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Abstract 
 

Protests and civil unrest events carry high societal impact, and are examples of complex systems 
exhibiting collective behavior within a population. We find that protest behavior across countries show 
differences in the duration of periods characterized by protest and non-protest activity. We posit that these 
differences can be explained with a characteristic network that models the social structure of interactions 
within a country. This paper explains the dynamics governing protest and non-protest durations as a phase 
transition process of a characteristic network. The network is complete and described with only three 
parameters: network size, convergence rate, and edge strength. The likelihood of the network 
transitioning into or out of a protest state is a survival probability distribution (SPD). Using the Fokker-
Planck equation, we calculate the SPD with a mean-field approximation of individual actions occurring 
within the complete network subject to random fluctuations in a double-well potential. The results show 
that the distributions produced by our model converge to the distributions of collective behavior durations 
in the protest data from the ICEWS database for many countries. We also show evidence that the 
distributions of protest and non-protest durations are asymmetric with respect to the double-well potential. 
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