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Abstract

The wave of sit-ins that swept through the American South in the spring of 1960 transformed the struggle for racial equality. This episode is widely cited in the literature on social movements, but the debate over its explanation remains unresolved—partly because previous research has relied on case studies of a few large cities. We use event-history analysis to trace the diffusion of sit-ins throughout the South and to compare cities where sit-ins occurred with the majority of cities where they did not. We assess the relative importance of three channels of diffusion: movement organizations, social networks, and news media. We find that movement organizations played an important role in orchestrating protest; what mattered was a cadre of activists rather than mass membership. There is little evidence that social networks acted as a channel for diffusion between cities. By contrast, news media were crucial for conveying information about protest elsewhere. In addition, we demonstrate that sit-ins were most likely where there were many college students, where the adult community had greater resources and autonomy, and where political opportunities were more favorable. 

The wave of sit-ins that swept through the American South in the spring of 1960 transformed the struggle for racial equality. Sociological investigation began within months of the first protest (Laue 1966; Oppenheimer 1963; Searles and Williams 1962; Wehr 1960), and the sit-ins have become an exemplary case in the literature on social movements (Killian 1984; McAdam 1982, 1983; McAdam and Sewell 2001; Morris 1981, 1984; Oberschall 1973, 1989; Piven and Cloward 1977; Polletta 1998). Despite the amount of research devoted to the sit-ins, there is no agreed explanation for why they occurred. Some sociologists (e.g., Morris 1981, 1984) argue that movement organizations, especially the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), played the crucial role of coordinating and mobilizing protest. Others (e.g., Killian 1984; Oberschall 1989) contend that the wave was spontaneous, with college students in various cities adopting this novel form of protest because they were inspired by the actions of students elsewhere. Previous research has not compared the cities swept up in the wave with the more numerous cities that remained untouched.

In this article, we provide a systematic and comprehensive investigation of the diffusion of sit-ins throughout the South in the spring of 1960. We assess the relative importance of three channels of diffusion—movement organizations, social networks, and news media—and identify the characteristics of a city that made protest more likely. Event-history analysis is used to predict the onset of sit-in campaigns in the ten weeks following the initial event in Greensboro, North Carolina. This day-by-day analysis encompasses 334 cities. In addition, we scrutinize qualitative evidence on the process of diffusion and analyze coverage in four newspapers.

Our findings offer a new and complex explanation for the diffusion of sit-ins. Movement organizations did play a role in orchestrating the sit-ins, though the role was not as significant as some have argued. The organization with the greatest impact was actually the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) rather than SCLC. Membership of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) had no discernible effect. There is surprisingly little evidence that social networks acted as a channel for diffusion between cities. By contrast, news media were crucial. Protesters recalled first learning about sit-ins in other cities from newspaper, radio, or television. Event-history analysis demonstrates that protest tended to follow the newspaper circulation network. Moreover, the impact of sit-ins in other cities diminished with distance in a similar way to newspaper coverage of events elsewhere. Along with these finding on diffusion, we confirm that college students led the protest, and that protest was more likely in cities where the black community had greater resources and autonomy and where political opportunities were more favorable.

These findings have important lessons for the literature on social movements. Attention has recently focused on the factors determining news coverage of protest events, demonstrating that newspapers cannot be treated as an unbiased sample of events (e.g., Maney and Oliver 2001; Myers and Caniglia 2004; Smith et al. 2001). But few studies examine whether actual reports of protest can inspire further acts of protest elsewhere. By combining quantitative analysis of protest events and of newspaper coverage, we demonstrate how the media can inadvertently propagate a protest wave (see also Koopmans and Olzak 2004).

We begin by sketching the course of events and reviewing scholarship on the sit-ins. From these studies and the wider literature on social movements and collective action, we develop hypotheses to explain the diffusion of protest. We outline the method and data for the event-history analysis and then present the results. To complement the results, we analyze the pattern of newspaper coverage and scrutinize qualitative evidence on the process of diffusion. The conclusion draws implications for future research.

The sit-ins of 1960

With hindsight we tend to perceive a Civil Rights movement emerging after WWII and building inexorably to a crescendo in the mid 1960s. This conventional narrative conceals discontinuities and critical moments of rapid mobilization (Carson 1986; McAdam and Sewell 2001). In fact, activists faced a bleak situation at the end of the 1950s. The NAACP had won a landmark legal ruling in Brown, but the main effect was to provoke massive resistance by white southerners to school desegregation (Klarman 1994). The organization itself was outlawed in Alabama. The achievements of SCLC—which had emerged from the victorious bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama—were also disappointing. Its major campaign for voter registration, the ‘Crusade for Citizenship,’ floundered. In 1958 Ella Baker, overseeing the campaign, feared that “we are losing the initiative in the civil rights struggle” (Fairclough 2001:240). This changed dramatically in the spring of 1960.

On February 1, four freshmen from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical (A&T) College in Greensboro occupied the lunch counter of Woolworth’s after being refused service. The protest was repeated, with increasing numbers of students, on the following days (Chafe 1980; Wolff 1970). This form of protest, soon known as a ‘sit in,’ was not new. It can be traced back to 1943, when a handful of CORE activists occupied a Chicago restaurant that refused service to blacks (Meier and Rudwick 1973). In the 1950s there were several sit-ins in the South, though these were tentative tests rather than concerted campaigns, and did not spread to other cities (Morris 1984). A wave of sit-ins in 1958 began in Wichita, Kansas, and spread south to Oklahoma City and three other cities in Oklahoma (Eick 2002; Graves 1981; Luper 1979). These sit-ins were initiated by local NAACP Youth Councils, and conducted primarily by students from high school. Protest was sustained over many months, and eventually succeeded in forcing several downtown lunch counters to serve blacks. Although NAACP’s national leadership had initially opposed the sit-ins, the organization subsequently highlighted these victories at the annual convention and in pages of its magazine in 1959. There is surprisingly little evidence linking these previous events with Greensboro. The four freshmen who started the protest disclaimed any prior knowledge of events in Oklahoma (Warren 1965:360).

The sit-ins in Greensboro inspired blacks in other cities to adopt this form of protest. After a week, sit-ins began elsewhere in North Carolina; soon the wave of protest surged into other states. Figure 1 traces the course of this wave in the South (including Maryland, Kentucky, and West Virginia along with the states of the former Confederacy). Within two months of the initial event in Greensboro, sit-ins had been staged in every southern state except Mississippi. In each city, protest typically began with students occupying seats at downtown lunch counters of ‘five and dime’ stores, disrupting the business; this often led to confrontation with the police or hostile whites. Sit-ins were accompanied by established forms of protest such as picketing, boycotts, and demonstrations. Although these campaigns extended over many months, the spread of sit-ins to new cities declined by the end of the spring leaving most cities untouched—primarily because conditions in those cities were not conducive to protest.

[Figure 1 about here]
The consequences of this protest wave can hardly be overstated. The sit-ins mobilized tens of thousands of blacks (and hundreds of whites), and created a new movement organization, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). In many cities, the sit-ins forced white leaders to negotiate, and eventually broke the taboo against interracial dining. Nashville was one of the first major cities to succumb, in May 1960. While civil rights advocates had been relying primarily on litigation and organization building, such tangible victories elevated protest as the central strategy of the movement in the years to follow. The impact of the sit-ins was not only confined to African Americans; SNCC proved influential for the white New Left and other social movements (Carson 1981). As Morris puts it, the sit-ins were the “origins of a decade of disruption” (1984:195).

How to explain these events—especially how to explain the rapid diffusion of protest among cities—has been vigorously debated by scholars of social movements. The debate has been framed as one of spontaneity versus organization. College students themselves used a narrative of spontaneity, which signified “independence from adult leadership, urgency, local initiative, and action by moral imperative” (Polletta 1998: 138). This narrative, shared by contemporary observers (e.g., Constable 1960; Lomax 1960), was developed in subsequent sociological analyses (e.g., Piven and Cloward 1977). Morris (1981, 1984) challenged the notion that the sit-ins developed spontaneously, arguing instead that they “grew out of pre-existing institutions and organizational forms” (1981:744). The most important of these institutions was the network of activist churches linked together by SCLC; “sit-ins were largely organized at the movement churches, rather than on the campuses” (Morris 1981:757). Morris’ account was in turn challenged by Killian (1984) and Oberschall (1989), who argued that it overestimated the role of established leaders and underestimated conflict between them and student activists. This debate is not only about what happened in 1960 because it has crucial theoretical implications. Spontaneity fit the older theory of collective behavior, and is also compatible with rational choice theory (Oberschall 1989). By contrast, an emphasis on pre-existing organization dovetails with solidarity/mobilization theories, which continue to dominate scholarship on social movements (see also McAdam 1982).

The debate over how to explain the sit-ins has yet to be resolved. Moreover, previous research has been limited by substantial methodological problems. The first problem is selection on the dependent variable. Research has focused entirely on cities with sit-ins—and predominantly on a few large cities like Nashville and Tallahassee. By contrast, the majority of cities where no protest occurred are ignored.
 No comparison has been undertaken to identify what differentiated cities with sit-ins from those without.
 The second problem is the contradictory biases of qualitative evidence—contemporary testimony and retrospective interviews—on the role of movement organizations. On one hand, black protesters faced powerful incentives to emphasize local initiative to avoid charges of being led astray by ‘outside agitators’ (Killian 1984:783). In Charlotte, North Carolina, for example, local leaders disavowed any contact with groups like CORE (Oppenheimer 1963:177, 180; Polletta 1998). On the other hand, when it became apparent that the sit-ins had reinvigorated the movement against racial oppression, leaders had powerful incentives to magnify their own role in organizing protest. These biases exacerbate the difficulties of interpreting qualitative evidence (see also Carson 1986).

Previous research has considered diffusion, showing that sit-ins tended to occur earlier in places closer to Greensboro (Laue 1966; McAdam 1982; Morris 1981; Oppenheimer 1963; Orum 1972). But this research overlooks the majority of cities which remained untouched by sit-ins. It also fails to separate geographical distance from social differences; the Upper South was much less repressive than the Deep South. We overcome these problems by using an event-history model of diffusion (Strang and Tuma 1993). This method has been used to analyze strikes, riots, and campus protest (Conell and Cohn 1995; Myers 1997, 2000; Olzak, Beasley, and Olivier 2003; Soule 1997), as well as organizational founding (Conell and Voss 1990; Hedström 1994; Hedström, Sandell, and Stern 2000) and repressive violence (Beck and Tolnay 1990; Tolnay, Beck, and Deane 1996). Event-history analysis allows us to simultaneously analyze where sit-ins occurred, when they occurred, and how they spread from one city to another. This analysis can be buttressed by scrutinizing qualitative evidence on the process of diffusion. By combining these methods, we hope to explain why sit-ins multiplied so rapidly across the South after February 1.

THEORY AND hypotheses
For potential explanations, we draw widely from the literature on collective protest. The wave of sit-ins in the spring of 1960 resembled other episodes where confrontational protest spreads rapidly. Participants and observers used metaphors such as “fever,” “contagion,” and “grass fire,” just as they have in other protest waves (Oppenheimer 1964; Polletta 1998; Southern Regional Council 1960; Walzer 1960). There was clearly a process of positive feedback (Biggs 2003, 2005): blacks in one city initiated sit-ins because others elsewhere, beginning with Greensboro, had done so. For the vast majority of protesters, the sit-in was a novel form of protest (and eating places that denied service to blacks were a novel target); it was not part of the existing repertoire of contention (Tilly 1977, 1995). In the initial months there was no proof that the sit-ins would ultimately achieve success. But as the sit-ins spread, the fact that so many protesters were hopeful of success inspired blacks in other cities to initiate sit-ins. “For the Negroes, this rapid growth did a great deal to enhance its hope of victory,” recalled William Peace (1962:101), a student at Raleigh’s Shaw University.

In outline, this abstract characterization of the process should not be controversial. The question is how exactly it occurred. What were the most important ‘channels’ of diffusion: movement organizations, social networks, or news media? The term ‘channel’ is most appropriate for the media, which could provide a conduit for information about protest events elsewhere. Organizations, by contrast, could actively coordinate protest and exhort their members to take part. With this qualification, we believe that the trichotomy covers the major potential explanations for diffusion. Networks and organizations are often treated together under the heading of ‘relational’ diffusion (see McAdam and Rucht 1993), but it is worth distinguishing between the social networks of ordinary life (relatives, friends, co-workers) and the networks created intentionally by movement activists to further their goals. The trichotomy of organizations, networks, and media provides our first three explanatory hypotheses.

The central point of contention in the literature on the sit-ins is the role of movement organizations. Consistent with resource mobilization and political process theories, Morris (1981) and McAdam (1982) argue that organization was a precondition of protest. The presence of a movement organization in a city provided a cadre of activists who could orchestrate protest. Local activists could be directly inspired by protest occurring elsewhere. Alternatively, an organization’s leaders could coordinate or encourage local activists to initiate protest. In 1960, NAACP was by far the strongest movement organization, with branch membership comprising in impressive 1.5% of the urban black population. NAACP also organized separate College Chapters and Youth Councils. SCLC, by contrast, did not recruit individual members; it was really a ‘meso-level network’ (Hedström et al. 2000) of activist ministers. CORE had few Chapters in the South, but it had the greatest previous experience with the sit-in tactic (CORE 1960). This diversity of organizations means that we can ask not only whether movement organizations orchestrated protest, but also which type of organization was most significant. Some scholars argue that bureaucratic membership organizations like NAACP, despite—or because of—their apparent power, are reluctant to sanction disruptive protest (Piven and Cloward 1977). Morris (1981, 1984) argues that SCLC, along with NAACP Youth Councils, played the most important role in orchestrating sit-ins. 

Hypothesis 1: Protest was orchestrated by movement organizations.
Social networks provide another channel of diffusion. As protest occurred in one locality, people there could inform and encourage their acquaintances elsewhere; they in turn could be inspired to initiate protest. This channel was suggested by Baker: “A sister who had a brother in school in another town, her town had already sat in. She might call and ask, why doesn’t his school sit in?” (Cantarow 1980:83). McAdam even postulates a “well-developed communication network linking the southern black college campuses into a loosely integrated institutional network” (1982:138; see also Tarrow and McAdam 2004). One particular network has been identified as significant, the intercollegiate athletic circuit. Walzer (1960) suggested that sit-ins were propagated by A&T’s basketball team as it played other colleges in North Carolina in the first two weeks of February (see also Oberschall 1989). In fact, the team’s games preceded sit-ins only in Durham, and Oppenheimer’s (1963) subsequent interviews with protesters found no evidence to support this notion. Nevertheless, intercollegiate athletics is worth considering as a proxy for students’ social networks. These affiliations were imbued with rivalry, which was a significant motivation for protest. A sociology professor in Tallahassee observed that “an element of competition between Negro colleges has become a part of the civil rights struggle .... and no college or university wants to be left behind” (Smith 1961:228; see also Laue 1966:82; Wehr 1960:25).

Hypothesis 2: Protest was inspired by information about protest occurring elsewhere, conveyed by social networks.

The media provide an alternative channel of diffusion. As protest was reported in the news, this could inspire others elsewhere to initiate protest. A few recent studies demonstrate significant effects of the news media in propagating protest (Koopmans and Olzak 2004; Myers 2000).
 For the sit-ins, contemporary accounts emphasize the media (Laue 1966; Oppenheimer 1963:61-62; Wehr 1960). From a representative survey of black college students in the South in 1962 (Matthews and Prothro 1975), we know that almost all (93%) read a newspaper more or less regularly, while a large majority (83%) listened to radio and two-thirds watched television more or less regularly (see also Ward 2004).

Hypothesis 3: Protest was inspired by information about protest occurring elsewhere, conveyed by news reports.
These three hypotheses reframe the debate over organization versus spontaneity in a way that incorporates insights from recent scholarship on the diffusion of protest. Advocates of organization would clearly expect strong empirical support for Hypothesis 1; those who characterize the sit-ins as spontaneous would expect the hypothesis to be disconfirmed, and presumably would expect empirical support for Hypotheses 2 and 3. We will evaluate these hypotheses using event-history analysis. Hypothesis 1 is readily tested by measuring the presence or membership of movement organizations in each city. Hypothesis 2 implies that the impact of sit-ins in other cities will diminish with distance, as personal acquaintances are more likely to live nearby. Hypothesis 3 has the same implication so long as potential protesters depend on news media located in their own or nearby cities, which are most likely to report events occurring close to home. This indeed was borne out by the survey of black students: newspaper readers were most likely to read a newspaper published in their own city, and then a newspaper published somewhere else in the South (Matthews and Prothro 1975).
As Hypothesis 2 (social networks) and Hypothesis 3 (news media) both imply that the impact of sit-ins will diminish with distance, ingenuity is required to distinguish between them. As a particular test of Hypothesis 2, we will use intercollegiate athletic associations as a proxy for social networks. There were seven associations; affiliation depended on region and college status. Colleges in the same association fielded teams that regularly traveled to each other’s campus, and were also connected by collegial rivalry. We can test whether the diffusion of sit-ins tended to follow these intercollegiate links. As a particular test of Hypothesis 3, we will use newspaper circulation. News media are especially likely to report events in the city where they are located; these reports are then circulated or broadcast to a wider area. This creates what Myers (2000) calls an ‘asymmetric network,’ because news tends to flow from larger cities where news organizations are headquartered to more peripheral or smaller cities.
 We can test whether the diffusion of sit-ins tended to follow the flow of news, by reconstructing the network of newspaper circulation between cities.

Alongside these explanations for the diffusion of protest, we can examine potential explanations for why protest was more likely in some cities than others. Three further hypotheses can be tested. One hypothesis concerns the role of students. The conventional view is that the sit-ins were largely the work of college students. This accords with the argument that dense social networks within a college campus facilitate mobilization, especially where students live in dormitories (McAdam 1982; Orum 1972; Van Dyke 1998, Zhao 1998). In addition, students are rather less constrained by the demands of employment and childcare than adults. “As college students,” remarked one of the Greensboro four, “we have no jobs from which to be fired by people who don’t like to see us assert ourselves” (Dykeman and Stokely 1960: 12). Nevertheless, Morris argues that the role of students has been exaggerated: “to understand the sit-in movement, one must abandon the assumption that it was a collegiate phenomenon” (1981:757). We can test this disagreement.

Hypothesis 4: Protest was more likely where there were many college students.
Even if college students led the sit-ins, the wider black community may have been important too. Students could have been more likely to protest where they anticipated that support would be forthcoming from adults (such as money for bail or attorney’s fees if protesters were arrested). McAdam (1982) points out that cities were less oppressive than rural plantations. By the same logic, we expect that urban communities varied in the extent to which adults had sufficient resources and autonomy to support or participate in protest. Specifically, blacks in unskilled occupations may have been least able to challenge racial oppression (James 1988; Salamon and Van Evera 1973). The underlying theoretical rationale is really the same as for the previous hypothesis: a maid toiling for a white family is at the other end of the spectrum from a student at an elite university.

Hypothesis 5: Protest was more likely where the adult community had greater autonomy and resources.

Political opportunities refer to the configuration of institutions, allies, and opponents that enable or constrain protest (McAdam 1995; Meyer and Minkoff 2004). The civil rights movement has been the core case around which these ideas have been developed (Andrews 2004; Jenkins et al 2003; McAdam 1982, 1983; Meyer and Minkoff 2004). This line of thinking was initially formulated to explain cross-sectional variation across localities (Eisinger 1973), and political opportunities have been used to explain variation among municipalities, counties, states, and countries (Amenta et al. 1994; James 1988; Kriesi et al. 1995). Several observers claim that the sit-ins emerged in the least repressive areas of the South (Constable 1960; Pollitt 1960), but this hypothesis has yet to be systematically tested.

Hypothesis 6: Protest was most likely where political opportunities were more favorable.
Research design

Dependent Variable AND MODEL

Our analysis investigates cities (rather than counties), because sit-ins targeted the downtown shopping district. We include 334 urban places with a total population of at least ten thousand and a black population of at least one thousand.
 Only a handful of smaller places experienced sit-ins. Our analysis begins on February 1, with the sit-in in Greensboro. It ends on April 14, the day before student activists held a conference at Shaw University which eventually created SNCC. By terminating analysis at this point, we exclude consideration of the outcome of the sit-in campaigns. By mid April, it was still an open question whether the sit-ins would achieve their aims of breaking down racial barriers.
 The analytic advantage is that we can be sure that protest was inspired by expectations of success rather than actual success.

The dependent variable is derived from the date of a city’s first sit-in. We define this as a physical occupation of space from which blacks were excluded, usually a commercial eating establishment but occasionally a public facility such as a library. We exclude demonstrations which did not physically occupy segregated spaces, and cases where the mere threat of protest sufficed to bring about negotiations. Dates of the first sit-in come from contemporary listings (Laue 1989:Appendix F; Oppenheimer 1963:63-64; Southern Regional Council 1960:xix-xxv). Because they were compiled from multiple newspaper reports, these are far more comprehensive in coverage than the New York Times or any single newspaper.
 In a few cases, discrepancies between these sources have been resolved by information from NAACP and CORE papers and from local newspapers. Sit-ins occurred in 66 cities; four out of five cities remained unaffected. As Figure 1 depicted the diffusion of sit-ins through time, Figure 2 reveals their diffusion over space.

[Figure 2 about here]

The first sit-in in a city usually initiated a sustained campaign, often involving picketing and boycotts as well as further sit-ins. Take the example of Charlotte: the first sit-in occurred on February 9, and sit-ins continued until the 12th when they were halted at the mayor’s request; protest was repeated from the 15th to the 18th and again on the 27th; sit-ins and picketing continued sporadically through March and April (Oppenheimer 1963). Our analysis excludes such subsequent events from consideration for pragmatic and theoretical reasons. It would be impractical to gather evidence on the daily occurrence of sit-ins after the first event. Moreover, we expect that the initial sit-in—which demonstrated that some of the city’s blacks were willing to physically violate racial segregation—was the most important signal for blacks elsewhere. This expectation can be tested (and will be confirmed) by estimating how the impact of the initial sit-in diminished with time.

We seek to explain why blacks initiated sit-ins in some cities, but not others—and why they protested sooner in some places than others. This requires event-history analysis. A discrete-time model is appropriate because many events are tied with others (on many days, sit-ins were initiated in multiple cities). The unit of analysis is the ‘spell,’ or city-day. The dependent variable is Yit, a dichotomous variable coded 1 if a sit-in occurred in city i at time t, and 0 otherwise. The index t begins at 1 (February 1) and ends at 74 (April 14). Each city enters the dataset on every day that it was ‘at risk’ of an initial sit-in. Once a sit-in occurred, the city drops out of the risk set. For example, Charlotte had its first sit-in on February 9, and so Y is coded 0 for t = 1 ... 8 and coded 1 for t = 9. For cities that remained untouched by sit-ins, Y is coded 0 for every day. Because sit-ins did not occur on Sunday, this day is omitted. There are 18,990 spells.

We are interested in the hazard rate: 
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This is the probability that a sit-in was initiated in city i at time t, conditional on the fact that sit-ins had not occurred there before t. The model to be estimated is a variant of logistic regression:
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where (, (, and ( are coefficients to be estimated. The characteristics of each city are measured by k cross-sectional (time-invariant) variables, Xk. Over such a short period, there is no reason to estimate a separate intercept for each time t. It only is necessary to represent the weekly rhythm of events. Sit-ins were more frequent on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday, which together are indicated by the dichotomous variable Wt. The impact of sit-ins elsewhere is captured by m diffusion variables, Dm.

explanatory variables

Table 1 lists descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the explanatory variables (see Appendix for sources and definitions). We begin by describing hypotheses that can be tested by cross-sectional variables. For Hypothesis 1, five variables measure the extent of movement organization. NAACP had branches in 206 cities. Its strength is measured by the number of branch members. In addition, dichotomous variables are coded for the presence of a separate Youth Council (in 125 cities) or College Chapter (in only 15). Neither SCLC nor CORE had a formal structure of local branches. We define a dichotomous variable for SCLC by coding the presence of an affiliated organization or member of the Executive Board (located in 34 cities), and for CORE by coding the presence of a Chapter that had applied to affiliate with the national organization (located in 12 cities).

[Table 1 about here]

For Hypothesis 4, the variable is the number of blacks enrolled in college.
 For Hypothesis 5, the resources and autonomy of the black community are measured (inversely) by the male unemployment rate and the percentage of the male labor force relegated to unskilled occupations—servants and laborers.
 For Hypothesis 6, political opportunities can be differentiated into elite allies, repressive capacity, and electoral power (McAdam 1995). The first is captured by the presence of the Southern Regional Council (SRC), a leadership organization that promoted interracial cooperation (Egerton 1994).
 Repression is measured indirectly in two ways.
 A high proportion of blacks threatened white dominance, and led to greater political and economic repression (Key 1949; Matthews and Prothro 1963). Therefore the percentage of blacks in the county is an important variable; we allow for a non-monotonic effect by introducing a squared term (an orthogonal polynomial which eliminates the problem of collinearity).
 There is also a dichotomous variable for states of the Deep South, where repression was more extreme. Electoral power is measured (inversely) by the existence of a state poll tax, which was designed to disenfranchise blacks.

The black population is entered as a control variable.
 For variables that count the number of people, a diminishing marginal effect would be expected. To take an example, the difference between 100 and 200 college students should be much greater than the difference between 1000 and 1100. Therefore these variables are logged—excepting NAACP membership, where the square root is taken.

Diffusion variables capture the impact of previous sit-ins elsewhere. Formal notation helps to clarify their construction. They are derived from a dichotomous variable Sj(, coded 1 if sit-ins were initiated in city j in time (, and 0 otherwise.
 The initiation of sit-ins in another city would have the greatest impact in the following days, as it provided new information about the willingness of another black community to defy segregation. We have adopted (after testing alternatives) a duration of seven days—just like the 1960s riots (Myers 1997:97-8; Myers 2000:185). To facilitate interpretation, there is no time decay within those seven days. The first diffusion variable simply counts the number of cities:
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Hypotheses 2 and 3 imply that the impact of prior events elsewhere will diminish with the distance between the cities, dij.
 The functional form adopted, after testing alternatives, is the inverse square root (cf. Hedström et al 2000).
 The resulting sum is highly skewed, and so the square root is taken. The formula is thus:
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Together, D1 and D2 capture the influence of sit-ins within seven days. 

The initiation of sit-ins could also have a more enduring impact, especially because the initial event usually inaugurated a continuing campaign of protest. A pair of diffusion variables, D3 and D4, capture the influence of earlier events:
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Two more elaborate diffusion variables require reconstructing how some cities were connected to others. Hypothesis 2 is tested using networks between black colleges established by affiliation with the same athletic association. The Central Intercollegiate Athletic Association, for example, linked various colleges in Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina—including Charlotte’s Johnson C. Smith University. A sit-in in Charlotte, we hypothesize, should have a particularly great impact on an affiliated city, either because students there would be more likely to know someone at Johnson C. Smith University, or because they would not want to be outdone by the rival campus. A matrix is created with elements aij coded 1 if there was a college in city j that was affiliated with the same athletic association as a college in city i, and 0 otherwise. This matrix is used to construct the diffusion variable:
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Hypothesis 3 is tested using newspaper circulation. We focus on newspapers rather than broadcast media because the geographical extent of readership can be reconstructed with some precision (rather than relying on the transmission radius of a broadcast station). In addition, we can examine the content of news coverage.  Data are available on the circulation of each daily newspaper to every county where it reached more than 5% of households. To take a concrete example, the Charlotte Observer (morning edition) and News (evening) circulated to more than a dozen cities in North and South Carolina, up to 112 miles away. News of sit-ins in Charlotte should therefore have a particularly great impact on those cities. These circulation figures refer to the entire population and not the black community alone. Nevertheless, black college students tended to read white newspapers (61%) more than black newspapers (39%), and so these general circulation figures should capture the flow of news within the black community (Matthews and Protho 1975). A matrix is created with elements cij coded 1 if there was a newspaper published in city j that reached more than 5% of the households in city i’s county, and 0 otherwise. This matrix is used to construct the diffusion variable:
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For both diffusion variables, a duration of three days is adopted after testing alternatives (including seven days).

Results
The event-history models are estimated using rare-events logistic regression (King and Zeng 2001) because the probability that a sit-in would occur for the first time in a particular city on a certain day is very low (66 / 18,990 = .0035). For ease of interpretation, the odds ratio (the exponent of the coefficient) is reported. Because the hazard is so low, the odds ratio conveniently measures how much an increase of one unit in the independent variable would multiply the probability of a sit-in—on each day, for a city in which sit-ins had not occurred. We also report (as is customary) hypothesis tests even though the data constitute the population rather than a sample. Statistical inference helps us to decide whether an observed pattern could have been produced by chance alone, or whether that is so unlikely that we are justified in attributing a causal relationship (Fox 1997:12). Standard errors are estimated without assuming that observations from the same city on different days are independent.
 The model’s overall ability to discriminate between spells with the event and spells without is measured by the area under the Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC) curve, which can range from .5 (no discrimination) to 1 (perfect discrimination).
 For comparison, a minimal model with only two control variables—black population and the day of the week—yields an ROC area of .789. Table 2 reports the results; Model 1 includes all variables, while Model 2 drops the diffusion variable derived from intercollegiate athletics. 

[Table 2 about here]
There are mixed results for movement organizations (Hypothesis 1). The membership of NAACP had no discernible effect, nor did the presence of a Youth Council.
 The presence of an SCLC affiliate is estimated to have had a sizeable effect, though it is not statistically significant at the .05 level. The same holds for the presence of an NAACP College Chapter in Model 1. Because the variable is correlated with intercollegiate associations, Model 2 provides a better estimate.
 The effect increases in magnitude and attains statistical significance. CORE had the greatest effect of all. (Note, however, that we cannot reject the hypothesis that SCLC, CORE, and NAACP College Chapters all had the same effect.) These results suggest that protest was indeed orchestrated by some movement organizations. But the mass membership of NAACP does not seem to have been important; nor does SCLC have the prominence attributed to it by some scholars.

The diffusion variables reveal that recent events in nearby cities had the greatest impact. (D1 and D2 cannot be interpreted individually because the occurrence of another sit-in affects both simultaneously; the same is true for D3 and D4.) Diffusion did not follow athletic intercollegiate networks (Hypothesis 2). This variable is therefore dropped from Model 2. By contrast, newspaper circulation (Hypothesis 3) had an important effect. The initiation of a sit-in in the headquarters of a newspaper with wide circulation had a greater impact on cities within its circulation area, in the following three days. This finding need not indicate that newspapers were more important than broadcast media, as the transmission networks for radio and television may have been similar in coverage. But the finding is compelling evidence for the importance of news media.

Sit-ins were much more likely where there were many black college students (Hypothesis 4). The size of the black population, by contrast, had no effect. Sit-ins were less likely where many black adults were relegated to unskilled occupations or were unemployed (Hypothesis 5). Political opportunities (Hypothesis 6) were clearly important. Sit-ins were less likely in states that imposed a poll tax, and much less likely in the Deep South. The percentage of blacks in the county appears to have had a non-monotonic effect, with sit-ins being most likely where blacks constituted about one third of the population (though neither term is statistically significant at the .05 level).

The magnitude of these effects (using Model 2) can be expressed by considering the ‘typical’ city, with median values on all variables (the mode for dichotomous variables). The typical city has no movement organizations except a branch of the NAACP. The hazard of an initial sit-in is .0022.
 Establishing a CORE Chapter would almost triple the hazard to .0064, an NAACP College Chapter would more than double it to .0048, and an affiliate of SCLC would almost double it to .0043 (though the latter is not statistically significant at the .05 level). By comparison, increasing the number of black college students from 16 to 425 (the 90th percentile) would increase the hazard of a sit-in almost nine-fold, to .0197.
Figure 3 depicts the estimated hazard of a sit-in for this typical city. The diffusion variables begin at the median for cities in the risk set: 6 cities had initiated sit-ins within the last seven days, and 27 cities had initiated sit-ins earlier. The baseline hazard (.0022) is shown by the horizontal line. Consider first the impact of recent events. What would happen if another city initiated sit-ins, raising the number of recent events to 7? If the other city published a newspaper that circulates here, then the boldest curve shows how the hazard would be increased—even 250 miles away, the hazard would triple.
 The more usual case, where no newspaper circulates, is depicted by the next curve. If the event had occurred ten miles away, then the hazard would nearly quadruple to .0082; if a hundred miles away, then the hazard would increase by a third, to .0029. The median distance between cities was about 500 miles: at such far remove, of course, the hazard would not increase. Consider finally the enduring impact of earlier events. The lower curve shows how the hazard would change if a sit-in had occurred over seven days earlier in one more city (raising the total to 28). The impact is relatively slight, though still noticeable. It again diminishes with distance.
[Figure 3 about here]

In sum, then, event-history analysis reveals why sit-ins occurred in some cities rather than others, and how protest spread across the South. Sit-ins were most likely where there were many black college students (Hypothesis 4), where the black community had relatively more autonomy and resources (Hypothesis 5), and where political opportunities were less unfavorable (Hypothesis 6). In other words, protest occurred where oppression was least severe. Protest was orchestrated by movement organizations (Hypothesis 1), though what mattered was a cadre of activists rather than a large membership.
 Potential protesters were clearly inspired by previous sit-ins, predominantly by what happened in neighboring cities. There is no positive evidence for social networks as a channel of diffusion (Hypothesis 2), but the news media was clearly important (Hypothesis 3).

Analysis of NewsPAPER coverage

We have seen that the initiation of protest in one city had a greater impact on nearby cities, and had its greatest impact within seven days. Hypothesis 3 implies that this spatial and temporal pattern reflects the pattern of news coverage. In other words, potential protesters were more likely to take inspiration from sit-ins in nearby cities because such events were more likely to be reported by their local news media. This implication can be tested by looking at newspaper coverage of the sit-in campaigns.

We compiled complete coverage from four major newspapers in the South: Atlanta Constitution, Charlotte Observer, Houston Chronicle and Miami Herald. For every day from February 1 to April 14, we coded whether a city’s sit-in campaign was mentioned in each newspaper. Consider an article stating that “Concord became the ninth North Carolina city touched by the movement Friday, and students followed the same pattern moving into four Rock Hill, S.C., business establishments. Demonstrations have also spread to DeLand, Fla., and Hampton, Va.” (Charlotte Observer 1960:1). The four named cities are coded as being mentioned. Besides reports of sit-ins, we included reports of negotiations, boycotts, and other events related to a city’s sit-in campaign. Each newspaper mentioned a substantial fraction—from half to three-quarters—of the 66 cities with sit-ins during the period. This coverage was clearly sufficient to convey the extent of the wave. 

Whether newspapers were more likely to report events in nearby cities can be investigated using event-history analysis. Here the ‘event’ is a news report of another city’s sit-in campaign. The dependent variable is Mnjt, coded 1 if newspaper n mentioned a sit-in campaign in city j at time t, and 0 otherwise. A campaign is ‘at risk’ of being mentioned on each day after the initial sit-in. To take an example, Greensboro enters the risk set every day from February 2 onwards, and each day yields four cases, one for each newspaper. Excluding newspapers reporting on their own cities, there are 11,059 cases (newspaper-city-day). We are interested in the hazard rate:
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The model to be estimated is a variant of logistic regression:
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where ( are coefficients to be estimated. Because events in larger cities are more likely to be reported, the city’s population (Pj) is controlled. The distance from the newspaper’s headquarters to the city (dnj) is entered as a four-degree polynomial. A dichotomous variable is coded for whether the city’s initial sit-in occurred within seven days. 

Results are depicted in Figure 4, which shows the probability of a newspaper reporting a city’s sit-in campaign on a given day. As expected, coverage is most likely within seven days of the city’s initial sit-in. Most importantly, coverage diminishes significantly with distance. This echoes the pattern evident in Figure 3, though the decline with distance is less pronounced in Figure 4. The fact that sit-in campaigns in nearby cities were more likely to be reported in the local news media therefore helps to explain why nearby events had a greater impact. Faraway events had a lesser impact (in part) because potential protesters were less likely to learn about them from their local news media. This finding complements the finding that the diffusion of protest tended to follow the circulation of newspapers. Where a newspaper circulated to other cities, then protesters in those cities would more readily learn about sit-ins in the newspaper’s headquarters; otherwise, they would have to rely on coverage in their own local media.

[Figure 4 about here]

qualitative Evidence on Diffusion
We turn now to qualitative evidence on the process of diffusion, drawn from contemporaneous organizational records and from participants’ retrospective accounts. We consider first movement organizations, and then social networks and news media.

Movement Organizations
In what ways did movement organizations orchestrate protest? Our quantitative analysis demonstrates that the conventional measure of organizational strength—the number of members—was not important. Instead, what mattered was a cadre of activists, whether associated with CORE, an NAACP College Chapter, or (perhaps) SCLC. The ‘presence’ of these organizations indicated a network of people committed to the movement against racial oppression. 

What did these local organizations look like and how did they facilitate protest?  A well-known example is the workshop on non-violence established by the Nashville Christian Leadership Council (affiliated with SCLC), led by Reverend James Lawson. A small band of students from the city’s institutions of higher education began attending the workshop in the fall of 1959 (Halberstam 1998;Wynn 1990). Viorst reports that the cadre “never exceeded a dozen” students (1979:104), and this fits the recollection of John Lewis from the American Baptist Theological Seminary that “we would sit in circles in a very small group” (Powledge 1991: 205).  Although this group provided crucial leadership, Lewis recalls that “about ninety to ninety-five percent of the people who showed up at the church the week before [the first sit-in] had no training in nonviolence … but they were ready to go” (Viorst 1979:107).  In Winston-Salem, North Carolina, the sit-ins were led by a recent graduate of the Teachers’ College, who was on the Executive Board of the local NAACP branch (Bryan 2000; NAACP 1960; Patrick 1960).
 Protesters came from the NAACP College Chapter—with 270 members in 1959, it was the largest in the South (the median was 64). Tallahassee’s first sit-ins were conducted by a Chapter of CORE that had been established in October 1959, thanks to the efforts of two sisters from the Agricultural and Mechanical College. It counted just 18 dues-paying members (Rabby 1999: 86). 

We should not overlook cases where movement organizations were less successful or were not necessary. Indeed, ten cities with SCLC affiliates had no sit-ins throughout this period including New Orleans, Mobile, and Louisville (Gaillard 2004; Fairclough 1995). In New Orleans, Reverend A.L. Davis led the city’s Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance and belonged to SCLC’s executive board. But the city had no sit-ins: students at Dillard University were dissuaded by the threat of expulsion (Fairclough 1995; Rogers 1993). Conversely, there were six cities where sit-ins occurred despite the absence of any movement organization (including an NAACP branch) such as Elizabeth City, North Carolina. 
On balance, of course, the presence of a local cadre of activists did make sit-ins more likely. Did these local activists act on their own initiative, or were they responding to directions from the staff and leaders of their organizations? Even before the sit-ins had spread beyond Greensboro, the local NAACP president asked CORE’s national office (in New York) for help. CORE immediately dispatched two field secretaries, Gordon Carey and James McCain, to aid the protesters. Given NAACP’s ambivalence about confrontational protest, the organization was also surprisingly quick to respond: the youth secretary, Herbert Wright, traveled from New York to North Carolina, where he was assisted by the state’s field secretary, Charles McLean. Within SCLC, Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth and Reverend Douglas Moore were particularly enthusiastic, although the organization lacked any equivalent paid organizer.
 Within two weeks, then, all three movement organizations were actively involved. There was a meeting in Durham on February 16, which brought together protest leaders from colleges across North Carolina, along with representatives of CORE, SCLC, and NAACP.

In most cases, outside support followed rather than preceded protest in a given locality. McLean reported that the sit-ins in North Carolina “were spontaneous, but after they started the student leaders turned to the NAACP for advice, legal assistance, necessary funds and assistance to carry on the protest” (NAACP 1960: 15). Similarly, protesters could ask CORE’s field secretaries or SCLC’s ministers to come and provide practical training in non-violence. Outside help was not always welcome. The student leader at Charlotte’s Johnson C. Smith University, Charles Jones, refused help from NAACP and publicly rebuked Carey (NAACP 1960: 7; Oppenheimer 1963: 180; Wehr 1960: 29). “We are willing to listen to what people like him [presumably Carey] have to say,” another leader warned, “but we are going to keep control of this thing ourselves” (Wehr 1960: 28). Even Carey acknowledged that the “‘outside agitators’ were being pulled along by the kids. It was purely spontaneous .... [W]e were not leaders; we were followers” (Powledge 1991:214). Morris (1981, 1984) implies that Baker coordinated protest from SCLC’s headquarters in Atlanta. In fact, her achievement was to encourage students already involved in the sit-ins to organize at the regional level, at the Easter conference held at Shaw University. As she recalled, “there was little or no communication between those who sat in, say, in Charlotte, North Carolina, and those who sat in at some other place in Virginia or Alabama. They were motivated by what the North Carolina four had started, but they were not in contact with each other” (Cantarow 1980: 83).
The activity of movement organizations was surely vital for sustaining the sit-in campaigns—but this should not be confused with the orchestration of protest in cities where it had not yet occurred. There are surprisingly few instances of organizers initiating protest in other cities. Moore attempted to broaden the protest beyond North Carolina by calling Lawson in Nashville on February 10 (Wynn 1990: 45).
 Despite Moore’s prodding, Lawson and the head of the Council were cautious, and tried to persuade students in the workshop to delay protest. The riposte by a student at American Baptist seminary is well known: “I am sick and tired of waiting!” (Morris 1984: 206). CORE provides less ambiguous instances of orchestration from outside. McCain called members in Tallahassee, encouraging them to begin protest on February 13 (Rabby 1999: 88). The city’s first sit-in occurred on that date. A visit by McCain to Orangeburg, South Carolina also seems to have orchestrated protest, even though the city lacked a CORE Chapter; the nearest was 37 miles away (Morris 1984: 201; Meier and Rudwick 1973: 104).

Overall, then, movement organizations did facilitate protest, but the diffusion of sit-ins depended more on the existence of a cadre of local activists before February 1 than on the subsequent activities of organizational staff and leaders. Those activities were crucial for sustaining protest once it had begun, of course. Movement organizations also applied additional pressure on department stores. CORE led a boycott and protest campaign in northern cities, and NAACP belatedly endorsed a general boycott in mid March. Focusing on the initiation of protest, however, we see that local activists were responding above all to sit-ins occurring elsewhere.
SOCIAL Networks and news Media
Our quantitative analysis suggests that information about protest elsewhere was conveyed by news media rather than social networks. Although that finding depends on a proxy measure for networks, it is reinforced by qualitative evidence. Wehr (1960: 25) discovered “little if any contact and no real liaison” between protesters at different cities in North Carolina. Clearly sit-ins were facilitated by friendships among students within a college, and friendships between students at different colleges in the same city. But there is a surprising lack of evidence for social networks acting as channels for the diffusion of protest between cities. In contemporary accounts and retrospective interviews, we have found no examples of protesters being informed of sit-ins by personal acquaintances elsewhere.

By contrast, several protesters mentioned that they first heard of events elsewhere from the news media. When a reporter in Chattanooga asked a protester where the idea of a sit-in originated, he replied: “we read the papers. We got our ideas from other people” (Atlanta Constitution 20 Feb 1960:2). In Atlanta, Lonnie King, a student at Morehouse College, read about the Greensboro sit-ins in the Atlanta Daily World, a black newspaper. He took the article to a fellow student, Julian Bond, asking: ‘Don’t you think it should happen here?” (Raines 1977:84). Broadcast media were also important. In the same city, Ruby Doris Smith at Spelman College watched the Greensboro sit-ins on television: “I began to think right away about it happening in Atlanta” (Zinn 1964:17, see also Sitkoff 1993; Tyson 2004). Jones, the student who led the sit-in in Charlotte, heard about Greensboro on his car radio. “All of a sudden,” he recalls, “there was a handle to getting at this stuff” (Powledge 1991:224). Contemporary studies likewise emphasize the importance of news media. According to Oppenheimer (1963:62), “the most common source of information is attributed by students to the radio and newspapers” (see also Wehr 1960:25; Laue 1966: 81). The importance of the media is compatible with Lazarsfeld’s 2-step flow of communication, whereby the mass media influences “opinion leaders,” who then transmit ideas more broadly through personal contact (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, Gaudet 1968; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955). Diffusion between cities corresponded to the first step as opinion leaders like King in Atlanta and Jones in Charlotte learned of protest elsewhere, while the mobilization of students within each city corresponded to the second step of communication through personal networks. 

The news media did not, of course, intend to encourage protest. Some white newspapers were sympathetic to the goals of the sit-ins, but they invariably opposed the tactic—as indeed did some black newspapers, including the Atlanta Daily World (Walker 1964). What mattered was not editorial endorsement, but rather information about protest elsewhere (as the example of King illustrates). Information, most basically, made potential protesters aware of this novel tactic. Awareness was rarely enough, or else the sit-ins would have all been initiated after the first reports of events in Greensboro. Potential protesters were naturally cautious about directly confronting the system of racial oppression—risking violence, arrest, and expulsion from college. The relevance of Greensboro was questionable for those who faced far greater oppression in the Deep South; students in Birmingham actually waited over six weeks to initiate sit-ins despite encouragement from Shuttlesworth (Manis 1999). What was crucial, we argue, was information about the extent of the wave. Quantitative analysis shows how the hazard of a sit-in increased as additional cities were swept up in the wave. The effect was expressed by Peace, a student leader in Raleigh, on February 9, after the wave had reached three cities (and would encompass two more by day’s end). “The damned thing is spreading all over the place and we haven’t made a move yet” (Mitchell 1962:75). Raleigh’s sit-ins began on the following day.

Scrutiny of the qualitative evidence, along with the analysis of newspaper coverage, strengthens our confidence in the event-history analysis and enhances our understanding of the results. These various sources of evidence provide a clear picture of the diffusion of sit-ins in the spring of 1960. Blacks, predominantly college students, initiated sit-ins because they were inspired by previous sit-ins in other cities. Information about events elsewhere came primarily from news reports. As they learned about the increasing number of sit-ins, especially in cities nearby, potential protesters became more optimistic about the prospect of success—not, it should be reiterated, because success was evident, but simply because so many others were initiating sit-ins. Local activists, primarily students and ministers, played an important role in orchestrating protest. Although the leaders of all three movement organizations had a modest impact on the spread of protest, they contributed to realizing the potential of the sit-ins by providing financial assistance and training once protest was initiated.

Conclusion

By the middle of April 1960, the movement against racial oppression had been transformed. Tens of thousands of blacks in the South had physically challenged segregation; black college students, previously politically quiescent, were now in the vanguard of the movement. Nonviolent protest increased in intensity as well as extent; students arrested during a sit-in in Tallahassee staged the first jail-in (by refusing bail) in March. In the following year, a group of CORE activists traveled through the South on interstate buses setting off another tactical innovation – the Freedom Ride - that was replicated over 60 times in 1961.  Following the sit-ins SCLC also developed a more assertive strategy of coordinating local campaigns most notably in Albany in 1961-2 and Birmingham in 1963.  These campaigns represented the tip of the iceberg as black communities throughout the South organized local campaigns using more confrontational tactics.  In 1963 alone the Southern Regional Council identified 930 demonstrations in 115 cities in the South with over twenty thousand arrests (Heacock 1965).  In short, “the sit-ins revitalized all of the major civil rights organizations, led to the creation of SNCC, reinforced a tactic that was to dominate the movement in the next few years, and generally set the black struggle in motion once again” (McAdam and Sewell 2001:108). 
Corresponding to their historical importance, the 1960 sit-ins are frequently cited in the literature on social movements. We have analyzed one dimension of this wave of protest, the diffusion of sit-ins to cities across the South. Our analysis involved systematic comparison of cities swept up in the wave with those that remained untouched, and detailed attention to the timing of events. Findings from the event-history analysis of diffusion have been amplified by evidence from contemporary sources and retrospective interviews, along with a systematic analysis of news reports.

Having reframed the debate over ‘organization’ (Morris 1981, 1984) versus ‘spontaneity’ (Killian 1984; Oberschall 1989) in terms of more recent theoretical and empirical work on diffusion, we can now resolve this longstanding debate about 1960. Both sides are partly correct. On one hand, movement organizations were undoubtedly important. Movement organizations were central in coordinating and sustaining protest campaigns once they were underway.  As for the onset of sit-in campaigns, the presence of a CORE Chapter or NAACP College Chapter at least doubled the chance of a sit-in. The effect for SCLC was of similar magnitude, though this estimate is more uncertain. On the other hand, the sit-ins cannot simply be attributed to formal movement organizations. Most cities with organization (including NAACP branches) did not have sit-ins; some sit-ins occurred in the absence of any organization. The best predictor of protest was the number of black college students. Moreover, the main channel of diffusion was the media. Protest spread because blacks were inspired by the actions of others elsewhere, which they often found out about from news reports. In this sense, the sit-ins were ‘spontaneous’ rather than organized by the leaders of movement organizations.

By concentrating on the rapid diffusion of protest in the course of months, we have not addressed the broader question of timing: why did the wave of sit-ins occur in 1960 rather than some years before or after?  In further analyses, we have examined whether the aggregate upsurge in protest in 1960 was predicted by long-term social and political changes.  We replicated the recent analysis of Jenkins, Jacobs, and Agnone (2003) of black protest from 1947-1998 (model 2).  Independent variables included NAACP membership, various measures of grievances, such as black unemployment, and various measures of political opportunities, such as the power of non-southern Democrats (results available from authors). Slightly more protest events are predicted in the late 1950s than in the early 1950s. Nevertheless, the upsurge in 1960 is not predicted; the residual for that year is huge.  This failure to predict 1960 on the national level using annual intervals and aggregate measures of political opportunity and organization suggest that a more fine-grained analysis is required as we have conducted here. 
In fact, our findings suggest several explanations for future research. First, movement organizations increased their presence in the late 1950s: SCLC was established, CORE began to spread to the South, and NAACP College Chapters were founded. The key issue was not the growth in mass membership (as measured by Jenkins et al 2003) but the expansion of activist cadres.  Activists cadres had already conducted test sit-ins between 1957 and 1959 in several Southern cities such as Durham, Nashville, and Tallahassee (Halberstam 1998; Killian 1984; Morris 1984).  Second, black colleges expanded; the number of students increased by 35% in the 1950s. The third point is more tentative. Newspapers—black as well as white—may have been less likely to report protest before the mid 1950s. After all, the leaders of the Montgomery bus boycott did not know about the bus boycott in Baton Rouge that had occurred just two years before (Meier and Rudwick 1976: 382). The Montgomery campaign (and perhaps events in Little Rock too) seems to have made black protest in the South more newsworthy. Finally, our analysis demonstrates how the impact of a sit-in elsewhere diminished with distance. This helps explain why sit-ins in Oklahoma City in 1958 did not spark a wave of sit-ins in the South (see also Oppenheimer 1963: 53; Oberschall 1989: 43).

 By revisiting our event history analysis we can further refine explanations for the origins of the wave in 1960 and assess whether the wave was likely to begin in Greensboro rather than elsewhere in the South. How ‘contingent’ was this geographical origin? To derive an empirical answer to this question, we can return to Model 3 (in Table 2) and compare the estimated hazards for each city on February 1.  This procedure effectively ‘controls for’ geographical location, in a way that a cross-sectional analysis would not.  Some cities (like Portsmouth, Virginia) were surrounded by other cities where conditions were conducive to protest, while others (like Austin, Texas) were relatively isolated.  By explicitly modeling spatial diffusion variables, we can disentangle characteristics of a city and its geographical location. Greensboro does not have the highest estimated hazard: it ranks third, behind Tallahassee and Durham. This pattern accords with the historical evidence. Activists in those two cities had conducted “test sit-ins” in 1958 or 1959, and students in Tallahassee were actively preparing for sit-in campaigns at the beginning of 1960 (Killian 1984; Morris 1984). Similar preparations were under way in Nashville (Halberstam 1998), which ranks fourth. Estimated hazards vary by many orders of magnitude: the hazard is about two thousand times higher for Tallahassee than for the median city, and two hundred thousand times higher than for the city with the lowest hazard.  The action of four students in Greensboro on February 1 was contingent in the sense that it is easy to imagine a wave of sit-ins starting instead in Tallahassee, for example.  These results further support our interpretation of Oklahoma City and other sit-ins before 1960.
Before turning to the broader implications for research on the diffusion of protest, we should acknowledge the particular characteristics of this historical episode. Most important was the fact that racial oppression in the South—enforced by law as well as norms—created an inescapable collective identity. Therefore when blacks challenged white supremacy in one place, blacks elsewhere in the South could identify with their actions. The attribution of similarity was even more pronounced (and intensified by intercollegiate rivalry) among black college students. These were unusually fruitful conditions for the rapid diffusion of protest. Many other social movements lack such pre-existing cultural conditions for mobilization (Morris and Braine 2001). Despite such differences, our findings have two significant implications—regarding organization and media—for the literature on social movements.  Characteristics of the tactic itself may have enhanced the likelihood of diffusion.  Although extended sit-in campaigns often involved complex coordination, planning and organization, sit-ins could be initiated by very small numbers of activists with very minimal information about the techniques of protest.

 Our findings confirm the importance of movement organizations, but they also highlight crucial differences between types of organization and specify how organization mattered. NAACP was an extraordinarily strong organization, with mass membership and considerable resources. CORE, by contrast, was weak; in 1959, its income was only 7% of NAACP’s (McAdam 1982:253; Marger 1984:23). Despite the disparity, CORE played the more important role in propagating the sit-ins. Moreover, NAACP’s contribution to the sit-ins came more from the actions of members in College Chapters (and decisions of local branches to support protest) than the decisions of the organization’s national leadership. Movement organizations were important insofar as they incubated local cadres of activists; such activists were ready to take advantage of protest occurring elsewhere, and did not have to wait for orders from above. Future research should develop a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between formal organization and collective protest.

By emphasizing the importance of news media, our findings warn against the tendency to assume that relational channels of diffusion (here differentiated into formal organization and informal networks) are inevitably more important than non-relational channels (in a different context, see Van den Bulte and Lilien 2001). Moreover, our theoretical claims and findings concerning relational and non-relational diffusion channels are relevant to the broader work on cultural and technological diffusion (Strang and Soule 1998).  Mobilization on the local level depends on social networks, but the diffusion of protest between locales may depend on information transmitted by the media. This should not be surprising. Recent studies have also demonstrated the importance of media, either by tracing the physical transmission of information (Myers 2000) or by analyzing the information itself (Koopmans and Olzak 2004). Here we have done both (like Roscigno and Danaher 2000), looking at the geographical circulation of newspapers and the content of news reports. The findings of our analysis and other recent studies also raise important questions about long-term historical change. Social movements and protest waves have been shaped by the mass media, more than we have hitherto appreciated. Therefore changes in media technologies and institutions have important implications. Whether new communication technologies—the internet and cell phones—are beginning to supplant the mass media—newspapers, radio and television—is a question for studies of contemporary protest waves.  Studying diffusion in contemporary cases provides methodological advantages as well by allowing scholars to investigate theoretical debates about channels of diffusion using field methods as Oppenheimer (1963), Wehr (1960) and others did for the 1960 sit-ins. There are many contemporary examples to draw on, from the wave of protests over immigrant rights in the U. S. during the spring of 2006 to the anti-globalization movements that have been staged in a number of countries. 
Most studies of protest focus on the longer development of protest cycles (Tarrow 1998).  We have made the case for studying the spread of confrontational protest forms over a relatively short time period where new insights regarding protest dynamics can be revealed (McAdam et al 2001).  This is motivated by the expectation that periods of rapid diffusion have transformative effects on the development of social movements (McAdam and Sewell 2001).  Further analysis is needed to determine whether and, if so, how moments like the spring of 1960 shape the trajectories of individual activists, the goals, leadership and resources of movement organizations, the mobilization and strategies of opponents, and the attainment of movement goals at the community or national level. 
APPENDIX: Explanatory Variables

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

	Variable Name
	Description
	Source

	Black population
	Nonwhite population, 1960
	U.S. Bureau of the Census 1963, table 21

	Black unemployed %
	Unemployed nonwhite males / nonwhite males in civilian labor force, 1960
	U.S. Bureau of the Census 1963, table 77

	Black unskilled %
	Nonwhite males in unskilled occupations (private household, other service, farm laborer—excluding unpaid and farm foremen, other laborers) / nonwhite males in civilian labor force, 1960
	U.S. Bureau of the Census 1963, table 78

	NAACP members
	Average number of members of NAACP chapter, 1957 and 1959
	NAACP Papers, Part 25, Series D, Reel 3: Total 1957 Memberships and Freedom Fund Contributions Received from Branches; Part 25, Series D, Reel 24, Total 1959 Memberships and Freedom Fund Contributions Received

	NAACP Youth Council
	1 if city has NAACP Youth Council, 1958 or 1959
	NAACP Papers, Part 19, Series D, Reel 14: Total 1958 Youth Membership Received; Youth and Student Memberships Received from Region V During 1959; Youth and Student Memberships Received from Region VI During 1959; Statement of Virginia Youth Memberships

	NAACP College Chapter
	1 if city has NAACP College Chapter, 1958 or 1959
	

	SCLC affiliate
	1 if city has SCLC affiliate(s) or is represented on the SCLC Executive Board, February 3, 1960
	SCLC Papers, Reel 1, Part 2: Affiliates of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, Inc., February 3, 1960

	CORE Chapter
	1 if city has CORE Chapter at the beginning of 1960
	CORE Papers, multiple reels; Meier and Rudwick 1973: 83-92

	Black college students
	Nonwhites enrolled in college, 1960
	U.S. Bureau of the Census 1963, table 77

	Black % of county
	Nonwhite population / total population of county, 1960
	U.S. Bureau of the Census 1963, table 21

	SRC presence
	1 if city has individual or organization affiliated with Southern Regional Council, 1955
	Southern Regional Council Papers, Reel 75: State Organizations, officer lists, Feb. 4, 1953-Dec. 31, 1967; SRC Affiliated Organizations, 1955

	Poll tax in state
	1 if state had a poll tax
	Matthews and Prothro’s Southern County Data (courtesy of James Alt); Key 1950; Keyssar 2000

	Deep South
	1 for Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina
	Black and Black 1987


MATRICES FOR DIFFUSION VARIABLES

	Matrix
	Description
	Source
	Median distance between linked cities

	dij
	Distance in miles between city i and j; distances < 10 miles treated as 10 miles
	U.S. Geological Survey’s Geographic Names Information System,
http://mapping.usgs.gov
	508 miles

	aij
	1 if city i has college affiliated with same intercollegiate association (Central, Eastern, Gulf Coast, Midwestern, Southern, South Central, or Southeastern) as college in city j
	Chicago Defender, 13 Aug. 1960
	210 miles (160 city pairs)

	cij
	1 if newspaper published in city j reached more than 5% of the households in city i’s county, for daily (morning or evening) editions.
	Standard Rate and Data Service 1960
	47 miles (423 city pairs)
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� Exceptionally, Oppenheimer (1963) discussed Lawrenceville, Virginia, where black students decided not to sit-in; he explained this as due to the town’s small size, isolation, economically vulnerable black population, and lack of organizations.


� A survey of black students in 1962 (Matthews and Prothro 1975) enables systematic comparison between those who participated in sit-ins and those who did not (Biggs forthcoming), but does not reveal the dynamics of diffusion.


� Roscigno and Danaher (2000) argue that radio stations influenced textile strikes during the Great Depression, because they supported itinerant musicians and broadcast messages from the President; news reports, however, are not part of their argument.


� These figures are restricted to students attending colleges located in cities in our dataset (n = 218).


� Myers (2000) also suggests another specification, the ‘responsive network.’ We have tested this specification, and find that it has no effect.


� The Census provides detailed information on the ‘nonwhite’ population; in these states, blacks comprised the vast majority of nonwhites.


� In North Carolina, some dining establishments had removed their stools, thus forcing both races to dine while standing, but this was a temporary solution. An exception was Galveston, Texas where sit-ins forced merchants to serve blacks in early April.


� Of the four major Southern newspapers examined below, the Charlotte News was the most comprehensive, but it reported only 73% of the sit-in campaigns that we identify.


� We experimented also with differentiating the number of students at elite and non-elite institutions (with college quality derived from the faculty-student ratio).


� We experimented also with median years of schooling, median male individual income, and the percentage of the male labor force in professional and technical positions.


� We experimented also with white college students and establishments owned by Fortune 1000 corporations in the county (following James 1988).


� We experimented also with Matthews and Prothro’s (1966:166-7) measure of violence against blacks (at the county level) between 1955 and 1959. We have not included a measure of repressive action such as arrests or violence during the sit-in campaigns because of the obvious obstacles to collecting valid data across all cities throughout this period. However, anecdotal evidence suggests that repression had minimal effect on the spread of protest. Most arrests occurred in a few cities and toward the end of the protest wave. Oppenheimer (1963:66, 137) estimates over 1000 arrests during the first 60 days; the highest number of arrests occurred in Orangeburg and Atlanta.


� An orthogonal squared term is the residual from regressing X2 on X. 


� We experimented also with the percentage of blacks registered to vote (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 1959).


�  The black population is more appropriate than the total population, as few whites participated in the sit-ins. The two figures are highly correlated (r = .91), so substituting the total population makes no difference to the results.


� Where the number of black college students is zero, it is transformed as ln(1) = 0. This procedure is inappropriate for NAACP membership, because a few cities had only a single member.


� S is identical to Y, but a distinct symbol helps to clarify the difference between the dependent variable (what happens here today) and the diffusion variables (what happened in other cities before today).


� A few of the cities are very close to one another, as close as 1 mile. There is only a single instance of sit-ins in one city being followed by sit-ins in another city less than 10 miles away, and that happened over a week later. Because the inverse square root would give excessive weight to very close events, distances less than 10 miles are treated as 10 miles.


� Myers (2001) pioneers a sophisticated method of empirically deriving the decay function, dividing (i) the distribution of distances between all cases with an event, by (ii) the distribution of distances between all cases. When entered into the models, however, this decay function proved inferior to the inverse square root.


� Models are estimated using the ReLogit package for Stata (Tomz, King, and Zeng 1999), specifying the cluster option.


� Rare-events logistic regression is not a likelihood technique, and so the log likelihood is not reported.


� Expressing NAACP membership as a proportion of black population also has no significant effect. This finding holds even after omitting variables for Youth Council and College Chapter.


� The two variables are modestly correlated (r = .27), as both indirectly reflect the presence of a college.


� Hazards are calculated using the ReLogit package, in the same manner as Clarify (King, Tomz, Wittenberg 2000). The median for cross-sectional variables is calculated with each city having equal weight (not the risk-set, though using the latter makes minimal difference). The median for time-varying variables is calculated from the risk-set, except the control variable for Thursday/Friday/Saturday which is set to 1.


� The impact diminishes with distance, of course, because the sit-in has an effect via D1 and D2 as well as via D6. 


� We have also tested a variant of Hypothesis 1, in which the presence of a movement organization enhanced the ‘susceptibility’ to events in other cities (Strang and Tuma 1993). This is tested by creating interaction terms between the number of recent events (D1) and the dichotomous variables for movement organization. None of these coefficients is significantly different from zero; moreover, none of the coefficients for organization are statistically significant. What this reveals is that the data do not yield enough information to discriminate between the main effect and the interaction effect of movement organization. Testing whether college students enhanced susceptibility to events elsewhere produces the same indeterminate results, for the same reason.


� Morris (1984: 200) contends that in Durham and Winston-Salem “McKissick, Moore, Carey, and others helped organize those protests by bringing students from local colleges to churches, where they were trained to conduct sit-ins. ... Following training and strategy sessions, the students went to the local lunch counters and sat in.” Detailed accounts of events in Winston-Salem and Durham suggest that student leadership and initiative was crucial (Bryan 2000; Gallo 1978; Howard 1983; Greene 2005; Patrick 1960; Sindler 1965).


� SCLC only hired a field secretary after the wave of sit-ins (Fairclough 1987).


� Some accounts (Branch 1988; Halberstam 1998; Morris 1984) place this telephone call earlier in the week, on the basis of retrospective interviews. The 10th is attested by a contemporary report in the Tennessean, quoting Lawson (see Sumner 1989), and by Paul Laprad (reproduced in Peck 1962: 64).


� In this instance, the positive effect of movement organization is not captured by our event-history analysis.


� The nearest city with a sit-in in 1960—Little Rock, Arkansas—is about 200 miles away from Oklahoma City.
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