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Abstract
Land expropriation, where peasants’ property rights are encroached by the
state, has been recognized as a primary source of social dissension in rural
China. Since the end of the last century, the Administrative Litigation
Law (ALL) has provided people with a legal weapon to defend themselves
against violations by state power. Drawing on the theory of relative depriv-
ation, this paper proposes that peasants are more likely to sue the state when
they feel deprived. To examine this hypothesis, we first present a case study
to depict the causal process and then use quantitative research to improve
the external validity of our findings. We created a novel and unique database
of prefecture-level administrative litigations and relative deprivation for
Poisson regression analysis. The quantitative results prove that the more
peasants feel relatively deprived, the more likely they are to sue the state.
Furthermore, the positive effect of relative deprivation on administrative liti-
gations has become more significant over time, implying peasants’ growing
awareness of legal resistance. This paper concludes that a critical step
towards eliminating social inequity and maintaining social stability in
rural China is to reduce the relative deprivation of peasants by, for example,
allowing them to share in land value appreciation in the process of
urbanization.

Keywords: relative deprivation; land expropriation; administrative litigation;
resistance; social stability; China

China’s rapid economic growth has brought with it various social problems and
discontent for which some people blame the government. Indeed, some social
conflicts are directly related to governmental policies and their misuse. Land
expropriation is a representative case. The land rights system in China endows
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county and higher levels of governments with the authority to expropriate farm-
land from rural peasants to boost urbanization. Although governments are man-
dated to pay compensation to peasants, in some circumstances the limited
amount of compensation offered is insufficient to provide them with the same
standard of living they enjoyed before land expropriation. As a result, some pea-
sants struggle to survive after losing their farmland, a situation which then leads
to discontent and social protest. Since 2005, land loss has become the leading
cause of social protest in rural China.1 How to properly resolve land expropri-
ation conflicts has become a big challenge for the Chinese government.
Unpacking peasants’ resistance behaviour is crucial to understanding the

resistance of land-lost farmers and finding feasible solutions to avoid potential
protests. The existing literature has paid some attention to the causes of social
conflicts that occur in land expropriation, including institutional flaws such as
the absence of clear definitions of land ownership and use rights2 and, specific-
ally, inadequate land expropriation policies with poor definitions of the public
interest and substandard land compensation systems.3 Land expropriation with-
out the agreement of farmers, violations of the proper legal procedures and the
corruption of government officials have also led to considerable land conflicts
all around the country.4 Among all the causes, however, inadequate compensa-
tion is a prime trigger.5 Compensation for land expropriation in China has
been criticized for being unfairly low, particularly when compared to the appre-
ciation in land value, and for being insufficient to maintain the living standards
of land-lost farmers.6 According to data released by the Ministry of Natural
Resources, in the first half of 2002 around 40 per cent of petitions related to
land expropriation were a result of inadequate compensation for land and unfair
resettlement subsidies.7

This begs the question, what is “adequate” compensation? Existing studies
have proposed two principles for “adequate” compensation: complete compensa-
tion and equivalent compensation. Complete compensation offers full compensa-
tion for the loss of land, including direct losses such as land value and
attachments value and indirect losses such as residual land value and spiritual
loss.8 Equivalent compensation ensures that the amount of compensation should
not downgrade peasants’ living standards.9 Putting the theoretical and moral dis-
cussions aside, it is also important to explore what is appropriate compensation
from the standpoint of peasants. An intuitive association must be that the higher

1 Chuang 2014; Zhu and Prosterman 2007.
2 Qian, Zhonghao, and Qu 2004; Lu, Yao and Wang 2020.
3 Li, Hongbo, Li and Li 2013; Hui, Bao and Zhang 2013; Zhao 2009.
4 Song, Wang and Lei 2016; Liu and Sun 2014.
5 Yep 2013.
6 Qian 2015.
7 Zhang, Qinghua 2004.
8 Moyo 2005; Prosterman and Hanstad 1999.
9 Qian, Zhu 2015.
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the compensation, the more satisfied the peasants. Drawing on our experience of
field surveys in some provinces, however, we believe that this association needs
further consideration. In some coastal cities like Wenzhou 温州市, we find that
although the city governments provide peasants with generous compensation
for their land, there continues to exist strong resentment. In contrast, peasants
offered paltry sums for their land by governments of less-developed cities seem
to be quite satisfied with the meagre compensation. Perhaps the answer to such
a puzzle can be found in social psychology. Social psychologists believe that peo-
ple’s satisfaction is highly related to the comparisons they make. Individuals
sometimes judge themselves to be disadvantaged when compared to a relevant
referent and thus harbour feelings of anger or resentment.10 Such a judgement
is described as “relative deprivation,” a concept that is widely used to account
for the formation of social movements, resistance and protest.11

Following this line, this paper attempts to test the effect of relative deprivation
on peasants’ resistance behaviour during land expropriation. We combine evi-
dence from a case study with quantitative research. The case study illustrates
the causal process, from relative deprivation to peasants’ resistance, and the
quantitative research is designed to test the external validity.12 There are two
main challenges for the quantitative research here. The first is how to measure
the degree of relative deprivation. We suppose that peasants will make a compari-
son between the compensation for land expropriation and the revenues generated
by land leasing. As land expropriation compensation is formulated according to
the original land use (i.e. agricultural), the compensation is far less than the mar-
ket value of the land.13 Peasants may develop a sense of relative deprivation when
they lose their property rights but discover that the compensation offered is far
less than revenue generated by leasing the land on the market. Therefore, we
define the relative deprivation as the gap between compensation for land expro-
priation and the market value of the land: the bigger the gap, the stronger the
relative deprivation felt by peasants.
The second challenge is how to identify peasants’ resistance behaviour. In

China, people express their grievances in many ways, for example by petitioning
the government (xinfang 信访) or, more radically, mobilizing a mass event
( jitixing shijian 集体性事件).14 However, partly owing to social stability consid-
erations, governments do not publicize statistical data on petitions.15 Thus, we
turn our focus to a specific type of resistance, resistance through administration
litigation. China promulgated the Administrative Litigation Law (ALL) at the
end of the 1980s. This law provides people with the legal tools to challenge public

10 Smith and Pettigrew 2015.
11 Brush 1996; Gurney and Tierney 1982.
12 King, Keohane and Verba 1994.
13 Ding 2007.
14 Chen 2012.
15 Official statistics on “mass events” including protest behaviour following land grabs were available at

the beginning of this century. However, these statistics have not been published for more than ten years.
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power and to sue the state for a resolution. Drawing on judicial documents (we
provide a more detailed introduction of the data below), we calculate the number
of legal cases related to land expropriation that occurred in a city for a given year
to precisely depict the degree of resistance.
The quantitative results show a significantly positive effect of relative depriv-

ation on peasants’ resistance through administrative litigation. The stronger the
relative deprivation felt by peasants in a prefecture, the greater the number of
administrative litigations in that prefecture. Specifically, a 10 per cent increase
in relative deprivation will lead to a 22.12 per cent increase in administrative liti-
gation cases. We also test the effect of the absolute value of compensation, but
the results are not statistically significant. Our findings that relative deprivation
is a more critical inducement of resistance than the absolute value of compensa-
tion challenge the conventional wisdom. Additionally, we find the positive effect
of relative deprivation on administrative litigation has become more sizable over
time, implying peasants’ growing awareness of resistance through legal weapons.
Our paper intersects with several branches of the literature, with the first relat-

ing to studies on land expropriation conflicts. As mentioned above, the existing
literature has widely discussed the causes of land expropriation-related conflicts,
including the vague definition of public interest, unfair distribution of compensa-
tion and discontinuity of compensation policies.16 Following a different tack to
these studies which emphasize the importance of macro policies, we start from
the psychology of peasants and explore how relative deprivation might be the
more profound reason leading to peasants’ resistance. By validating the effect
of relative deprivation, this paper sheds new light on the causes of land-related
resistance in rural China. Further, by uncovering the importance of relative
deprivation, our work highlights new policy implications for the ongoing reform
of land expropriation in China.
Second, this paper also contributes to the well-established literature on relative

deprivation by extending the application of relative deprivation. The term “rela-
tive deprivation” was coined by Samuel Stouffer and his wartime colleagues to
explain the stratified satisfaction of military police and soldiers.17 Since then,
this concept has been well developed and widely used across the globe.18 In the
context of China, studies mainly focus on how relative deprivation generated
in the process of horizontal comparison contributes to people’s falling psycho-
logical health, life satisfaction and happiness.19 For example, Shuwei Zhang
and colleagues find individuals habitually compare their economic status and
social position with their occupational counterparts.20 Relative deprivation is
formed from such comparisons and significantly impairs people’s life satisfaction.
Eiji Mangyo and Albert Park together find that urban residents use relatives and

16 Lian, Glendinning and Yin 2016; Zhao 2009.
17 Stouffer et al. 1949.
18 Walker and Smith 2002.
19 Brockmann et al. 2009.
20 Zhang, Shuwei, Wang and Chen 2011.
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classmates as reference groups, while rural residents usually take their neighbours
as referents.21 Whatever reference groups are used, relative deprivation will sig-
nificantly damage residents’ physical and psychosocial health. Different from
the previous literature, this paper points out that relative deprivation generated
in the process of vertical comparisons also has a significant impact on people’s
behaviour. Additionally, we extend the application field of relative deprivation.
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that applies the concept of
relative deprivation to understand peasants’ resistance behaviour in the context
of land expropriation in China.
The paper is organized as follows. Next, we introduce the institutional back-

ground of the ALL and land expropriation in China. The meaning and operation
of relative deprivation is also discussed and formally defined in this section.
Then, we present a case study to elaborate the causal process from relative depriv-
ation to peasants’ legal resistance. The section following that highlights the data
and methods we use in quantitative research. Quantitative results are then pre-
sented and discussed. We conclude the paper with a discussion of the implications
of the findings.

Institutional Background and Conceptual Definition

Administrative litigation in China

Enacted in 1989, the ALL is a part of the Chinese government’s pursuit of a com-
prehensive administrative law regime. Before its promulgation, the only way for
aggrieved Chinese citizens to challenge the abuse of state power by governments
and officials was to petition or write appeal letters to higher-level governments.
Some people even travelled to Beijing in the hope that the central government
would redress their grievances.22 After the ALL came into effect, Chinese people,
for the first time in their history, were equipped with the legal tools to combat
abuses of official power and sue the state for a remedy.23 At the beginning of
the implementation of the ALL, there were some embedded flaws. For example,
the law paid more attention to legality than to the propriety of administrative
decisions, making it difficult for Chinese citizens to challenge substantive govern-
ment policies.24 However, during the last decades, Chinese courts have made evi-
dent progress, which can be seen in the improving quality of judicial staff, the
broader scope of jurisdiction and the growing number of cases being processed
and resolved.25

However, the take up of administrative litigation to convey discontent seems to
be less prevalent in rural China for several reasons. First, rural villages are close-

21 Mangyo and Park 2011.
22 Pei 1997.
23 Li, Ji 2013.
24 Potter 2005.
25 Li, Ji 2013.
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knit communities where peasants interact in a “multiplex” context, providing dif-
ferent conditions that offer other channels through which to solve disputes and
punish illegal behaviour.26 Second, peasants in China are generally less educated
and less informed. Such a fact not only blocks the entry to judicial proceedings
for peasants but also invokes a distrust of courts. Peasants believe that the like-
lihood of winning a lawsuit is very low because courts and governments must
shield one another.27 Nevertheless, one should never discount the value of admin-
istrative litigation for peasants. Kevin O’Brien and Lianjiang Li provide one of
the few studies that concentrates on administrative litigation in rural areas.28

Their research shows that it is impossible for local governments to always dictate
verdicts, particularly when the evidence is strong and it is widely known which
party is in the right. Further, suing the state may attract the attention of the peo-
ple’s congress, higher-level governments and media, which could improve the
plaintiff’s odds of winning the lawsuit.29 That means, even for peasants, admin-
istrative litigation can offer a vital instrument with which to defend themselves
when confronting state power.

Land expropriation in rural China

Land expropriation is a public power used widely in many countries and regions
to provide land for public use, correct economic inefficiency and achieve more
significant social equity and justice.30 In China, however, other motivations
have emerged for land expropriation beyond the claims for “public interest.”
Since the launch of the reform and opening-up policy led by Deng Xiaoping
邓小平 in 1978, Chinese local governments have devoted themselves to attracting
foreign capital by taking advantage of their abundant land and labour resources.
The Land Management Law (LML) was introduced in 1986 to revitalize land
resources that had been frozen in the planned economy for 30 years. In line
with that change of course, the PRC Constitution was also revised in 1988.
Since then, land ownership in China has been organized under a dual system,
where urban land is owned by the state, and rural land is owned by rural collec-
tives.31 The use rights for state-owned land can be separated and transferred to
commercial users; however, collective-owned land must be converted to
state-owned status before a transfer of land-use right can be effected.32 The con-
version of land ownership is achieved by land expropriation led by local govern-
ments. According to work by Lian Hongping and colleagues, around
three-quarters of the land for construction is acquired by local governments

26 Bernstein 1992; Ellickson 1994; Michelson 2008.
27 Lian, Glendinning and Yin 2016.
28 O’Brien and Li 2004.
29 Ibid.
30 Larbi, Antwi and Olomolaiye 2004.
31 Lu and Wang 2019.
32 Tan 2006.
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through expropriation orders.33 In this process, governments expropriate land
from peasants and then sell it to developers at market value.34 The land-centred
development model, called “land expropriation-land selling,” has been a major
contributor to the rapid urbanization and industrialization of China.35

Farmland is not expropriated without compensation. The Constitution and
LML stipulate that the government must pay peasants compensation for the
stripping away of their property rights. In general, three elements are taken
into consideration in determining the amount of compensation: compensation
for the land according to its original use; compensation for lost (unharvested)
crops; and a resettlement allowance for displaced peasants.36 This seemingly
complete compensation, however, has at least two significant flaws. First,
owing to the lack of definite guidelines on compensation, farmers’ compensation
for land expropriated tends to be arbitrary.37 This places peasants in an inferior
political position with little ability to negotiate with land- and profit-hungry local
governments.38 Second, compensation is calculated according to the original use
of the land, meaning that the value added by land-use conversion is not shared
with peasants. To sum up, many of the land-lost peasants are insufficiently com-
pensated and financially worse-off than they were before land expropriation.39

Governments, however, reap a bonanza from land expropriation. According to
one estimate, the revenue generated by land conveyance fees alone bring the
local government 10 to 20 times more than the compensation offered for land
expropriation.40

Definition of relative deprivation and its application

Since Stouffer first proposed the relative deprivation theory,41 this social-
psychological conception has been widely accepted and developed throughout
the social sciences.42 Different from absolute deprivation, relative deprivation
links with the interpersonal and intergroup levels of analysis.43 Formally,
Heather Smith and Thomas Pettigrew define relative deprivation as “a judgment
that one or one’s ingroup is disadvantaged compared to a relevant referent, and
that this judgment invokes feelings of anger, resentment, and entitlement.”44 By
such a definition, a complete connotation of relative deprivation should include
the following. First, individuals must make comparisons – this is to determine

33 Lian, Glendinning and Yin 2016.
34 Ding 2007.
35 Wang and Lu 2019.
36 Lin and Ho 2005.
37 Hui, Bao and Zhang 2013.
38 Tan 2006.
39 He et al. 2009.
40 Ding 2007.
41 Stouffer et al. 1949.
42 Brown 2004; Duclos and Grégoire 2002.
43 Zick, van Dick and Pettigrew 2008.
44 Smith and Pettigrew 2015.
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that the deprivation is relative rather than absolute. Second, individuals must make
cognitive appraisals that lead them to perceive they or their group are disadvan-
taged. Third, the perceived disadvantages must be viewed as unfair. The individual
holds the view that he/she deserves better. Finally, individuals must resent these
unfair and underserved disadvantages.45 A concept of relative deprivation can
only operate if these four criteria are met.46

At first glance, relative deprivation should be measured by subject indexes
since it is a concept of psychology. However, as Ted Gurr and Raymond
Duvall point out, relative deprivation, as a psychological concept, cannot be
adequately measured at national level.47 Gurr and Duvall dealt with this issue
by indexing relative deprivation based on social conditions and patterns of
change. In fact, dozens of studies have tried to measure relative deprivation
with an objective index. Aggregated economic indexes such as GNP growth
rates, crop failures, unemployment or other economic conditions are the most
popular.48 In addition, objective indexes on an individual level, such as the
ratio of individuals’ self-reported income to the income of referents (referents
from similar regions, age groups and with similar education levels, etc.), are
also widely used.49

Drawing lessons from research that applies an objective measure of relative
deprivation and taking into account the huge gap between land compensation
and the market value of land, this paper proposes that peasants feel relative
deprivation according to the gap between compensation for land expropriation
and the market value of land. Such a definition is consistent with the basic com-
ponents of relative deprivation. First, both the information on compensation and
the market value of land is public, so individuals can easily make a comparison
between them. Second, once peasants discover the discrepancy between the com-
pensation they receive and the land revenues generated in land transfer, which
implies that they are excluded from a share of the value added to the land,
they must feel disadvantaged and unfairly treated. Third, such unfair treatment
inevitably invokes resent among the peasants. According to Julia Chuang, mea-
gre compensation for land expropriation significantly contributes to peasants’
discontent.50

How Relative Deprivation Leads to Administrative Litigation: A Case
Study
To illustrate the detailed causal process from relative deprivation to peasants’
legal resistance, we introduce a typical case encountered during our field work.
This case study depicts more detailed causal links between relative deprivation

45 Smith et al. 2012; Smith and Pettigrew 2015.
46 Smith et al. 2012.
47 Gurr and Duvall 1973.
48 Gurr 1968; Gurr and Duvall 1973.
49 Siahpush et al. 2006; D’Ambrosio and Frick 2007; Bolino and Turnley 2009.
50 Chuang 2014.
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and peasants’ legal resistance. The induction from this concise case study is also
supposed to guide the following quantitative research.
This case is about land expropriation and demolition in Wujiang county in

2016.51 Wujiang is a county located in the south-east of China. Although
Wujiang is a relatively underdeveloped county for coastal areas, its economic
level is still more advanced than most inland counties. In August 2016, owing
to the construction of development zones initiated by the county governments,
part of Hushan Street was expropriated and eight households lost their land.
Claiming that it was using a benchmark price for the land, the county govern-
ment set the compensation amount at 150,000 yuan/mu.52 Without any consult-
ation or negotiation with the eight households, the “Decision on land
expropriation” and “Decision on land compensation” were delivered to these
peasants. The eight households were required to sign the “Decisions,” vacate
their houses and surrender their land-use rights within 60 days.
The arbitrariness of the compensation rate aroused great ire among the eight

households and they decided to work together to resist the land expropriation
and demolition of the houses. Despite several rounds of complaints being lodged
with the bureau of natural resources, bureau of housing and construction and
bureau of complaints and proposals, their grievance was still not resolved and
so they chose to sue the bureau of housing and construction, the bureau respon-
sible for the construction of development zone, at the Wujiang court. The plain-
tiffs’ main argument was that the compensation was unreasonable and too low,
as was evident in the huge gap between the compensation rate offered and the
land transfer price. Specifically, they argued that the transfer prices of land
near the expropriated land had reached more than 1,200,000 yuan/mu, but the
compensation they received was less than one-eighth of the land market price.
Thus, they had been unfairly excluded from a share of the true value of the land.
About two months after the litigation application was submitted, the court

rejected the plaintiffs’ claim. The court stated that according to the ALL and
“Regulations on expropriation and compensation of houses on state-owned
land,” the bureau of housing and construction had the statutory authority to
make decisions on expropriation and compensation. Further, it stated that
there was no legal basis for demanding compensation based on the market
price of the land. Although the plaintiffs did not win the lawsuit and did not
receive compensation equivalent to the market value of the land, the government
did make a concession following other demonstrations of resistance by peasants.
Eight households finally received compensation at a rate of 180,000 yuan/mu and
withdrew their appeal to higher courts. When talking about this land expropri-
ation and litigation, one peasant conceded to us:

All in all, everything is about money. If the government can compensate us according to the
market value of the land, who will choose to resist? … We just couldn’t tolerate the government

51 To protect identities, the county and street names have been given pseudonyms.
52 1 mu≈666.67m2.
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making money by transferring our land. This is completely depriving us. The income from land
sales should have belonged to us … Why not appeal to a higher court? We know it’s impossible
for the government to compensate us at market prices, otherwise how can the government make
revenues by land sales? Successfully striving for a reduced level of deprivation is already the best
result for us.53

This simple case is a good illustration of how peasants judge the sufficiency of
land compensation. They believe they deserve a share of the land appreciation,
gained through its change of use, but, in reality, the largest proportion of the
land value is captured by local governments. When they compare compensation
rates and the land market value, peasants feel deprived. The larger the gap, the
greater the sense of relative deprivation, and the greater the motivation to resist
land expropriation through legal actions. Even when administrative litigation
fails to generate the result they want, peasants will still try.54 An administrative
lawsuit is a relatively less risky path for peasants compared with other means
of resistance such as petitioning or gathering on the street. Further, as noted
by Li and O’Brien, failure in the courts may still attract the attention of society
and media to their plight and thus force the government to allocate more of the
benefits of land expropriation to the peasants.55 To sum up, this case could be
viewed as preliminary evidence of how relative deprivation leads to peasants’
legal actions.

Quantitative Examination Design: Data and Method
Although the case offers a vivid story of how relative deprivation leads to pea-
sants’ legal resistance, an inference from a single case lacks external validity.56

Therefore, we designed a quantitative study to examine whether the link between
relative deprivation and legal resistance still holds when facing big-sample data.

Data collection

To conduct the quantitative examination, we first built a unique dataset. This
dataset mainly comprises two types of data: the amount of administrative litiga-
tion and the index of relative deprivation. To measure administrative litigation,
we collected all the documents from judicial trials posted on China Judgments
Online.57 This website was established by the Supreme People’s Court and
publicizes judgment documents delivered by courts at all levels. Following the
implementation of the “Provisions of the Supreme People’s Court on the
publication of judgment documents on the internet” on 1 January 2014, it is
mandatory to publish all judgment documents other than for special cases on

53 Interview, August 2019.
54 According to our calculation, the winning rate of administrative litigation related to land expropriation

is only 33%.
55 O’Brien and Li 2004; Liebman 2011.
56 King, Keohane and Verba 1994.
57 Available at: http://wenshu.court.gov.cn/. Contact Xiang Zhou for more information on the data

extracted from China Judgments Online.
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this platform.58 We used keyword searches for all documents published on the
portal since 1 January 2014. By using the term “land expropriation” and its syno-
nyms as keywords and then limiting the results to the scope of administrative litiga-
tion, we retrieved 25,088 documents. Of these, 16,022 are verdict documents (panjue
shu判决书) and others are adjudication documents (caiding shu裁定书).59 We then
identified the defendant in each case and distinguished which prefecture the defend-
ant belonged to. Finally, we counted the administrative litigation cases that occurred
in a prefecture in a single year.
It is worth noting that administrative litigation may not be a perfect choice to

represent peasants’ resistance behaviour. Given the political regime in China,
there exist some inherent defects. For example, courts come under the leadership
of the Party committee at the same level and depend on the local government for
finances. Courts may not dare to accept (shouli 受理) cases implicating a power-
ful local authority.60 Consequently, some litigations may be submitted to court
but then fail to go to trial. Further, cases deemed to be politically sensitive
may not be posted online.61 Therefore, some lawsuits have been judged but are
missing from the judgment documents database. Despite the above problems,
we argue that using the documents from China Judgments Online works for
our examination for two reasons. First, the factors behind the incompleteness
of the record of judgments are rooted in the political ecology of a city.
For example, cities with a more powerful Party committee are more likely to
intervene in the legal procedure, which might result in more missing documents.
This city-determined incompleteness can be addressed by controlling city fixed
effects in the regression model. Second, as the issue concerns missing documents,
the bias of the regression (if there are still any after controlling for fixed effects)
would be downward rather than upward. If an underestimated coefficient is
significant, the real effect can only be more significant. Such a bias (if any) is
acceptable for empirical researchers. Therefore, we can confidently use the docu-
ments from China Judgments Online for the quantitative study.
We then investigated what the land expropriation litigation cases were about.

For example, were these cases lodged because of insufficient compensation or
something else? Do peasants fight for higher compensation or have other
appeals? Only by establishing links between relative deprivation and the cases
complaining about inadequate compensation and appealing for higher compen-
sation can the hypothesis be more precisely examined. Therefore, we conducted
an in-depth content analysis of the documents to uncover the topics of each

58 If a lawsuit involves state secrets or underage crimes, it is considered private and is not made public. In
general, lawsuits related to land expropriation are not classed as “special circumstances.”

59 Generally, verdicts deal with substantive disputes (such as the disputes over rights and obligations), and
adjudication focuses on the disputes arising from the litigation process (e.g. the plaintiff may submit his
indictment to the wrong court).

60 Pils 2016; Minzner 2011; Stern 2010; Fu and Distelhorst 2018.
61 Liebman et al. 2020
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litigation. Following Junyan Jiang, Tianguang Meng and Qing Zhang,62 we used
a Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) model to uncover topics in the documents
and estimate the proportions of each topic. An LDA algorithm clusters words
strictly according to their occurrence patterns, which could effectively avoid
the errors in hand coding and improve efficiency. We estimated a 10-topic
model as a baseline and a 20-topic model as a robustness check. After merging
similar classification results, we uncovered four types of causes of administrative
litigation: inadequate compensation, illegal land expropriation, illegal procedures
used in land expropriation, and others. The online Appendix introduces the
methodology and estimation procedure of the LDA algorithm, the topic cluster-
ing results and the reclassification process in more detail.
To measure relative deprivation, we constructed a relative deprivation index by

calculating the gap between compensation for expropriated land and the market
value of the land. The data on compensation were manually collected from com-
pensation rates drafted by each provincial government.63 The compensation stan-
dards formulate different bottom lines of compensation for various counties in a
province. We averaged the compensation rates for all counties in a prefecture to
derive the prefecture-level compensation standards. We also gathered data on the
area of land transferred by local governments in the primary land market and the
total revenues generated by land transfer from the China Land and Resources
Statistical Yearbook. Then, we calculated the average price of leased land as
the market value of land. Finally, we defined the relative deprivation index as
1 minus (compensation for land expropriation/market value of land). This
index depicts the percentage of the increase in land value that is captured by gov-
ernments in the process of land expropriation. Obviously, the higher the index,
the greater degree of relative deprivation felt by peasants.

Description of data and preliminary evidence

Before conducting rigorous regression analysis, this section provides an overview
of the distribution of administrative litigation cases and relative deprivation.
Table 1 presents the number of verdicts and all litigation cases according to
year, topics and types of plaintiffs. Partly because 2014 is the first year of the
mandatory disclosure of judicial documents, the number of verdicts and litiga-
tions is particularly small. Table 1 also shows that compensation accounts for
the largest proportion of topics and, in most cases, peasants (including a single
peasant and several peasants together) are the plaintiffs. Table 2 presents the
descriptive statistics of all variables. On average, each city has around 23.14
administrative litigations related to land expropriation each year (among which

62 Jiang, Meng and Zhang 2019.
63 We used the terms “compensation for land acquisition,” “land acquisition,” “annual output value” and

“comprehensive land prices” to search for provincial compensation policy documents filed in the past
ten years. Generally, the provincial document summarizes the compensation standards of prefecture-
level cities under its jurisdiction.
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14.78 are verdicts). As for relative deprivation, we find that peasants are almost
always completely excluded from a share of the appreciation in land value during
land expropriation. The average value of relative deprivation is 0.93, implying
that 93 per cent of profits generated through land expropriation and land leasing
are kept by governments, with peasants only receiving the remaining 7 per cent.
These data are similar to the estimation made by Chengri Ding, who points out
that the revenues generated by land leasing are generally 10 to 20 times more than
the compensation offered in land expropriation.64

Table 1: Distribution of Administrative Litigation Cases

Verdict Litigation
By year 2014 2,603 3,364

2015 4,753 7,187
2016 3,662 6,450
2017 5,004 8,087

By topic Inadequate compensation 12,952 20,504
Illegal land expropriation 63 105
Illegal procedure 2,181 3,394
Others 826 1,085

By plaintiff Peasant 15,554 24,310
Company 436 728
Village collective 32 50

Total 16,022 25,088

Source:
Compiled by author from documents on China Judgment Online.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.
Dependent variables
Verdict 1,084 14.78 29.61 0.00 453.00
All_litigation 1,084 23.14 39.38 0.00 467.00
Key explanatory variable
Rlt_deprive 1,013 0.93 0.05 0.54 0.99
Control variables
Expropriation 1,084 3.99 6.29 0.00 39.43
GDP_per 1,067 7.10 19.80 0.41 642.18
Consume_per 1,078 3.32 2.03 0.00 12.96
Insurance_cover 1,081 0.67 0.46 0.03 4.06
Net_cover 1,080 0.72 0.52 0.11 5.09
Abs_Comp 1,013 39.77 22.26 5.29 206.45

Source:
Judicial trial data are from China Judgments Online; data on relative deprivation are taken from China Land and Resources

Statistical Yearbooks and compensation standards for land expropriation issued by provincial governments; data for control variables
are from China Regional Statistical Yearbooks.

64 Ding 2007.
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To derive preliminary evidence, we overlay the number of administrative litiga-
tions and the value of relative deprivation on a map of China in Figure 1. The
triangles represent the total number of administrative litigations in a city in
2014–2017, where larger triangles imply more litigation cases. The colour of pre-
fecture indicates the value of relative deprivation. The darker the colour, the
stronger the relative deprivation felt by peasants. Intuitively, the larger number
of administrative litigations is accompanied by stronger relative deprivation,
which concurs with our hypothesis. However, this preliminary graph overlooks
some issues like missing variables, so we ran more rigorous regression tests.

Method

Since the number of administrative litigations is a non-negative integer, we use
the Poisson regression model to analyse the count data. Now that we view the
dependent variable following a Poisson distribution with the parameter μit, the

Figure 1: The Spatial Distribution of Administrative Litigation (AL) and Relative
Deprivation (RD)
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regression model can be expressed as follows:

E[ALit|RDit, Xit, ei, ut] = exp (a1RDit + a2Xit + ei + ut) = mit

In the equation, i and t represent the observation in city i in year t. AL and RD
represent the number of administrative litigations and the index of relative
deprivation, respectively. Xit includes a series of control variables that have a
potential impact on administrative litigations. Specifically, four dimensions of
control variables are considered. The first is the area of land being expropriated.
It goes without saying that a broader range of land expropriation will lead to a
higher probability of resistance. The second is the economic level of a prefecture.
We suppose that peasants living in more developed prefectures may have a stron-
ger rights consciousness so that they are more likely to resist when they believe
their rights are violated. The third consideration is the level of social security pro-
vided by the prefecture. If peasants are from a prefecture with poor social secur-
ity, they are more likely to resort to acts of resistance because their lives will be
more severely impacted by land expropriation. Finally, we also control the acces-
sibility of information. It is supposed that more accessible information will con-
tribute to a growing consciousness of rights.65 The descriptive statistics of all
variables are shown in Table 2. To exclude the effect of unobservable factors,
we also add the city fixed effect εi and year fixed effect θt to the model.

Results

Baseline results

Table 3 presents the effect of relative deprivation on the number of administrative
litigations. The first three columns only include city and year fixed effects, while
the last three columns control for all covariates. To compare like with like, we
divide the documents into those related to land compensation and those not
related to compensation, based on the content analysis. Before controlling covari-
ates, the positive effect of relative deprivation on the numbers of total verdicts
and verdicts related to land compensation is statistically significant. After the
introduction of control variables, the coefficients increase further. Except for stat-
istical significance, the coefficients also reveal the sizable effect of relative depriv-
ation. Take the fourth column as an example. The coefficient of 2.212 implies
that a 10 per cent increase in relative deprivation will lead to a 22.12 per cent
increase in land expropriation verdicts in a city. The regression with verdicts
not related to compensation (columns 3 and 6) could be viewed as a placebo
test. That is, there might be some unobservable factors such as culture and trad-
ition that lead to more administrative litigation. Meanwhile, these factors are also
correlated with the key explanatory variable, i.e. relative deprivation. In this case,
there will be endogenous problems caused by the missing variables. If this were

65 Lull 2013.
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Table 3: The Effect of Relative Deprivation on Administrative Litigation

Dependent
variable

All
verdicts

Related to
compensation

Not related to
compensation

All
verdicts

Related to
compensation

Not related to
compensation

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Rlt_deprive 1.975*** 2.548*** -0.898 2.212*** 2.801*** -0.279

(0.537) (0.592) (1.305) (0.573) (0.628) (1.431)
Exproriation 0.008*** 0.011*** 0.001

(0.002) (0.003) (0.005)
GDP_per 0.000 0.000 -0.001

(0.000) (0.000) (0.002)
Consume_per 0.000*** 0.000 0.000***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Insurance_cover -0.032 -0.106** 0.317***

(0.041) (0.046) (0.101)
Net_cover 0.153*** 0.239*** -0.322***

(0.041) (0.044) (0.109)
Abs_Comp -0.000 -0.001 0.003

(0.001) (0.002) (0.004)
Year fixed effect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
City fixed effect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 970 966 838 943 939 815

Note:
Standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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the case, we would still arrive at similar results if we regressed the verdicts not
related to compensation on relative deprivation. However, as shown by columns
3 and 6, the results are not significant. That means relative deprivation directly
contributes to the increase in number of verdicts related to land compensation,
which accords with our hypothesis that peasants are more likely to sue the gov-
ernment when they feel a higher degree of relative deprivation.
The results of the control variables also accord with our supposition. For

example, more land being expropriated by the state will trigger more administra-
tion litigation. With access to better education and information accessibility, pea-
sants living in more developed and well-informed cities are more likely to resist.
Improvements in social security, which is measured by the coverage of insurance,
might be an effective way to mitigate land-related grievances and decrease the
possibility of resistance. It is worth noting that the coefficient of the absolute
value of compensation, which could be viewed as a proxy of absolute depriv-
ation, is not significant, suggesting that relative deprivation is a more critical
inducement of resistance.

Robustness checks

To test the baseline results, we conducted the following robustness checks. First,
we used the number of litigation documents (i.e. verdict and adjudication docu-
ments) as the dependent variable. The primary difference between verdict and
adjudication is that the former deals with substantive disputes (such as disputes
over rights and obligations) while the latter focuses on disputes regarding the liti-
gation process (for example, the plaintiff may submit his indictment to the wrong
court). Therefore, we suppose that the grievances caused by land expropriation
might spill over to adjudication because more verdicts are likely to mean more
adjudications. The results are shown in the first three columns in Table 4.
Obviously, although smaller than those in Table 3, the coefficients of all litigations
and those related to land compensation are statistically significant at the 1 per cent
level, while this is not the case for litigations not related to compensation.
Second, as shown in Table 1, the number of administrative litigations in 2014 is

notably smaller than the number in the following years. Combining the fact that
the mandatory disclosure requirement has only been in place since January 2014,
there is a possibility that the records for 2014 might not be complete. Therefore,
we exclude the 2014 sample and re-run the regression. The results are shown in
column 4. We find that the coefficient is only slightly changed and still statistic-
ally significant.
The third robustness test derives from the fact that there are some vice-

provincial prefectures in China. According to the Legislation Law, vice-
provincial cities are endowed with the authority to legislate local regulations,
which could be used as a reference in administrative litigations. Therefore, we
take into consideration that peasants in these prefectures may have more litiga-
tion channels, lowering the threshold for peasants to sue the state.
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Table 4: Robustness Checks

Dependent variable Check 1 Checks 2 and 3
All litigation Related to compensation Not related to compensation Verdicts related to

compensation
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Rlt_deprive 1.100** 1.659*** -1.184 2.612*** 2.708***
(0.456) (0.498) (1.147) (0.739) (0.646)

Exproriation 0.005*** 0.007*** -0.001 0.014*** 0.015***
(0.002) (0.002) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003)

GDP_per 0.000 0.001* -0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.000) (0.000)

Consume_per 0.000 -0.000 0.000*** -0.000*** 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Insurance_cover 0.023 -0.040 0.368*** 0.496*** -0.189***
(0.035) (0.039) (0.089) (0.140) (0.049)

Net_cover 0.066** 0.121*** -0.248*** 0.318*** 0.285***
(0.032) (0.035) (0.085) (0.066) (0.046)

Abs_Comp -0.002 -0.003** 0.003 0.000 -0.011***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003)

Year fixed effect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
City fixed effect Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1,013 986 961 710 890

Note:
Standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1; column (4) excludes the samples from 2014; and column (5) excludes the samples from vice-provincial prefectures.
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Consequently, we exclude the samples of vice-provincial prefectures in the regres-
sion of column 5. Once again, the significant effect of relative deprivation on the
amount of administrative litigation still holds. The three checks confirm the
robustness of the baseline results.

Dynamic effect of relative deprivation

Kevin O’Brien suggests that resistance by Chinese peasants could be viewed as
a growing rights consciousness and a more contractual approach to political
life.66 In this section, we turn to explore the dynamic effect of relative depriv-
ation on administrative litigation. To do this, we run the Poisson model by
leveraging separate data for each year. We then plot the coefficient of relative
deprivation and its confidence interval in Figure 2. As time goes by, the posi-
tive effect of relative deprivation becomes more and more significant. In 2014,
the estimated coefficient of relative deprivation is only around 3.7. The coeffi-
cient then grows steadily to 11.71 in 2017. That means peasants are increasingly
likely to sue the state when they feel deprived during land expropriation.
Consistent with the conclusion drawn by O’Brien, we view the growing impact
of relative deprivation as evidence of peasants’ growing awareness of resistance
through legal channels.

Figure 2: Dynamic of the Effect of Relative Deprivation

66 O’Brien 1996.
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Discussion and Conclusion
In recent decades, land expropriation has given rise to antagonism between pea-
sants and local governments in rural China. According to the social psychology
literature, people’s grievances and dissension are highly related to their relative
deprivation, which is generated when people make comparisons between what
they have gained and what they think they should have gained. In the context
of land expropriation, peasants receive compensation but are almost completely
excluded from a share of the appreciation in the land value gained through the
conversion of its use. The gap between compensation offered for land expropri-
ation and the market value of land is at the root of an important source of relative
deprivation. With such a hypothesis in mind, this paper aims to uncover the rela-
tionship between relative deprivation and peasants’ resistance behaviour. Taking
advantage of the openness of judicial documents, we focus on a specific pattern
of resistance – administrative litigation. We created a unique database of the
number of administrative litigation cases and the index of relative deprivation
for each prefecture in each year. The regression results show that relative depriv-
ation significantly contributes to the increase in land expropriation-related
administrative litigation cases, implying that peasants are more likely to sue
the state when they feel deprived. The dynamic analysis reveals a gradually
increasing effect of relative deprivation, which could be viewed as peasants’ grow-
ing right consciousness.
Our findings have profound policy implications. In recent years, the Chinese

government has realized that unfair compensation has been a major reason for
social protest. It has also paid increasing attention to improving the level of com-
pensation offered to land-lost farmers to ensure that they can maintain their liv-
ing standards. However, there is still no standard on what is considered to be
appropriate compensation. According to our findings, appropriate compensation
should be based on the market value of land following conversion of use rather
than on the value according to its original use. Allowing peasants to share in the
appreciation of land value during the process of urbanization is an essential step
towards eliminating potential land-related conflicts. To achieve this goal, some
measures could be considered by governments. First, given that the market
value of construction land is determined locally, it is essential to decentralize
the decision authority for setting compensation to prefecture- or county-level
governments. Only with complete information can policymakers formulate an
appropriate standard of compensation. Second, peasants should be empowered
with the right to negotiate when compensation is determined. When grassroots
voices are heard and taken into consideration during the policymaking process,
there will be fewer grounds for discontent and social protest.
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摘摘要要: 由于在征地的过程中农民丧失了对土地的使用权，因此土地征收成为

了中国农村社会纠纷的一个重要来源。自上世纪末以来，《行政诉讼法》

为民众提供了应对国家权力侵犯的法律武器。借鉴相对剥夺理论，本文提

出假说：当农民感到被剥夺时，他们更有可能起诉政府。为了检验这一假

说，我们首先通过案例分析描述因果过程，然后通过定量研究提高其外部

效度。基于由行政诉讼案件和相对剥夺感指标构建而成的数据库，我们利

用泊松回归模型对假说进行检验。回归结果表明，农民相对剥夺感程度越

高，该城市关于征地的行政诉讼案件越多。此外，随着时间的推移，相对

剥夺对行政诉讼的正向影响越来越显著，这意味着农民的法律意识日益增

强。本文的结论是，降低农民的相对剥夺感是减小社会不平等、维护中国
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农村社会稳定的关键步骤。允许农民在城市化过程中分享土地增值收益将

是其中的关键举措。

关关键键词词: 相对剥夺; 土地征收; 行政诉讼; 反抗; 社会稳定; 中国
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