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Social unrest in China: a bird’s-eye view
Christian Göbel*

IMAGING SOCIAL UNREST IN CHINA
Judged by protest frequency estimates, China is a country where protests have become
routine. In 2011, a study published by Landesa survey claimed that, according to “Chinese
researchers,” in 2010 China saw “180,000 mass incidents . . . 65 percent of them related to
land disputes.”1 Drawing on this figure, a headline in The Atlantic made the misleading
claim that “500 protests [occurred] every day.” Despite the fact that little is known about
how the unnamed “Chinese researchers” cited in the Landesa survey arrived at this
figure, most publications, including that of the author, refer to it.2 However, these figures
contribute little to a better understanding of social unrest in China. Instead, they conjure
up the powerful image of a China in serious turmoil. If we take the results of a Google
Images search as a representation of how the public mind might imagine “protests” or
“social unrest” in China, we see hundreds of angry people holding up banners, raising
their fists, and shouting slogans. Some photos show combat-ready riot police, and more
extreme images feature overturned cars and the use of teargas canisters.
While such scenes certainly occur, it is unclear whether or not they are representative
of most instances of social unrest in China. Our knowledge about protests in China is
sketchy: the media tends to cover large-scale events, which, as will be shown, are very
infrequent; and academic research is mainly based on small-N case studies of protesters3
and of local officials.4 Fewer attempts have been made to understand how protests influence governance in China at large;5 and only a handful of studies provide insights into the
spatial and temporal distribution of protests in China, which grievances they address, how
many people they involve, and how likely protests are to meet with repression.6
A macro-perspective of social unrest in China is needed to judge the impact of social
unrest on the stability of China’s one-party authoritarian regime. For example, while a
violent protest that draws a large crowd is a major challenge to the regime, a gathering
joined by only a handful of people is not. Low attendance signals a lack of public interest
and assures the authorities that a grievance can be safely ignored.7 Also, demands for
financial compensation are relatively easy to defuse by, for example, “buying stability,”
whereas civil rights protesters cannot be bought off so easily.8 Finally, protests can be an
indicator of specific local problems; but they can also highlight systemic deficiencies, for
example when grievances are not confined to a particular locality or region.9
Drawing on a dataset of 74,452 protests that occurred in China between 2 June 2013
and 13 June 2016, this chapter provides a bird’s-eye view of social unrest in China by
addressing the issues just outlined. The results show that most protests are nothing
like the image evoked above would suggest: protests in China are widespread but tend
to occur seasonally and involve fewer than 30 participants. Most protests are recorded
in the days before Chinese New Year, when factories close their accounts and migrant
workers return home. Financial compensation, not substantive rights, are at the heart of
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most protests. Another noteworthy finding is that the number of protests against land
grabs and evictions has remained stable at a low level, while those staged by (prospective)
homeowners against real estate developers and property management companies have
increased steeply.
Homeowners represent, as Jean-Louis Rocca puts it, “the politically conscious vanguard of the Chinese middle classes,” which means that a steep rise in such protests has
important implications for China’s political and social stability.10 As David Goodman
points out, however, 88 percent of households in urban China own at least the leasehold
to their own home, so homeownership does not necessarily equate to middle-class status.11
Still, their activism closely matches the behavior the literature on political transformation
associates with the middle classes. According to Rocca, homeowners “disseminate laws
and regulations protecting their rights, as well as newspaper articles criticizing developers
and management companies. In their eyes, the problem comes from the local authorities
whose power is still beyond control.”12 Rocca points out that, as of present, homeowners
are not interested in political change and, at least in Beijing, are “incorporated in the
wheels of bureaucracy”; but widespread discontent among this group will have to be
taken seriously.13
The findings discussed so far might suggest that the authorities have only the increase
in homeowner protests to worry about. According to the logic espoused above, most of
the small protests can be ignored, and the participants in larger ones can be compensated.
However, the findings highlight some additional trends that should concern the leadership in Beijing. For one, protesters frequently take their grievances to the capital, which is
one of the hotspots where protests occur. Second, the fact that labor-related protests are
both frequent and widespread suggests that there exists a major systemic problem that
has not yet been resolved and might endanger stability in the long run. Third, it is well
known that protesters engage in “troublemaking” because their demands will be ignored
otherwise. However, by allowing themselves to be goaded into cracking down on such
protests, the authorities demonstrate to onlookers how fundamentally authoritarian
China is. Consequently, an event that would otherwise not have concerned bystanders
is turned into a display of how local governments, who struggle to cast themselves as
caring, responsive and service-oriented, routinely act against the legitimate interests of
China’s citizens.

THE DATASET
As much as we know about social unrest in China from the perspective of protesters
and local officials in individual locations, we still lack a macro-perspective of the phenomenon. Representative statistical data that could shed light on this issue does exist,
but suffers from important limitations. Such data comes in two forms: (a) survey data
indicating whether survey participants have ever witnessed or participated in a protest;
and (b) protest event data collected by the China Labor Bulletin14 and the political
scientist Manfred Elfstrom.15 All of these datasets are detailed and of high quality, and
they cover several years. However, they record only a few thousand cases, which greatly
limits analysis at the subnational level. Furthermore, the protest event data is confined to
labor issues and, more specifically, strikes.
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To gain a more comprehensive insight into social unrest in China, this chapter draws
on an archive of protest-related “tweets” collected and published online by Lu Yuyu, who
is also known by his alias “Wickedonna.” Each entry is a collection of different sources,
most prominent among which are eyewitness accounts in the form of Weibo tweets by
eyewitnesses. Several pictures are attached to each entry, thus increasing the credibility
of the source. The posts span the period from July 2013 to June 2016, when Lu and his
girlfriend Li Tingyu were arrested on charges of “picking quarrels.” More than one year
later, on 3 August 2017, Lu was sentenced to four years in prison,16 while Li Tingyu had
been released from captivity in June that year without an official court verdict having
been issued.17
Lu, who sustained himself by means of donations,18 had made collecting protest posts
a full-time occupation. He manually searched Weibo and other social media platforms
for relevant material, examined each post for its veracity, and published the results on his
website.19 All entries were downloaded, and meta-information such as the date and location of a protest and the estimated number of participants was extracted with the help of
dictionaries and regular expressions. The resultant database contains tweets documenting
more than 70,000 protests, roughly 29,000 of which took place in 2015. The textual data
was then coded and analyzed with the help of unsupervised and supervised machine
learning algorithms, which will be briefly introduced in the relevant sections.
The database entries provide information on the reason for a protest and sometimes
also on the type of collective action engaged in by participants, for example demonstration, strike, or riot. In some cases posts are composed not by participants but by observers.
Most observers seem to sympathize with the protesters, but some also complain about the
inconvenience that a protest caused them. Finally, around one-third of all entries provide
clues on how the local authorities reacted to a protest. The posts do not usually reveal
whether or not the demands of the protesters were met, but often mention the presence of
(armed) police, public security, urban law enforcement officials (chengguan) or hooligans
allegedly hired by local officials to intimidate protesters: 16 percent of all entries mention
that protesters were beaten by security forces or hired hands.
Since the protest accounts have been hand-collected by one person, it is possible that
the dataset is not representative of all protests in China. Three factors in particular could
cause selection bias: censorship, the predispositions by Lu Yuyu, and a geographical bias
caused by different degrees of Internet penetration across China.
Regarding censorship, H. Christoph Steinhardt convincingly illustrates that protests
are now more intensely discussed by Party leaders in public. Moreover, censorship of
protest reports in the media has significantly loosened up, not least as a consequence of
“more assertive Internet and news media.”20 As for Lu’s choice of protests for inclusion on
the website, comparing the entries to existing scholarly works, it appears that the database
is quite representative of the protests described in the print media and on the Internet.
Finally, since most entries constitute social media information supplied by eyewitnesses, it
is possible that protests occurring in underdeveloped regions, where Internet penetration
is low, were less likely to make it onto the webpage. The presence of a geographical and
technological selection bias was ruled out by regressing the log number of protests in a
city against a dummy variable for each province and the city-level broadband penetration
rate. When controlling for a number of structural variables—gross regional product
(GRP) per capita, contribution of the primary sector and foreign direct investment
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(FDI) to GRP, government expenditure per capita, population density, average wage
level, banking deposits per capita, enrolment in pension, and medical and unemployment
insurances—broadband penetration and the provincial dummies lose their significance.

A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW OF PROTESTS IN CHINA
Drawing on the data just described, the following sections provide insights into the
grievances that cause social unrest, the spatial distribution of protests in China, their size,
seasonal variation, and likelihood of crackdown.
Protest Issues
This section investigates the grievances that motivated the protests recorded in the
database, revealing many surprising findings. First of all, the proportion of land-related
protests, which the Landesa survey estimated to constitute the absolute majority of all
protests, is comparatively small and follows a downward trend. Instead, protests by
homeowners are on the rise. Also surprising is that environmental protests, which have
gained significant media attention in recent years, are few and far between. The largest
category by far is labor protests, which account for more than 40 percent of all events in
the dataset. Finally, the data reveals that very few protests are related to the protection of
civil or political rights, and the database contains not a single anti-regime protest.
To gain some initial insights into the structure and contents of the corpus, I used
Mallet, a Java-based natural language processing software,21 to create “topic models,” i.e.
weighted lists of words that frequently co-occur in a corpus (topics) and scores indicating
the relative weight of each topic in a document (document-topic scores).22 Each topic
takes a value between 0 and 1, and all topics add up to 1. Short documents describing only
a grievance and not much else will score highly on only one topic, whereas long entries that
contain more information will score intermediate values on several topics. Each topic in
turn consists of a number of terms more or less related to that topic, with each term also
receiving a score to indicate its weight.
The creation of meaningful topic models is not a simple matter; the researcher needs
to decide on a number of parameters, such as: the choice of algorithm; words that should
be excluded; how often the corpus should be iterated over; the threshold for considering a
model as “converged”; whether some topics should be allowed to be stronger than others;
and, last but not least, the number of topics that should be produced. All this is a matter
of trial and error and assumes familiarity with the corpus. For the present analysis, I
generated a model with 30 topics (T1–30) by letting the algorithm iterate 10,000 times
over the corpus with an optimization step every ten iterations.
Table 2.1 shows the results of the analysis. It lists the ten most frequent terms for each
topic along with an average document topic score which indicates the weight of a topic
in the corpus. Although these scores are useful for estimating which topics figure more
prominently than others, they should not be misinterpreted as a measure of the frequency
of a topic. To recap, if a labor protest is mentioned in a short tweet, the topic score for
“labor” will be higher than for a longer tweet that provides additional information. While
either describes a labor protest, the topic score of the former will be higher than that of
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Table 2.1
ID

Topic model of Wickedonna corpus

Topic 10 most frequent terms
strength

1

0.16

2

0.15

3

0.14

4

0.13

5
6

0.10
0.09

7

0.09

8
9

0.08
0.05

10
11

0.05
0.05

12
13

0.04
0.04

14

0.03

15
16
17

0.03
0.03
0.03

18

0.03

19
20
21
22
23

0.02
0.02
0.02
0.02
0.02

24

0.02

25

0.02

26

0.02

27
28
29

0.02
0.01
0.01

30

0.01
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the latter. For example, labor-related topics (T1, T21, T28) together account for around
20 percent of all document-topic scores; but, as will be seen later in the chapter, more than
40 percent of all protests are related issues.
The topics fall into three groups. The first highlights the reasons for protests and will
be discussed below. The second (nine topics) contains various activities and descriptions
of states of affairs, including reports that petitioners have assembled in front of the
district or city government (T2), complaints about protest-related traffic jams (T3), and
terms describing large-scale protests (T16). The first two topics, which perhaps identify
the tweeters as onlookers rather than participants, account for 29 percent of the corpus.
Tweets that urge Internet users to help a cause by retweeting constitute another 10 percent
(T5). This topic nicely illustrates how people are employing social media to further their
causes. Phrases urging the government to protect the interests of the people (T6) are
equally common, followed by T8, another topic that probably fits into the “onlooker”
category. The remaining topics are relevant in only a fraction of the corpus. They include
words related to the legal process (T29), phrases (T11), labor-related synonyms (T21), and
a residual category (T30).
The third group consists of two law enforcement-related topics. Both include the names
of law enforcement agencies as well as vocabulary related to acts of violence. T4, which
combines the noun “police” with verbs such as “hit,” “assault” and “violence,” indicates
that tweeters mainly associate the police with acts of repression (and not, say, protection).
That this topic accounts for 13 percent of the total topic score suggests that police brutality occurs not infrequently. T23 refers to both urban management officials and the police,
and also contains violence-related terms. As will be discussed in more detail, other topics
contain such terms as well.
The following subsections introduce the grievance-related topics in more detail. It has
already been established that labor issues are the main trigger for social unrest in China.
They fall into four broad groups, among which protests by migrant workers, an especially
vulnerable group in China’s labor market, are the most common (T1).23 Other topics
simply mention “workers” (T12, T21) and refer to the plight of taxi drivers (T20) and
teachers (28). It is well known that taxi drivers go on strike because they are dissatisfied
with the government-regulated fare system, which does not compensate drivers for sudden
increases in the price of gasoline. As oil prices plummeted in 2014, this is less an issue in
the dataset than the unfair competition by illegal taxis (“black cabs”). In recent years, taxi
strikes have been aimed at forcing local leaders to fight illegal taxis and protect cabbies
from the competition by ride-sharing companies such as Didi Chuxing. School teachers
are another status group that occasionally engages in social unrest, the main reason being
wage arrears. Because of local budget shortages, teachers are frequently owed months of
salary by their public employers, are not paid as much as they are entitled to, or fail to
receive the subsidies they had been promised.
Property-related protests constitute the second largest category overall and can be
subdivided into three distinct groups: land grabs and forced evictions; conflicts related to
the sale of real estate; and dissatisfaction with services provided by property management
companies. Different from what might have been expected from both the Landesa survey
and the existing literature, protests related to land grabs and evictions are not prominent
in the dataset, but homeowner protests are.24 While it is possible that previous research
has overestimated the significance of land grabs and evictions as drivers of social unrest,
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it is not likely. It seems more reasonable to assume that such protests have indeed declined,
which might well be the result of disincentives set by the central government. Citizens are
now better protected against wanton land grabs and evictions than in the early 2000s, and
compensation is fairer than it was.
Still, T9, T14, T13 and T17 illustrate that there is still much room for improvement.
As becomes clear from T9, land reacquisition takes the form of forced expropriation so
frequently that the algorithm fails to separate the nature of the grievance from the heavyhanded means applied by local authorities. As can be seen, words like “forced,” “forced
appropriation,” “wounded” and “mafia” figure prominently in T9. That officials in rural
China and companies hire ex-convicts or organized gang members to intimidate or use
force against people who resist land grabs or development projects is well established in the
literature, so the presence of terms related to hooliganism makes sense.25 T14 also refers
to land grabs, but puts more stress on allegations of corruption. Sometimes protesters
seek to obtain justice not by directly voicing an instrumental demand, but by accusing
the village authorities of corruption.26 T27 might also be related to this subcategory of
property-related issues.
Eviction-related terms dominate T13 and T17, each of which highlights a different
aspect. T13 is more about the owners, whereas in T17 terms related to construction
projects and the question of resettlement are more prominent. Tweets loading high on
T13 tend to describe protests against an impending eviction, while those falling into
T17 come from people who have already abandoned their homes but are meeting with
difficulties during resettlement. Examples here are relocations from the city center to the
outskirts, and apartments that are too small or too expensive. It is interesting to note that
the decapitation or complete demolition of church buildings in Zhejiang province also
feature in T13.
It seems that, in terms of property-related protests, homeowners might have taken the
place of the victims of land grabs and evictions. T7, which describes conflicts between
real estate developers and buyers, constitutes the second largest grievance. Judging from
the tweets that load on this topic, the most prevalent issue seems to be that buyers fail
to receive their ownership certificate despite having already made a down payment on a
new apartment. Frequently, the construction of an apartment complex has fallen behind
schedule, and owners complain that they cannot move in. Other tweets report how
developers have gone bankrupt and buyers have lost all their investments. In some cases,
protesters occupy the construction site, often still a vacant space, and demand that construction continue. Dissatisfaction with developers cutting corners or erecting buildings
where a garden had initially been planned also falls into this category.
The third category of property-related grievances is related to the availability, quality and cost of utilities (T10). Property management companies are often accused of
negligence—examples in this case being elevators in disrepair, low water pressure or deficient heating systems. Charges for services that should be free also motivate homeowners
to stage demonstrations.27 While much ink has been spilled on land grabs and evictions,
the far more frequent conflicts between buyers and developers are comparatively
under-researched and constitute a promising avenue for future research.
The topic related to environmental protests (T26) is surprisingly weak given how
prominent environmental issues are both in the news and in China-related research.28
Remarkably, people hardly ever protest against air and water pollution, which is a
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major grievance in most cities. In fact, most environmental protests are of the “not in
my backyard” (NIMBY) kind, with protesters mobilizing against the construction of
waste incinerators or chemical factories near their homes.29 That said, the paucity of
environmental protests should not be interpreted to mean that environmental issues do
not matter to Chinese people: they tend to draw large and heterogeneous protest crowds,
and are therefore more likely to turn into anti-regime protests if the situation escalates.30
T24 consists of terms related to education. Education-related protests are initiated
by parents, students and teachers. Parents mostly protest against the impending closure
of a kindergarten or a primary school, or, in the case of migrants, that their children
are excluded from the education system altogether. High school and university students
tend to take to the streets because they perceive university entrance examinations as
being unfair to them. Finally, as mentioned above, wage arrears are a common reason
for protests by teachers. Surprisingly, only very few protests are initiated because of
well-documented problems such as teachers charging irregular fees or forcing students to
take costly private classes,31 a phenomenon still commonplace, especially in rural China.32
Social unrest because of medical mistreatment (T25) and the death of a family member
(T15) is the subject of two further topics. These topics correlate to some extent because
family members sometimes assemble in front of a hospital to vent their anger over the
death of a loved one. The term “treated to death” (zhisi) frequently appears in tweets in
this category. However, there are also events that are unique to each category. With respect
to medical mistreatment, fake medicine or high bills are common reasons for people
taking to the streets. The tweets belonging to the death of a family member category are
even more heterogeneous—people demand justice after a family member has died in a
workplace or traffic accident, a student has jumped to her death, or a person has drowned
in a pond. Two kinds of event load heavy on this topic: protests resulting from the death
of a family member, or the death of a family member resulting from a protest. Some
protests were started because urban management officials or police officers allegedly
killed someone during an interrogation or while trying to contain a protest.
Finally, the analysis also identified topics related to protests initiated by investors claiming they were defrauded when purchasing financial products (T18); and by shopkeepers
and hawkers complaining about sudden rent increases, not having their deposit returned,
or being chased away by urban management officials (T19).

GEOGRAPHY OF PROTESTS
So where in China do protests occur? Are they confined to individual regions, or are they
a nationwide phenomenon? Understanding the regional distribution of protests is important for any assessment of China’s social and political stability. For example, protests that
occur in only a small number of localities are less likely to link up with other protests.33
Further, it is far easier for a government to remedy grievances and shortcomings in one
location than in the whole country. In a similar vein, the geographical distribution of
protests related to a particular grievance provides important clues as to whether a problem
is systemic or isolated. With regard to labor protests, for example, Manfred Elfstrom
and Sarosh Kuruvilla conclude that even though labor protests occur especially often
in the Pearl River Delta, “a distinct regional pattern is less pronounced than previously
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Figure 2.1

Number of protests per year

suggested.” 34 In other words, labor-related grievances are not particular to manufacturing
hubs in Guangdong, but are common everywhere in China. The following paragraphs will
expand the analysis by accounting for other grievances besides labor.
Figure 2.1 illustrates the annual number of protests that have taken place in each
prefecture-level city between July 2013 and June 2016: the darker the field, the more protests. The map confirms that protests indeed occur almost everywhere in China, although
they are more common in some regions than others. This might accurately describe the
reality in a location, but might also be the result of censorship. Furthermore, it should
be kept in mind that the outbreak of a protest is the function of at least two factors: a
grievance serious enough to motivate people to take to the streets, and the capacity of
local elites to prevent this from happening.35 It is very likely that the paucity of observed
protests in Xinjiang, Tibet and Qinghai can be attributed to this last factor. Security forces
have been so present in the period under observation that it would have been extremely
risky and difficult to initiate social unrest.
Still, the map shows that most cities experienced, on average, at least 50 protests per
year in the period of observation. As can also be seen, there are several cities that stand out
for their high number of protests, most importantly Beijing, Xi’an, Shenzhen, Chongqing,
Chengdu, Zhengzhou, Guangzhou and Shanghai.36 These localities experienced between
365 and 577 protests per year. If only labor protests are included, the map (not shown
here) confirms the findings by Elfstrom and Kuruvilla: labor issues are the primary reason
for protests in most Chinese cities; and they are especially common in the Pearl River
Delta, but also in Beijing and Chongqing. This confirms once more how serious and
systematic the violation of (migrant) worker interests in China is.
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Figure 2.2

Real estate protests per year

By contrast, protests related to real estate issues are regionally more concentrated. As
Figure 2.2 illustrates, they are prevalent in the coastal provinces of Zhejiang, Shanghai,
Jiangsu and Shandong, but also in the inland provinces of Hebei, Henan and Sichuan.
Land grabs, the third most common reason for protests, also display a regional pattern—
they are mainly concentrated in southern China (Figure 2.3).
Figure 2.3 highlights a very interesting phenomenon: the cities where such protests
occur often form a cluster that crosses provincial boundaries, and they share at least one
border with other cities where such protests occur. The cluster spans three provinces:
Guangxi, Guangdong and Fujian. As opposed to migrant worker protests, which are
evenly spread across all of China, land grabs seem to constitute a more local problem
particular to southern China.

CROWD SIZES
A total of 180,000 protests per year would be an imposing figure only if each of these
protests were as big as we might imagine them to be based on a Google Images search.
Put differently, 180,000 protests attended by 15 persons each would be less impressive
than the same number of protests each attended by thousands of people. If a cause
manages to rally the population of a small city, the authorities are well advised to
address this cause because the same or even a larger number of people might take
more extreme measures if their demands are not satisfied.37 Conversely, there is no
incentive for the authorities to take action where there are only a few protesters and
no o
 nlookers. A low turnout might signal to the authorities that an issue can be safely
ignored.38

Christian Göbel - 9781786433787
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/08/2023 02:28:06PM
via free access

M4724 - WRIGHT 9781786433770 PRINT.indd 36

22/05/2019 11:43

Social unrest in China: a bird’s-eye view  37

Figure 2.3

Land-related protests per year

That said, estimating protest sizes is notoriously difficult, the more so for large-scale
protests, and especially if no aerial photos are available that would allow grid-based
information.39 Unfortunately, the only information we have are crowd estimates by
eyewitnesses. A Boolean search query employing regular expressions was used to extract
such information. Specifically, it searched for numbers in the immediate neighborhood of
verbs denoting participation in protest activities and nouns describing different categories
of participants. Unfortunately, such data is available only for 8,044 of the 74,452 events in
the database. The result is displayed in Figure 2.4, which shows that there is a logarithmic
relationship between the size of a protest and its likelihood to occur. In simple terms,
small protests occur exponentially more frequently than large protests. The overwhelming
majority of protests in China are very small, mustering fewer than 50 participants. Still,
more than 2,000 events were believed by participants to have been attended by 1,000
persons or more.
Figure 2.4 also indicates a characteristic that is particular to rough estimations—they
become less precise as crowd sizes increase. If only a couple of dozen people participate,
estimates are often very precise because it is possible to count the number of participants.
The more people there are, the more difficult it is to guess precisely how large the crowd
is—for example to estimate a crowd to number 500 people rather than 400, 300 or 200.
The same is true for a count of 1,000, which might in fact span an attendance of between
500 and 2,000 persons. Another spike, not visible in the graph, occurs at 10,000 persons
which, according to the logic just explained, might indicate a crowd size of anywhere
between 1,000 and 100,000 persons.
Overall, the overwhelming majority of protests in China average between ten and 100
participants. Large-scale protests of more than 1,000 people are exponentially less likely
to occur. Yet these large protests are more likely to be reported in the Chinese and overseas

Christian Göbel - 9781786433787
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/08/2023 02:28:06PM
via free access

M4724 - WRIGHT 9781786433770 PRINT.indd 37

22/05/2019 11:43

38  Handbook of protest and resistance in China

frequency

1500

1000

500

0
0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

number of protesters, truncated at 5,000

Figure 2.4

Distribution of protest sizes

media, thus forming our image of social unrest in China. In reality, the more likely a
protest is to be reported in the news, the less likely it is that a protest of that size occurs
frequently. Most protests in China go unreported, and perhaps even unnoticed, signaling
not a weakness of the regime but that social groups are demanding to be heard.

PROTEST FREQUENCY
It makes a difference if a country experiences a steady flow of protests, as the “500
protests a day” headline in The Atlantic might suggest, or if protests display ebbs and
flows. A sudden and unexpected burst of protest activity would be considered a national
emergency, while a steady flow might signal that protests are tolerated to some degree by
those in power.40 Our data suggest that there is large variation in the number of protests
that take place on any given day. The number fluctuates between 100 and 200 in spring
and fall and during the winter months; it then builds to a peak of between 400 and 500
events just after the new year, then falls back into the 100–200 range. Not coincidentally,
the peak coincides with Chinese New Year.
A closer look at the data suggests a likely explanation for this phenomenon: as
evidenced in Figure 2.5, the overwhelming majority of protests, on average more than 40
percent, concern labor-related issues—in particular claims by migrant workers that their
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wages have not been paid fully by their employers. It follows that most protests occur at a
special time, i.e. the closing of accounts and the start of a new hiring season, and have a
specific aim, i.e. the fair compensation of (migrant) workers for their labor.41
This might explain why so many protests are unable to gather followers. As important
as migrant workers have been for China’s economic development, they have not been
able to mobilize others in support of their cause. This is not surprising—migrant workers
constitute a marginalized group that members of the middle class tend to look down on,
and see little reason to support. The situation might be different if labor protests were
routinely repressed. China’s citizens witness not only the demands made by the protesters,
but also how the regime interacts with those who take to the streets. Protesters might not
succeed in mobilizing China’s citizens for their demands; but if their actions meet with
repression, they at least help expose the violent side of local government. The repression
of legitimate interests flies in the face of the image of responsive and “service-oriented”
government that the CCP wishes to nurture, and might concern onlookers more than the
violated interests themselves.42 This is perhaps one of the reasons why, as will be seen in
the next section, the authorities tend to act carefully when confronted with labor unrest.
Another interesting tendency is the apparent decline of land-related unrest. Land protests
made up around 17 percent of all protests in 2013, but only 10 percent in 2016. A similar
trend pertains to eviction-related protests, which have also declined. This does not necessarily mean, however, that land protests have become less frequent. Possibly, the decline in
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land-related protests has been effected by an increase in another category of protest. Real
estate-related grievances, which display a steep incline, seem to be a good candidate.
Indeed, an inspection of the absolute number of protests reveals that land- and evictionrelated events have remained constant at around five incidents per day with no discernible
seasonal variation. The number of real estate protests, on the other hand, has increased
more than five-fold within only three years. Throughout 2013, they had been less common
than land protests, but were approaching the mark of 30 protests per day in June 2016.
The steep increase of social unrest within the period of observation is perhaps the most
relevant finding this study has to offer. As outlined in the previous section, such protests
differ from most others in that they are driven by homeowners, many of whom are
members of the middle class, and others perhaps aspiring to join their ranks. Also, many
of these protests are initiated by persons who have invested a significant amount of money
in their new home, so their grievance is significant. As is the case with environmental
issues, such grievances pose an enormous risk to the regime because they might affect how
China’s various social groups relate to each other.
According to structuralist theory,43 protests by peasants and the working class often
have the effect of aligning the middle class more closely with the regime because the latter
might be confronted with demands for income or property redistribution if the poor
manage to seize political power. If the regime is perceived as being unable to protect the
interests of the middle class, however, alliances cutting across classes become possible.
Even though the specific interests of homeowners and workers might not align, they
might become united in their desire for a regime that is more responsive to their interests. Along with environmental issues, real estate-related grievances pose a formidable
challenge to the legitimacy of China’s one-party regime.

PREVALENCE OF ISSUES
This final section investigates the prevalence of various grievances. A Support Vector
Machine (SVM) was used to arrive at a more accurate classification of protest events
than the one discussed earlier. SVMs are supervised machine-learning algorithms that are
known to perform well in supervised document classification. In an SVM, the terms in
a corpus are represented in a multi-dimensional vector space, and the association with a
particular topic is assessed by calculating the distance between terms and specific vectors.
A training set of documents provides the benchmark for the classification, which consists
of the calculation of support vectors that delineate the spaces between clusters of vectors.
New documents are classified based on their distance from these support vectors. The
model was trained with a hand-coded sample of 1,600 documents, 800 of which were
randomly chosen and 800 more which were added after a first run of the model. The
latter set of documents was purposely chosen to fill gaps where the first round did not
yield enough training material for a certain topic.44 Eventually, I arrived at 12 different
categories of protest that are largely consistent with the grievance-related topics identified
by the topic model. The quality of the SVM was assessed by splitting the 1,600 documents
into a training and a test set, and calculating precision and recall values for each category:
75 percent of the documents were randomly selected for training, and 25 percent for
testing; and the procedure was repeated 1,000 times to arrive at robust estimates of the
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scores. The result is very encouraging—all but two categories yield precision and recall
scores above .90, and no category falls below .85. This is a very high level of convergence,
especially for such a large number of categories.
Figure 2.6 illustrates the prevalence of various kinds of protest in China. As indicated
earlier, labor issues are by far the most common motivator for protests, and a whopping
42 percent of all protests in the sample are related to unpaid wages, arrears and other
labor issues. Real estate-related grievances motivate almost 20 percent of all protests.
As explained, this category includes conflicts between owners and developers as well as
between owners and property management companies. It should also be kept in mind that
such protests increased rapidly over the period of observation, both in absolute and relative
terms. The average displayed in Figure 2.6 betrays the fact that real estate-related grievances motivated only 10 percent of all protests in mid-2013, but 40 percent in mid-2016.
Land grabs and evictions together account for only 15 percent of all protests, which
is less than expected given the prominence of the topics in the literature. Other issues
motivate only a fraction of all protests. These include environmental protests; protests
against power abuse; medical mistreatment; social unrest as a result of unequal access
to or insufficient quality of education; and protests by defrauded investors, dissatisfied
shopkeepers or bus and taxi drivers.

CONCLUSION
Drawing on a dataset derived from social media representations of popular protest, this
chapter has provided a bird’s-eye view of social unrest in China. It was shown that protests
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are widely spread across China, but primarily occur around the Chinese New Year; and
that protests are motivated mainly by instrumental demands, first and foremost the settling of wage arrears. Other grievances such as the expropriation of land and buildings
or environmental pollution, are less frequent than expected, whereas protests related to
real estate occupy an unexpectedly large—and increasing—part of the protest landscape
in China.
These findings have important implications for our understanding of social unrest in
China. First, against the background of recent scientific and journalistic concern with
social unrest in China, it needs to be kept in mind that the causes of social unrest are less
heterogeneous than might be assumed.45 Labor protests are by far the largest category of
social unrest, which means that investigations into the impact of social unrest on regime
stability in China need to closely study China’s precarious working conditions.
Second, while valuable case studies on grievances related to real estate do exist, the
fact that such grievances have increased to become the second most prevalent cause of
social unrest in China is both surprising and significant. The fact that members of the
middle class are now habitually taking to the streets has important implications for regime
stability in China.
Third, the analysis has also revealed that most of the protests are small in scale, but have
a propensity to turn violent. Protesters are beaten up in around 16 percent of all protests.
It follows that it might not primarily be the grievances themselves that pose a threat to
stability in China, but rather the escalation of violence when protesters are beaten up by
security forces or hired thugs.
Although the data used in this chapter improves our understanding of the macrodimension of social unrest in China, it suffers from limitations. First, we do not know how
representative the data really is. If the estimation of 180,000 protests in 2010 is correct, it
seems likely that my dataset captures only a fraction of all protests. Future studies must
establish whether this data is representative of the universe of cases or whether it suffers
from selection bias. Second, the data is subjective because it represents the observations
and attitudes of people who have either participated in or observed a particular event.
Third, it is impossible to separate tweets by participants in a protest from those written
by spectators. If, for example, the latter oppose a particular protest, the event will be
misrepresented. Fourth, given the large number of small-scale protests in China, this study
is biased towards such protests. Not enough data was available to study aspects like the
relationship between affectedness and protest size, or protest size and protest outcome.
These issues notwithstanding, the present chapter shows the potential for analyzing
event data derived from social media reports. Hopefully, more pieces will be added to the
puzzle in future studies.
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