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ABSTRACT 

This paper tests several popular theories about civil unrest with provincial level data on protests in the 
People’s Republic of China. It covers 31 provinces over 35 years, from 1979-2013. Modernization theory 
would expect a decrease in protests as a country’s wealth increases, but this paper finds very little 
relationship between the two. Instead, it finds the rate of economic growth to be significantly inversely 
related with protests throughout all models, suggesting the explanatory power of relative deprivation 
theory. Repression is found to be positively associated with protests rather than negatively, suggesting 
that increased repression instigates, rather than deters protests in China. With Chinese national growth 
rates set to decline over the next few years, this study suggests that China should expect an increase in 
protests to come with it. 
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Introduction 

This paper explores the determinants of protests in China. Drawing from modernization and relative 

deprivation theory, it tests two of the prevailing hypothesis about the relationship between wealth and 

protests. That increases in the aggregate level of wealth discourage dissidence, and that relative changes 

in wealth vary inversely with public disorder.  

 

A	  Note	  on	  Terminology	  

The literature on political stability is rife with misnomers, conflations, and simple misuse of 

terms. One scholar’s rebellion is another scholar’s revolution, both of which are lumped together as 

someone else’s “civil disorder.” Transferring designs from one study to the next is made exponentially 

more difficult by these different measures. In order to provide some clarity, I offer the following 

taxonomy to the field typically called domestic political stability or civil unrest. 

Stability is the measure of how likely something is to resist changed.1  Instability therefor, as the 

inverse of stability, is the measure of how likely something is to change. Political stability is the 

likelihood of change in power, traditionally defined as institutional authority.2 Any study that seeks to 

measure political stability and instability must identify the target for change. The following hierarchy 

identifies six of the major targets of change. A change in any value at the top of the hierarchy can result in 

a change in any of the lower values. But a change in a lower value cannot change a higher value. For 

example a change in government system will change the government. But a change in government does 

not change the system of government. 

1. System of Government 

2. Government 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/stability  
  American Heritage Dictionary Online https://www.ahdictionary.com/  
2 I believe this traditional definition is both ineffective and outdated, but it is outside the scope of this paper to 
provide a full redefinition of power here. Those who are interested should investigate the distinctions between 
institutional, social, and natural power, as defined by their ability to enact change. 
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3. Leader 

4. Cabinet Member 

5. Policy 

6. Action 

As a scale of political instability, this is what would be expected. A change in government system is the 

most destabilizing, followed by a change in government, leader, a cabinet member, policy, and action. 

Political events can then be categorized based on which of the different values they are targeting for 

change.  

  A Taxonomy of Destabilizing Events 

 Target for Change Action (violent) Action (Nonviolent) 

1 System of Government Revolt3 Referendum 

2 Government Coup/Rebellion4 Election 

3 Leader Assassination Election 

4 Cabinet Member Assassination Fire 

5 Policy Protest Protest 

6 Action Protest Protest 

 

Under this taxonomy, protests are the smallest unit of event analysis for political instability. They 

target government policy and action for change, and are the entry level indicator for political instability. 

Therefore changes in protests will provide the most precise measure of political instability for a country. 

Analysis of the causes of protests will also provide a much richer understanding of political instability 

than far less frequent events such as revolutions and coups d’état.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 This is distinct from a revolution. A revolt is an attempted change in government system, while a revolution is a 
successful change in that system. The distinction is important to avoid censoring. 
4 The distinction between coup and rebellion is the scale of participants. A coup is an attempted government 
takeover by a small group of people, a rebellion by a mass movement. 
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While the methods employed to enact these changes can be either violent or nonviolent, both 

follow the hierarchy in decreasing magnitude of change in political power. 

 

China’s	  Policy	  Significance	  

China’s meteoric rise in GDP over the last four decades has drastically altered the balance of global 

power. A glance at International Power measured by the Pardee Center for International Futures shows a 

clear power transition between the United States and China around 2026. The other P5 and BRICS 

countries are included for comparison. 

International Power (Percent of Global Total) 

 

Figure 1: Data from Frederick S. Pardee Center for International Futures, University of Denver 

The literature on balance of power versus power transition theory is still at war with each other, 

but either way China’s rise is going to be the major factor in global stability for at least the first half of the 

21st century. Its ability to continue this rise depends on the sustainability of its economic and political 

models. In addition to the danger political instability poses to a regime, political instability has a strong 

negative correlation with economic growth (Barro 1994; Alesina et al. 1996)). Political instability makes 



Manley	   	   	   6	  
	  

investments uncertain, and as investments decrease economic growth suffers (Alesina et al. 1996). 

Because China’s GDP is approximately 16 percent of the world’s total, any changes in economic growth 

will reverberate throughout the global economy. China’s political stability is therefore a concern for both 

international security and prosperity. 

 

Political	  Stability	  in	  China	  

After the reforms of Deng Xiaoping in 1979, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) abandoned its 

Marxist economic policies and embraced gradual market reforms. In doing so it diverged from its core 

socialist ideology, calling the new mix of policies “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” Chinese elite 

politics are often defined by the debate between rapid economic growth and equal economic growth 

(ensuring that new increases in wealth are shared by all levels of society). These competing factions are 

known as the elitists (favoring rapid, capitalist growth) and the populists (favoring equal growth and a 

return to traditions of the cultural revolution). When Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, it was a triumph 

of the market capitalists. The main populist challenger, Bo Xilai, was purged from the party on corruption 

charges and placed under indefinite house arrest.  

Under such stakes, it is popular wisdom among China watchers that the CCP’s legitimacy rests so 

heavily on economic performance that a decline in relative growth could lead to unrest (Shambaugh 

2000). This unrest could reinforce declining economic growth by scaring off investments, leading to even 

more protests and creating a vicious cycle of instability in China.  

Many of the protests in China so far have been allegedly isolated. They did not have a unified 

national fabric, were not connected with one another, and were sparked by local policies (Tong and Lei 

2010).  
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Methodology:	  China	  as	  an	  Empirical	  Case	  

Few countries offer a better observational laboratory for modernization and relative deprivation 

than China. Its rapid economic growth over the last four decades, with its resultant transformations on 

society, provide a wide range of varying data. The history of protests in China in the 20th century provides 

an equally rich dataset.  

This study expands on the current literature of unrest by using the unit of province-year. In the 

classical models of unrest, Gurr looked at 114 countries over five years (570 observations); Tilly at a 131 

year time-series of France at the national level (131 observations). Analyzing cross-sectional time-series 

differences in China’s 31 provinces over 35 years provides a much richer 1,085 observations. 

In addition to the richer dataset, looking at protests at a provincial level instead of a national level 

is a more precise unit of measurement. While not completely resolving the ecological fallacy, provincial 

level measures are a much closer approximation to a protest group’s conditions than national aggregates. 

Provincial level data allows for more refined data on variables such as urbanization, newspaper 

distribution, and passenger traffic.  

Moreover, variances between provinces are much smaller than variances between countries. 

Cross-province study controls for regime type, culture, foreign policy, and a host of other often 

intangible, hard to control factors between countries. What do vary are the explanatory variables: 

urbanization, industrialization, GDP per capita, newspapers published, etc. While a provincial analysis 

has far less variance between cross-sectional units than countries, it still has stable factors such as 

geography and unique traditions that differ among provinces. Since each of the explanatory variables 

varies over time within a province, I use a fixed effects model throughout the study to control for 

unmeasured characteristics of provinces. Standard errors are also clustered by province. 
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Theory and Literature Review 

Modernization	  Theory	  

There are two dominant theories in the literature about sources of civil unrest. The first is 

modernization theory. The idea is that as economic development increases, the opportunity cost of 

rebelling also increases. It is Tocqueville’s wisdom from the analysis of democracy in America that “only 

those who have nothing to lose ever revolt.” The foundation of this theory comes from Lipset in the 

1960s. He argued that economic development (an umbrella for a host of factors, including wealth, 

industrialization, urbanization, and education) would eventually lead to stable democracy (Lipset 1959). 

While Lipset erroneously conflated democracy with stability5, the simplicity of his arguments for 

economic development and social stability are compelling.  

According to the modernization theory, increased income leads to increased social conditions of 

workers. They develop longer time horizons, are less receptive to extremism, and are exposed to middle-

class values, all of which bring them into the moderate national identity. Increased wealth increases the 

size of the middle class, which rewards moderates and stabilizes the conflict between upper and lower 

classes. Increased wealth also allows for greater leisure time, which allows citizens to form voluntary 

associations that increase their participation in, as opposed to alienation from, national politics (Lipset 

1959). According to modernization theory the greater participation and national connections forged by 

rising income make citizens less likely to rebel. 

H1: A rise in per capita income will lead to a decrease in protests. 

A derivate version of modernization theory states that while aggregate levels of wealth may be 

stabilizing, rapid changes in that wealth are potentially destabilizing. “It is not those who are accustomed 

to poverty, but those whose place in the social order is changing, who resort to revolution” (Olson 1963). 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  Samuel	  Huntington	  critiqued	  democracy	  as	  the	  only	  stable	  political	  order	  in	  Political	  Order	  in	  Changing	  Societies	  
(1968),	  empirically	  demonstrating	  that	  you	  can	  have	  wealthy,	  stable	  autocracies	  just	  as	  easily	  as	  you	  can	  wealthy	  
democracies.	  I	  will	  not	  go	  into	  the	  full	  modernization-‐democratization	  debate	  here.	  I	  focus	  only	  on	  modernization	  
as	  it	  relates	  to	  political	  stability,	  as	  defined	  above.	  	  
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Specifically, rapid economic growth leads to structural social changes that result in a déclassé, or class-

less group, that is inherently destabilizing because of its weak bonds to the social order.  

Rapid economic growth is brought about by innovation and technological change. Rapid changes 

in the methods of production change the demand for different industries and types of labor. The 

redistribution of income along these new industries and skills shifts economic power from the old wealth 

(based off old methods of production) to the new wealth (based off new technologies and skills). In 

agrarian societies, this change was industrialization. In modern society, it is the shift to digital technology. 

Decreases in income for the old wealth lead to a mismatch between their low economic status and their 

high class status, while increases in income for the new wealth lead to a similar mismatch between their 

high economic status and low class status. These mismatches in elements lead to rank disequilibrium, 

which is inherently destabilizing as citizens seek to correct their perceived injustice by raising their lower 

element to match their higher one (Galtung 1964). Moreover, it creates economics groups that are 

detached from their class groups, weakening the caste ties that bind citizens to the social order (Olson 

1963).  

The old rich are the ones that hold political power at the time of transition, having used their 

wealth to craft political and social power for themselves. When they are challenged by a new rich, they 

still hold onto this political power. Unless the old rich voluntarily expand political power (participation) 

to the new rich commensurate with their increased economic power, the new rich will have no recourse 

but to challenge the existing political order. 

H2: Rapid economic growth will increase protests.  

Theoretically, expansion of political power to the new wealth should act as a mitigating effect on 

protests. This kind of government reform is known as opening the safety valve because it relieves 

underlying structural social pressures. During the Tiananmen protests in 1989, opening the safety valve 

was the preferred method of the liberal Zhao Ziyang (Hu Yaobang’s successor as party general secretary). 

However, he was eventually overruled by hard-line premier Li Peng and paramount leader Deng 
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Xiaoping and placed under house arrest after the crackdown.6 Unfortunately, exact data on political 

participation in China is difficult to come by, so it will not be included in this study. However, I suggest 

the number of CCP cadres per capita as a reasonable measure should the information become available in 

the future. 

In addition to redistributing wealth, industrialization also increases the alienation of citizens. The 

transformation from an agrarian to an industrial society replaces family-run agriculture and cottage 

industries with individually hired factory workers. These weakened family ties further alienate citizens 

from the social order, making them more prone to protest against it (Olson 1963). 

H3: Industrialization will increase protests. 

The rapid urbanization that accompanies industrialization forces people to migrate from rural 

villages to cities in search of work. This increased mobility further weakens family ties, which lessens a 

person’s bond with society and further increases their alienation. Indeed in China right now there is a 

debate over the relevance of the ancient Hukou system. Designed originally to regulate populations of 

cities to prevent instability, they identify each citizen as the resident of an area. You can only receive 

public services (health, education, welfare) from your own hukou designated area. The massive migration 

of citizens from rural villages to cities in search of work has created a large class of temporary workers 

and squatters, as well as an underground market for hukous. The alienation of rural migrants to Chinese 

cities is not just theoretical, it is coded in law.7 

Urbanization also increases the proximity of people to each other, providing all kinds of logistical 

benefits to protests. Improved communication (both by word of mouth and the increase in media that 

comes with urbanization)8, ability to rapidly mobilize, and the ease of spreading new ideas all decrease 

the organizational costs of protests. 

H4: Urbanization will increase protests. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Encyclopedia	  Britannica	  
7	  “The	  Great	  Transition.”	  The	  Economist	  March	  22,	  2014.	  <http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21599360-‐
government-‐right-‐reform-‐hukou-‐system-‐it-‐needs-‐be-‐braver-‐great>	  
8	  Lipset	  1959	  
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The increase in urbanization and wealth that come with industrialization and modernization of a 

country also increases education levels as citizens retrain for the new economy and have more wealth and 

time to devote to learning (Lipset 1959). There are two contrary theories on the effect of education on 

unrest. Under the basic (Lipset) version of modernization theory, an increase in education is a highly 

stabilizing force, decreasing susceptibility to extremism and mass movements. Under the rapid growth 

version, increased access to education creates a new intellectually rich who may challenge the old 

intellectually rich for political power. However, increased education may also expose citizens to 

alternative political ideas, encouraging them to change their system. Primary education increases the 

literacy rate, increasing the number of citizens who can communicate in the written language, and thereby 

organize for protest.  

H5: Increased education will increase protests. 

These five hypotheses are tested under the modernization models (Models 1-3) in this study.  

 

Relative	  Deprivation	  Theory	  

The second dominant theory in the literature is relative deprivation theory. According to relative 

deprivation, people are frustrated when their achievements do not match their expectations (Gurr 1968). 

The frustration from this expectations-achievement gap manifests as aggression and drives men to rebel 

(Gurr 1970, Fierabend 1966). Therefore a citizen will protest any time his achievements do not match his 

expectations. This can occur through either a change in expectations or a change in achievement. Rapid 

economic development increases expectations about future wealth. A person expects that they will at least 

make as much this year as they did last year. If they do not, due to macroeconomic trends, firm profits, or 

just individual performance, they become frustrated and aggressive. What drives him to protest instead of 

crime is a belief that the state is at fault for the underachievement. Over the last forty years China 

transitioned from a command economy into a free market, and still has several large state-owned-

enterprises and price controls in place. It is not absurd for a Chinese citizen to blame economic 

performance on the government.     
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Grievances are any expectation-achievement gaps that could cause a protest. The benefits from 

protesting are the expected benefits derived from the resolution of that gap. Possible grievances include 

economic growth, education, price of goods, tax rates, and unemployment (Gurr 1968).  

Economic growth, as discussed above, has wide influence on both expectations about the future 

and present achievements. A decrease in the economic growth rate will lessen year-on-year increases in 

income. If a person expects their wealth to continue rising at a certain level and it does not, they may 

protest. Davies’ J-curve hypothesis states that when a period of rising expectations is met with sharp 

decline, citizens will be driven to rebel (Davies 1962). The sharpness of economic decline is best 

measured by its growth. Economic growth in this study is measured as the yearly percent change in GDP 

per capita.  

H6: Economic growth rate is negatively correlated with protests. 

Education is so important for socioeconomic advancement that an inability to get access to 

education may be perceived as a deprivation. In a rising economy, those with increased wealth may 

expect increased access to education. If they cannot access education, they may protest. Secondary 

education is less accessible than primary education, so it is a more useful deprivation variable than 

primary education. Primary education made a better education variable for the modernization idea of 

economic development, because it represented the achievement of a certain threshold, rather than a lack 

of something expected. This study uses the percent of the population enrolled in secondary education. 

H7: Education is negatively correlated with protests. 

Inflation, increases in the price of goods, is likely to lead to protests because there is a numerical 

gap between what is expected in the store (the accustomed price), and the actual (inflated) price. 

Moreover, these price increases often hit lower income earners harder because wages lag behind inflation, 

decreasing real income. Inflation is measured in this study using the general consumer price index. 

H8: Inflation is positively correlated with protests. 

Tax rates can be a grievance because increased rates decrease the after tax income of workers. 

Burdensome or increasing tax rates are cited by the American revolutionaries as one of their grievances 
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against King George, and were widely regarded as one of the contributing factors of the French 

Revolution.9  

H9: Tax rates are positively correlated with protests. 

Unemployment rates are a possible grievance, as more people who expected to have a job lose 

them.  

H10: Unemployment is positively correlated with protests. 

However, just because someone is frustrated does not mean they will protest. They must also have the 

opportunity to do so. Grievances are mediated by both encouraging opportunities and discouraging 

opportunities. Encouraging opportunities are anything that would make a protest easier for a citizen to 

organize (decreases the cost of organizing). They include mobility, previous protests, urbanization, and 

communication.  

Mobility, or the ability for citizens to move around, allows them to assemble for collective action. 

Geographic proximity, vehicles available, number and size of public spaces, all contribute to mobility. In 

this study I use volume of passenger traffic in a province as a proxy for mobility. Passenger traffic 

volume is measured in passenger-kilometers (the number of unlinked passenger trips times the average 

length of their trips) and accounts for different modes of transportation across provinces (development of 

rail, waterway, or highways), as well as geographic area.   

Past protests can leave a legacy of infrastructure, knowledge, and experience that make future 

protests easier to implement. They may also create a culture of protests within a specific area, or inspire 

future protesters with their previous success. Previous protests are measured in this study by taking the 

cumulative moving average of the number of protests in the preceding five years.  

Urbanization, as discussed earlier, increases geographic proximity, and with it communication, 

rapid spread of ideas, and the ability to rapidly mobilize. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  Declaration	  of	  Rights	  and	  Grievances,	  October	  19,	  1765,	  First	  Congress	  of	  the	  American	  Colonies,	  New	  York.	  
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Communication is a mediating variable itself and is intuitively necessary for collective action. 

The freer communication is among citizens, the easier they will be able to organize. Communication is 

measured in this study as the number of newspaper copies printed per capita. 

H11: Encouraging opportunities (mobility, past protests, urbanization, and communication) are positively 

correlated with protests. 

Discouraging opportunities are factors that increase the costs of collective action. They act as 

deterrents a citizen’s rational choice to protest to redress their grievances. The most widely studied and 

intuitive is repression. In Tilly’s time-series study of France, he found a government’s repressive capacity 

to be a better determinant of unrest than traditional measures of relative deprivation (Tilly 1972). Tilly’s 

study also found no correlation between prices of goods and industrial output to civil unrest in France 

over his 131 year study, claiming to cast doubt over the usefulness of relative deprivation as an 

explanatory theory. His models, however, were over-simplistic, and did include nearly as many indicators 

of grievance, and none of encouraging opportunities. Tilly tried to measure repression directly with the 

number of excess arrests in a given year and man-days in jail. Excess arrests were endogenous and man-

days in jail a poor measure, since most arrests are made for actions other than collective action. His final 

index, the sheer bulk of the national budget, is a very rough measure of repressive capacity of a state. 

Gurr, in his study, used the sum of internal security and military personnel per capita combined with a 

loyalty score based on previous military interference in politics (Gurr 1968). Unfortunately, this measure 

of repression doesn’t transfer well for this study because provinces do not have their own militaries and 

there has been no direct intervention in Chinese politics by the military on the scale proposed by Gurr 

since the revolution. Moreover, China’s internal security budget, personnel, and expenditures are 

notoriously opaque, making data collection exceedingly difficult.  

Following Tilly, this study uses provincial government expenditures as a rough measure of 

repressive capacity. Provincial government expenditures are broken down into expenses on: capital 

construction; innovation funds; supporting agricultural production; culture, education, science, and 

healthcare; and government administration. Their average share of the provincial government budget is 
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displayed below. China’s public security budget has exceeded its military budget in recent years, and 

reports from the Ministry of Finance show that the bulk of total national spending on internal security is 

under provincial and local government outlays.10 There is no category in the provincial data source for 

public security, but in the national data the administration budget is placed after the national defense 

budget—the same way it is reported by Xinhua, China’s state-run news agency. Aside from bureaucratic 

salaries, it seems likely that this data includes public security outlays. While more refined than bulk 

government expenditure, government administrative expenditure is still only a rough measure, since it is 

polluted with other possible other expenditures labeled administrative.  

H12: Discouraging opportunities (repression) are negatively correlated with protests. 

In sum, grievances are the variables that drive citizens to protest, encouraging opportunities 

decrease the costs of protesting, and discouraging variables increase the costs of protesting. Hypotheses 6-

12 are tested in the relative deprivation models (Models 4-9) in this study. 

 

Table 1: Hypotheses Summary 

Variable Relationship 

Modernization Theory 

GDP per capita Negative 

Growth Rate Positive 

Industrialization Positive 

Urbanization Positive 

Education Positive 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  “China	  Domestic	  Security	  Spending	  Rises	  to	  $111	  billion,”	  Reuters,	  Mar	  5,	  2012.	  
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/03/05/us-‐china-‐parliament-‐security-‐idUSTRE82403J20120305	  	  
Riley,	  Charles,	  “Inside	  China’s	  $2.2	  trillion	  budget,”	  CNN	  Money.	  January	  15,	  2014.	  
http://economy.money.cnn.com/2014/01/15/china-‐budget/	  	  
“Facts	  &	  Figures:	  China’s	  2014	  draft	  budget	  report,”	  Xinhua,	  March	  5,	  2014.	  
http://www.china.org.cn/china/NPC_CPPCC_2014/2014-‐03/05/content_31679301.htm	  
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Relative Deprivation Theory 

Grievances  

Growth Rate Negative 

Education Negative 

Inflation Positive 

Tax Rate Positive 

Unemployment Rate Positive 

Encouraging opportunities (mobility, past 

protests, urbanization, communication) 

Positive 

Discouraging opportunities (repression) Negative 

Data Description 

Dependent	  Variable:	  Protests	  

Protest data was collected from the Google Database of Events, Language, and Tone (GDELT) and spans 

35 years from 1979-2013. GDELT uses a computer algorithm to scan the web for all print, web, and radio 

news articles mentioning a given event for any regions. In this case I collected event data for protests in 

China.  The algorithm distinguishes separate protest events from multiple news mentions and returns all 

individual events with dates and geographic coordinates. Each count in this data is a unique protest event. 

The data is sorted into provinces and aggregated into years for province-year analysis. Because of concern 

about the possible effect of increased reporting over time, year is held as a control in all regression 

models. 

The protest counts vary widely by province, with Beijing the clear outlier. Figure 2 shows the mean count 

of protests for each province over the 35 year period. The data are log transformed using the natural log to 

allow comparison with other variables. The summary statistics of the log of protests is reported below. 
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Table 2: Summary Statistics of Dependent Variable  

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Protests 1085 27.63041 173.709 0 3121 

Log(protests) 1085 .9920344 1.60873 0 8.046229 

 

Percent of Provinces Experiencing a Protest each Year 

 

Leader: Pink: Hua Guofeng; Black: Hu Yaobang; Green: Zhao Ziyang; Red: Jiang Zemin; Blue: Hu Jintao; 
Orange: Xi Jinping. Yellow points indicate potential power transitions.  

	  

Independent	  Variables	  

The independent variables in this experiment, as well as the controls, come from the All China Data 

Center at the University of Michigan. These data are collected by the All China Data Center directly from 

the National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS). The independent variables, their measure, and their 

units are reported in the table below. 
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Table 3: Independent Variable Measures 

Variable Measure Unit 

Wealth Log(GDP per capita) Yuan, log transformed 

Growth Rate Yearly change in GDP per capita Percent (out of one) 

Urbanization Urban Employed/Total Employed Percent (out of one) 

Primary Education Number of persons enrolled in primary 

education/total year-end population 

Percent (out of one) 

Secondary Education Number of persons enrolled in secondary 

education/total year-end population 

Percent (out of one) 

Population Log(total year-end population) 10,000 persons, log 

transformed 

Inflation Consumer Price Index Percent of previous year 

Tax Rate Tax Revenue per capita/GDP per capita Ratio 

Unemployment Rate (Total Population – Total Employed)/Total 

Population 

Percent of population 

Mobility Log(passenger traffic volume) Passenger-kilometers, log 

transformed 

Past Protests Log(past protests)* Log transformed 

Communication  Newspapers published per capita 100 million copies 

Repression 1 Log(Local Government Expenditure per 

capita)** 

10,000 yuan per person, log 

transformed 

Repression 2 Log(Local Government Administrative 

Expenditure per capita) 

10,000 yuan per person, log 

transformed 

*The data for past protests are constructed using a cumulative moving average of the previous five years 

of protest data. This cumulative moving average is then log transformed for comparison. 
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**The second, broader measure for repression is used only once, in the classic relative deprivation model 

(Model 4). 

Official Chinese GDP figures have faced a lot of criticism for accuracy.11  Local cadres are 

promoted based off of GDP figures, incentivizing them to over-report when they are not hitting their 

targets. The central government is encouraged to polish GDP figures in order to maintain legitimacy and 

stability. The London firm, Capital Economics, produces a proxy for Chinese economic growth called the 

China Activity Proxy (CAP). It measures electricity output, freight shipment, construction, passenger 

travel, and cargo volume as a measure of economic activity every month. Comparing official quarterly 

GDP with monthly CAP across the most recent decade, the data are relatively consistent. While the data 

starts deviating after 2012, this has negligible effect on the 1979-2013 range of panel data used in this 

study. Official GDP data is therefore accurate enough for the purposes of this study. 

 

The unemployment rate is not a true unemployment rate, since it uses the total population instead of the 

labor force, but should still be useful as rough unemployment indicator. It also appears that employment 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  http://thediplomat.com/2013/03/the-‐curious-‐case-‐of-‐chinas-‐gd-‐figures/	  	  
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figures are inflated in reporting, since there is a negative minimum unemployment rate. The variance 

between provinces should still be meaningful if over-reporting is a consistent practice across provinces. 

 

Table 4: Summary Statistics of Independent Variables  

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Wealth 1085 8.326422 1.510708 5.32301 11.509 

Growth Rate 1054 .1487881 .0740236 -.0581655 .5072062 

Urbanization 1019 .3229024 .1663124 .114963 .9404032 

Primary Ed. 1066 .1057536 .0423742 .0258433 .8020107 

Secondary Ed. 830 .0042438 .0048122 .0006146 .0593862 

Population 1066 7.957017 .917465 5.20894 9.343997 

Inflation 1061 105.7226 6.523668 96.4 129.7 

Tax Rate 1017 .0824408 .0372596 .0166503 .2213801 

Unemployment  1037 .490577 .2273778 -4.384286 .6927173 

Mobility 1074 5.240102 1.313349 0 8.006111 

Past Protests 1080 1.382631 1.553314 0 7.63211 

Communication 1042 .0041192 .0115064 .0000994 .0953725 

Repression 1 1066 .1587982 .2254836 .0026315 1.447055 

Repression 2 849 .0072546 .0106828 .0003039 .1073299 

 

Population, wealth, and year are also used as basic controls throughout all of the models. 

Administrative expenses include expenditure for administration, subsidies to the parties and mass 

organizations, diplomatic expenditure, expenditure for public security, judicial expenditure, law court 

expenditure, procuratorial expenditure, and subsidies to the expenses for treating the cases by the public 

security departments, procuratorial organs and law courts. While stated above, it is worth mentioning 
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again that the measures of repression, even the refined local government administrative expenditure, are a 

rough measure and more indicative of repressive capacity than repression itself. 

Industrialization was included as an independent in earlier models, calculated by dividing gross 

industrial output by gross agricultural output. As expected by modernization theory, it co-varied greatly 

with urbanization. Urbanization holds more explanatory power for protests because of its facilitation of 

communication and assembly, so industrialization was removed in subsequent models. Its effects can still 

be seen through urbanization. 

Models  

The unit of analysis is province-year and the study is a panel analysis of 31 provinces for 35 years (1979-

2013). All models are fixed effects OLS regression models and standard errors are clustered by provinces 

for robustness.  

 

Modernization Models 

Model One: Classic Modernization 

1. Log(protests) = β0 + β1Wealth + β2Urbanization + β3Primary Ed + β4Population + β5Year +ε 

Model Two: Rapid Growth  

2. Log(protests) = β0 + β1Growth Rate + β2Urbanization + β3Primary Ed + β4Population + β5Year +ε 

Model Three: Combined Development, Growth Model 

3. Log(protests) = β0 + β1Wealth + β2Growth Rate + β3Urbanization + β4Primary Ed+ β5Population 

+β6Year + ε 

 

Relative Deprivation Models 

Model Four: Classic Deprivation Model 
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4. Log(protests) = β0 + β1Secondary Ed + β2Growth Rate + β3Inflation + β4Tax Rate + β5Population 

+ β6Year + β7Wealth + β8Mobility + β9Past Protests + β10Repression1 + ε 

Model Five: Grievances 

5. Log(protests) = β0 + β1Secondary Ed + β2Growth Rate + β3Inflation + β4Tax Rate+ 

β5Unemployment +β6Population + β6Year + β6Wealth + ε 

Model Six: Grievances + Encouraging Opportunities 

6. β0 + β1Secondary Ed + β2Growth Rate + β3Inflation + β4Tax Rate+ β5Unemployment 

+β6Population + β6Year + β6Wealth + β6Mobility + β6Past Protests + β6Urbanization + 

β6Communication + ε 

Model Seven: Model 6 + Discouraging Opportunities 

7. β0 + β1Secondary Ed + β2Growth Rate + β3Inflation + β4Tax Rate+ β5Unemployment 

+β6Population + β6Year + β6Wealth + β6Mobility + β6Past Protests + β6Urbanization + 

β6Communication + β6Repression2 + ε 

Model Eight: Model 7 with Repression2 lagged one year 

8. β0 + β1Secondary Ed + β2Growth Rate + β3Inflation + β4Tax Rate+ β5Unemployment 

+β6Population + β6Year + β6Wealth + β6Mobility + β6Past Protests + β6Urbanization + 

β6Communication + β6L.Repression2 + ε 

Model Nine: Model 8 with Growth Rate lagged one year 

9. β0 + β1Secondary Ed + β2L.Growth Rate + β3Inflation + β4Tax Rate+ β5Unemployment 

+β6Population + β6Year + β6Wealth + β6Mobility + β6Past Protests + β6Urbanization + 

β6Communication + β6L.Repression2 + ε 
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Results 

Modernization	  Models	   	  

The results of the classic modernization model, Model One, suggest that increases in urbanization 

lead to an increase in protests. Urbanization is highly significant, possibly because of its capture of the 

effects of industrialization, but also because of its inherent contribution to the logistic ability to organize 

protests. Importantly, wealth is not significant, casting doubt on the validity of economic development as 

an explanation for stability.  

Model Two tests the rapid growth version of the modernization theory by substituting the level of 

wealth with the rate of economic growth. Urbanization remains very significant, and the model suggests 

that the growth rate is significant as well. Year, a constant, is significant in this model, likely because it is 

capturing the exponential increase in wealth over time. This is corrected by reintroducing wealth to create 

the combined model in Model Three. Controlling for the increase in level of wealth, both urbanization 

and the growth rate remain highly significant, with p-values of less than 0.001. Model Three suggests 

that, holding all else constant, a one standard deviation increase in the growth rate will lead to an 11.56% 

decrease in the standard deviation of the log of protests. Urbanization is four times more impactful than 

growth rate in the opposite direction. Holding all else constant, a 44.14% increase in the log of protests 

can be expected from a one standard deviation increase in urbanization. All three models are summarized 

in Table 3.  

These results cast heavy doubt on the validity of the basic modernization theory: that increases in 

economic development lead to greater stability. Aggregate levels of wealth were not significant. Neither 

was primary education—Lipset’s espoused greatest driver of social stability. Growth rate was significant, 

but not in the direction predicted by the rapid growth model. If anything, the growth rate lends itself as 

support to the basic modernization model that rising prosperity leads to a more stable polity. It is 

overshadowed, however, by the reverse, quadrupole larger effect, of urbanization. This seems consistent 

with the portion of the rapid growth model that suggests urbanization increases protests. 



Manley	   	   	   24	  
	  

 

Table 5: Effect of Modernization on Protests (1979-2013) 
Dependent variable: 
Log(Protests) 

(1) 
Classic 

(2) 
Rapid Growth 

(3) 
Combined 

Wealth -0.192 
(-0.74) 

 -0.104 
(-0.38) 

 
Growth Rate  -2.549*** -2.517*** 
  (-6.03) (-5.48) 

 
Urbanization 4.239*** 4.195*** 4.278*** 
 (4.44) (4.48) (4.37) 

 
Primary Ed 0.654 -0.205 -0.264 
 (0.28) (-0.08) (-0.11) 

 
Population -0.064 -0.277 -0.293 
 (-0.08) (-0.36) (-0.39) 

 
Year 
 

0.0953* 
(2.51) 

0.073*** 
(9.73) 

0.0875* 
(2.15) 

N 1005 977 977 
t statistics in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Relative	  Deprivation	  Models	  

The classic deprivation model is a replication of Gurr’s original, as closely as it applies to China. 

The results are consistent with Gurr’s findings that economic deprivation (in this case growth rate and 

inflation) can lead to protests. The other significant variable is Repression1, the bulk size of government 

as measured by local government expenditure per capita. This very rough estimate was curvilinear in 

Gurr’s findings, but is positively correlated with protests here. The effect of repression is revisited in 

models seven and eight. 

In order to dissect the grievances from the mediating variables, opportunities, model five 

regresses grievances exclusively. It suggests that growth rate, inflation, and tax rate are the most 

significant grievances. Notably, when controlling for these other economic indicators, urbanization loses 

the significance identified in the modernization model. The inclusion of more variables may have 

removed the correlation of urbanization with protests, or it may have been to a reduction in the sample 

size from 977 to 758 (a 23 percent reduction). 

Adding the encouraging opportunities to the equation with model six results in little or no change 

in the significance and strength of growth rate, inflation, and tax rate as correlates of protests. Past 

protests gain a slight significance in this model, but its lack of significance throughout the rest of the 

models makes its true correlation unlikely. This suggests a result consistent with Gurr’s, that mediating 

variables do little to alter the underlying effect of grievances on civil unrest. To test this fully, the 

discouraging variable Repression2 is added in model seven. 

The addition of repression removes the significance of the inflation and tax rate, wealth regains 

mild significance. Repression itself is not significant in this model. The only grievance to survive the 

addition of repression, and robustly at that, is the growth rate. However, because repression is best 

understood theoretically as a deterrent to protests, model nine lags Repression2 by one year. Protesters are 

likely to make their decisions based on their observed repression last year, rather than the recorded 

repression this year (which may additionally suffer from endogeneity problems).  
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Table 6: Effect of Relative Depravity on Protests (1979-2013)  
Dependent 
variable: 
Log(Protests) 
 

(4) 
Classic 

(5) 
Grievances 

(6) 
+Encouraging 

(7) 
+Discouraging 

Unlagged 

(8) 
+Discouraging 

Lagged 

(9) 
Lagged 
Growth 

Secondary Ed 6.360                     
(0.85) 

9.353    
(1.04)   

5.696                      
(0.86)   

6.638                   
(1.34) 

4.492                   
(0.80) 

5.399                   
(0.83) 

       
Growth Rate -3.657*** 

(-4.92) 
-3.839*** 

(-4.96) 
-3.461*** 

(-4.49) 
-2.875***                 

(-4.02)   
-3.118***                 

(-4.48) 
-.555*                  
(-2.05) 

       
Inflation 0.0230**  

(3.21) 
0.0251** 

(3.20) 
0.0220**  

(2.82) 
0.00901                      
(1.20)   

0.0123                   
(1.60) 

-0.003                  
(-0.42) 

       
Tax Rate 
 

5.051    
(2.02) 

 

11.05*** 
(4.87) 

9.269*** 
(4.57) 

2.407                   
(0.95) 

2.233                   
(0.93) 

1.740                  
(0.65) 

Unemployment 
 

 0.452                      
(0.37) 

 

0.271                      
(0.24)   

0.597                   
(0.52) 

0.440                   
(0.38) 

-0.159                  
(-0.45) 

Population 
 

-1.212    
(-1.76) 

 

-0.336    
(-0.48) 

-0.849                 
(-1.32) 

-0.191                  
(-0.20) 

-0.714                  
(-0.83)   

-0.428                  
(-0.48) 

Year -0.0263    
(-0.49) 

0.0313                    
(0.70) 

0.0165                   
(0.35) 

-0.0875                  
(-1.57)    

-0.0774                  
(-1.40) 

-0.135                  
(-2.02) 

       
Wealth 
 

0.640    
(1.75) 

0.588                  
(1.94) 

0.615                   
(1.91) 

 

0.971**                   
(2.78)    

0.923*                   
(2.63) 

1.228**                   
(3.00) 

Mobility 
 

0.0602    
 (0.54) 

 

 0.0828                   
(0.63) 

0.000321                   
(0.00) 

-0.0573                  
(-0.41) 

-0.0908                  
(-0.40) 

Past Protests 
 

0.0555               
(1.14)   

 0.130*                   
(2.39)    

0.00884                   
(0.18)   

-0.00732                  
(-0.16) 

 

0.00543                   
(0.10) 

Urbanization   1.434                  
(0.81)   

 

-1.814                  
(-0.73)    

 

-1.615                  
(-0.74) 

-2.304                  
(-0.97) 

Communication   -11.64                 
(-1.25)    

-10.80                  
(-0.62)   

-5.974                  
(-0.37) 

 

-11.41                  
(-0.92) 

Repression2    4.626                   
(1.08) 

 
 
 

 

Repression2 
Lag1 

    19.89*                   
(2.20) 

 

21.71*                   
(2.10)   

Repression1 
 

2.552**               
(3.35)    

     

N 756 758 746 649 677 660 
t statistics in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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When Repression2 is lagged one year it gains a significance it did not have in the prior model. 

The strength of the relationship is also suggestive of its importance to the model of protests. A one 

standard deviation increase in lagged repression leads to an expected increase in the standard deviation of 

the log of protests by 13.23 percent. It is not clear why increased repression corresponds with an increase 

in protests, but it may be due to a couple of reasons. The first is that repression is, as Gurr posited, a 

destabilizing variable. Repression may represent a grievance in itself as expected political participation 

and rights are violated. The second is the possibility that there is an endogenous effect of repression on 

protests. The correlation may be capturing the government’s crackdown on protests, rather than protests 

as a response to repression. However, because repression is not significant in the un-lagged model, and 

becomes significant in the lagged model, the sequential relationship suggests that protests are a response 

to repression in this data, rather than the other way around. If there was an endogenous effect, it would 

have appeared consistently in the un-lagged model as well. 
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Importantly, growth rate remains very significant at the P<0.001 level. A one standard deviation 

increase in the growth rate leads to an expected decrease of 14.34 percent in the standard deviation of the 

log of protests. Or, in relative deprivation terms, a one standard deviation decrease in the growth rate will 

lead to an expected increase in the standard deviation of the log of protests by 14.34 percent, holding all 

else constant.  

In terms of raw protest count, a one percent decrease in the growth rate will lead to an expected 

increase of 22.6 protests. For repression, a one percent increase in the preceding year’s per capita 

government administrative expenditure leads to an expected 2.20 percent increase in protests. 

Finally, even though wealth was not a significant determinant of protests in the modernization 

model, its significance in model eight suggests that it may have some explanatory power in the relative 

deprivation model. A one percent increase in GDP per capita leads to an expected increase in protests by 

2.63 percent. The inverse relationship between growth rate and protests is displayed in the graph below. 
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The inverse relationship between protests and growth rates in this graph is striking. The peaks and troughs 

are neatly aligned. This could be the result of a causal relationship between growth rates and protests, as 

suggested by relative deprivation theory, or it could be the result of investors reacting to political 

instability. Investors will be scared away by protests, and the decrease in investments would lead to a 

decline in growth rates. In order to try to separate the two, model nine runs the same regression as model 

eight with growth rate lagged one year. The effects are lest significant, but the fact they are not 

completely insignificant suggests that growth rates provide some explanatory power, independent of 

possible endogenous effects.  

The third relationship, the effect of GDP per capita on protests, is graphed below.

 

Wealth does not explain as much of the variance in protests as the growth rate does. Moreover, it has no 

major dips that would support a j-curve hypothesis or relative deprivation theory. The only logic in which 

the constant increase in wealth makes sense in modernization theory, under which it was insignificant. 
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There is a possibility that this relationship is spurious due to the increase in both protests and wealth in 

China over the last forty years. 

Conclusion 

The variables expected to be significant in the basic modernization model, with the exception of 

urbanization, fail to demonstrate explanatory power. The aggregate level of wealth, the principal 

determinant of modernization theory in particular, appears to have no relationship with protests under the 

first series of models. This result remains consistent when combined with the rapid growth model. In fact, 

the models suggest that rapid economic growth has very robust explanatory power. But it is in the 

opposite direction predicted by the rapid growth model. Contrary to Olson’s theory, these models suggest 

that rapid economic growth is actually a very stabilizing force. This is more consistent with relative 

deprivation logic than modernization logic. As economic growth is rising, people’s expectations are being 

met, and possibly exceeded, by their achievements. The only piece of the modernization theory that holds 

any significance consistent with its theory is urbanization. Urbanization, however, fails to remain 

significant when combined with a larger set of variables in the relative deprivation model that account for 

a lot of similar effects, such as mobilization and communication. This may be due to decreased sample 

size, or it may be because mobilization and communication (a variable highly correlated with 

urbanization), are able to account for variance originally lumped into urbanization.  

Most significantly however, the growth rate remains robustly significant through both the 

modernization and the relative deprivation models. The addition of both encouraging and discouraging 

variables do not significantly alter its effect on protests. This is consistent with Gurr’s initial finding, and 

suggests that the growth rate is an underlying grievance, the effect of which on protests cannot be 

mitigated by other variables, even repression. In fact, this study suggests that repression does not act as a 

deterrent as initially theorized, but instead as an instigator of protests. High levels of government 

administrative spending in one year correlates with an increase in protests the next year.  
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While economic wealth did show some significance in the last couple of models, it was not significant 

models, including its theoretical home: the modernization model. The inconsistency of the significance of 

aggregate levels of wealth on protests casts doubt on its relationship. 

In short, this study suggests that modernization theory can safely be tabled, at least as an 

explanation for protests in China. Gurr’s relative depravity is repeatedly vindicated by the models, and 

growth rate identified as the most influential grievance. Furthermore this study suggests that repression in 

China is positively related to protests. While the measures used are very rough, it casts doubt on Tilly’s 

criticism of relative depravity and warrants further investigation using more detailed measures of 

repression.  

For policy, this study counters the current belief that there is no national fabric unifying protests 

in China. This study suggests that if there were a decline in the growth rate across all provinces—perhaps 

as the result of a national economic crisis, there could be spontaneous protests across the country. This is 

not to say that these protests would have a unified goal or any potential for scale. Only that there is the 

potential for simultaneous protest throughout China in response to a simultaneous decline in growth rates. 

China’s current restructuring of its economy to a “new normal” is a controlled decrease in the national 

growth rates. This study suggests that this decrease in national growth rates could lead to an increase in 

protests throughout the country.  
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Appendix 

Appendix	  1:	  Correlation	  Matrix	  of	  Model	  9	  (Unlagged	  Growth	  Rate	  added	  for	  comparison) 
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Appendix	  2:	  Mean	  Protest	  Count	  by	  Province.	  Red	  is	  >	  protest	  count,	  green	  lower.	  
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Appendix	  3:	  Breakdown	  of	  recent	  national	  budget	  of	  China	  

 


