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Zhang and Pan (this volume, pp. 1–57) should be applauded for the
huge effort they put into building their new system to systematically
detect in social media posts what they call “collective action events,”
specifically the effort that went into thoroughly cross-checking the valid-
ity of their new data set for China by means of comparisons with related
Chinese and international data sets. The construction of their tools and
data stands out with the careful combination of innovative tools from
computational social sciences and extensive manual coding (at several
points in the data collection process) and a thorough understanding of
the social and political dynamics at work. Overall, the article makes an
important contribution to protest and social movement studies as well as
to methodological discussions in computational social sciences. Zhang
and Pan have given the research community at least three gifts: (1) a
two-stage classifier of text and images, (2) a large data set on offline pro-
tests reported online and taking place in China from 2010 to 2017, and
(3) a very accessible text that explains the data collection steps as well as
the chosen approach’s potential pros and cons in an informative and
balanced way. Therefore, this text is not only helpful for researchers who
want to further push the frontiers of computational methods forward and
build on Zhang and Pan’s pipeline but also for a broader audience inter-
ested in protest mobilization and resistance in China and beyond.
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As others are much better equipped to comment on the technical side
of collective action from social media (CASM), I focus my short contri-
bution on the conceptual side and potential avenues for further explora-
tions of the data set and the tools Zhang and Pan provide. First, I sketch
the history of protest event analysis (PEA) in social movement studies.
The brief summary serves as a background in which I discuss the
strengths and weak(er) spots of Zhang and Pan’s work and ways to
improve it. Specifically, I discuss the conceptualization of the coding
unit (collective action events), the identification of duplicates, and rela-
tions between online and offline dynamics.

PEA has become a key method of social movement research over the
past decades. The method gained significant ground in the 1980s and
early 1990s. As Koopmans and Rucht (2002) stated some time ago,
“PEA provides a solid ground in an area that is still often marked by
more or less informed speculation” (p. 252). In bold strokes, I have iden-
tified four generations of PEA research (for details, see Hutter 2014).1

The first generation, the initiators, consisted of researchers who were
interested in various indicators for a large number of countries (e.g., the
World Handbook of Political and Social Indicators by Taylor and
Hudson 1972) or in long-term processes of social and political change
(e.g., Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly 1975). For our context, it is important that
these authors did not yet pay much attention to their sources’ biases or
the creation of fine-grained categories and well-documented procedures.
These shortcomings were then addressed by a second generation that
made more extensive use of protest event data by breaking it down
according to various analytic criteria, which was possible because the
categories used for data collection were far more sophisticated.
Exemplary studies are McAdam’s (1982) work on civil rights protests in
the United States, Tarrow’s (1989) work on the Italian protest cycle in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, and Kriesi et al.’s (1995) book on new
social movements in four Western European countries.

Although this second generation was more sophisticated in its coding
procedures and source selection, the authors did not invest much in qua-
lifying their sources’ bias. A third generation assessed newspaper data’s
bias more systematically. Importantly, these authors focused on selection
bias, specifically the fact that newspapers selectively report on protest
events and do not provide a representative sample of all events taking
place (for a review, see Earl et al. 2004). Among the third generation
were scholars who tried to be more efficient by using automated
approaches to select and precode protest events.2 Unfortunately, the latter
tended to fall back on the first generation’s research in the selection of
sources and coding procedures or their use for comparative research.
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Finally, a fourth generation has developed recently. Like the second
generation, its members are concerned with further expanding the useful-
ness of PEA, this time by expanding the coding unit beyond a strict focus
on (aggregates of) protest events. On the one hand, scholars have
unpacked single protest events or performances by focusing on action and
interaction inside them (e.g., Tilly 2008). On the other hand, scholars
broadened the unit of analysis to cover a larger group of public actions
(including protest events). Examples are Koopmans and Statham’s (1999)
political-claims analysis or our recent suggestion of contentious episode
analysis (Kriesi, Hutter, and Bojar 2019). These approaches share an
attempt to capture the relational aspect of political contention better than
traditional PEA and to collect data on covariates to move beyond the
identification and mapping of protests to explanatory analysis.

The short history of PEA in social movement studies should highlight
the good company of CASM and the considerable efforts that went into
further improving application of the research technique by evaluating
sources’ biases and refining and broadening the coding unit. I say this
because I think Zhang and Pan’s work is focused on taking on broad
aspects of selection and description bias, in particular by raising aware-
ness of how technological innovations may affect the standing and usage
of the selected source (Sina Weibo), how the content might be con-
strained by technical aspects (such as the limited number of characters)
and social ones (such as repression and censorship), and by the extensive
cross-validation of their new data with other existing data sets. In this
respect, Zhang and Pan’s CASM does not repeat the mistakes of early
approaches to automatize PEA. At the same time, I think their work
could profit from more thoroughly considering the conceptual advances
in PEA over the past decades in the refining of subaspects of protest
events and the expansion of coding units.

First, I think that by calling their coding unit a “collective action
event” and not simply a “protest event,” Zhang and Pan made it some-
what harder for themselves and their readers than necessary. Ultimately,
one sees clearly from the third feature of their definition (“contentious
event with a public physical presence”; p. 8) and the identified action
categories (see p. 31) that the contents of their data set are no more exten-
sive than what classical PEA covers. With their focus on collective action
(operationalized as at least three participants) and physical presence,
Zhang and Pan come closest to Tilly’s early work and are even more
restricted than what the second and third generations covered (which
often also considered petitions or other actions that do not involve physi-
cal copresence). The notion of a “collective action event” invokes in my
understanding a much broader repertoire of activities and may be mis-
leading, particularly in the context of social media and Internet activism.
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Having said this, if one sticks to classical protest event definitions, Zhang
and Pan would be well advised to present earlier a complete operational
definition of which specific action forms they cover in their research.3

Second, Zhang and Pan could profit from investing more in conceptua-
lizing and measuring the subdimensions of protest events as the second
PEA generation did. I am concerned that by not placing dimensions such
as the action form, claims and issues, targets, or organizers of protests
center stage throughout their work, they miss some opportunities to clar-
ify their approach (what is covered?), increase its accuracy (e.g., what is
a duplicate?), and for cross-validation (how large are the differences due
to different sources or coding units?). To illustrate, by taking the dimen-
sion of action forms or issues more seriously throughout their work,
Zhang and Pan would realize that the identification of duplicates would
not just be better if one also considers these elements, but the conceptua-
lization of their coding unit makes it essential that these elements are
included (as people with different, at times even opposing, claims might
be on the streets on the same day or stage different activities on the same
day). To be fair, Zhang and Pan already hint at these elements in their
text, and their analysis is much better than most automated protest event
analyses in also automatically coding the forms and issues of protest. My
point, however, is that by going back to the history of PEA, researchers
may realize how much more they can gain by further investing here.

Finally, Zhang and Pan could easily take up the calls made in the
fourth generation of PEA to broaden the coding units because a lot of
what they aim to “eliminate” (e.g., related posts by government officials
or posts about the same grievances but without mentions of collective
actions) could be understood as social media covariates that might shape
or be shaped by the identified protest events. In further work based on
their material, for example, researchers could explore the evolution of
these types of posts over time or the cross-regional variation in related
posts with and without offline protest actions. Most important, in my
opinion, broadening the perspective regarding the coding unit could help
mitigate a main problem of the selected source: its varying popularity
over time and related difficulties in inferring from the data the “real” ups
and downs in protest mobilization in China. I think Zhang and Pan and
CASM have much more to offer than worrying about this aspect. For
example, I would be very interested in further explorations of what hap-
pens in the “online” world, for instance, for what types of protests people
are more likely to use pictures with text to circumvent potential censor-
ship and how that practice has potentially changed over the research
period. What types of events get the most resonance in social media, in
the sense of being posted more than once? Or how does the general
social media activity of individuals who post “offline” protests differ
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from the platform’s average users or depend on the event types being
posted?

As we do with any great invention, one is left wanting more of it. This
is how my comments and questions based on the history of PEA in social
movement studies should be understood. Together with other scholars
who develop automated systems to accurately code protest events from
social media and traditional news sources, Zhang and Pan are already
shaping a new fifth generation of innovations in PEA.
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Notes

1. On the development of PEA, see also Davenport (2009:25ff ), Koopmans and Rucht

(2002:232ff ), and Tilly (2008:19ff ).

2. The most prominent examples of the first half-automated procedures in social move-

ment research are the European protest and coercion data collected by Francisco and

colleagues (e.g., Francisco 1996) and the study on Europeanized protests by Imig

and Tarrow (2001).

3. For example, the list on p. 8 contains boycotts, demonstrations, marches, sit-ins,

and strikes. One is left wondering if this list is exhaustive or presents only (the most

common?) examples.
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