement and people’s science

movement stemmed from discontent with the government’s

handling of the disaster, lack of transparency, misinformation

and suppression of both information and data (Ikegami, 2012;

Aldrich, 2013). Once again it was not the disaster itself that

caused the protests but rather the government’s handling of

the disaster along with spreading lies and misinformation that

created conditions for protests and collective action to emerge.

The events described above have in common the features of

social injustice and inequality, and state inaction and mistrust

(power imbalance). They have a narrative of group-based

injustice, distinct outgroups (indicating shared identity) as well

as shared social group membership as victims or survivors.

Hence, it is not the disaster itself that mobilizes various

protest movements—it is the lack of preparation, response and

management from the authorities and other state actors that

provide a platform for the three key predictors (shared identity,

group-based injustice, collective efficacy) of collective action

to emerge or accelerate. Thus, we suggest that during and

post-disaster protests share similar patterns with non-disaster

protests in terms of social-psychological predictors. However,

disasters are likely to accelerate and amplify those predictors

(identity, injustice, and efficacy) through state inaction and

unjust interventions. In the next section we will discuss how

protests can be understood in the context of the global pandemic

COVID-19 using the proposed model of disasters and collective

action (see Figure 1).

Protests and social injustice during
the COVID-19 pandemic: “We are
not in the same boat!”

It is expected that people will take collective action and

participate in protests for causes that resonate with their

values and worldview during the COVID-19 as in other times.

However, compared to non-pandemic times, with the COVID-

19 global lockdowns and stay at home restrictions people

had more time to spend on social media (e.g., Grant and

Smith, 2021). The increased time on social media increased the

exposure to messages highlighting social inequalities (Ramsden,

2020; Grant and Smith, 2021). The exposure to social inequalities

via social media during the pandemic might increase people’s

sense of perceived injustice and illegitimacy, in turn, collective

anger (e.g., Wlodarczyk et al., 2017). Importantly, protests are

useful in raising awareness (e.g., Bugden, 2020) as well as

mobilizing and motivating people in other places to take similar

action (e.g., Drury et al., 2020), providing an opportunity for

more people to get involved (Ramsden, 2020). Seeing others take

action, or when there is a perception of many taking action has

an impact on the perceived collective efficacy (e.g., Haugestad

et al., 2021). Furthermore, the more people that join, the more

inclusive the shared category gets, which allows for more people

to identify with the group and the causes (Louis et al., 2016).

Hence, some elements of the pandemic might have allowed for

increased mobilization and collective action activity through

exposure to the common predictors of collective action (identity,

injustice, efficacy; van Zomeren et al., 2008).

During the pandemic, several areas of protest causes have

been observed. For example, BLM protests2 have been a

recurring feature worldwide during the pandemic. Similarly,

anti-lockdown protests have been reported from various

countries such as Italy3, Germany and France4, and the US5 to

name a few. The pandemic exposed already existing unequal

societal systems, and increased inequalities further in already

marginalized communities (Templeton et al., 2020). Iacoella

et al. (2021) argues that in the US, counties with existing

high inequality were more likely to experience protests in

relation to negative consequences of the pandemic.Marginalized

communities are often characterized by an existing lack of trust

in governmental measures (see Williams, 1998; Murphy and

Cherney, 2017). Additionally, enforcement of strict pandemic

measures, leading to increase in protest, hit marginalized

communities hardest as they lack financial and social buffers,

hence restrictions limit their access to basic survival means

(Iacoella et al., 2021). People that lost their jobs or had other

financial issues because of the pandemic were found to be

more likely to participate in the BLM protests, through a wider

framework of opposing inequality and police brutality (Arora,

2020). Furthermore, of their surveyed participants, Arora (2020)

found that 52% had been affected negatively financially by the

2 https://www.cntraveler.com/gallery/black-lives-matter-protests-

around-the-world

3 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-54701042

4 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/02/latest-

coronavirus-lockdowns-spark-protests-across-europe

5 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-us-canada-52344540

Frontiers in Political Science 05 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2022.836420
https://www.cntraveler.com/gallery/black-lives-matter-protests-around-the-world
https://www.cntraveler.com/gallery/black-lives-matter-protests-around-the-world
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-54701042
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/02/latest-coronavirus-lockdowns-spark-protests-across-europe
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/02/latest-coronavirus-lockdowns-spark-protests-across-europe
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-us-canada-52344540
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Vestergren et al. 10.3389/fpos.2022.836420

pandemic. In terms of ethnicity, 69% of black participants,

compared to 46% of white participants, reported financial

hardship caused by the pandemic. Although all participants

agreed with the wider cause of the protests (i.e., racial injustice),

Arora (2020) emphasized that the pandemic was the factor

that made them take to the streets. Hence, the management

of and response to the COVID-19 pandemic increased the

perceived collective injustice, anger, as well as solidarity leading

to mobilization for various protests and collective actions. It

should be acknowledged that the media, police, and authorities’

responses, and safety for protestors, differ with the impact of

White privilege. Hence, different responses from the media,

police, and authorities to BLM vs. for example anti-lockdown

protests are likely based on structural racial injustices andWhite

privilege. The injustice and privilege can create differences to the

mobilization process as well as feelings of efficacy and safety of

these protests. Relatedly, social injustices and inequalities have

increased or been made more visible through the COVID-19

pandemic (Templeton et al., 2020; Iacoella et al., 2021) making

the injustice and privilege more transparent.

The worldwide BLM protests, after the killing of George

Floyd (May 25th 2020), coincided with the early stages of

global outbreak and enforcement of national measures to try

to manage the transmission of the corona virus (SARS-CoV-

2). During the week after the killing of George Floyd more

than 8,700 protests were recorded across 74 countries (Kishi

and Jones, 2020). In total in the US, over 10 600 protests were

recorded between 24th May and 22nd August 2020 (Kishi and

Jones, 2020). In line with general patterns of protest, more

than 90% of the protests were peaceful (Kishi and Jones, 2020).

In America, 11 Americans were killed while participating in

political protests, 9 of these were from BLM and 2 from pro-

Trump protests, and an additional 14 were killed in related

events (Beckett, 2020). The legitimacy of the protests during the

pandemic became the subject of heated discussions. On the one

hand, the protests were described as events that accelerated the

spread of the coronavirus and were discussed as a public health

threat (see Section Protests and virus spread—Delegitimization

of protesting social injustice?). On the other hand, governments

and state actors (e.g., police) were accused of attacking the

right to protest by using lockdowns and pandemic measures as

excuses to clamp down on protesters.

The global spread of the virus with accompanying measures

to reduce viral transmission put public health and public

welfare (societal inequality) at odds. The restrictions to reduce

viral spread affected people’s perceived freedom of movement,

assembly, and expression. “New” legislation to protect public

health also provided authorities with more ground to strike

down on protests (Kampmark, 2020). For example, in the

UK during the early stages of the pandemic (until the

end of May 2020) assemblies outdoors of more than three

people were unlawful, it was later changed to allowing six

people to gather (Kampmark, 2020). Similarly, in New South

Wales, Australia, police tried to block demonstrations and

threatened potential protesters with fines for breaching health

orders, based on the argument (without evidence) that BLM

protests had led to high infection rates (Kontominas, 2020).

Drawing on the restrictions in mobility allowing only “essential

activity” police in both the US (NCAC, 2020) and Australia

(O’Sullivan, 2020) dispersed or fined protesters even though

they were socially distancing (e.g., being inside their cars).

The added public health legislation might also be a factor

in police use of force during protests. In 2020 the US

authorities intervened in 9% of all protests, compared to 2%

in 2019 (Kishi and Jones, 2020). It should also be noted that

authorities intervened in 9% of all BLM protests in the US,

compared to 2% for other protests, with 5% of BLM protests

being met with force compared to <1% for other protests

(Kishi and Jones, 2020). This disproportionality, in turn, can

further fuel the perception of inequality and societal and

racial injustice.

To sum up, inaction and failures by governments to

manage the pandemic have functioned to increase existing social

injustice, thereby fuelling protests (Kishi et al., 2021) during

the COVID-19 pandemic. This is complementary with our

argument that previous (pre-COVID) disaster-related protests

are triggered not by the destructive impact of nature, but the

unequal and ineffective responses by governments creating a

platform for the predictors of collective action (see Figure 1).

Moreover, in disaster-related protests before and during the

COVID-19 people share and enact their social identities around

a narrative of social injustice and inequalities. In the next,

and final section, we address how disaster characteristics can

be used to attempt to delegitimize protest causes, actions

and movements.

Protests and virus
spread—Delegitimization of
protesting social injustice?

During the pandemic, protests around the world, such as

BLM protests in the US, farmer resistance in India, protests

against violence toward women in the UK, and Bogaziçi

resistance in Turkey were subject to heavy-handed policing

or police brutality, justified by citing COVID-19 pandemic

and health measures (e.g., Stott et al., 2021). Media as

well as politicians and others took part in suppressing and

delegitimizing social justice protests during the pandemic

using arguments of viral transmission rates. However, when

exploring the evidence for viral transmission during protests,

the picture becomes different to that painted by state

actors, media and opposers to the protest causes (e.g.,

Kampmark, 2020).

Frontiers in Political Science 06 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2022.836420
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Vestergren et al. 10.3389/fpos.2022.836420

One strong proponent of the argument that protests

increased viral transmission (without evidence) was the

media. For example, the Herald Sun (Australia) blamed

the BLM protests for the spike in infections (Tavan,

2020). When it was later shown that there were no new

infections related to the protests the accusation changed

to the argument that protests encouraged people to come

out of their homes—consequently spreading the virus (it

was later shown that the spike was related to companies

failing to report positive cases within employee groups)

(Tavan, 2020). Social injustice and White privilege can also

be seen in the media reporting. For example, BLM protests

attracted media and politicians’ attention in relation to

increasing the spread, whereas mainly White anti-lockdown

protests did not. This pattern was seen in most Northern

American and Western European countries indicating that

the perceived viral spread is related to structural injustices

and privileges6.

In relation to the BLM protests, it has been argued that

there is no clear evidence of a protest-related increase in the

transmission of the coronavirus (Berger, 2020). There have

even been suggestions that the large BLM protests resulted in

a decrease in viral transmission (e.g., Dave et al., 2021a). The

lack of viral transmission during protests was linked to protests

being held outdoors, often in sunny weather, and in a context

where most people were wearing masks and physically moving

(Berger, 2020). Using cell-phone data and coronavirus data to

assess the viral transmission in relation to BLM protests in

large cities in the US, Dave et al. (2021a) suggests that the viral

transmission and the growth of the virus, for 35 days post-

protests (measured in 242 cities), decreased. They explain the

decrease though protesters mainly adhering to mask-wearing

and socially distancing coupled with expected behaviors the

protesters would have engaged in if not protesting (e.g., meeting

up in restaurants or other indoor areas etc.). In cities where

there were large protests, indoor venues (e.g., restaurants and

smaller shops) closed, and locals not involved in the protests

stayed at home rather than going about with their normal day-

to-day behaviors which would have been riskier in terms of

viral spread. Furthermore, Dave et al. (2021a) noted that in

the surrounding areas of the cities with protests, there were no

increase in the viral spread—hence, the BLM protest, as well

as other protests with similar features, cannot be considered as

super-spreader events, or even spreader events. Hence, as the

evidence points in an opposite direction to state and others’

arguments, we can only postulate the reason for the persisting

narrative of spread and endangering the population. A similar

6 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/07/black-lives-

matter-protests-risk-spreading-covid19-says-matt-hancock

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jul/22/trump-

coronavirus-briefing-black-lives-matter-protests

tactic has been used previously against social justice protests to

delegitimize movement and movement participants (e.g., Tekin

andDrury, 2021b).Misrepresentation of disaster properties have

been used politically to delegitimize causes and movements.

Themisrepresentation of disaster properties, such as accusations

of viral spread, can increase social injustice as well as be

damaging to collective engagement and community resilience

and recovery, creating divisions rather than solidarity during

and after disasters.

However, some protests (or collective events) have been

found to increase viral transmission. Anti-lockdown protests

in Germany (“hygiene demo”) increased the viral transmission

across the protesters’ residential areas post-protests (Lange and

Monscheuer, 2021). Lange and Monscheuer (2021) explain

the increase in viral transmission through the protesters (e.g.,

COVID-deniers) being less likely to adhere to protective

health measures. Similarly, in mid-August 2020, about 500

000 motorcycle enthusiasts gathered in Sturgis, South Dakota,

US for a motorcycle rally. Dave et al. (2021b) found that the

event was mainly characterized by non-mask wearing and non-

adherence to other protective guidelines, as well as a general

opposition to the pandemic “we’re being human once again.

Fuck that COVID-shit” (p. 770). Through cell-phone data, Dave

et al. (2021b) found that indoor venues such as restaurants

in the area had an increase in customers by 30–90%. In

the month following the rally, viral transmission and positive

COVID-19 cases increased substantially in the counties with

large numbers of rally participants. Again, there needs to be

attention to the difference in reporting between BLM protests

on one side and the anti-lockdown protests and Sturgis rally

on the other. It can be argued that once again there is an issue

with privilege and systemic injustice, blaming one movement

but not another.

A key difference between the events described above (BLM,

“hygiene demo” and the Sturgis rally) is the behavioral norms

within the groups. During the BLM protests, most participants

were wearing masks and socially distanced (Berger, 2020; Dave

et al., 2021a). Conversely, during the German anti-lockdown

protest as well as the Sturgis rally, the crowd was mainly

characterized by opposition to COVID-measures, as well as

lack of mask wearing and social distancing (Dave et al.,

2021b; Lange and Monscheuer, 2021). In crowd events such

as protests and rallies a shared social identity often emerges

(e.g., Reicher, 1984). The social identity, shared with other

protest participants, provides us with definitions of possible and

appropriate conduct, and enables people to act collectively in

normative ways according to ingroup norms (see Drury and

Reicher, 2000; Neville et al., 2021). When a social identity

is salient, people will view themselves as a member of that

group identity and act according to the identity norms and

values. Hence, if part of your social identity is to oppose

COVID-restriction, or deny the very existence of COVID-19,
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then you are less likely to take protective measures while in

the protest context of anti-lockdown measures. Conversely, if

part of your identity is to protect vulnerable or minoritized

people/populations such as the BLMprotests (or climate protests

which are also characterized by protective measures7,8,9), then

you may be more likely to wear a mask and keep social distance

during the protest. Importantly, based on the studies provided

above, although still very limited in numbers, and the social

identity framework of protest participation (see e.g., Drury and

Reicher, 2000; Vestergren et al., 2019) we argue that protests with

norms of protective behaviors (e.g., mask wearing and social

distancing) are unlikely to become “super-spreader” events, or

even spreader events. However, if a group norm is to oppose

all COVID-19 protective measures, then the protest has a great

potential to contribute to widespread viral transmission due to

participants acting according to the group norms. Consequently,

protests in themselves should not be seen as “super-spreaders”—

contextual factors and the salient social identity (with ingroup

values and norms that guide behavior) determine whether a

protest increases or decreases the spread of the coronavirus.

Importantly, as demonstrated through the examples of protests,

understanding dimensions of social identity content, such as

shared norms can facilitate in harnessing the power of the

collective and aid in community recovery and resilience during

and after disasters. However, indiscriminately accusing protests

of, for example, endangering the population risks delegitimizing

the movement, the movement participants, and also the cause of

the movement which in turn can increase social injustice.

Conclusion

Disaster-related protests follow the same pattern of

social psychological predictors as non-disaster protests.

However, disasters are likely to accelerate and amplify those

predictors through state inaction making already disadvantaged

groups and areas even more disadvantaged (see Figure 1). As

disasters often contains the prerequisites for collective action

participation—maybe the question that should be asked next

is “why do protests not occur after disasters?”. One potential

factor to the lack of disaster-related protests could be the need

to prioritize the cooperation route (see e.g., Cocking et al., 2009;

Drury et al., 2009) to ensure one self ’s and others’ survival.

However, we argue that due to the likelihood of an increase in

number and severity of disasters due to the climate crisis (e.g.,

Van Aalst, 2006; Benevolenza and DeRigne, 2019), we need

7 https://grist.org/climate/despite-Covid-19-young-people-resume-

global-climate-strikes/

8 https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-fridays-for-future-�f-Covid-

19-pandemic-climate-strike/a-56911641

9 https://www.france24.com/en/20200925-masks-up-emissions-

down-as-climate-demos-restart

more research on the link between disasters and protest such as

protesters’ understanding of a protest during a disaster vs. after

a disaster to further understand the components of mobilization

and resilience.

Slettebak (2013) notes that a storm (or other mass-event)

is only a storm until it has human consequences/costs, then

it becomes a disaster. The COVID-19 pandemic has become

highly politicized (Kishi and Jones, 2020) and through exposing

and accelerating social inequalities, the pandemic offered more

opportunities to exposure and mobilization to movements.

Even though it has been widely argued that protests are

“super-spreaders,” this argument cannot be generalized to all

protests, and risks delegitimizing movements and causes as well

as creating divisions. Protestors or people and their actions

affected by the disasters are often blamed or criminalized,

delegitimizing their aims and actions, for example by blaming

them for virus spread or portraying them as looters. The

influence of third-party narratives (e.g., media, politicians)

need to be explored to address the way they might hinder

community recovery after disasters by delegitimizing (and

sometimes criminalizing) the victims, movements, and societal

causes leading to increased social injustice. Future research

should focus on how these systemic injustices occur and how

people take action to fight them or survive in an unjust system

amplified by poorly managed disasters. For example, focus

on the kind of strategies people use for public safety and

seeking justice.

Finally, a limitation with the proposed model (Figure 1)

as with most collective action models is the lack of holistic

dynamic application. For example, SIMCA (van Zomeren et al.,

2008) and SIRDE (e.g., Grant et al., 2015) treat identity as a

predictor, and EMSICA (Thomas et al., 2012) and the Normative

Alignment Model (Thomas et al., 2009) treat identity as an

outcome. However, identity function both as a predictor for

mobilization as well as an outcome of that mobilization. In the

case of perceived injustice, on the one hand, identity can be

an outcome of a sense of shared grievance, on the other, our

sense of collective grievance is based on who we think we are

(identity). One model that attempts to emphasize a dynamic

nature of identity and how it is re-assessed and negotiated based

on the everchanging social context is Elaborated Social Identity

Model of Crowd Behavior (ESIM; e.g., Stott and Reicher, 1998;

Drury and Reicher, 2000). Following suggestions for a need

of more dynamic identity theorizing (e.g., Cammaerts, 2021),

applications of the proposed model should therefore attempt to

account for the dynamic interrelations between the variables,

as well as the dynamic social context to capture the dynamic

processes of interrelations between the variables.

To sum up, this conceptual piece has argued for an

elaborated model of collective action and disasters, emphasizing

the link of social injustice between disasters and protests, while

also addressed how misinterpretations of disaster properties can

damage the movement, community recovery and increase social
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injustice. As a result of the climate crisis, we can expect an

increase in both the number and severity of disasters globally,

resulting in further social, ecological, and economical injustice,

and consequently increase in protests and collective actions.

A key for future research in social movements and collective

actions should be how to harness the collective for social

change and community resilience and recovery in the context

of climate crisis.
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