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At a time of growing socio-political instability, the analysis of the numerous 
protests taking place around the world is becoming of the utmost interest. This 
article focuses on the dynamics of non-violent destabilization processes, which 
are becoming increasingly dominant even in developing countries and less de-
veloped regions with many socio-economic and political problems. The authors 
provide empirical data on non-violent protest activity based on the Global Pro-
test Database, which consists of a huge number of media in nine languages and 
is presented in the Google News aggregator. With a list of more than 520,000 
articles in nine languages from January 2005 to December 2021, the authors 
standardized all the data on the number of news sources per month, and then 
used the principal component method to aggregate the information into a vari-
able that can be considered as an index of protest activity. The observed value 
of the index for each month and trends are presented in the article. 
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Introduction 

After 2011, the world witnessed an explosive growth of socio-political instability, large-
ly due to the huge increase in the number of protests (Korotayev et al. 2018). At the 
same time, such a wave of mainly non-violent destabilization* affected not only coun-
tries in the Middle East and Africa, but the whole world. Mass protests and even revolu-
tionary episodes began in many developed countries that had been considered quite re-
sistant to instability.  

Such a rapid increase in the number of protests naturally prompted researchers to 
review existing theories and conduct new studies. However, two important components 
were missing. First, there are no models for analyzing and predicting non-violent desta-
bilization, while violent episodes are fairly well studied (Blair and Sambanis 2020; 
Fearon and Laitin 2003; Goldsmith et al. 2013; Hegre et al. 2013). There are also mod-
els for predicting and analyzing general levels of instability (Kennedy 2015; King and 
Zeng 2001), however, their main shortcoming is that they often ‘assume that the ab-
sence of violence is equivalent to the absence of conflict’ (Day et al. 2015: 129), and as 
the share of non-violence in general political instability gradually increases, their ex-
planatory models lose relevance (e.g., an analysis of the model of Jack Goldstone et al. 
[2010] over time can be found in [Bowlsby et al. 2020]). Second, there is a lack of 
complete empirical data on the dynamics of instability. This is particularly true of pro-
test activity, which is one of the most widespread and ‘incalculable’ forms of instability. 
On the one hand, the number of different sources of information, databases on protest 
activity, is quite large, but most of them are manually collected on the bases of traditional 
media, which creates a certain time lag between the event and its entry into the database 
and does not allow one to quickly react to changes in dynamics. In addition, manually 
collected sources have rather large and well-known problems, the main ones being subject 
bias, low information coverage and the prohibitively high cost of constantly updating in-
formation (Day et al. 2015; Jenkins and Maher 2016; Rafail et al. 2019). In many ways, 
this is why some researchers have decided to move to an entirely new way of collecting 
data – one that is automated and requires much less human involvement. The idea of cre-
ating such databases began to develop in a subfield of political science, such as PEA (pro-
test event analysis), after the big data revolution, when a huge amount of information be-
gan to get and stay on the Internet. In other words, every event has a digital footprint that 
can be tracked, allowing researchers opportunities to explore and collect empirical data. 
However, such automated databases are, firstly, almost never used, and secondly, they 
have their drawbacks, the most important of which is the English bias, that is, the reliance 
mainly on the most numerous English-language sources. 

This paper presents a new global protest database in which the authors have at-
tempted to overcome the problem of English bias by collecting information on protest 
activity from sources in nine languages – English, Arabic, Chinese (Mandarin), Hindi, 
Spanish, Portuguese, French, German and Russian. The variety of languages used is 
necessary to respond to the significant globalization of destabilization. Global economic 
crises, food shortages, the growth of ethnic and confessional contradictions, and energy 
shortages are signs that the triggers of destabilization are becoming global and can in-
fluence protests and, more specifically, revolutions (because protests are an integral part 
of the revolutionary repertoire [Lawson 2019]) in many countries around the world, 
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thus forming revolutionary waves of processes (Grinin and Grinin 2022). The above-
mentioned subjectivity of the English-language media may hinder an adequate percep-
tion of the globality of the waves of destabilization and the World-System triggers. In 
addition, the inclusion of Arabic, which is widely spoken in the Middle East, North Af-
rica and partly in Macrosahel, allows us to record in more detail the processes taking 
place in the Afrasian macrozone of instability (Korotayev et al. 2016). 

In recent decades, globalization has significantly exacerbated the problem of illu-
mination. Despite the fact that, in the context of globalization, more and more English-
language news sources and newspapers are actively reporting news around the world 
(Herkenrath and Knoll 2011), the narrative and evaluations used in the article are very 
important in the computer analysis of the text. For this, there is a separate method with-
in Natural Language Processing – sentiment analysis. For a more comprehensive cover-
age of events, it is therefore crucial to include sources in different languages – because 
they use completely different narratives. For example, comparative studies have shown 
that the narrative of protests in India in English-language newspapers differs signifi-
cantly from the coverage in Hindi newspapers (O’Brochta 2019). This is especially evi-
dent in cases of overlapping narratives within different parts of the World System: 
for example, coverage of protests in Hong Kong in Mandarin Chinese is usually ac-
companied by negative comments about the protesters' actions, while in English and 
Cantonese Chinese the protesters are usually perceived as honest fighters against 
an authoritarian political regime (Zhang and Pan 2019). However, the problem is not 
limited to this – the ideology of the media can influence what news is reported about the 
protests (Oliver and Maney 2000). For example, conservative media had the lowest 
coverage and support for BLM protests in the United States in 2020–2021 (Brown and 
Mourão 2022). Therefore, the choice of a small number of languages may lead to a 
misperception of the intensity of the protests in the computer analysis. To avoid these 
problems in our study, we used sources in different languages, from different regions 
and guided by different ideologies. 

It also provides a new empirical argument that the Arab Spring and the new waves 
of protests in recent years are global rather than regional phenomena. By analysing in-
formation from the media in nine languages at once – English, Arabic, Chinese (Manda-
rin), Hindi, Spanish, Portuguese, French, German and Russian – the most complete 
monthly picture of the protest dynamics in recent years – from 2005 to 2021 – is given. 
However, it should be noted that this work is the first preliminary analysis of the infor-
mation we have collected and the first consideration of protest dynamics in a global 
context, using the example of several macro-regions.  

Data and Methods 

To search for news reports describing protest events, we used the keywords obtained by 
Andrew Martin and colleagues, which have shown high accuracy in assessing protest activi-
ty (Martin et al. 2017). The resulting English words were translated into other languages 
with the help of regional studies colleagues to avoid incorrect and direct translations. 

As sources, we used a large number of media in the nine languages we selected, which 
are presented in the Google News aggregator. At first glance, it would be possible to use 
major news agencies with a presence in the main countries of the world, such as AFP or 
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Reuters. However, other researchers point out that news agencies have selective coverage 
of their correspondents and focus mainly on news from the central part of the region. An-
other major problem with this type of research is the heterogeneity of the sources studied. 
The main problem in the analysis of news articles (even with a fairly large amount of mate-
rial collected) is that if we use only one set of news sources, they will be biased in one way 
or another due to editorial policy. To avoid this problem as much as possible, it is neces-
sary to collect data from the largest number of available sources. 

We translated the information collected in various languages into English so that the 
location of the event could be determined automatically, because simply assigning all ar-
ticles about protests in this language to the language region is an obvious mistake – 
the Arab Spring took place in the Arab world, but the events were mentioned both in Rus-
sian and Hindi. The simplest and at the same time the least obvious approach would be to 
divide the task of assigning news to a place into two stages: in the first stage, we find all 
the references to the location that are in the country, and in the second stage, we correlate 
all these geographical references with the countries themselves. In this ways, we obtain 
a database in which the text corresponds to the list of countries mentioned in it. In general, 
there are several ways to solve this problem. In our work, we will use the method proposed 
by Kai Sun and colleagues (Sun et al. 2019); their method is mainly based on the creation 
of a large database of unique geographical indications, according to which a correspond-
ence is created between the places mentioned and the country in which they are located. 

The result was a list of more than 520,000 articles with 33 words in nine languages 
from January 2005 to December 2021, an average of about 15,000 entries per word. 

However, we cannot use the nominal values of country mentions in different news 
sources obtained by the keywords we have identified. At the very list, such an approach 
will produce quite an expected trend of self-accelerating growth of mentions for each 
country and the world as a whole for each language and each word in it. This is due to 
the gradual expansion of news coverage in different countries (there is more news each 
year due to the emergence of new sources of information, the increased availability of 
the Internet, the gradual transition of traditional news agencies to the digital environ-
ment, as well as a huge increase in the number of publications indexed in Google 
News). To do this, we standardized our data on the number of news sources per month 
and then used the principal component method to aggregatee information on 33 words 
in languages into one variable that can be considered as an index of protest activity.  

This paper will present mainly descriptive statistics on the database we have obtained; 
however, for the analysis we will use the decomposition method necessary for the analysis 
of time series, that is, the monthly index of protest activity obtained. Thus, the observed 
value of the index for each month and the trend, which is free of seasonality, are presented. 

Results 

Figure 1 shows monthly protest activity from January 2005 to December 2021 in North 
Africa and West Asia, which forms the basis of the Afroasian macro-zone of instability. 
At the same time, the graph shows both observed values, which have a certain seasonal-
ity and large peaks, and trend values, which have a smoother and more informative line 
reflecting the overall dynamics. Immediately noticeable are two waves of protests: from 
2011 (and an increase also from 2009) and from 2015. At the same time, if the first 
wave (number 1 in Figure 1, which can be described as a reflection of the ‘Arab 
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Spring’) generally ended in 2013, the second is in an active ‘creeping’ phase: a continu-
ous increase in protest activity is visible, but a clear ‘ejection’ has not yet occurred, 
which leads to the assumption that it must happen in the future. At the same time, it is 
interesting to note that between the first and second waves (numbers 1 and 2 in Fig-
ure 1) there was also a small wave with a peak in the first half of 2014. Apparently, this 
is a kind of echo of the ‘Arab Spring’, which was not as large. 

 
Fig. 1. Index of protest activity from North Africa and West Asia  

Data from Global protest database (does not require permission). 

Figure 2 shows the dynamics of protest activity in Europe and North America, re-
flecting the processes of instability at the core of the World System.  

 
Fig. 2. Index of protest activity from Europe and North America  

Data from Global protest database (does not require permission). 
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A somewhat similar dynamic with North Africa and West Asia is immediately ap-
parent: two waves are also visible, with the first also beginning in 2009 and the second 
not yet finished. At the same time, there is a clear difference – the echo of the first wave 
only seems to have started in 2015, whereas in the previous macro-region it already 
passed in the first half of 2014. It is also noteworthy that the second wave began to 
clearly accelerate in 2020 (despite, and sometimes thanks to, the restrictive measures 
taken by most of the countries in this macro-region in connection with the pandemic). 
This can largely be explained by the activation of the BLM movement, ‘anti-Covid’ and 
socio-economic protests (largely ‘anti-inflationary’ after the end of the active phase of the 
pandemic) in most countries of this macro-region – the USA, France, the UK and others. 

Figure 3 shows the dynamics of protest activity in Latin America. Interestingly, the 
Arab Spring of 2011–2013 is also visible here, but on a much smaller scale. In addition, 
the second wave of protests is also noticeable, gaining momentum after 2015: a series 
of microwaves is noticeable – from 2015 to mid-2017, then from 2018 to 2020, and 
then a new bulge. At the same time, all the bulges become larger over time, which al-
lows us to make rather pessimistic forecasts for a further increase in protest activity in 
this macro-region. It seems important to note that the first wave of protests in Latin 
America began already after 2009, so that the first wave actually occurred in 2009–
2012/13. 

 
Fig. 3. Index of protest activity in Latin America  

Data from Global protest database (does not require permission). 

Having described the trends in protest activity in different parts of the world, we 
can see that they all follow a very similar scenario. In fact, North America, together 
with Europe, and Latin America, and North Africa, together with West Asia, experi-
enced a strong wave of protest instability after 2009, and its ‘echo’ afterwards. At the 
same time, a new wave of protests, which has not yet reached its peak, can be observed 
in all regions. In this respect, we can look at the scatterplots between the trend values of 
the protest activity index of different macro-regions in Figure 4. The abscissas in both 



Ustyuzhanin et al. • Protest Dynamics in the Global Context 

 

161 

cases show the values for North Africa and West Asia, and the ordinates on the left and 
right sides of the figure show the values for North America and Europe and Latin 
America respectively. It is noticeable that there is a connection between the trends in 
protest activity in these seemingly very different macro-regions. The correlation is high-
ly significant and positive in both cases, indicating a single direction of the protest dy-
namics in these regions and, apparently, in the world as a whole. 

 
Fig. 4. Scatterplot of the trend of the protest activity index between different regions  

Data from Global protest database (does not require permission). 

Also, to confirm the similarity of protest trends in the regions under consideration, 
Figure 5 shows the trend values of the Protest Activity Index in Latin America, North 
America and Europe, and North Africa and West Asia. Again, two waves are clearly 
visible – 2011–2013 (number 1) and 2015– present (number 2). At the same time, it is 
extremely interesting to note that the first wave started in 2009, two years before the 
Arab Spring, which is considered a trigger for instability around the world. It is also 
worth noting that North America and Europe are leaders in terms of protest activity, 
bypassing all other regions. In general, this is not surprising: we are considering only 
protest, unarmed activity, whereas in developing countries and in Latin America, North 
Africa and West Asia, riots and armed demonstrations play an important role. In addi-
tion, we cannot exclude the English bias described above, which we have tried to elimi-
nate, but it is still extremely difficult to do completely in automated news gathering. 
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Fig. 5. Trend values of the protest activity index in some macro-regions  

Data from Global protest database (does not require permission). 

Conclusion 

Based on the assumption that revolutions never occur in isolation (Grinin and Grinin 
2022: 178–197), together with the results of the empirical research, presented above, we 
conclude that the protest activities observed in different parts of the world since the first 
decade of the twenty-first century are synchronised into a new global trend. The modern 
World-System does not allow instability in one region to be without consequences for 
another. Thus, the civil war in Syria caused the migrant crisis in Europe, the wave of 
refugees from the MENA region caused tensions between Belarus and Europe (Grinin 
and Grinin 2022). Since 2012, the number of refugees in the world has been growing 
rapidly, with the largest increase in 2022, mainly among Ukrainians, Venezuelans and 
Afghans (52 per cent of all refugees) (UNHCR 2023). Our results show that the echoes 
of the ‘Arab Spring’ have been felt in all regions, if not in serious socio-political revolu-
tions, then at least in massive protest and revolutionary episodes. 

The analysis in this article shows that since 2009 all the macro-regions considered 
(Latin America, North America and Europe, and North Africa and West Asia) have fol-
lowed a common scenario. There is a single direction of the protest dynamics in these 
regions and, apparently, in the world as a whole. Meanwhile, a new global wave of pro-
tests, which has not yet turned into a significant ‘protest boom’, can be observed in the 
near future, as was the case with the previous waves of protests. Taking into account 
that we are in the period of drastic, deep and interrelated transformations, such as the 
change of the world order, the slowdown of the world economy, the transition to a new 
technological cycle, growing tensions between countries, we can assume that the rise of 
protests is a reflection of these transformations and can be considered as one of the 
main driving forces of historical progress, leading to new types of regimes and reshap-
ing the World-System itself (Grinin 2012, 2018, 2019; Grinin and Korotayev 2016). 
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Moreover, the new wave of revolutionary events brings less developed countries out of 
isolation (Grinin and Grinin 2022). Thus, the echo of the Arab spring reached Tropical 
Arica, which is now undergoing a process similar to the Reformation in Europe in the 
sixteenth century (Grinin 2019; Grinin, Korotayev, and Tausch 2019), or the Islamic re-
vival in the mid-twentieth century (Huntington 1996). This process, along with the nu-
merous problems caused by destabilization, creates the ground for new solutions and op-
portunities that could lead too positive changes in the long run (Grinin and Grinin 2022). 

NOTE 
* Here and further, following the work of Kadivar and Ketchley (2018), non-violence is under-

stood not as the actual absence of cruelty, but as the non-use of factory weapons by the protesters.   
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