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This article considers
whether governments have used the COVID-19 pandemic to cement their au-
thority through repression. A core feature of emergency responses is the sus-
pension of the rule of law, which permits states greater latitude to take actions
in order to protect the entire citizenry.! We argue that crises create opportuni-
ties for governments to suppress the political opposition, which we refer to
as “opportunistic repression.” We test this theory by examining the relation-
ship between COVID-19 shutdown policies and state violence against civil-
ians in Africa. We conduct a subnational case study of repression in Uganda
to analyze whether patterns of repression after the shutdown mandate vary
along partisan lines across different districts of the country. We find that
theories of preventive and responsive repression cannot explain why Uganda
experienced a surge in repression in 2020.

Understanding the effects of COVID-19 on governance is a pressing con-
cern. The measures taken in response to the coronavirus pandemic consti-
tute extraordinary government interventions into citizens’ lives. Across the
globe, states have attempted to contain COVID-19 by restricting movement,
closing schools and businesses, and banning large gatherings. Such measures
have significantly expanded the degree of sanctioned state intervention into
civilians’ lives. The measures associated with the COVID-19 pandemic resem-
ble other expansions in state authority associated with crises and states of
emergency.? Joan Barcel6 et al. go so far as to describe many of the measures
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adopted in response to the pandemic to be “observationally equivalent” to
government repression and find that the history of state repression influences
the timing and likelihood of a lockdown.?

Several recent studies have examined the relationship between coronavirus-
related shutdown policies and political violence,* building on extant research
regarding public health crises and political violence.” But none of this re-
search provides a framework for understanding how public health measures
associated with the pandemic affect domestic repression. This gap reflects
the uneven and intermittent treatment of crises by the literature examining
political repression in general.

The study of crises and repression is complicated by the fact that emergen-
cies often involve political violence such as terrorism, civil conflict, or inter-
state war. In these contexts, it is difficult to determine causation since an
underlying trend of escalating conflict may drive a government to declare a
state of emergency.® To untangle the relationship between crises and political
repression, we study an acute public health crisis in which it is plausible that
underlying political violence trends are not driven by COVID-19-related
lockdown policies.

We show that state violence against civilians increased across several
African countries after states issued shutdown orders in response to the
spread of the COVID-19 virus. We also find troubling evidence that, at least in
some contexts like Uganda, this repression was partisan. Our results suggest
that the coronavirus pandemic created a “window of opportunity” for gov-

tive and Applied Criminal Justice, Vol. 45, No. 3 (2021), pp. 315-327, doi.org/10.1080/01924036.2021
.1907605; and Joan Barcel6 et al., “Windows of Repression: Using COVID-19 Policies against Politi-
cal Dissidents?” SocArXiv (Baltimore: University of Maryland, November 12, 2020), https://osf.io/
preprints/socarxiv/yuqw2/.

3. Barcel6 et al., “Windows of Repression.”

4. Nicolas Berman et al., “Shutdown Policies and Worldwide Conflict,” Economic Science Institute
Working Paper 20-16 (Irvine, Calif.: Chapman University, 2020); Jeffrey R. Bloem and Colette
Salemi, “COVID-19 and Conflict,” World Development, Vol. 140 (April 2021), doi.org/10.1016/
j-worlddev.2020.105294; Marius Mehrl and Paul W. Thurner, “The Effect of the Covid-19 Pandemic
on Global Armed Conflict: Early Evidence,” Political Studies Review, Vol. 19, No. 2 (May 2021),
pp. 286-293, doi.org/10.1177 /1478929920940648; and Kim Yi Dionne and Fulya Felicity Turkmen,
“The Politics of Pandemic Othering: Putting COVID-19 in Global and Historical Context,” Interna-
tional Organization, Vol. 74, No. S1 (December 2020), pp. E213-E230, doi.org/10.1017/500208183
20000405.

5. Benjamin E. Bagozzi, “On Malaria and the Duration of Civil War,” Journal of Conflict Resolution,
Vol. 60, No. 5 (August 2016), pp. 813-839, doi.org/10.1177%2F0022002714550202; Ada Gonzalez-
Torres and Elena Esposito, “Epidemics and Conflict: Evidence from the Ebola Outbreak in Western
Africa,” SSRN (2016), doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3544606; and Remi Jedwab, Noel D. Johnson, and
Mark Koyama, “Negative Shocks and Mass Persecutions: Evidence from the Black Death,” Journal
of Economic Growth, Vol. 24 (2019), pp. 345-395, doi.org/10.1007/s10887-019-09167-1.

6. Christian Bjernskov and Stefan Voigt, “When Does Terror Induce a State of Emergency? And
What Are the Effects?” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 64, No. 4 (April 2020), pp. 579-613,
doi.org/10.1177/0022002719865994.

€20z Jequisideg /0 uo 3senb Aq jpd 61700 & 98S1/5166.0Z/0€S L/Z/9t/4Pd-8l0IIE/08S)/NPa W I08IIP//:dRY WOl papeojumog



International Security 46:2 | 132

ernments to use legitimate public health interventions as cover to engage in
physical repression.

We arrive at this conclusion through two steps. First, we exploit the within-
country timing of COVID-19-related shutdown policies to estimate the rela-
tionship between emergency orders from governments and state violence
against civilians across Africa. We find a substantively large and statistically
significant relationship between shutdowns and repression, which holds after
conditioning for the spread and lethality of the disease within-country and
over time. This result suggests that lockdown measures related to the corona-
virus pandemic expanded the ability of the state to intervene in citizens’ lives.
Moreover, the state often implemented these powers through force rather than
more proportionate measures.

Second, to better understand the mechanism driving this relationship and to
assess the targets of opportunistic repression, we use subnational variation
in support for the Yoweri Museveni regime in Uganda (as measured by the
district-level 2016 presidential vote share for Museveni) and the timing of
the national shutdown order (in March 2020) to estimate how repression
changed after the government clamped down on freedom of mobility and
public gathering. We find that the increase in repression is concentrated in op-
position areas that showed less support for Museveni in the 2016 elections.
This finding complements our cross-national statistical analysis and suggests
that states can leverage ostensibly legitimate expansions in the scope of state
power produced by crises to repress political opponents.

Our study makes two crucial contributions, the first of which is theoretical.
We introduce the concept “opportunistic repression,” which shifts the focus on
the drivers of state repression from the activities and capabilities of the opposi-
tion to those of the state. A large theoretical literature on repression examines
how governments choose an optimal level of state violence that balances the
need to stymie immediate threats to its power with the risk of catalyzing more
violence and resistance in response to a crackdown.” This literature broadly
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groups repression into two categories: preventive and responsive.® Preventive
repression focuses on future challenges to the regime, whereas responsive re-
pression targets dissent.’ Preventive repression is typically modeled as a static
feature of autocratic governments.!® Responsive repression is that which
emerges in direct response to a challenge to the state.!’ As the name suggests,
“opportunistic repression” accounts for the repression that emerges as a func-
tion of state opportunity rather than in response to actual or possible mobili-
zation against the incumbent.

The key feature distinguishing opportunistic repression from other theories
of repression is the focus on the changes in the tools at the incumbent’s dis-
posal. Although preventive repression is catalyzed by the threat of opposition
activity and responsive repression results from active challenges, opportunis-
tic repression emerges when there is an increase in the possible scope of re-
pressive activity available to the state, rather than a change in the opposition’s
activities or behaviors. The theory of opportunistic repression contributes to
the literature on how governments navigate and manipulate international
norms while consolidating power.'? We show how repressive regimes may lev-
erage changes in international norms during worldwide crises to repress citi-
zens and secure their positions. Consequently, international critics are unlikely
to advocate sanctions or other measures to stop governments from attempt-
ing to slow the spread of a novel virus. Scholars can use our framework to
examine how other crises affect government repression.
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Our second contribution is empirical. We examine state repression as-
sociated with COVID-19-related shutdown policies in Africa to provide evi-
dence on the ways in which crises threaten citizens” health and their security.
Existing evidence on disease and conflict is mixed: some studies find that
pandemic-related public health measures increase civil conflict,'® while others
show that shutdown policies reduced political violence in the early stages of
the COVID-19 pandemic.!* This article provides important evidence about
state violence against non-state actors. Although Tiberiu Dragu and Yonatan
Lupu assert that there is an endogenous constraint on state violence during a
crisis, we find that COVID-19 has been associated with increases in repression
in Africa.’® Our cross-national findings underline that some African states
used physical repression to enforce lockdown policies to prevent the spread of
COVID-19, which constitutes an overstepping of loosened normative restric-
tions on state intervention. Furthermore, through our subnational case study
of Uganda, we highlight the possibility that the brunt of such state violence is
borne by those in opposition-controlled areas. This paper thus contributes to
our understanding of the relationship between pandemics and conflict and
various secondary effects of COVID-19 on citizens.

Theoretical Framework: Crisis and Opportunistic Repression

Across regime types, those in office seek to stay in power.'® Many incumbents
use force to remain in office, and this repression can manifest in myriad forms.
Officeholders sometimes use violence to target opposition rallies or civil-
ians, to harass or detain journalists, or to intimidate political challenges to the
status quo. Despite the diversity of ways in which repression can emerge,
the literature has identified two broad categories of repression: responsive
and preventive.

RESPONSIVE REPRESSION: QUELLING DIRECT CHALLENGES TO THE INCUMBENT
Responsive repression asserts a sort of Newtonian logic to repression, whereby
for every opposition action there is a repressive measure. Christian Davenport
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calls this relationship the “Law of Coercive Responsiveness.”!” Such repres-
sion emerges to quell large-scale dissent to demobilize civilians who are
actively demanding change.'® As the name suggests, the catalyst for this re-
pression is opposition activity.

In line with the Law of Coercive Responsiveness, different forms of domes-
tic dissent are more likely to produce repression. Sabine Carey finds that
guerilla warfare is likely to produce severe state repression, while other milder
forms of dissent do not provoke crackdowns."” Jennifer Earl et al. find that pro-
tests that constitute a greater threat to the state (i.e., those that either attract
many participants or use “confrontational” tactics) are more likely to be po-
liced than smaller or less aggressive demonstrations.?

Images of state security officials violently dispersing large protests and riots
in the capitol city, or putting down attempted coups, vividly illustrate the
prevalence of responsive repression. Yet, including only responsive repression
is an incomplete assessment of political repression, and it portrays the state as
being perpetually flat-footed in its response to domestic political challenges.

PREVENTIVE REPRESSION: ANTICIPATING DISSENT

The theories of preventive or preemptive repression, in which incumbents
may use preventive measures to raise the costs of dissent ex ante, emerged to
explain those instances in which the incumbent represses to deter future or po-
tential dissent.”! Preventive repression can be driven by a variety of calcula-
tions and conditions, including both the capacity of the opposition and
looming opportunities for it to mobilize. Work on preemptive repression
examines how autocrats consider local histories of dissent to plan their repres-
sion around electoral calendars,? culturally relevant periods,” and demo-
graphic profiling.?* Other work examines how governments detect and
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intervene in nascent opposition activities to prevent “overt” challenges.”® This
focus often underscores the endogeneity of repression, as previous experiences
with dissent and repression shape patterns of repression in the future. Coun-
tries that have experienced culturally significant challenges to their legitimacy
may keep a “dissent calendar,” whereby states increase repression to prevent
the political opposition from capitalizing on the symbolic relevance of those
key dates.”® The “June Fourth Incident” in Tiananmen Square, for example, is
associated with both responsive repression (on June 4, 1989, in response to the
protest) and preventive repression (leading up to subsequent June 4ths).?”
New developments may also prompt states to plan for preemptive repression
against those whom they think might engage in dissent.”® For example, the
discovery of oil fields may lead states to repress citizens in expectation of fu-
ture conflict risk.”” Davenport’s study of how states “license” repression un-
derscores that domestic and international threats, more so than citizens’
behavior, predict repression in the United States.*’

OPPORTUNISTIC REPRESSION: MANIPULATING CRISES TO SUPPRESS OPPOSITION

The literature on repression has largely (and perhaps paradoxically) exam-
ined the capabilities and activities of domestic opposition rather than the con-
text in which the state operates and the repressive capabilities of the
government. It is important to consider what other factors influence patterns
of political repression. Although there are material influences on a state’s ca-
pacity to use coercion (e.g., the number of police or new technologies of sur-
veillance or repression), this article considers the ideational constraints
imposed on states that the international community considers to be “legiti-
mate” or appropriate forms of intervention. Existing theories do not ac-
count for patterns of repression that such conditions produce. We build on
Davenport’s theory of “licensing repression,” which underlines that govern-

ernment Repression,” Swiss Political Science Review, Vol. 25, No. 3 (2019), pp. 203-225, doi.org/
10.1111/spsr.12370.
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in Kenya,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 61, No. 2 (April 2017), pp. 382-395, https://
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ments can use both domestic and international threats to legitimize their re-
pression and finds that, throughout U.S. history, the presence of such threats
were better predictors of repression than behavioral measures of dissent, such
as demonstrations or antigovernment violence.*! We examine how states will
respond when shifts in the international community’s norms legitimize greater
intervention into civilians’ lives.

We conceptualize opportunistic repression as a form of repression that re-
sults from a shift in a state’s operating environment. Opportunistic repression
exists when incumbents make use of a widened scope of legitimized inter-
vention into citizens’ lives to engage in repression to maintain their positions
in power. We theorize that emergencies and crises—defined in this article as
situations in which there is a globally recognized threat that necessitates in-
creased government intervention—will be associated with an increase in
government repression.’ Specifically, we build from constructivist interna-
tional relations theory to argue that states use the international community’s
increased tolerance for intervention into citizens’ lives as a pretext to en-
gage in political repression, particularly against those groups that oppose
the incumbent.

Some incumbents seek to retain and consolidate power by using the coercive
power of the state against perceived threats (i.e., opposition groups, social
movements, and rival political candidates). Repression is one tool that states
can use to achieve these interests, but a variety of domestic and international
factors constrain how states can use repression, including fear of public back-
lash and international condemnation, or even international intervention to
prevent such activities. Crises and emergencies can produce rapid changes in
what degree of state intervention (and what forms) is tolerated. Article 4, sec-
tion 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights clearly states
that, “[. . .] in time of public emergency which threatens the life of the nation
and the existence of which is officially proclaimed, the States Parties to the
present Covenant may take measures derogating from their obligations under
the present Covenant to the extent strictly required by the exigencies of the sit-
uation, provided that such measures are not inconsistent with their other obli-

31. Ibid.

32. We leave for future study the possibility that opportunistic repression may arise from domes-
tic crises. Some scholars have covered this phenomenon, such as: Davenport, “Licensing Repres-
sion”; and Jane Esberg, “The Audience of Repression: Killings and Disappearances in Pinochet’s
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gations under international law and do not involve discrimination solely on
the ground of race, color, sex, language, religion or social origin.”** In some in-
stances, increased intervention during a crisis is a legal expansion of state au-
thority; a crisis or the declaration of a state of emergency is legible to the
international community as a situation requiring unusually invasive state ac-
tivity.® In short, emergencies provide more opportunities for the state to legiti-
mately intervene in citizens’ lives, which permits incumbents to secure their
positions by repressing the opposition. Wesley Widmaier et al. emphasize that
“no less than anarchy itself, wars and crises cannot be reduced to material
forces or socialization, but are what agents make of them.”3¢ We adopt the
framework of international legitimation to examine both how crises can shift
what is deemed to be appropriate interventions into citizens’ lives and how
this shapes the pattern of incumbent repression.

Building on previous studies of how international norms and constraints
shape domestic governance, our concept of opportunistic repression helps
shed light on how states respond during crises. Although studies have consid-
ered how the international environment affects state repression, they often fo-
cus on how patterns of repression do (and do not) change when states
voluntarily join human rights treaties and conventions,”” or when the interna-
tional community scrutinizes certain forms of repression.® Other studies have
underlined how the international community can influence the manner in
which an incumbent “frames” or justifies repression.” Additional work exam-
ines how international factors, such as threats related to war c:ontagion40 and

34. UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Treaty Series, Vol. 999
(New York: United Nations, December 16, 1966), p. 171, https://www.refworld.org/docid/
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35. John Reynolds, Empire, Emergency, and International Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2017).
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pression,” International Organization, Vol. 59, No. 3 (July 2005), pp. 593-629, doi.org/10.1017/
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pp- 128-152, doi.org/10.1080/13698249.2019.1602805.
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transnational terrorist networks,*! may increase state repression.42 Recent
studies have also underscored how processes of “authoritarian learning”> and
“authoritarian diffusion”** shape the tactics that governments use to respond
to challenges to their rule. Davenport’'s examination of “tyrannical peace”
and how the end of the Cold War affected domestic repression demonstrates
that different types of governments respond differently to shifts in the interna-
tional system, which suggests that there is a complex relationship between
regime type, international influences, and domestic repression.** Furthermore,
Mirjam Edel and Maria Josua contend that authoritarian governments frame
repressive acts differently for domestic and international audiences to gain
legitimation from both groups.* Although these studies suggest that the inter-
national community influences how domestic political repression manifests,
the threat of international sanctions or disapproval may be insufficient to en-
tirely eradicate repression.

Our theory of opportunistic repression helps illuminate the understudied
phenomenon of how repression shifts in response to crises. Of the few aca-
demic studies that have considered how crises affect state repression, most
have primarily focused on domestic audiences or factors. A game theoretic
model from Tiberiu Dragu and Xiaochen Fan suggests that the preferences of
security forces will act as an “endogenous constraint on the abuse of emer-
gency powers.”%” They find that emergencies are associated with no change in
the degree of repression, all things held equal. Yet, Dragu and Fan's finding
stands in stark contrast to other studies that point to how states have lever-
aged crises to justify political repression.*® In their study about COVID-19-
related lockdowns, Barcel6 et al. find that previous state repression predicted
the timing and likelihood of a state adopting a lockdown measure.*’

Thus, despite decades of research into the dynamics of state repression, it is

41. Heffington, “External Threat and Human Rights.”

42. Danneman and Hencken Ritter, “Contagious Rebellion and Preemptive Repression.”

43. Steven Heydemann and Reinoud Leenders, “Authoritarian Learning and Authoritarian Resil-
ience: Regime Responses to the ‘Arab Awakening,” Globalizations, Vol. 8, No. 5 (2011), pp. 647-653,
doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2011.621274.

44. Stephen G.F. Hall and Thomas Ambrosio, “Authoritarian Learning: A Conceptual Overview,”
East European Politics, Vol. 33, No. 2 (2017), pp. 143-161, doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2017.1307826.
45. Christian Davenport, “State Repression and the Tyrannical Peace,” Journal of Peace Research,
Vol. 44, No. 4 (July 2007), pp. 485-504, doi.org/10.1177/0022343307078940. Furthermore, there is
evidence of a complex relationship between regime type and the influence of international factors.
See Daniel W. Hill Jr. and Zachary M. Jones, “An Empirical Evaluation of Explanations for State
Repression,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 108, No. 3 (August 2014), pp. 661-687, doi.org/
10.1017/50003055414000306.

46. Edel and Josua, “How Authoritarian Rulers Seek to Legitimize Repression,” p. 893.

47. Dragu and Fan, “Self-Enforcing Legal Limits,” p. 688.

48. Davenport, “Licensing Repression,” p. 311; and Esberg, “The Audience of Repression.”

49. Barcel6 et al., “Windows of Repression.”
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Table 1. Types of Repression and Expectations during a Pandemic

Type Expectations
of Catalyst of during
repression repression Example COVID-19
responsive informed by domestic political An opposition leader reduced
repression conditions; opposition holds a rally, which is repression
challenge or active, ongoing met with violence by
threat to regime state forces.
preventative informed by domestic political A state increases no change

repression

opportunistic
repression

history; expectation of
opposition challenge,
anticipated upcoming threat
to regime

exogenous shock to the
state’s operating environment
(temporarily) expands
permissible levels of state
repression

patrolling and repression
prior to a politically
significant anniversary of
unrest.

A sudden disaster or
new threat legitimizes
expanded scope of state
intervention into citizens’
lives.

in repression

increased
repression

NOTE: The theory of responsive repression predicts that pandemic-related lockdown mea-
sures will reduce the opposition’s capacity to organize, whereas the theory of preventative
repression predicts that such measures will not affect repression levels. Opportunistic re-
pression, in contrast, predicts that repression levels will increase because COVID-19-
related shifts in international norms legitimize state intervention.

still unclear whether governments increase political repression during certain
types of crises. Crises may not always trigger political repression, but if they
do, the characteristics that influence this process remain undertheorized.
Existing theories of responsive and preventive repression do not offer clear
guidance about how states will respond to crises that produce shifts in the ac-
ceptable degree of intervention in citizens’ lives, absent a clear connection be-
tween the crisis and the domestic opposition’s capacity to engage in dissent or
physical displays of their opposition. Determining if, how, and against whom
states will use their expanded powers is a critical task for political science.

Our theory of opportunistic repression explains how crises and emergencies
affect governments’ patterns of repression. In our formulation, crises that pro-
duce shifts in internationally acceptable levels of state intervention provide the
backdrop for opportunistic repression. As table 1 emphasizes, the crises that
can catalyze opportunistic repression do not necessarily increase antigovern-
ment sentiment or affect the mobilization or capacity of domestic opposition
forces. An important difference between our theory of opportunistic repres-
sion and theories of preventive and responsive repression is that opportunistic
repression results from a shift in the operating environment of the incumbent
rather than increases in the capacity or activity of the opposition.
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Though we test our theory of opportunistic repression on a public health cri-
sis, there are many examples of states leveraging the international commu-
nity’s concern regarding transnational terrorist networks to provide cover for
domestic repression. For example, China used repressive tactics against the
Uighur community after accusing it of being associated with transnational
jihadist groups.®® Max Bergmann and Alexandra Schmitt tie the leeway that
“stable” states engaging in repression have to the “’building partnership ca-
pacity’ strategy” that the United States adopted following September 11, 2001,
“which called for increasing the capabilities of developing states to better po-
lice and patrol their neighborhoods and to close off space for insurgent
groups.”®' As a result of this approach, “U.S. aid was often provided to non-
democratic states or partners that violated human rights but were considered
critical partners in the ‘war on terror,”” to the point that “[a]lmost all U.S. secu-
rity aid provided year over year is driven by a strategic rationale that is cen-
tered on building better counterterrorism partners.”>* Some incumbent
regimes have adopted this frame, both to foster closer ties to Western govern-
ments like the United States and to exploit counterterrorism norms in order to
engage in repression. Edel and Josua note that “the diffusion of ‘war on terror’
rhetoric and practices on the global level” has altered “international learning
processes,” enabling the global spread of political repression.”® In short, shifts
in what the international community considers legitimate grounds for inter-
vention can lower the costs of repression for incumbents by reducing the likeli-
hood of international sanction or censure for behavior that is framed within
the concerns of the international community.

Additionally, natural disasters and public health crises may also shift the
norms of the international community. States of emergency, declared for
whatever reason, are often accompanied by the suspension of certain rights or
liberties that are tolerated by the international community (within certain
boundaries and in response to certain threats). A crisis may thus represent an
opportunity for the incumbent to use the new state powers to engage in politi-
cal repression. We posit that extant theories of state repression generally over-
look the role that international norms play in shaping the scope, tactics, and
justification of political repression. By examining the behavior and capabili-

50. Sheena Chestnut Greitens, Myunghee Lee, and Emir Yazici, “Counterterrorism and Preventive
Repression: China’s Changing Strategy in Xinjiang,” International Security, Vol. 44, No. 3 (Winter
2019/20), pp. 9-47, doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00368.

51. Max Bergmann and Alexandra Schmitt, “A Plan to Reform U.S. Security Assistance,” Center for
American Progress, March 9, 2021, https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/
2021/03/09/496788 / plan-reform-u-s-security-assistance/.

52. Ibid.

53. Edel and Josua, “How Authoritarian Rulers Seek to Legitimize Repression,” p. 893.
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ties of the state rather than the domestic opposition, our theory contributes
to a more holistic understanding of political repression dynamics and the
relationship between crises and political repression.”*

Though some may suggest that repression following the adoption of lock-
down measures is a form of preventive repression, this reflects a misunder-
standing of how COVID-19 has shifted the capabilities of domestic opposition.
In many ways, lockdown measures hamstrung opposition forces by restricting
their ability to credibly threaten mass protest or other forms of dissent and mo-
bilizations against human rights violations. For example, Melissa Pavlik shows
that demonstration activity fell by about one-third globally during the pan-
demic compared with pre-pandemic levels.”> Some burgeoning or resurgent
protest movements, like those in Iraq and Lebanon, were stymied following
lockdown orders. Though it is possible to organize an opposition rally with so-
cial distancing measures (as protests in Israel, Pakistan, Brazil, and the Black
Lives Matter movement in the United States demonstrate), and there are cer-
tainly other ways for domestic opposition groups to mobilize against the gov-
ernment, we find that pandemic-related restrictions increased collective action
problems.® Previous theories of state repression would posit that states would
reduce their repressive activity in response to the weakened capacity and re-
duced activity of the opposition.

Testing a Theory of Opportunistic Repression

To test our theory, we consider how states respond to a plausibly exogenous
event (i.e.,, the COVID-19 pandemic) that produces an internationally sanc-
tioned