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Introduction

• When it comes to the topic of protest in China:

=> The Tiananmen Square event in 1989
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Introduction

• The significant difference between the Tiananmen Square event and today’s protests
is that today’s protesters are not students but mainly peasants and workers.

• The People’s Republic of China is officially a regime of peasants and workers. So
what is going on there?

• China is still sensitive to protests; it is still risky to engage in protests.

• Why do Chinese people engage in protests given the high risks and potential costs?
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Previous Literature

• Deprived Actor Theory (Russett 1964; Huntington 1968)

Poverty and Income inequality

• Relative Deprivation Theory (Runciman 1966; Gurr 1970)

Discrepancy between “Ought” and “Is”

• Resource Mobilization Theory (McAdam 1982; McAdam et al. 2001)

Existing organization
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Previous Literature

• Most of the existing studies on the protest in China holds the viewpoint of relative
deprivation theory to explain why people engage in protest.

1. Forced lay-offs from state-owned enterprises (Chen 2003; 2008; Hurst 2008)

2. Loss of working rights or benefits (Chen and Tang 2013; Chen 2003)

3. Loss of farm land or insufficient compensation (Cai 2003; Li 2006)

4. local corruption (O’Brien 1996; O’Brien and Li 1996; Li and O’Brien 2008)

• The government of China has built several legal channels, these legal channels in
fact could not function the way they were designed: they either could not absorb all
the demands from all the people (Chen and Tang 2013) or could not make fair
judgements (Friedman and Lee 2010).
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Previous Literature

• Again, China is not a democracy and is still sensitive to protests.

• There is no guarantee that they will receive a friendly response from the authorities.

1. Protesters were tried in the local court and found guilty (Huang 2011).

2. Protesters were killed and 8 were wondered by the local police force (Cai 2008).

• A further question is what makes those protester believe that protests will work?
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Previous Literature

• An explanation recognizing the power structure of China (Cai 2008a; 2008b; Chen
2009; Tong and Lei 2010)

1. China is an unitary country.

2. The top-level authority grants a conditional autonomy to lower-level authorities.

=> A political system with multiple-level authorities.

• Scholars call it “Chinese Federalism” (Blanchard and Shleifer 2001; Jin et. al 2005;
Zheng 2006; 2007)
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Previous Literature

• This power structure generates difference concerns of the central and of the local
governments.

1. The central government: economic development and the regime’s legitimacy

2. Local governments: policy and task implementation.

• Meanwhile, the central government could intervene and investigate local issues.

9



Previous Literature

• This power structure also gives political opportunities to Chinese people (Cai 2008;
Chen 2009; Tong and Lei 2010).

1. People have different levels of political trust in governments.

2. In general, higher authorities enjoy greater political trust than lower authorities.

3. In China, there are no meaningful regular elections.

• Therefore, people engage in protest with the hope that the upper-level authority will
be the arbitrator for justice and redress the unfavorable situation for victims.

• One could test this argument systematically and quantitatively.
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Theoretical Perspective and Hypothesis 

• Existing research has pointed out that Chinese people have a different level of
political trust in different levels of government. People might have a higher level of
political trust in the central government combined with a lower level of political
trust in the local government, or vice versa.

• Four situations:

1. High trust in local, high in central => protest is not needed

2. High trust in local, low in central => protest might make things worse

3. Low trust in local, low in central => no one could bring justice

4. Low trust in local, high in central => participate in protest
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Theoretical Perspective and Hypothesis 

• Four situations:
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Theoretical Perspective and Hypotheses 

• H1: All else being equal, if an individual has a higher level of political trust in the
central government combined with a lower level of political trust in the local
government, then he/she will be more likely to participate in protests.

• H2: All else being equal, the greater the political trust in central government than
that in the local government, the more likely the individual will participate in
protests.
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Research Design

• In this study I use survey data from the CGSS 2010 (Chinese General Social Survey
in 2010) dataset for our empirical tests.

• The survey method of CGSS projects is face to face interview. The CGSS 2010
project employed a multi-stage stratified sampling design and covered all 31
provincial units, 100 county level units plus 5 metropolitan districts, 480 community
level units, and 12,000 households in mainland China. The number of valid
respondents in CGSS 2010 dataset is 11,783.
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Research Design

• DV: whether or not the individual respondent has the experience of protest
participation

• IVs:
1. Trust CG: individual trust in the central government

from 1 (absolutely distrust) to 5 (absolutely trust)
2. Trust LG: individual trust in the local government

from 1 (absolutely distrust) to 5 (absolutely trust)
3. HCLL: “5” and “4” as higher level of political trust

“1” and “2” as lower level of political trust
(5,1) or (5,2) or (4,1) or (4,2)=> HCLL=1

4. Trust DG: the difference between political trust in central and in local government
from -4 (1,5) to 4 (5,1)
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Research Design

• CVs:

1. Age (Schussman and Soule 2005)

2. Male (Wu 2012)

3. Education (Machado et. al 2011)

4. Minority (Tong and Lei 2010)

5. Income (Russett 1964)

6. Income Fair (Gurr 1977)

7. Union Member (McAdam et al. 1996; 1997)
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Empirical Findings
Table 1: Results of Empirical Tests
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Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Trust CG 0.0594
(0.0764)

Trust LG -0.490***
(0.0616)

HCLL 1.071***
(0.152)

Trust DG 0.382***
(0.0564)

Age -0.0111* -0.0128* -0.0134*
(0.00563) (0.00555) (0.00560)

Male 0.412** 0.400** 0.393**
(0.145) (0.145) (0.144)

Education -0.0609* -0.0518 -0.0488
(0.0309) (0.0302) (0.0302)

Minority -0.0374 -0.148 -0.0985
(0.267) (0.266) (0.267)

Income -0.00292 -0.00208 -0.00201
(0.00232) (0.00194) (0.00194)

Income Fair -0.185** -0.230*** -0.228***
(0.0599) (0.0586) (0.0588)

Union Member 0.486* 0.464* 0.479*
(0.196) (0.196) (0.196)

Constant -1.180** -2.613*** -2.774***
(0.442) (0.338) (0.345)

Observations 9,694 9,694 9,694



Empirical Findings
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Conclusion and Discussion 

• This paper finds that Hierarchical Political Trust makes a difference in terms of
people’s decision of protest participation.

• People who have a higher level of political trust in the central government combined
with a lower level of political trust in local the government are more likely than
others to engage in protest.

• Since local economic development and local stability are both concerns of the
central authorities, which one is more important to local officials’ promotion?

• If a person participates in a protest incident and receives what he/she wants, will that
increase or decrease the likelihood of his/her protest participation in the future?
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