So You Say You Want a Revolution

A GAME THEORETIC EXPLANATION OF
REVOLUTION IN REPRESSIVE REGIMES

JOHN GINKEL

Department of Political Science
Washington University in St. Louis
ALASTAIR SMITH
Department of Political Science
Yale University

Existing models of revolutions tend to focus only on the behavior of the revolutionaries and do not
account for government actions. This article presents a model that captures the decision making of a repres-
sive government, career dissidents, and revolutionary participants. The model shows that (a) governments
rarely offer concessions to protesters, (b) dissident activity is more likely to be successful in motivating
large-scale protest under highly repressive conditions, and (c) Kuran’s hypothesis that regimes collapse sud-
denly with little warning is confirmed. The authors use the model to interpret the different outcomes that
occurred during the successful Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia and the failed revolution in China dur-
ing the Tiananmen Square democracy protests.

Why do some revolutions succeed while others fail? Czechoslovakia dismissed its
communist regime in 1989, but dissident Chinese students were unable to motivate
political change earlier that same year. What accounts for the difference in outcomes in
these two cases? When does a revolutionary outcome follow a revolutionary situa-
tion?' We address these issues from a rational choice perspective, modeling the inter-
action of three primary actors in any revolutionary situation: the government, dissi-
dents, and the public.

1. We employ the definitions of revolutionary situations and outcomes that Tilly (1978) introduces. A
revolutionary situation is characterized by multiple sovereignty, when a status quo government faces effec-
tive competition from another polity (Tilly 1978, 191). A revolutionary outcome requires that an oppressed
group committed to social transformation catalyze a transfer of power from a status quo government to a
new authority (Tilly 1978, 189).
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Existing studies of revolution tend to consider only one of the above elements, gen-
erally focusing on the behavior of revolutionaries.> Analyses that seek to offer a
broader perspective do so at the expense of explaining micro-level behavior and use
resource mobilization theories.® All of these studies fall short, however, in explaining
the outcome of rebellious action. When the conditions are ripe for social revolution,
why do some rebellions succeed while others fail?

Kuran (1989, 1995) attempts to address this question with a threshold model that
captures the social composition of protest dynamics, but Sandler (1992) correctly
points out that the Kuran model does not account for interaction between the regime
and protesters. Specifically, who is better informed, the regime or the opposition (San-
dler 1992, 186)? Lohmann (1994) addresses some of these shortcomings by synthesiz-
ing an information cascade model with Kuran’s threshold model. However, this
approach still does not incorporate regime action in determining the outcome of revo-
lutionary situations.

We address these shortcomings by examining the conditions that lead a repressive
government to offer accommodations to a revolutionary movement.* Additionally, we
want to capture some of the heterogeneity of protest groups. Thus, in our model, we
present a bifurcated populace that is defined by a group of well-established dissidents
and a secondary, largely unmobilized, mass that encompasses the remaining popula-
tion. This simplified model of group heterogeneity captures the dynamics of the tip-
ping model that others have identified in earlier representations of revolutionary
behavior (Sen 1967; Schelling 1971, [1921] 1985; Granovetter 1978; Kuran 1989,
1995; Karklins and Petersen 1993).

Our model allows us to make three substantive conclusions about revolutionary
behavior. First, we find that it is dangerous for governments to offer concessions.
Although it may help forestall revolution, it also signals weakness. Second, we find that
dissident activity is more likely to be effective in motivating rebellious action under
highly repressive conditions when dissidents face grave sanctions, for the public is more
likely to trust their leadership. Third, we confirm Kuran’s (1995) hypothesis that regimes
collapse suddenly with little warning or protracted conflict. This is highlighted in the
informational structure of this model. We consider the validity of these conclusions by
briefly examining the protest movements in Czechoslovakia and China in 1989.

THE PLAYERS

Our model of revolution includes three actors: a repressive government (G), an
organized group of dissidents (D), and the mass public (M), labeled in the game as the

2. For example, Gurr (1970) uses psychological motivations to explain protest behavior, and Karklins
and Petersen (1993) employ an assurance game to explain individual revolutionary participation.

3. See, for example, Skocpol (1979) and Emizet and Hesli (1995). For further analysis of the history of
the study of revolutions, we recommend Goldstone’s (1980) excellent review article.

4. DeNardo’s (1985) model of rebellion similarly allows for interaction between a regime and its pro-
iesters, but he does not account for the heterogeneity of protest movements. Empirical evidence, however,
suggests that protesters possess different thresholds of participation (see Oliver and Marwell 1985; Chong
1991; Karklins and Petersen 1993; Petersen 1999).
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mob. This formulation allows us to depict the government as something other than a
static actor and capture some of the social heterogeneity found in protest movements.
Other models may capture the heterogeneity of protesters at a finer level than we do;
but, for the purposes of our model and computational tractability, the distinction that
we make between the dissidents and the mob is sufficient.’

We argue that dissidents are the most willing to protest; they have less to lose from
official sanctions. They are already marginal citizens under the government regime
and need not fear a loss of status. Thus, the dissidents, like the first players in a thresh-
old model, do not need the assurance of company.

The mob, however, looks to the dissidents for information and leadership about the
timing of protest participation. Without a dissident call for action, the mob will not take
to the streets. However, it will not always heed the dissidents’ call. Even though the dis-
sidents may believe a revolution is worthwhile, the mob may disagree.

The government is the third actor in our model. Some governments maintain power
by exploiting reputations of strength that were earned in earlier time periods, even
though they lack the power to suppress a rebellion. Other governments are strong and
can withstand challenge. The dissidents’ and mob’s beliefs about the government’s
ability to withstand a revolution play a vital role in determining whether a revolution
occurs. A key aspect of our analysis is how dissidents and the mob assess whether their
prospects of success make revolution worthwhile. It is to these informational consid-
erations that we turn next.

INFORMATION

In any revolution, a shroud of uncertainty clouds decision making.® What is the
nature of this uncertainty? Who knows most accurately where the loyalties of the peo-
ple lie? Who has the best assessment of the military’s power? Here, we consider two
kinds of uncertainties that this creates: the strength of the regime and the dissonance of
the mob.

One of the key factors affecting the mob’s decision to rebel is the probability of suc-
cess. Against a weak regime, arebellion is likely to succeed. However, a strong regime
will most probably crush any rebellion and punish its participants. Given the limited
amount of free press and other forms of information, the general public has little idea
about whether the government can survive a major rebellion. Such information is
costly and dangerous to obtain, and, as Kuran (1991, 1995) shows, efforts to collect
this information will most likely yield inaccurate results. However, career dissidents
spend much of their time and energy in competition with the government. Although
the dissidents may possess limited information about the government’s strength, it is
still superior to the mob’s information. Indeed, given the lack of challenges and the
restricted flow of information, even the regime may have little information about its

5. See, for example, Karklins and Petersen (1993) and Kuran (1995) for examples of models with
greater levels of heterogeneity.

6. See Havel (1990) for an excellent discussion of the uncertainty that surrounded the 1968 Prague
Spring in Czechoslovakia.
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ability to survive. However, we assume that the government is best informed about its
abilities, the mob has little or no information, and the dissidents’ information rests
somewhere between the two extremes.

Under a repressive regime, citizens are reluctant to express their true opinions for
fear of punishment. In fact, citizens may purposely falsify their true preferences in
response to official public opinion polls or in conversations with friends and neighbors
(Kuran 1991, 1995). Thus, neither the government nor the dissidents knows the mob’s
true sentiments. This makes it difficult for either side to assess with any certainty the
mob’s relative support or dissatisfaction with either the government or the dissidents.

For the dissidents, this uncertainty over the mob’s dissatisfaction with the govern-
mentis especially perilous. If they call for ademonstration and the mob is content, then
the dissidents expose themselves to retaliation by the government. On the other hand, a
dissatisfied mob is liable to respond to any call to rebel, and the government may regret
not offering accommodations.

Our model combines threshold and informational aspects of existing models. The
dissidents’ job is to convince the mob that a rebellion will succeed. The government’s
job is to maintain office. To accomplish this, the government has two options: it can
crush the rebellion with violence or offer accommodations. As the end of the cold war
revealed, until dissidents expect to succeed, they hide. They bide their time until they
can be more certain that their public efforts will catalyze substantive change. At the
same time, governments do not tip their hand about their weakness. Hence, when gov-
ernments are successfully challenged, they collapse rapidly rather than through a grad-
ual series of compromises.

THE GAME

We turn now to a fuller explication of the game. In this section, we take the reader
through the order of play and discuss the factors that affect each actor’s decision mak-
ing. In the following section, we provide a more detailed explanation of the game’s
equilibria.

THE ORDER OF PLAY

1. Nature determines the government’s type (8, the probability that the government can
survive a revolution), and nature provides the dissidents with noisy information » about
the government’s type.

Given its type, the government may offer an accommodation a toiits citizens: a € [0,1].

The dissidents decide whether to mobilize or to accept the accommodation. Without mo-

bilization, the game ends, and the accommodation is implemented.

4. If the dissidents choose to mobilize, then the mob decides whether to participate. If it
does, then a revolution occurs. If the mob fails to respond to the dissidents’ call to arms,
the game ends with the accommodation a being accepted.

5. If revolution occurs, then the government survives with probability 6 and is deposed
with probability 1 — 6. If the government survives, then it disregards any accommoda-
tions that it offered and implements its most preferred policies.
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