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Reading the Signs: Social Movements, Parades, and Marches
Blog Post published by Tiff Graham on Friday, February 16, 2018
What do we want? We want people to pay attention to our concerns about inequalities, injustices,
and civil rights. How do we do that? We carry signs and banners, wear t-shirts and buttons, pass out
flyers, give speeches and sometimes free food to bring attention to an issue that matters to us. It takes
considerable effort to mobilize people to march and parade for a cause while publicly displaying their
grievances, concerns, and advocacy for a social movement. Yet, every day around the world people take to the
streets in this festive manner to demonstrate how serious they are about particular issues. It’s unnerving,
disturbing, and meaningfully disruptive in ways dissimilar to how I think about a high school marching band,
club float, or dancing troupe moving down the street. That’s why I'm writing about mobilized collective
discontent, social movements in history, and local observations of cultural, social, and economic concerns on
display in three Southern California events: Kingdom Day Parade (Crenshaw District of LA), Women’s March LA
(Los Angeles), and Pasadena Doo Dah Parade.
Having observed many family-oriented parades that positively affirm community pride, the contrarian in me
thought, hey, when do the contentious issues riling the people get a platform. Protest marches have always been
a place where people can mobilize to express their concerns on various issues. Some parades are stages for
discontent and controversial issues, too. May Day, International Workers' Day, and Labor Day parades and
marches have a history of people expressing their discontent with work conditions, wages, immigration and
other related issues. Some holiday street parades in the U.S., such as St. Patrick's Day, Columbus Day
(Indigenous Day), and Martin Luther King Jr. Day parades, have been used to incite people around particular
issues. LGBT (QI) parades are continuously a mobile stage for voicing concerns over government policies and
discriminatory practices. And, these are just a few examples of parades and marches with contentious issues
on display.

In the following sections, I'll examine social movements and their role in various parades and marches.
Specifically, focusing on what ways groups and individuals have publicly expressed their grievances, concerns,
and support for and against issues, policies, politicians, and organizations, historically and currently.

What the books say about Social Movements
Always appreciative of books and the schools that give me access. I utilize these resources intensively, reading
about social movements from different perspectives and fields of study. A quick search on the Internet for the
term, social movement, brings forth a Wikipedia description, followed by lists of social movements, and images
of groups of people collectively walking with banners and signs that state who they are and what they support or
think about particular issues. This Internet search; however, provides only a cursory amount of information of
excerpts from primary and secondary sources.
The actual full-length books, on the other hand, provide extensively researched case studies, theoretical
perspectives, movement histories, and the terminology that researchers and practitioners employ to
communicate their multi-layered understandings of social movements. It is making me want to rewrite this
article over and over.
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Some books read like a historical timeline of U.S. social movements with both well-known and lesser-known
social movements and protest actions described. There is Howard Zinn’s, A People’s History of the United
States, and his chapter titled, “The Unreported Resistance.” (1) His descriptions often have you questioning what
you thought you knew about history. The Encyclopedia of American Social Movements offers extensive historical
background on the civil rights, women’s, labor, Native American, anti-war, student, ethnic, environmental, LGBT,
conservative, radical, rural, and other movements in the U.S. (2)
A number of books focus on international movements and protests repertoires, providing greater context and
variation of how people have acted for governmental, society, and cultural change using various technologies,
strategies, and tactics. Some of these books I have referenced for this article are Mediation and Protest
Movements (2013), Future of Social Movement Research: Dynamics, Mechanisms, and Processes (2013), Identity
Work in Social Movements (2008) and others listed in the footnotes. (3)
The academic discourse of social movements is extensive and varies between disciplines, but I find it’s necessary
to read different works. Sociologists, social psychologists, political scientists, historians, practitioners, and other
types of social scientists have written books that analyze the organizations, participant motivations, strategies
and tactics, success and failure outcomes, and other attributes of social movements in diverse ways. Some
researchers focus on the political and socio-economic struggles and protest repertoire, while others have
directed their attention toward identity, cultural influence, emotions, media, and technology.
I feel I'll never know enough. Though, I’m writing about it now because it is relevant to what I observe in
parades and marches in the Los Angeles area. There’s meaningful participation and presentation of people’s
beliefs, values, and concerns on public display in the streets. Knowing what it means about societies and cultures
and what worries them is right there, in bold-face, on cardboard paper. People walking in groups with a sign and
banner telling the world what they want or worry about. It's a tactic employed by people worldwide for hundreds
of years.

Definitions of Social Movements
The term, social movement, very generally, suggests a movement that brings awareness, information, and group
solidity about political issues, social concerns, and various grievances onto a public stage. Although I suggest
social movements evolve around groups, I do think that this idea of 'group' is more loose and flexible nowadays
with technology and individualization influencing participation. Some people may commit to the collective cause,
personally identifying as a member, and publically showing up for the cause at parades, marches, and meetings.
Others may participate solely through technology, signing e-petitions, sending emails, and producing or
influencing on social media sites. (4) In this blog article, I am interested in how people are physically showing up
and participating in a parade and march for a cause. Actually, I’m also interested in how effective these
mobilized efforts are in changing things; but for now, I’ll stay focused on how people in social movements
present themselves, and their causes and concerns.
Returning to scholarly definitions of social movements. Nick Crossley’s 2002 book, Making Sense of Social
Movements, discusses multiple scholars’ definitions of the phrase (H. Blumer, 1969, Collective Behavior;
Eyerman and Jamison, 1991, Social Movements: A cognitive approach; Della Porta and Diani, 1999, Social
Movements: An Introduction). From these scholar’s work and other readings on social movements, various
characteristics emerge:
1.

Collective action
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2. “Informal networks based on shared beliefs and solidarity” (Della Porta and Diani’s text in Crossley’s
book)
3.

Mobilization around issues that are conflictual, arising out of dissatisfaction, discontent

4. Creative effort occupying public spaces through various forms of communication (protest march,
Social Media, meetings, e-petitions, emails, and so on).
5.

Challenging ways of thinking/doing and hierarchies of power

6.

Forging bonds and strengthening supporter identity affiliation, ideas, and ideals

7.

Bringing awareness to issues and struggles (5, 6)

So, when thinking about characteristics and definitions of social movements, in relationship to, what I have
observed in local marches and parades, I can say that yes, it checks all the boxes. I have observed groups of
people creatively joining together carrying signs and expressing discontent in a variety of ways on a spectrum of
serious, sad, sarcastic, funny, clever, and optimistic.

One last history lesson
Why? Because it’s all cyclical. Many grievances of the past have revisited us. My observations of people
marching and parading in the Kingdom Day Parade, Women’s March LA, and Pasadena Doo Dah Parade have
demonstrated to me that people are still worried about labor issues, power, and capitalist societies that benefit
fewer and fewer people.
From the French Revolution to early social movements of Europe in the 18th and 19th century, working-class
people organized to demonstrate dissatisfaction with their employers and the elite society with its excessive
power and capital. (7) In the U.S, people marched for various socio-economic, work, and political changes in the
early 19th and 20th centuries. For example, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (1835) working-class laborers from
different skill levels, trades, and races participated in strike parades to protest their work hours and low wages.
(8) And, one of the first marches on Washington (Coxey’s Army 1894), included masses of organized people
marching to the capital to voice their concerns about unemployment and dire socio-economic situations of
American families, all the while the very wealthy, amassed more fortunes. (9) Many labor marches were
organized at this time. For example, from 1909 to 1911, female garment workers in New York City marched for
better work conditions, wages, and hours. Some concessions were made for the workers, but it was after the
tragic Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire (March 25, 1911) that the garment workers prevailed with the passage of
laws for worker safety, factory inspections, standards for minimum wage, work hours, and work conditions.
Businesses continued to contest these industry regulations. (10)
In the most recent decade, a number of new social movements have developed worldwide. People are organizing
and mobilizing around issues of high unemployment, low wages, austerity reforms, cut-backs, corruption, income
inequalities, and concerns over power, hierarchies, and capitalism. Some such examples include the antiausterity movements in Greece, Spain, Portugal, Ireland, UK, and elsewhere; the worldwide Occupy movement
focused on social and economic inequalities; and the movements in Tunisia, Egypt, Nigeria, Venezuela, and Hong
Kong that criticized various socio-economic and/or political situations. (11)
The manner, in which people protest socio-economic and political issues has changed over the years. The
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creation, presentation, and circulation of strong visual imagery and speeches have always been an important
tactic of movements. (12) However, present day protest repertoires now harness the power of new technologies
to educate, organize, and disseminate the visual and textual messages through social media, mobile devices, and
other channels. Also, some groups employ innovative protest theatrical performances to critique, comment, or
draw attention in unexpected, conspicuous ways (e.g., the zombie-like protest march during the G20 summit
meetings (2017) (13), the clown army and naked block protestors during G8 summit and other political
gatherings (14), etc.)

Three Events Observed
The following section focuses on observations and research of three events in Southern California: Kingdom
Day Parade, Women's March LA, and Pasadena Doo Dah Parade. A few questions guided my work: What are
the issues and how are the participants in the parade and march communicating these concerns? How is it
reflective of history? Also, I wondered, what’s the collective and individual identity of the social movement
on display? People of diverse backgrounds are mobilizing together, how? why? Are these single or multiple
messages communicated influencing, educating, and bringing awareness to issues that matter? Can they
effect change by marching and parading about diverse issues?

1. Kingdom Day Parade
kingdomday-la-2014-dscn1063.jpg
kingdomday-2014-dscn1230.jpg
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entertainingla-kingdomday-2016-1.png
abc-tv-kingdomday-2018-10.png

entertainingla-kingdomday-2016-3.png
abc-tv-kingdomday-2018-7.png
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kingdomday-senator-harris-timesup-walkers-2018-abc7tv.jpg

abc-tv-kingdomday-2018-6.png

Photos - Kingdom Day Parade 2014-2018; photos by T.Graham, ABC-7 tv/web coverage, Entertaining_LA youtube channel

The Kingdom Day Parade, a Los Angeles parade commemorating Martin Luther King Jr. and his teachings
for over 33 years, is annually held on the 3rd Monday in January. Over the past years, parade themes were:
“When they go low, we go high” (2018), “Now more than ever, we all must work together” (2017), “Our work
is not yet done” (2016), “Love and respect, let it begin with me” (2015), and “Ain’t gonna let nobody turn us
‘round’” (2014). (15) Numerous types of MLK Day parades are held around the U.S. on this day and weekend
before. It has been described as a movement holiday, where public consciousness is raised by groups
bringing attention to pending government policies and community concerns. (16) Coretta Scott King’s has
described “this day as a celebration of the man and a day to commemorate” and “the timeless values he
taught us through his example— the values of courage, truth, justice, compassion, dignity, humility, and
service.” (17)
While the Kingdom Day Parade has the typical festive components of bands, dancers, and clubs represented;
it is also part protest march and history lesson. People carry signs and banners voicing concerns about
government legislation, healthcare, police violence, low wages, sexual harassment, housing, and
immigration. A replica city bus, sponsored by LA metro buses, rolled down the parade route reminding
people of the historical Montgomery bus boycott and protest over segregated buses and Rosa Parks refusal
to give her seat to a white person. Other imagery of Martin Luther King, Jr. draws attention to the 1963
March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, where King gave his "I have a dream" speech encouraging
justice and equality for all people. (18)

2. Women's March LA
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womensmarch-la-2018signs5x5-dsc06949.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc06715.jpg

womensmarch-la-2018-dsc05649.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07608.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07542.jpg

womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07552w.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07570.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07397.jpg

womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07379.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc06516.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc06426.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc05832.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc06511.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc05741.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc06724.jpg

womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07501.jpg

Citation: Tiff Graham. Reading the Signs: Social Movements, Parades, and Marches . H-Celebration. 09-07-2018. https://networks.hnet.org/node/167585/blog/parade-talk/1392027/reading-signs-social-movements-parades-and-marches
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.

18

H-Celebration
womensmarch-la-2018-dsc07179.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc05582.jpg
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womensmarch-la-2018-dsc04507.jpg

womensmarch-la-2018-dsc04758.jpg

womensmarchla-2018-dsc06848.jpg
womensmarc-la-2018-dsc04380.jpg

Citation: Tiff Graham. Reading the Signs: Social Movements, Parades, and Marches . H-Celebration. 09-07-2018. https://networks.hnet.org/node/167585/blog/parade-talk/1392027/reading-signs-social-movements-parades-and-marches
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.

24

H-Celebration
womensmarch-la-2018-dsc04630.jpg
womensmarch-la-2018-dsc04635.jpg

Citation: Tiff Graham. Reading the Signs: Social Movements, Parades, and Marches . H-Celebration. 09-07-2018. https://networks.hnet.org/node/167585/blog/parade-talk/1392027/reading-signs-social-movements-parades-and-marches
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.

25

H-Celebration
womensmarch-la-2018-dsc05434.jpg

womensmarch-la-2018-dsc06921.jpg

Photos - Women's March LA 2018 by T. Graham

The Women’s March LA is one of many Women’s Marches held around California, the U.S., and worldwide
in 2017 and 2018. In downtown Los Angeles, on January 20, 2018, people of diverse backgrounds collectively
came together in a coordinated protest. Groups and individuals of differing gender, sexual orientation, race,
ethnicity, class, age, faith, immigration status, and occupations, marched about women’s rights issues and
numerous other issues. (19) The Women’s March LA Foundation organized the event and partnered with
“more than 200 grassroots and community organizations from Asian Pacific American Labor” to “Muslims for
Progressive Justice, Black Lives Matter Los Angeles, California Coalition for Reproductive Freedom, Chicana
Chingonas,…Guatamaltecos Para Justicia, Her Time Now, Iranian Persian Americans…LGBT+ Center L.A.,
L.A. Federation of Labor, the Martin Luther King Coalition of Southern California…” (20) Their rallying
message, “Hear our Voice”(2017) and “Hear our Vote” (2018), posted on social media sites, websites, and
elsewhere, was one of many messages broadcast that day by groups and individuals, attempting to reach the
eyes and ears of each other and mainstream/alternative media sources. (21) Although there were numerous
signs focused on the #me too movement, #times up movement, and showing opposition to U.S. President
and his policies, there were many other messages communicated, expressing social commentary and
inspirational encouragement.
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What’s interesting to me is that this modern form of collective mobilizing involves not only established
groups but the inclusion of individuals, feeling “politically active because they feel a personal sense of
political responsibility” which doesn’t always mean affiliation with a particular group. (22) At this event,
people of diverse backgrounds marched together and communicated their concerns regarding immigration,
race, ethnicity, violence, healthcare, education, prisons, women’s reproductive rights/wages/sexual
harassment and assault, political parties and government officials, environment, dystopian world concerns,
and other issues.
Each group and individuals’ sign creatively employed text, symbols, metaphors, and/or reference imagery, all
to create a conspicuous visual representation of public dissent and/or personal feelings toward an issue. (23)
Whether one considers the public gathering successful in creating immediate change, might not be as
important as it being one of many steps in drawing attention to and unifying people around particular issues;
even potentially, validating individuals’ thoughts and strengthening their willingness to engage and support
future activist activities.

3. Pasadena Doo Dah Parade
doodah-parade-billionaires-2017.jpg

doodah-2017-dsc09044.jpg
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doodah-2017-dsc09051.jpg
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Photos - Pasadena Doo Dah Parade 2010-2017 by T. Graham

The Pasadena Doo Dah Parade was organized as an alternative parade in 1978 to the televised, familyfriendly, non-controversial, controlled imagery and performances of the Pasadena Rose Parade in Pasadena,
California. (24) Numerous U.S. parades have this similar style of play, parody, and satire toward local,
national and global issues, such as the Doo Dah Parades (Ohio, Michigan, Maryland), King Mango Strut
Parade (Florida), and New Orleans Krewe de Vieux and Krewe d’Etat parades (Louisiana). Also, in countries
with Carnival/Karnival parade celebrations (e.g., Germany, France, Haiti...) parade floats, signs, and
costumes often reflect satirical socio-political commentary. While each of these parades has whimsically fun,
colorful, non-political parade entries, it is often those parades entries with mocking or playful twisting of
current public issues that leaves one reflecting more.
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As is the case, in the Pasadena Doo Dah parade, where groups present different socio-economic and political
issues in humorous ways while vying for the Thorny Rose Award. The Thorny Rose Award was created to
encourage and celebrate subversive socio-political commentary and theatrics. The award winners are
selected by “an anonymous committee of local socio-political observers” who select parade participants that
are “distinguished by their brazen, often, confrontational style, indifference to public decorum and Lone
Ranger bravado(a).” (25) Past winners of the Thorny Rose Award include the Visual Arts Guild. The group
has scrutinized China’s human rights issues, Cuba’s treatment of Ladies in White Movement, and paraded to
bring attention to the Hong Kong Umbrella Movement. (26) Over the years, diverse social movement groups
have participated in the Doo Dah, often presenting their issues in creative, humorous ways. Some of the
participating groups include NORML.org movement for marijuana law reform; Los Angeles Health Care
Coalition for single-payer healthcare; and ironically played, “Billionaires for Wealthcare” movement where
participants defend the plutocrats wearing formal gowns and tuxedos while employing ironic wordplay and
theatrics. (27)

In Conclusion
I wonder if people marching and parading can change lawmakers’ minds and government policy? It’s worked
before. But, can a social movement change cultural codes, rework culture, so that a whole societies’ way of
thinking, believing, viewing things is different than it is has been? (28) It is possible. As I write, I’m cognizant
that the parade and marches I’ve observed recently are different from others in the past. These are non-violent,
and almost no one wears balaclavas or is attacked by law enforcement. There’s frustration and anger, yet in
these events, people have chosen to peacefully and politely join and speak out with signs and chants. There’s no
disciplinary measure controlling the voices and acts of resistance. There’s no law making it illegal to organize or
community shaming over its subversiveness. At this time, I’m not even aware of infiltration of groups to reduce
solidarity, create division, or paranoia. And the utilization of police, army, prison or asylums, hasn’t been
employed to control these dissenters (29). I know I’ve approached social movements in a bit of a rosy light; and I
did not address the suffering of those who have organized in past movements that sought to change things. Nor
did I fully interpret the actions of networked individuals or reference political process perspectives, resource
mobilization approaches, collective identity theory, Marxist concepts of class consciousness, Max Weber and
meaningful action, or other social movements and issues of agency and organization. What I planned to write
didn’t fully come to fruition, but I hope this begins to demonstrate the meaningfulness of parades and marches
as a platform for expressing people’s concerns.
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