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Letter from the Editors

Dear Readers,

The last calendar year has been marked by challenges previously unforeseen. Like many 
organizations, the Chicago Journal of Foreign Policy experienced disruptions to its standard 
operating procedure and timeline. That said, we are incredibly excited to release our Spring/
Summer 2020 issue. As always, we would like to thank our staff for their continued dedication. 
We would also like to thank our contributors from the College, the University of Chicago, and 
universities across the country. Your contributions bring a rich and diverse array of perspectives, 
subjects, and issues. Owing to your remarkable effort and genuine interest in foreign affairs, we are 
able to publish our journal. 

In brief, the five articles contained herein encompass a variety of geographic foci, 
methodologies, and arguments. Each is a terrific example of foreign affairs research in its own 
right. Camille Kirsch acted as a participant observer in the Yellow Jacket protests in France 
and, in her article, examines their nuanced relationship with the state. Devang Laddha explores 
the outlook for international human rights in the new decade, and Gregory and Ian Wong 
assess the Chinese Communist Party’s stability maintenance regime in the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region. Sara Hingson-Rodriguez addresses Alberto Fujimori’s family planning 
program in Peru and, finally, Thomas Weil’s piece considers the weaponization of space and its 
potential regulation by international organizations. 

Our journal’s goal is to celebrate undergraduate scholarship and, as such, we are constantly 
looking to highlight new articles, authors, and perspectives. Our inbox is always open to new 
submissions from talented students. Now more than ever, we hope that the Chicago Journal of 
Foreign Policy will serve as a platform through which students can discuss and evaluate salient 
issues in foreign affairs. 

Sincerely,
The Editorial Board,
Chicago Journal of Foreign Policy

September 2020
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Yellow Vests and Riot Shields:  
Understanding the Relationship 

Between France’s Gilets Jaunes and the 
Macronist State

by Camille Kirsch
University of Chicago ’20

Introduction & Context

On Saturday, November 17, 2018, a new social movement emerged, one which has since shaken 
French democracy. The gilet jaune (Yellow Vest) movement, initially a movement against a proposed 
gas tax increase that has metastasized into an enduring struggle for economic and democratic 
reforms, came out of nowhere and brought with it a sizeable portion of the French people—nearly 
300,000 participated in the first weekend of protests.1 Following the initial protests, the gilets jaunes 
blockaded roads, occupied ronds-points (roundabouts), and marched in Paris and other major French 
cities every weekend for months, dramatically impacting the French economy.

Several factors make the gilet jaune movement worthy of study. The gilet jaune movement is the 
largest and most violent French social movement since the student movement of May 1968.2 Its 
eruption came as a surprise to national and global political observers: the movement did not emerge 
from within established political groups, and many gilets jaunes say the movement is their first 
experience with political organizing.3 Additionally, the gilet jaune movement in many ways resembles 
the global wave of protest movements in the 2000s and early 2010s, which Paolo Gerbaudo has 
called “the movement of the squares,”4 a wave of mass movements unified by a populist vision that 
“pit[s] the people against the establishment in a struggle over the future of democracy.”5 Like the 
gilets jaune movement, these spontaneous and non-hierarchical protests use occupation tactics and 
work outside state institutions to effect democratic change.6  Thus, better understanding France’s 
gilets jaunes can help build an understanding of decentralized populist movements worldwide.

Examining the relationship between the French state and the gilet jaune movement is crucial to 
understanding the gilets jaunes. The movement consciously poses itself in opposition to the French 
state: although gilet jaune participants have diverse political demands, nearly all gilet jaunes are united 
by a fierce opposition to French President Emmanuel Macron and to the Macronist state more 
broadly. This discontent with the Macronist state is striking and worthy of study. What do gilet jaunes 
think about the French state, and how do their interactions with the state play out in the streets? 

1  Camille Bedock et al. “‘Gilets Jaunes’ : Une Enquête Pionnière Sur La ‘Révolte Des Revenus Modestes.’” Le Monde.fr, Le 
Monde, 11 Dec. 2018, www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2018/12/11/gilets-jaunes-une-enquete-pionniere-sur-la-revolte-des-revenus-
modestes_5395562_3232.html.
2  Denis Maillard. Une colère française : Métamorphose des relations sociales. Éditions De L’Observatoire, 2019.
3  Danièle Sallenave. Jojo, Le Gilet Jaune. Gallimard, 2019.
4  Paolo Gerbaudo. The Mask and the Flag: Populism, Citizenism and Global Protest. Oxford University Press, 2017.
5  Laura Grattan, Populism’s power: radical grassroots democracy in America. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016.
6  Paolo Gerbaudo. The Mask and the Flag: Populism, Citizenism and Global Protest. Oxford University Press, 2017.
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The Contemporary Context & the State’s Response

Although the gilet jaune movement resonates with the worldwide movement of the squares, the gilets 
jaunes are solidly rooted in the contemporary French political context. Researchers have attributed 
the movement to several features of the contemporary French state, notably economic malaise, 
Macron’s presidency, and declining civil liberties. These three factors are, of course, intertwined, but 
each is worthy of individual consideration.

Since the Great Recession, France’s economy has lagged behind that of its peer countries. 
Although poverty decreased in relative terms post-recession, it has since stagnated–– and, given the 
gradual erosion of the French social safety net, individuals living in poverty have fewer resources 
to which they can turn. 7 Additionally, France has been experiencing a hollowing-out of the middle 
class, with many lower-middle-class individuals falling into the working class, a phenomenon known 
as déclassement.8 Further, inhabitants of France’s rural areas, known as la France profonde, have lost 
jobs, wealth, and public resources to its cities, engendering anger and resentment. Meanwhile, the 
wealthiest French people have gotten wealthier, leading to skyrocketing inequality.9 In this context, 
Macron’s neoliberal tax policy has angered many French citizens. His decision to end the wealth tax, 
or “solidarity tax,” shortly before announcing his plans to hike the diesel tax angered working- and 
middle-class citizens, who viewed this as the government raising their tax burden while cutting taxes 
on the rich.

As this might suggest, Macron’s presidency is another important factor in the rise of the gilet 
jaune protests. Macron is not affiliated with traditional political institutions and is known for 
his autocratic leadership style; he has said that he believes the president should not work with 
intermediate political institutions and that he is accountable only to the people as a whole rather 
than to any particular interest group.10 Accordingly, Macron has refused to negotiate with labor 
unions and other traditional political institutions—which means that his opponents have had little 
opportunity to push for change.11 As his presidency has continued, the number of his opponents 
has grown. Throughout his tenure, Macron has pushed for neoliberal economic reforms despite 
citizen opposition, including dramatic cuts to social safety nets.12 Indeed, approval ratings show that 
Macron is the least popular president in the history of post-WWII France.13 Macron’s presidency 
accelerated the rise of a large population of discontented citizens with no traditional political outlet, 
setting the stage for a mass movement.

The steady reduction of civil liberties in France has also contributed to the course of the gilet 
jaune movement, which has faced intense police repression. The 2015 Charlie Hebdo terrorist attacks 
ushered in a “state of exception” for France, in which the government has increased power to 

7  Thomas Piketty. “La Couleur De La Justice Fiscale.” Le Fond De L’air Est Jaune: Comprendre Une révolte inédite, edited by Joseph 
Confavreux, Éditions Du Seuil, 2019, pp. 79–84.
8  Isabelle Coutant. “Les ‘Petits-Moyens’ Prennent La Parole.” Le Fond De L’air Est Jaune : Comprendre Une Révolte Inédite, edited by 
Joseph Confavreux, Éditions Du Seuil, 2019, pp. 147–150.
9  Thomas Piketty. “La Couleur De La Justice Fiscale.” Le Fond De L’air Est Jaune: Comprendre Une révolte inédite, edited by Joseph 
Confavreux, Éditions Du Seuil, 2019, pp. 79–84.
10  Denis Maillard. Une colère française : Métamorphose des relations sociales. Éditions De L’Observatoire, 2019.
11  Ibid.
12  Thomas Piketty. “La Couleur De La Justice Fiscale.” Le Fond De L’air Est Jaune: Comprendre Une révolte inédite, edited by Joseph 
Confavreux, Éditions Du Seuil, 2019, pp. 79–84.
13  Danièle Sallenave. Jojo, Le Gilet Jaune. Gallimard, 2019.
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curtail citizens’ civil liberties in the name of national security.14 In 2015, the French government 
expanded state digital surveillance. In 2017, it placed restrictions on the right to demonstrate and 
passed limitations to due process rights.15 These laws were initially used to repress undocumented 
immigrants and members of racial minority groups; however, they have been increasingly applied to 
the gilets jaunes. Indeed, in January 2019, in response to escalating gilet jaune protests, France passed a 
law that further restricted the right to demonstrate. Under this law, participating in a demonstration 
that has not been approved by the French police is a criminal act.16 Additionally, individuals accused 
of fomenting violence can be barred from participating in any public protest activities for one-
month terms, which can be renewed indefinitely at the discretion of the police.17 

Restrictions on the right to demonstrate are typical of the French government’s response to the 
gilet jaune movement, which has primarily consisted of intense police repression. Gilet jaune marches 
are accompanied by a heavy gendarme presence, with officers dressed in riot gear and carrying weapons. 
The use of tear gas, rubber bullets, water cannons, and mass arrests to control protests is routine, 
even when protests are largely or entirely non-violent.18 As a result, hundreds of protesters have been 
injured, with one killed, 22 having lost eyes, 5 having lost hands, and others having experienced 
serious injuries.19 Additionally, in January 2019, gendarmes forcibly destroyed gilet jaune encampments 
nationwide as part of President Macron’s strategy to weaken the movement in the new year.

Investigating this relationship between protesters and the police—and by extension, between the 
gilet jaune movement and the French state—is crucial to understanding the movement. By examining 
street-level interactions between police and protesters and interviewing protesters about their 
attitudes toward French governmental institutions, this paper seeks to deepen the theoretical and 
empirical understanding of the relationship between the gilets jaunes and the state. In particular, it 
examines police violence towards protesters and protester violence toward police to develop a theory 
of mutual antagonism between gilet jaune protesters and state actors as one of the driving forces of 
the movement.

Methodology

To gain insight into the motivations, identities, and ideologies of the gilets jaunes, I used a multi-
method approach consisting of participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and a survey. All 
participant observation took place in Paris, as this city has seen the largest concentration of gilet jaune 
marches and is politically symbolic. As a result, conclusions may not be representative of the gilet 
jaune movement outside of Paris. Additionally, all data collection took place between August 2019 
and December 2019, limiting the temporal scope of the project.

I observed six gilet jaune protests in Paris during August and September 2019. While observing 
each protest, I took notes on participant behavior and photographed significant occurrences. I 
14  Jean-Claude Paye. “Sovereignty and the State of Emergency: France and the United States.” Monthly Review, vol. 68, no. 8, 2017, p. 1., 
doi:10.14452/mr-068-08-2017-01_1.
15  Freedom House. “Freedom in the World 2019: France.” Freedom House, Freedom House, 8 July 2019, freedomhouse.org/report/free-
dom-world/2019/france.
16  Amnesty France. “La Casse Du Droit De Manifester.” Amnesty France, Amnesty International, 30 Jan. 2019, www.amnesty.fr/lib-
erte-d-expression/actualites/la-casse-du-droit-de-manifester.
17  Ibid.
18  Human Rights Watch. “France: Police Crowd Control Methods Maim People.” Human Rights Watch, 14 Dec. 2018, www.hrw.org/
news/2018/12/14/france-police-crowd-control-methods-maim-people.
19  Colin Kinniburgh. “Climate Politics after the Yellow Vests.” Dissent, vol. 66, no. 2, 2019, pp. 115–125., doi:10.1353/dss.2019.0037.
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also noted down slogans and speeches. All observed protests were found through searching public 
Facebook event listings for the term “gilet jaune.” Five of the six observed protests took place on 
Saturdays, as is typical of gilet jaune marches. The other, a femmes gilets jaunes (women Yellow Vests) 
protest, took place on a Sunday. Additionally, five of the six protests were marches, while the sixth 
was an occupation of a square. Three of the six marches were declared to the police in advance 
of the protest date in accordance with French law; three were not. Crowd sizes ranged from very 
small (about ten to twenty participants, at the place de la République) to fairly large (about a thousand 
participants, during a march by Les Invalides). None of the protests observed reached the crowd sizes 
seen at the peak of the gilet jaune movement during winter 2018/19, when Saturday marches in Paris 
regularly had over 5,000 participants. Therefore, study findings drawn from participant observation 
may not be reflective of earlier phases of the gilet jaune movement. 

In addition to participant observation at gilet jaune actions, I circulated a short survey online via 
Qualtrics and in person at marches. The online survey was posted in major public gilet jaune-affiliated 
Facebook groups.  In total, 22 people filled out my survey. Of these, 17 (77%) filled out the survey in 
person at marches, while 5 (23%) filled out the survey online. I also conducted short semi-structured 
interviews with interested participants who filled out the survey in person

In interpreting the results of this survey, it is important to keep in mind certain limitations of the 
study design. The small sample size of 22 respondents and the non-random sampling methodology 
mean that survey results are not necessarily representative of the broader gilet jaune movement in 
France. In particular, results are likely skewed by an over-sampling of Parisians, those who attend 
in-person gilet jaune marches, and those who are active on Facebook. Nevertheless, the survey results 
provide a snapshot of the opinions and goals of gilet jaune participants.

Data Analysis

In examining survey, interview, and participant observation data, several key themes around the 
relationship between the Macronist state and the gilet jaune movement arise. In the electorate, gilets 
jaunes are alienated from political institutions and dissatisfied with French democracy. In the streets, 
they use violence to express their symbolic resistance to state power and confront police officers 
to share their anger about police violence and systemic political repression. Overall, protesters 
condemn the Macronist state—yet they remain linked to it, and the presence of state actors is often 
a powerful motivator for protests.

Alienation from the Political Establishment

How are gilet jaune protesters related to the French political establishment, particularly political 
parties? Officials in the Macron administration have asserted that the gilet jaune movement is simply 
the French right in a new guise; notably, Interior Minister Christophe Castaner called the gilets jaunes 
“seditious far-rightists.”20 In contrast to the Macron administration’s narrative, the academic and 
media consensus is that most gilet jaune protesters were not politically active prior to joining the 

20  Didier Fassin and Anne-Claire Defossez. “An Improbable Movement? Macron’s France and the Rise of the Gilets Jaunes.” New Left 
Review, vol. 115, 2019, pp. 77–92.
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movement.21 My data complicate this picture. Significantly, while 75% of survey respondents said 
they do not identify as members of any political party, a similarly high number, 71%, said that they 
voted in the last French presidential election. By comparison, historically researchers have found 
that about 50 to 60 percent of French people identify with a political party,22 and about 65% of 
eligible voters cast a ballot in the 2017 French presidential election. So, compared to the overall 
French populace, gilet jaune survey respondents were dramatically less likely to belong to political 
parties but slightly more likely to vote. This suggests that while gilet jaune protesters feel alienated 
from formal French political institutions and intermediary groups, they remain politically active.

Despite the respondents’ low levels of party identification, the responses of those who did identify 
with a party and the vote choices of those who disclosed who they voted for in the 2017 presidential 
election shed light on the gilet jaune protesters’ political orientation. Of the three respondents who 
said they identified with a political party, two named the far-left party France Insoumise, while one 
named the conservative party Union Populaire Républicain, which is known for its nationalist and 
populist stances. Additionally, of the 12 respondents who disclosed who they voted for in the 2017 
presidential election, five said they voted for far-left candidate Jean-Luc Melenchon; four said they 
voted for far-right candidate Marine Le Pen; two said they cast blank ballots rather than vote for any 
of the candidates; and one said he voted for François Asselineau, a far-right candidate who called 
himself the “Frexit candidate.” Most respondents were situated on either the far right or the far left 
of the political spectrum—with about half on each end. Such an alliance between the far left and the 
far right is unusual in French politics and raises the question of what is bringing such ideologically 
diverse subjects together. 

Democratic Dissatisfaction

One answer to the question of what unites such a varied body politic is that nearly all of the gilet 
jaune movement’s diverse constituencies are deeply dissatisfied with the current French state. Asked 
whether present-day France is a democracy, 19 respondents (90%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. 
Likewise, 90% of respondents believed the French government does not represent all citizens equally, 
and 81% disapprove of the European Union. By contrast, a November 2019 poll found that 63% of 
the French population believes that democracy in France “functions badly” and that 63% disapprove 
of the European Union,23suggesting that dissatisfaction with the French government and with the 
European Union is substantially more pronounced among gilets jaunes.

Qualitative data reinforces this conclusion. In interviews and short-answer questions, respondents 
expressed severe and pervasive dissatisfaction with the French economic and political order. In 
particular, respondents said that elites exercised a disproportionate influence over French political 
institutions, which they saw as designed to benefit the wealthy. Asked about the pressing issues 
facing France, half of all respondents said they believe France is in need of democratic reforms, with 
4 (18%) specifically calling for the implementation of a RIC, or citizens’ referendum. 

Another recurring theme was disapproval of French president Emmanuel Macron. “On n’écoute 
pas les petits gens—c’est la faute de Macron” (“No one listens to the little guy—it’s Macron’s fault”), 
21  Danièle Sallenave. Jojo, Le Gilet Jaune. Gallimard, 2019.
22  Christopher J. Fleury and Michael S. Lewis-Beck. “Anchoring the French Voter: Ideology versus Party.” The Journal of Politics, vol. 55, 
no. 4, 1993, pp. 1100–1109. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/2131950. Accessed 2 Mar. 2020.
23  Maïder Beffa and Stewart Chau. “La Démocratie En France Et En Europe.” Viavoice Paris, 14 Nov. 2019.
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Table 1: Respondent attitudes toward the French state and the European Union.

said one respondent, a retired woman living on a yearly income of less than   €10,000. A Parisian 
man said he joined the gilet jaune movement “car j’estime que l’élection de Macron est illégale” 
(“Because I believe Macron’s election was illegal”). A suburban man who voted for the far-right 
candidate Marine Le Pen said proudly that thanks to the gilets jaunes, “Macron a perdu le sourire” 
(“Macron lost his smile”).

Overall, results paint a picture of citizens who feel alienated from French political institutions, 
distrust the French state, and believe that the country is in need of major democratic and economic 
reforms—but who nonetheless vote and remain politically engaged. Their views resemble those of the 
French electorate as a whole, which is broadly dissatisfied with the state of French democracy and with 
the political institutions that structure political life; however, these sentiments of disillusionment 
are deeper and more concentrated among the gilets jaunes, who have largely turned their backs on 
political parties and the other intermediary institutions which traditionally serve as pathways for the 
expression of political discontent.

Protester Violence as Symbolic Resistance

Examining incidents of protester violence observed over the course of this study allows us to 
deepen this picture of the relationship between the gilet jaune movement and the state. The gilet jaune 
movement gained significant notoriety for high-profile instances of protestor violence, especially 
violence against symbols of the state. This includes crimes against people, such as protesters throwing 
Molotov cocktails at police officers, and crimes against property, such as protesters setting police 
cars on fire and vandalizing landmarks like the Arc de Triomphe.24 

At the observed gilet jaune protests, I saw little overall violence on the part of protesters. Over the 

24  Rachel Donadio. “The Yellow Vests Are Going to Change France. We Just Don’t Know How.” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media Company, 
20 Jan. 2019, www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2019/01/macron-grand-debate-yellow-vests/580810/.

Movement seeks 
radical change.

France is a 
democracy.

Gov’t represents all 
people equally.

I approve of the 
E.U.

Completely 
Agree

17 1 1 14

Agree 2 0 0 3

Neutral 1 6 0 3

Disagree 1 1 2 0

Strongly 
Disagree

1 13 17 1

Total 22 21 20 21
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course of six protests, there was one instance of a protester throwing an empty bottle at a gendarme, one 
incident of vandalism, one incident of several protesters using metal fences to construct barricades, 
and two incidents of men setting fires in recycling bins. Interestingly, the vandalism, barricade-
making, and fire-setting incidents all occurred during a single march—the largest march observed, 
during which about one thousand protesters gathered near Les Invalides. Given that the Invalides 
march accounted for nearly all observed instances of protester violence, it is worth examining this 
march more closely. 

In addition to the level of violence, three factors make the Invalides march different from the other 
marches observed. The first factor is logistical. The Invalides march’s size, timing, and demographic 
composition differed from other observed marches in significant ways. Notably, the march was 
much larger than other gilet jaune protests I observed. Although the Facebook event for the march 
had roughly as many RSVPs as other march events (about 280), substantially more protesters showed 
up—about 1,000. The march participants also skewed younger than the other gilets jaunes protests, in 
which most participants were middle-aged. The march also took place during the rentrée scolaire, the 
weekend preceding the start of the French school year, during which much of the country returns to 
their homes after vacationing elsewhere in France or abroad. The size, timing, and age composition 
may have fueled violence at the Invalides protest.

The second notable factor which may have contributed to the violence level was conflict over 
the planned march route. There was public tension over the route in advance of the protest. In 
accordance with French law, the Invalides march was declared at the police prefecture in advance of 

the event. After receiving the declaration, Paris police modified the march route to avoid Les Invalides, 
a museum complex, as well as the Arc de Triomphe, a national landmark. On Facebook, organizers 
explained this and posted the modified route; however, commenters expressed anger about the route 
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modification. Once the march began, protesters quickly deviated from the police-approved route 
and attempted to reach Les Invalides. 

By deviating from the route—and therefore breaking the law—protesters initially managed to 
evade any police presence. During this phase of the march, I observed no violence. However, police 
quickly caught up with protesters; within approximately 15 minutes of the march’s start, a large 
contingent of gendarmes in full riot gear flanked by riot vans cut off the protesters, forcing them to 
turn back. At this point, protesters began to run from the police, and violence began to break out. 

This brings us to the third remarkable factor potentially contributing to police violence at the 
Invalides march: the tenor of police engagement. At other observed marches, the police generally 
tried to remain neutral and not engage with protesters. To regulate protester behavior, they relied on 
highly-ritualized behaviors, including forming a perimeter around marchers at all times, blocking 
intersections, and deploying tear gas.25 At the Invalides march, police could not use these ritualized 
behaviors because the protesters deviated from their planned route, which meant police formations 
were not in place. Instead, police took on an oppositional stance; they actively chased and arrested 
protesters. By the end of the march, 89 protesters had been arrested. 

This active and oppositional police engagement seemed to spur protester violence. All the violent 
acts on the part of protesters observed over the course of this protest—vandalism, fire-setting, and 
the construction of barricades—occurred after the police pursuit began. And some of these violent 
acts—notably, the construction of barricades—were directly designed to impede police movement 
and allow protesters to escape police pursuit. Although the other unusual dynamics of the Invalides 
protest, such as its size, timing, and age composition, likely affected the level of protester violence 

25  For a detailed account of the “ritualization of aggression” in French protest policing, see Fillieule and Jobard 1998. Although certain 
tactics have changed since 1998, all in all, contemporary French protest control tactics remain very similar to those described by Fillieule and 
Jobard.

Figure 5 A, B, & C: Nearly every march observed was accompanied by a 
substantial police presence. Figure 4a shows the usage of  « kettling » at the 
Invalides demonstration. Figure 4b shows a confrontation between an older 
woman and several gendarmes. Figure 4c portrays a protestor and several 

gendarmes in front of  a destroyed street market.
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as well, the fact that all observed violent acts during the march occurred after police began pursuing 
and arresting protesters suggests that the police presence catalyzed the protester violence. 

The Police as the State

The correlation between police action and protester aggression at the Invalides march matches 
with observations from other, less-violent protests, in which bursts of police activity spurred bursts 
of protester activity. For example, during the occupation of the Place de la République, the few gilets 
jaunes present were scattered and largely silent until a contingent of police cars drove by with sirens 
blaring—at which point protesters grouped together near the street and began to shout slogans in 
the direction of the police cars. And during a protest which began near the Eiffel Tower, protester 
energy noticeably and consistently revived each time police halted the march’s forward progress. 
Overall, police actions often seemed to spur protester aggression, whether in the form of shouting 
slogans or setting fires.

What drove this oppositional, yet symbiotic relationship between protesters and police? Of 
course, in the “game” of protest policing, police officers and protesters are always opponents—but the 
level of opposition can vary significantly, and historically, many French protesters have collaborated 
with the police to a certain degree.26 That said, at nearly every gilet jaune protest observed, protesters 
exhibited strong negative attitudes and behaviors toward the police, such as throwing bottles at 
police officers or chanting “les flics sont des salauds” (“cops are bastards”). Participant observation 
suggests that two forces motivated protester animosity toward police: first, police violence towards 
protesters; and second, the police’s role as a symbol of the state.27  

Policing of gilet jaune protests has been remarkably violent. At the risk of sounding redundant, 
since the winter of 2018, hundreds of protesters have been injured, with one killed, 22 having lost 
eyes, 5 having lost hands, and others having experienced serious injuries.28 This level of police 
repression is historically unusual in France.29 The majority of observed demonstrations were “non-
tolerated” demonstrations, or demonstrations in which largely or wholly peaceful protesters were 
met by violent police tactics.30 These non-tolerated demonstrations were characterized by repeated 
tear-gassing of non-violent protesters, as well as “kettling,” or penning demonstrators into a small 
area and not allowing them to leave. At one march, during which I observed no protester violence, 
police deployed tear gas at least five times in two hours. At different times, elderly people, children, 
and a disabled man were all gassed. 

During marches, protesters expressed fear of police violence and resentment towards repressive 
police tactics. Several marchers wore vests that sported the slogan “justice pour Steve” (“justice for 
Steve”), referring to a young man who drowned after being tear gassed by police at a music festival; 

26  Olivier Fillieule and Fabien Jobard. “The Policing of Protest in France: Toward a Model of Protest Policing.” Policing Protest: The 
Control of Mass Demonstrations in Western Democracies, edited by Donatella Della Porta and Herbert Reiter, University of Minnesota Press, 
1998, pp. 70–90.
27  Of course, these forces are related; see the end of this section for further discussion. Also see Fassin 2013, “Enforcing Order,” for an 
excellent discussion of the connection between police violence and state power as experienced in the French context.
28  Colin Kinniburgh. “Climate Politics after the Yellow Vests.” Dissent, vol. 66, no. 2, 2019, pp. 115–125., doi:10.1353/dss.2019.0037.
29  Olivier Fillieule, and Fabien Jobard. “The Policing of Protest in France: Toward a Model of Protest Policing.” Policing Protest: The 
Control of Mass Demonstrations in Western Democracies, edited by Donatella Della Porta and Herbert Reiter, University of Minnesota Press 
, 1998, pp. 70–90.
30  This definition is taken from Filleule and Jobard 1998, “The Policing of Protest in France.”
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Steve’s death has been taken up as a rallying cry by gilets jaunes angered by police violence.31 And at 
the femmes gilets jaunes protest, a march organizer explained that organizers had chosen not to declare 
the march in hopes of avoiding a police presence, which she perceived as dangerous. “Il y a beaucoup 
trop de manifestations déclarées où on est menacée, écrasée, brutalisée,” she said. (“There are far too 
many declared protests where we are menaced, flattened, brutalized.”) Ironically, the non-violent 
femmes gilets jaunes protest was eventually stifled by the arrival of a riot squad which implemented 
aggressive police kettling tactics, culminating in numerous arrests on the charge of participating in 
a non-authorized demonstration. Protesters’ lack of trust in the police engendered police repression 
of the protest, which resulted in a further decrease to protesters’ trust in the police—a vicious cycle 
which has played out at the national scale over the course of the gilet jaune movement. 

Police violence against non-violent demonstrators is historically associated with protester 
radicalization and resentment of the police.32 Therefore, protester antagonism towards police 
likely reflects the police’s use of repressive protest policing tactics. The oppositional yet symbiotic 
relationship between protesters and police is also rooted in the symbolic role of the police force. 
The French police force, and especially the gendarmerie, or national police force, is a representative 
of the French state—and the gilet jaune movement is first and foremost a protest against that same 
French state. Most gilet jaune protesters deny the legitimacy of the Macron administration. As such, 
it follows that protesters would both resent and be galvanized by police presence: the police are a 
tangible representation of their enemy, the state. 

This metonymization of the police as a representation of the Macronist state was apparent 
in protest slogans and in protester behavior. At several protests, gilets jaunes chanted “Justice nulle 
part, police partout” (“Justice nowhere, police everywhere”), explicitly linking political injustice to 
police presence. One protester carried a sign that read: “Macron = pouvoir autoritaire, violences 
policières” (“Macron = authoritarianism, police violence”). On multiple occasions, protesters walked 
up to individual police officers and addressed their grievances about the French state towards the 
individual officers. Understanding the relationship between gilets jaunes and police officers thus 
requires that investigators look beyond the individual behavior of protesters and officers and consider 
the symbolism of the police force as a tangible and immediate representation of the Macronist state.

Still, individual experiences of police violence remain relevant. Ultimately, the two forces driving 
gilet jaune resentment of the police are connected by a common thread—the gilet jaune movement’s 
questioning of state authority. The police represent the state’s control over the use of legitimate 
violence; because the gilets jaunes question the legitimacy of the state, they also question the legitimacy 
of its police—and vice versa.33  The two forces cycle together: protesters question the state’s authority, 
leading them to act in ways which undermine this authority. The state then reasserts its authority 
through the exertion of police force. But protesters who are exposed to this use of force experience 
it as illegitimate state violence, spurring them to further question the state’s authority. 

V. Conclusions

31  Pauline Bock. “How Opposition to Police Violence Is Uniting France’s Gilets Jaunes and Immigrants.” How Opposition to Police Vio-
lence Is Uniting France’s Gilets Jaunes and Immigrants, 2 Aug. 2019, www.newstatesman.com/world/europe/2019/08/how-opposition-police-
violence-uniting-france-s-gilets-jaunes-and-immigrants.
32  Wini Breines. Community and Organization in the New Left, 1962-1968: The Great Refusal. Rutgers University Press, 1989.
33  Didier Fassin. Enforcing Order: An Ethnography of Urban Policing. Wiley, 2013.
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The gilet jaune movement is tremendously ideologically and politically diverse. Survey respondents 
named goals ranging from immigration reform to ending capitalism to expanding public transit; 
signs at marches called for environmentalism and an end to femicide in the same breath that they 
condemned police violence and the end of the wealth tax. However, one factor unified nearly 
every gilet jaune: a deep and passionate dislike for President Emmanuel Macron. Not a single survey 
respondent admitted to voting for Macron in the 2017 election. “Macron démission!” (“Macron, 
resign!”) was chanted at every march, and signs bore slogans about Macron’s corruption, elitism, 
and aloofness.

Why this vehement opposition to Emmanuel Macron? The gilet jaune movement’s condemnation 
of Macron reveals that it is driven by a profound opposition to the Macronist state—an oppositional 
relationship that is also symbiotic, since the movement exists and agitates primarily in relation to 
the state it condemns. Participant observation, interviews, and survey responses made clear that gilet 
jaune protesters see the Macronist state as profoundly elitist, undemocratic, and flawed. But they also 
made clear that state presence was a galvanizing force for gilet jaune protesters.

This cycle of state repression deepening protester anger and driving renewed protest activity has 
profound implications for our understanding of the politics of street-based protest movements. 
Worldwide, police repression is a common response to widespread protests, especially when these 
protests see violent activity. However, the example of the gilets jaunes suggests that police action is 
likely to fan the flames of protest and provoke further violence—continuing the oppositional yet 
symbiotic cycle of the state-protester relationship.
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Human Rights in the New Decade

by Devang Laddha
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Introduction

One of the central pillars of the modern world is a shared commitment to human rights. 
Following the Second World War, human rights became a central issue in international affairs. 
However, while governments around the world have supposedly committed to protecting human 
rights, the situation varies drastically across countries. While the West has championed the case for 
protecting human rights, the situation in several countries remains abysmal, with even the West 
taking a step back in recent years. Globally, there was a marked improvement in the protection of 
human rights after the end of the Cold War, with the global liberal political order that followed the 
Cold War, securing the human rights of millions around the world. However, in the past decade, 
with the liberal global political order decaying and authoritarianism growing, there has arisen a 
systematic threat to the global human rights framework.1

With regard to both classification and enforcement, human rights have transformed drastically 
in the last decade. The fall of the liberal order and subsequent rise of protectionism, as well as the 
rise of China and authoritarian governance more generally, significantly weakened the framework 
that secures human rights. This is evident not only through the large number of human rights 
violations in the last decade but also by a broad shift in the language surrounding human rights and 
their enforcement. International institutions critical to the protection of human rights, in particular 
the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC), witnessed significant changes in the last 
decade. These changes, in turn, led to a global human rights crisis. Critically, the weak enforcement 
of human rights and rising authoritarianism have contributed to the onset of this crisis. This paper 
examines this change in the global framework for human rights and offers potential solutions to the 
aforementioned issues. 

Background

To understand this change, an understanding of the previous framework for securing human 
rights is essential. Historically, protecting human rights was considered a domestic matter. That 
said, after the Second World War, nations formulated an international human rights framework 
under the banner of the United Nations, with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as the 
foundation of this system.2 In the context of  the Cold War, the United Nations only took action 
against human rights violations in situations wherein both sides of the Cold War agreed to act, 
such as during Apartheid in South Africa. For the most part, however, action was minimal, as it was 

1  “The Rise Of Authoritarianism And Populism, Europe And Beyond?” 2020. Worldpoliticsreview.com. https://www.worldpoliticsreview.
com/insights/27842/the-rise-of-authoritarianism-and-populism-europe-and-beyond 
2  “International Human Rights Law: A Short History | UN Chronicle” 2020. Unchronicle.un.org. https://unchronicle.un.org/article/interna-
tional-human-rights-law-short-history 
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difficult to achieve consensus. 
Since the end of the Cold War, the West has dominated the global political landscape as well as 

global human rights discourse. Western powers, having won the Cold War, defined essential rights 
and more importantly, have attempted to secure the rights of people around the world. These powers 
utilized multilateral institutions such as the UN and, on some occasions, acted unilaterally. For the 
most part, action consisted of economic sanctions or humanitarian interventions; notable examples 
included Yugoslavia, Somalia, Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).3 The system 
was progressive and set high standards for human rights. 

Formation of  the Human Rights Council

The core of this framework, however, became the Human Rights Council (HRC), established 
in 2006. The UN, which was the primary body concerned with global human rights, had previously 
relegated discussion of human rights to two bodies: the Office of the High Commissioner of Human 
Rights and the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR). The Office of the 
High Commissioner of Human Rights identified human rights violations in the world and spread 
awareness about it.4 It was constrained in that it could recommend measures and did not have great 
power to make countries comply with standards. The UN Human Rights Commission examined, 
monitored and publicly reported on the condition of human rights in various countries around 
the world.5 It served as a forum for the discussion of human rights. Thus, it was very important for 
keeping record of human rights violations around the world and for defining what constituted a 
human right. Over time, the Commission drew criticism for including members with very dubious 
human rights records, with the US leading the charge. It was eventually abolished and replaced by 
the UNHRC, which aimed to protect and promote human rights and possessed the crucial mandate 
of investigating human rights violations. 

Observing the problems with the UNCHR, the HRC was designed to be more legitimate and 
efficient. The HRC has 47 seats, whose occupants are elected from the General Assembly and serve 
three-year terms, with no nation serving more than two consecutive terms.6 To ensure representation, 
the seats are divided geographically. To prevent the HRC from housing nations that violated human 
rights, the General Assembly has the power to expel members through a 2/3 majority vote and can 
advise member-states to elect countries based on their human rights record. Moreover, the HRC 
has a significant new function: the Universal Periodic Review (UPR).7 Unlike its predecessors, the 
HRC may review the human rights records of every member-state every five years. The review not 
only reports on the standard of human rights in each member nation but recommends policies for 
countries to adopt. Through the UPR, the HRC can supposedly record the state of human rights 
globally and develop better standards.  

3  2020. Scholarship.Law.Cornell.Edu. https://scholarship.law.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=lps_clacp. 
4  “ OHCHR | What We Do “. 2020. Ohchr.Org. Accessed January 19 2020. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/Pages/WhatWeDo.aspx. 
5  “ OHCHR | HRC Welcome To The Human Rights Council “. 2020. Ohchr.Org. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/Ab-
outCouncil.aspx. 
6  “ OHCHR | HRC Membership Of The Human Rights Council “. 2020. Ohchr.Org. https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/pages/mem-
bership.aspx. 
7  „ OHCHR | UPR UPR „. 2020. Ohchr.Org. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/UPRmain.aspx. 
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Weakening of  the HRC

Though the HRC was established with the ambitious goal of preventing the abuse of human 
rights, it has broadly failed to meet that goal in the last decade. Through the decade, the HRC has 
been plagued with the same problems that it was supposed to resolve. For one, countries with abysmal 
human rights records, including China, Venezuela and Saudi Arabia have been able to become 
members of the body.8 Moreover, since its inception, the HRC has only expelled one member from 
its body; it expelled Libya in 2011, when Muammar Gadaffi cracked down on democratic protests. 
The body overlooked violations by several countries, especially those that became members. In doing 
so, it failed to protect human rights across the world. Further, the HRC lacks enforcement measures, 
and it is unable to take effective action to prevent human rights violations.

Nevertheless, the HRC has still made some progress. Between 2007 and 2015, over 75 percent of 
HRC members were deemed free or partially free by Freedom House.9 Moreover, many states with 
terrible human rights records failed to acquire seats on the HRC. UPR itself has been a success, as 
it has allowed for a systemic investigation of the human rights situation in  each UN member-state. 
This type of examination is necessary to understand the state of human rights around the world. In 
spite of these advancements, there is a larger problem within the HRC, one which is imperiling the 
state of human rights around the world. 

Collapse of  the Liberal World Order 

The efficacy of the HRC, however, is contingent on the preeminence of pro-human rights 
countries. To investigate human rights violations and enforce laws and rulings, pro-human rights 
countries must act. Among the pro-human rights countries are the United States, Britain, France, and 
Germany. In the past, these countries possessed the economic and political resources to take action 
against countries which committed or were complicit in human rights violations. They condemned 
human rights violations and intervened in other countries to prevent further violations. 

Unfortunately, after the 2008 financial crisis, the world witnessed a rise in authoritarianism and 
populism, and the international system shifted from US-dominated unipolarity to multipolarity. 
The liberal order that once secured human rights decayed.  The West suffered immensely from the 
financial crisis. This, in turn, limited its capacity to enforce sanctions and other punitive measures 
on countries that violated human rights. Moreover, the economic crisis led to a rise of protectionism 
and isolationism. More than ever before, politicians refused to intervene in other countries or 
prevent human rights violations.10 Because it had less political clout and less ability to exercise it, 
the West abandoned its role as guarantor of global human rights

It is also worth noting that recent humanitarian interventions have been terrible failures, 
exemplified by Libya. Humanitarian interventions by pro-democracy governments, especially the 
United States, have led to terrible consequences and caused massive instability. In the case of Libya, 
Muammar Gadaffi was removed from power, but the intervention was quixotic and its cost immense. 

8  “ OHCHR | HRC List Of Past Members Of The HRC “. 2020. Ohchr.Org. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/PastMem-
bers.aspx. 
9  Piccone, Ted. 2020. “Ten Years Later: The Status Of The U.N. Human Rights Council”. Brookings. https://www.brookings.edu/testimo-
nies/ten-years-later-the-status-of-the-u-n-human-rights-council/. 
10  “Intervention: The US Won’t, Europe Can’t”. 2013. Ft.Com. https://www.ft.com/content/84fd57fe-6fc4-11e2-8785-00144feab49a. 
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Libya was thrust into a political vacuum, which resulted in a civil war.
At the same time, there has been a rise in authoritarian regimes, with Freedom House recording 

the 14th consecutive year of a decline in global freedom in 2019.11 With established democracies 
themselves undergoing a crisis of faith in democratic institutions, countries around the world are 
tending toward authoritarianism. The rise of authoritarianism was accompanied by a decline in 
freedom and, consequently, human rights. Authoritarian regimes wielding increasing political clout 
on the international stage have eroded the standards of human rights ambitiously set with the 
formation of the HRC. These regimes seized control of the global human rights framework and 
subverted the current discourse in a way that allows them to commit human rights violations and 
go unpunished.

Current Discourse

The discourse surrounding human rights has witnessed drastic changes in how human rights 
are conceived. Instead of thinking of human rights as individual rights, countries such as China are 
promoting the idea of collective rights, such as the right to development which is not tied to any 
individual but to the group.12 Collective human rights such as the right to development have created 
an opposing system to our idea of individual rights.

While collective rights can seem to be a great conception superficially, examining this idea 
highlights its dangerous nature. In categorizing human rights as collective, states can violate the 
rights of certain individuals and groups in the name of some utilitarian good.13 This conception 
parallels the idea of violating individual rights in the name of national security. This idea is so 
pernicious because states themselves can define what is in the interest of the larger majority and use 
this as a pretense to subjugate certain individuals or groups. It allows states like China to oppress 
minorities like the Uighurs in the name of safeguarding the broader state. In effect, states now 
possess the legitimacy to violate individual human rights through this system.

Further, in human rights discourse, there is a new emphasis on diversity and the idea that non-
Western states should not be held to the same human rights standards as the West.14 Proponents 
argue that the West defined human rights in a manner often incompatible with non-Western cultures 
and traditions. In the name of diversity and inclusion, existing standards should not be universal, 
as they restrict the ability for local cultures to be practiced and violate the right to follow one’s 
own culture and beliefs. While this argument has considerable merit in terms of understanding 
how Western conceptions have historically been imposed on non-Western countries, it is important 
to critically analyze it, lest it become another excuse for committing human rights violations. The 
UN and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights were Western conceptions, after all. Given the 
structure of the international system after the Second World War, the West was able to make its ideas 
universally applicable. Moreover, the definitions established under the human rights framework do, 
in fact, conflict with several cultures and beliefs around the world. In spite of this, diversity ought 

11  “Democracy In Retreat”. 2020. Freedom House. https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2019/democracy-retreat. 
12  “Human Rights In China - Institute For Security And Development Policy”. 2020. Institute For Security And Development Policy. 
https://isdp.eu/publication/human-rights-china-summary/. 
13  2020. Fian.Org. https://www.fian.org/fileadmin/media/publications_2018/Reports_and_guidelines/droits_collectifs_UK_web.pdf. 
14  Shaheed, Ahmed, Rose Richter. 2018. “Is “Human Rights” A Western Concept?”. IPI Global Observatory. https://theglobalobservatory.
org/2018/10/are-human-rights-a-western-concept/. 
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not be used to justify gross violations of human rights. 
It is important to make a distinction here. Human rights need to be flexible enough to 

accommodate diverse cultures and beliefs. This is important, as it allows human right standards to 
be universally applicable and understanding of different belief systems. Though flexibility is critical, 
it is important to ensure that human rights are defined in a way that preserves individual human 
life and dignity. Walking this line is incredibly difficult. It requires deliberation and compromise. 
The current system goes against these principles. Given the shift in the international political 
landscape, the human rights framework is being transformed into one which allows gross human 
rights violations and lets offenders go unpunished. The West lacks the political capital to pursue 
enforcement, and the rise in authoritarian states allows for greater violations and a perversion of 
human rights standards. As a result, the lives of millions of people around the world are imperiled.

The Future

In a post-Coronavirus world, the threat to human rights will only increase. Because the global 
economy sustained massive damage, Western powers will be even less likely to devote resources 
to protect against human rights violations, as they will be squarely focused on reviving their own 
economies. Moreover, the decline in economic activity might cause authoritarianism to rise further, 
as was the case after the Great Depression.15 Authoritarian regimes are also using the pandemic to 
assert their will, as evidenced by China’s recent decision to assert greater control of Hong Kong. 
Thus, it is likely that the post-coronavirus world will see even more authoritarian leaders and a 
further erosion of democratic institutions and values.

Moreover, aside from the coronavirus, there simply are no effective institutional checks against 
gross human rights violations. The UNHRC was itself rendered ineffective by the membership of 
countries that committed human rights violations and by Western powers’ failure to assert their 
power in protecting global human rights. There is no effective check against violating human rights. 
The future, for now, seems quite bleak.

A Possible Solution

Even so, there might be a solution to the global human rights crisis. At the heart of the crisis 
is a tacit acceptance of human rights violations, whether by one’s own leaders or by those of other 
countries. In both cases, it is important to recognize that citizens have been critical to the rise of 
authoritarianism and the stepping back of Western powers from protecting human rights globally. 

On the first count, individuals have, since the 2008 financial crash, been suspicious of 
democratic institutions and values, choosing instead to elect strongmen around the world. They 
allowed authoritarian states to systematically weaken democratic institutions such as the free press. 
On the second count, individuals in Western states have chosen to not prioritize the rights of 
others. While it is easy to say that the problems faced by foreigners are theirs to resolve and that 
Western powers should not intervene, it is worth noting that the liberal world order benefitted the 

15  Eichengreen, Barry. 2020. “Will Sky-High Unemployment Lead To Authoritarianism Or Progress? | Barry Eichengreen”. The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/commentisfree/2020/mar/30/economic-disaster-could-foster-authoritarianism-or-offer-a-historic-oppor-
tunity. 
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West immensely. Thus, there is at least some onus on the West to advance the interests of others. 
It is also in the West’s interest to engage with democratic states that share similar values, as this 
allows for stronger trade relations, easier collaboration, and faster cooperation. 

Though they are partially to blame for the situation, individuals retain the power to reverse the 
tide. Most individuals around the world continue to have some power over how their government 
operates. This enables them to pressure governments to recommit to democratic values and 
institutions. Moreover, it enables them to punish their governments for violating human rights. 
On an international scale, it is imperative that individuals consider the status of individuals in 
other countries and urge their own countries to protect the human rights of others. This requires 
sacrifice. 

In terms of international institutions such as the UNHRC, it is important to recommit to 
the purposes that the UNHRC was set up with and to equip the body to meaningfully investigate 
global human rights violations. The UNHRC is valuable, especially through its exercise of the 
UPR, which can be made even more effective by making its findings and methods more accessible. 
Simultaneously, it is incredibly important that the language surrounding human rights is 
clarified and brought back to the standards that were set before. It is, after all, unacceptable to use 
‘collective human rights’ to justify violation of minority rights. 

Conclusion

The global human rights framework was structurally weakened in the last decade, and many 
human rights violations went unpunished. Institutionally, the United Nations Human Rights 
Council was rendered quite ineffective, as member-states with terrible human rights records 
actively subverted the discussion around human rights. This subversion jeopardized the lives of 
people worldwide, people who increasingly live under authoritarian regimes that both violate 
fundamental human rights and attack democratic institutions and values. 

This need not be the case. Across the globe, individuals continue to hold power over their 
governments. While democracy has eroded in the last decade, it endures and can be strengthened. 
Leaders must be held accountable, demagogues must be resisted, and democratic institutions must 
be secured. On a fundamental level, individuals must recognize and commit to protecting the 
human rights of every person on the planet. If achieved, the tide could be reversed and future 
abuse prevented. It is unclear what a post-COVID world will look like. This is terrifying, but it 
presents a unique opportunity to organize for change and establish a system that protects the 
rights of all human beings.
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The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) that controls the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
is typically characterized by politicians and the media in broad strokes as authoritarian, with 
accusations of media censorship and suppression of human rights. Many such claims are well 
documented and supported with evidence.1 However, such depictions tend to focus more on specific 
issues, and less on the larger question of why the CCP acts in such a way. One way to understand 
the CCP’s authoritarian behaviour is by thinking of the CCP as a “stability maintenance regime.” 
While not a well-defined centralized dogma, the stability maintenance regime is a useful heuristic 
for understanding the CCP mindset and the suite of tools it uses to address concerns. For the most 
part, the CCP has been successful in avoiding large existential threats from its populace. That said, 
CCP legitimacy in Hong Kong has eroded significantly in the past several decades, as its presence 
in the city faces an arguably existential threat from the recent protests. As the protests drag on into 
their thirteenth continuous month, we must question why the stability maintenance regime has not 
succeeded in Hong Kong. What tools are available for the CCP to use in Hong Kong? What are the 
grievances of the citizens? Is the CCP wielding the tools incorrectly, or are the tools insufficient to 
begin with? Assessment of the stability maintenance regime in Hong Kong reveals that it has been 
an expensive operation that failed in Hong Kong by not managing expectations, by not building 
trust but silencing dissent, and by not eliminating collective action. Instrumental to the regime’s 
failure has been the local Hong Kong opposition’s evolution to counter the regime, which in turn 
raised the stakes of the conflict.

This paper will address these issues by answering several key questions in turn. The first section 
defines what the stability maintenance regime is and how the CCP addresses grievances raised on 
the mainland. The second section then answers how the stability maintenance regime is exercised 
in Hong Kong. The third section discusses its success, or lack thereof in the city, and explores the 
reasons why. The fourth section then expands upon some lessons learned from this examination 
with respect to the conditions for the regime’s effectiveness, its future deployment, and the future 
of Hong Kong. This paper then concludes with some remarks on the imperative for, and direction 
of, further research on the topic.

The Stability Maintenance Regime: Tactics and Consequences
1  Emily Feng, “Inside China’s Crackdown On Human Rights Advocates,” NPR, September 6, 2019, https://www.npr.
org/2019/09/06/753478775/inside-chinas-crackdown-on-human-rights-advocates.
Javier C, Hernandez, “China Detains Activist Who Accused Xi of Coronavirus Cover-Up,” The New York Times, February 17, 2020, https://
www.nytimes.com/2020/02/17/world/asia/coronavirus-china-xu-zhiyong.html
Jen Kirby, “China’s brutal crackdown on the Uighur Muslim minority, explained,” Vox, November 6, 2018, https://www.vox.
com/2018/8/15/17684226/uighur-china-camps-united-nations. 
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The stability maintenance regime is not the product of a master design, but of lessons learned over 
the past decades by successive slates of leaders handling crises.2 The Chinese leadership under Jiang 
Zemin became focused on stability in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989, 
and leaders since then have increasingly turned to rigorous technologies of discipline to promote 
stability.3 The goal of the stability maintenance regime has remained consistent across the different 
slates of leadership; while vague in practice, its principal aim is to promote general development 
and reduce conflict. Hu Jintao, who served as the Chinese Communist Party General Secretary from 
2002-2012, repeatedly called for not ‘not rocking the boat’ (不折腾 bu zheteng). This colloquialism 
captured the spirit of the Hu decade of Chinese leadership.4 Indeed, the stability maintenance regime 
is not so much a structure working towards a particular vision of the future. Instead, it defines a 
set of governance actions. As Yang puts it, “promoters of the regime responded to the political 
conditions of their times through technocratic management solutions designed to fine-tune existing 
practices and mitigate the use of ‘strike-hard’ campaigns in a single-party authoritarian regime.”5 At 
present, the regime toolkit can be broadly categorized with two tactics: surgically targeted censorship 
that releases tension without bringing about collective action,6 and a collection of tactics coined as 
“bargained authoritarianism” by Lee and Zhang.7 

Tactic 1: Release tension without bringing about collective action

In 2013, King, Pan, and Roberts analyzed social media posts from nearly 1,400 different social 
media services before the Chinese government was able to censor the content they considered 
objectionable, and compared the content of posts censored against those not censored.8 While 
conventional thought might consider that all negative content would be removed, King et al 
discovered that the topic area of content was not suggestive of what was censored or not, with 
generally little difference in amount of content censored between posts criticizing and supporting 
the state. Instead, there was significantly more censorship of content on collective action events 
than that without. As such, King et al concluded that the censorship program was aimed at limiting 
collective action by deleting content that reinforced or advocated for social mobilization, regardless 
of content.

These findings are directly nuanced upon by Tai,9 who analyzed 1,403 secret censorship directives 

2  Dali L. Yang, “China’s Troubled Quest for Order: Leadership, Organization and the Contradictions of the Stability Maintenance Re-
gime,” Journal of Contemporary China 26, no. 103 (2017): p. 35-53. 
3  The Tiananmen Square Incident, commonly known as the June Fourth Incident, consisted of student-led demonstrations in Tiananmen 
Square in Beijing in 1989 advocating for democratic reforms. The CCP eventually responded by sending the military in to occupy demonstra-
tion spaces, and tanks and soldiers with assault rifles firing on demonstrators. Estimates of the death toll vary from several hundred to several 
thousand. Hundreds of thousands of people in Hong Kong demonstrate political consciousness with regard to historical memory among the 
population. People remember the Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989 with an annual candlelight vigil attended by tens (or even hundreds) of 
thousands.
4  “China’s Troubled Quest for Order”: p.36. 
5  Ibid.
6  Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts, “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective 
Expression,” American Political Science Review 107, no. 2 (2013): p.1-18.
Qiuqin Tai, “China’s Media Censorship: A Dynamic and Diversified Regime,” Journal of East Asian Studies 14 (2014): p.185-209.
7  Ching Kwan Lee, and Yonghong Zhang, “The Power of Instability: Unraveling the Microfoundations of Bargained Authoritarianism in 
China,” American Journal of Sociology, 118, no. 6 (2013): p.1475-1508.
8  “How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression.”
9  “China’s Media Censorship.”
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issued by the Chinese propaganda apparatus. By looking beyond the end results of censorship and 
into the internal policy process, Tai uncovers a shift in CCP practice from restricting all unfavorable 
reports to “conditional public opinion guidance.” Of particular note is the party tendency to ban 
news that directly threatens the legitimacy of the regime.10 As expected, existential threats are a 
primary focus, and are thus shown to be an important aspect of the stability maintenance regime.

Tactic 2: “Bargained authoritarianism”

Using the framework set forth by Lee and Zhang,11 there are three main initiatives that define the 
Chinese model of “bargained authoritarianism” – protest bargaining, legal-bureaucratic absorption, 
and patron-clientelism.

Protest bargaining is a broad term that encompasses different projections of state power, 
including options to fragment protesters, harass activists, threaten to use force, literally bargain with 
protesters, and redefine citizens’ rights into “realistic” terms rather than “legal” ones.12 The first three 
methods, of fragmenting protesters, harassing activists, and threatening to use force, are relatively 
self-explanatory, and describe a combination of the other initiatives. The fourth method, bargaining 
with protesters, typically refers to “buying stability” (huaqian mai pingan, literally “paying cash for 
peace”), for which local governments pay for urgent services utilities such as water and electricity in 
exchange for a cessation of protests.13 In 2013, all district governments in Beijing had reported the 
existence of a “stability maintenance fund” with annual budgets varying between RMB 2 million 
and RMB 1 billion.14 The fifth method of redefining citizens’ rights into “realistic” terms rather 
than “legal” ones begins by defusing disruptive action and establishing a bargaining platform. From 
this platform, officials will try to transform the citizens’ imagined legal rights stated in the law book 
into realistic and feasible rights “under the circumstances.” As such, demands change, and even 
if the state capitulates, the concessions given will likely have a lower impact on the CCP than the 
original demands.

Legal-bureaucratic absorption mobilizes different state institutions by encouraging protesters to 
enter official legal channels to raise their concerns and then protracting the bureaucratic process 
to both raise costs of entry and delay the resolution.15 Tactics under this include the widespread 
substitution of mediation for litigation. Another possible method for citizens to air their grievances 
is through the official Letters and Visits system. Victims of the state, such as residents who believe 
their land or property has been requisitioned for less than fair value, may seek redress by submitting 
petitions through the system.16 This is not a perfect system, however, as local officials have incentives 
through the performance assessment system to reduce the number of petitioners from their localities. 
As such, they may work against the absorption tactic by prohibiting petitioners from reaching 
the central/provincial government.17 Keeping petitioners away from Beijing does not resolve the 
underlying sources of tension, leading to some amount of bottled-up tension across the country. 

10  “China’s Media Censorship”: p.204.
11  “The Power of Instability.”
12  “The Power of Instability”: p.1486.
13  “The Power of Instability”: p.1485.
14  Ibid.
15  “The Power of Instability”: p.1495.
16  “China’s Troubled Quest for Order”: p.44.
17  “China’s Troubled Quest for Order”: p.45.
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Should protesters go to the courts, the CCP controls the legal system from a “macro” level to control 
the court process, in which the CCP dictates judicial policies,18 thereby controlling the framework 
within which the court resolves disputes. As such, protests are adjudicated in a field inherently 
biased in favor of the CCP. This is possible because courts are subjected to CCP interests by design, 
as the power structure of state institutions is defined to “preserve the supreme authority of the 
party over the state, including courts.”19 Overall, legal-bureaucratic absorption bureaucratizes the 
conflict by miring the process in red tape to raise the costs of protest and prolong their resolution 
to dissuade protest.

Patron-clientelism builds associations and organizations that can be mobilized to support the 
CCP line and thus shift grassroots level outcomes. A particularly important demographic is the 
elderly, who can form a significant base of volunteers to distribute items such as population census 
registration forms and government publicity materials.20 They can also vote, and influence other 
voters, to produce the election results preferred by the government.21 Their position in society also 
allows them to be effective in influencing others by weaponizing the familial norm of filial piety to 
influence their younger generations.22 

In sum, the stability maintenance regime is a focus by Chinese leadership on social and 
political stability as a central consideration in development. Originally aimed to avert a repeat of 
the Tiananmen Crisis Incident of 1989, it has since successfully avoided significant conflict after 
millions of workers were laid off from a shrinking state sector and tens of millions of urban and 
rural residents had to accommodate development projects.23

The maintenance process has multiple layers to it. The CCP first tolerates some grievance 
expression, and surgically targets its censorship to ensure such grievances do not foment larger 
collective action. Should such action take place, there is a wide range of options to defuse the 
situation including protest-bargaining, absorbing protesters into the bureaucracy to slow them 
down, and using patron-clientelism to countermobilize. As such, protesters face a long and broad 
road of hurdles to achieving success and spreading their gains.

The increasingly rigorous mechanisms of discipline over time, however, has created paradoxes 
within the system in which local officials intercept petitions, crack down, and miscarry justice, 
thereby generating more grievances.24 The system is not perfect, as has been clearly shown over the 
past year of protest in Hong Kong. 

One Country Two Systems: The Stability Maintenance Regime in Hong Kong

There are some differences between control that the CCP can exercise on the mainland and 
in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. The Joint Sino-British Declaration and One 
Country, Two Systems framework guarantees certain freedoms and a “high degree of autonomy” to 

18  Ling Li, “The Chinese Communist Party and People’s Courts: Judicial Dependence in China,” American Journal of Comparative Law 
64, no. 1 (2016): 57.
19  Ling Li, “The Chinese Communist Party and People’s Courts: Judicial Dependence in China,” American Journal of Comparative Law 
64, no. 1 (2016): 59.
20  “The Power of Instability”: p.1502.
21  Ibid.
22  Ibid.
23  “China’s Troubled Quest for Order”: p.52.
24  Ibid.
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the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, such as the freedom of press and assembly.25 Relative 
press freedom and the city’s importance as an international finance hub gives large players such as 
the United States the ability and the willingness to monitor and uphold Hong Kong’s freedoms and 
autonomy, thereby providing some level of accountability for the CCP to uphold the One Country, 
Two Systems framework.

Without easy control of the press and direct governance, the blunter tools that the CCP use to 
great effect on the mainland such as targeted censorship and bureaucratic-legal absorption are harder 
to establish. Nevertheless, several tactics of bargained authoritarianism translate into Hong Kong.

First, the pro-Beijing establishment is careful to offer economic incentives in a form of pre-
emptive protest bargaining. It should be noted that the pro-establishment label applies to various 
occupations ranging from average citizens and businesspeople to political District Councillors and 
Legislative Councillors. In addition, the primary government executive, or Chief Executive, has thus 
far always been a member of the pro-establishment due to structural reasons.  The Financial Secretary, 
a member of the Chief Executive-appointed cabinet, often hands out economic “sweeteners” of one-
off cash handouts to citizens, and the elderly are also given subsidized transit fares lowered to the 
equivalent of US$0.25 per ride. These handouts do not solve the larger systemic issues of subdivided 
housing and serious income inequality that remain;26, 27 however, government policies shape particular 
demographic’s perception of institutions to condition them into clear voting blocs.28 As such, the 
elderly comprises a significant pro-establishment voting block and support base that deliver results 
in District Council and Legislative Council elections. Patron-clientelism is also used for these 
purposes. As the CCP cannot directly control the structures of government, it instead creates an 
“organizational ecology” which increases the dependence and strength of patronage organizations 
so that it can employ patron-clientelism strategies to build “hometown associations” and business 
associations.29 Not only are these organizations influential in their own right as counter-protest 
groups,30 but they also fundraise to donate to pro-establishment parties to sponsor tourism packages, 
banquets, and other gifts for the electorate that reinforce class divisions between pro-establishment 
and pro-democracy supporters in Hong Kong.31 While there is no clear evidence to the effectiveness 
of these initiatives, the pro-establishment vote share in Legislative Council (Hong Kong’s mini-
parliament) elections and by-elections has increased from 30 to 50 percent from 1998 to 2018.32 
Beyond electoral politics, some muscle is hired indirectly. In the most extreme cases of perceived 
threat to regime stability, local triads have been hired to suppress protests.33

Another translated tactic is that of “macro” control of the courts. In July 2014, the PRC State 
25  Brook-Holland, “Hong Kong: the Joint Declaration,” House of Commons Library, July 5, 2019, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/
research-briefings/cbp-8616/. 
26  Naomi Ng, “Coffin cubicles, caged homes and subdivisions… life inside Hong Kong’s grim low income housing,” South China 
Morning Post, September 26, 2016, https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/education-community/article/2022430/theyre-just-us-exhibition-
shines-light-hong-kongs.
27  Oxfam Hong Kong, “Hong Kong Inequality Report,” Oxfam Hong Kong. September 25, 2018. https://www.oxfam.org.hk/f/news_and_
publication/16372/Oxfam_inequality%20report_Eng_FINAL.pdf
28  Suzanne Mettler, and Joe Soss, “The Consequences of Public Policy for Democratic Citizenship: Bridging Public Policy Studies and 
Mass Politics,” Perspectives on Politics 2, no.1 (2014), p.55-73.
29  Edmund Cheng, “United Front Work and Mechanisms of Countermobilization in Hong Kong,” The China Journal 83 (2020): 3. https://
doi.org/10.1086/706603
30  “United Front Work and Mechanisms of Countermobilization in Hong Kong”: p.10.
31  “United Front Work and Mechanisms of Countermobilization in Hong Kong”: p.9.
32  Ibid.
33  Federico Varese and Rebecca W. Y. Wong, “Resurgent Triads? Democratic Mobilization and Organized Crime in Hong Kong,” Austra-
lian & New Zealand Journal of Criminology 51, no. 1 (2018): p.23-39.
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Council issued a White Paper on the Practice of One Country, Two Systems Formula that emphasized 
that “the relationship between the central government and Hong Kong is that of delegation of 
power, not power-sharing.”34 The Basic Law, Hong Kong’s mini-constitution, vests the National 
People’s Congress (NPC) with the power to interpret the Basic Law essentially tying CCP control of 
Hong Kong into the Special Administrative Region’s legal existence.

While these electoral victories might signal the effectiveness of the stability maintenance regime 
in Hong Kong, the still-ongoing 9 month-long protests indicate otherwise.

The Wrong Tools for the Job: How Hong Kong “Breaks” the Stability Maintenance Regime

Hong Kong’s history with the mainland reveals both significant trust issues and large expected 
promises. The Joint Declaration of 1984 promised Hong Kong universal suffrage eventually, but 
the Tiananmen Crisis of 1989 -- ironically, the genesis of the stability maintenance regime -- raised 
concerns over CCP crackdowns on democracy. Protests then sprang up in the city in 2003 over the 
proposed enactment of Basic Law Article 23 that would allow draconian anti-treason legislation.35 
The largely peaceful 2014 Umbrella Movement protests once again rocked the city, demanding 
democracy upon the perception that universal suffrage was promised. The Movement was ultimately 
unsuccessful, leaving the pro-democracy coalition splintered and protesters learning that their tactics 
were insufficient. Concerns that the CCP would bring its repressive stability maintenance regime 
into Hong Kong once again flared upon the 2015 bookseller kidnappings.36 The introduction of the 
extradition bill in 2019 once again flared these concerns, as people within the city were concerned 
that the letter of the law would be an excuse and not a safeguard against CCP penetration into the 
city.37 The lessons learned from the unsuccessful Umbrella Movement were applied to update protest 
tactics and presented clear demands without compromise. In sum, a brief overview of Hong Kong’s 
political history with the mainland is that of a decades-long erosion of trust with a significant 
portion of the city, trust that not only was never regained, but led to the rise in a Hong Kong 
nationalism.38 Fortunes have reversed in the latest round of elections, with the pro-democracy camp 
winning a landslide 86.7% of District Council seats, doubling its previous holdings of 40.2%.39 Out 
of the 18 districts in Hong Kong, the pro-democracy camp controlled 17 districts in 2019, a stark 
contrast to the pro-establishment camp’s control over all 18 districts in 2015. The option to bargain 
diminished with each successive protest, thus setting the stakes higher and thereby forcing the 
establishment and the CCP into a position where it could not compromise for fear of losing face.

Given these conditions, there are several questions to assess whether the stability maintenance 
regime failed in Hong Kong. Were the tools used incorrectly? Were the tools themselves insufficient? 

34  “United Front Work and Mechanisms of Countermobilization in Hong Kong”: p.15.
35  Elson Tong, “Reviving Article 23 (Part I): The rise and fall of Hong Kong’s 2003 national security bill,” Hong Kong Free Press, Febru-
ary 17, 2018, https://www.hongkongfp.com/2018/02/17/reviving-article-23-part-i-rise-fall-hong-kongs-2003-national-security-bill/
36  Alex W. Palmer, “The Case of Hong Kong’s Missing Booksellers,” The New York Times, April 3, 2018, Accessed June 10, 2019. https://
www.nytimes.com/2018/04/03/magazine/the-case-of-hong-kongs-missing-booksellers.html.
37  K. Y. Leung, “China has a history of putting politics above the law: that’s the worry with Hong Kong’s extradition bill,” South China 
Morning Post. May 20, 2019. Accessed May 27, 2019. https://www.scmp.com/comment/letters/article/3010661/china-has-history-putting-
politics-above-law-thats-worry-hong-kongs.
38  Brian C. H. Fong, “One Country, Two Nationalisms: Center-Periphery Relations between Mainland China and Hong Kong, 1997-2016,” 
Modern China 43, no. 5 (2017): 523-556. 
39  SCMP, “Hong Kong district council elections: winners and losers,” South China Morning Post, November 27, 2019, https://multimedia.
scmp.com/infographics/news/hong-kong/article/3039600/hong-kong-district-council-elections-2019/index.html?src=social.
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Or were the tools themselves the incorrect ones for the job?
The issues in Hong Kong presented to the CCP and its establishment extension in the region 

are of expectation, trust, and collective action. Expectations concerning promises of democracy, 
which led to the pro-universal suffrage Umbrella Movement protests of 2014, were not bargained 
upon sufficiently to satiate or turn protester desires. As such, protests sprang up five years later, in 
2019, over the same core demand. Expectations for affordable housing went unsolved by the pro-
establishment’s economic sweeteners, leading to a rise in the localism that feeds into the current 
protests.40 The stability maintenance regime and the threat it posed to freedoms eroded trust of the 
Hong Kong people in the CCP, ironically making the tactics counterproductive. What was effectively 
tactically, such as silencing booksellers in 2015 became strategic defeats that led to the current protests 
that have continued in the face of excessive force,41 and electoral defeats in spite of the large pro-
establishment voting blocs. The stability maintenance regime’s main method of controlling collective 
action, censorship relevant content, was largely not available given international scrutiny, and was 
only counterproductive in the case of the booksellers. The purposefully leader-less movement also 
had no individuals to be co-opted and weaponized against them by the establishment, as protesters 
had learned from previous engagements with the stability maintenance regime.42 It is clear that these 
tools were not only not up to the task in Hong Kong, but actively worsened it.

The stability maintenance regime has clear generalizable costs. The funds allocated to law 
enforcement are immense and rising, with the National People’s Congress allocating the equivalent 
of US$95 billion to law and order in 2011, a sum slightly more than the military budget.43  The 
regime also incentivizes excessive and illegitimate uses of force that undermine the legitimacy of the 
CCP regime, such as with the “black prisons” used to hold petitioners.44 The system tends to generate 
a high demand for force, but at the same time needs and wants the force to be legitimate. While 
many restrictions exist on how and when local authorities may use official force, such force may be 
required to bring about the desired results. In Hong Kong, where the rule of law was generally highly 
regarded, the Hong Kong Police Force does not display their warrant cards as required and yet such 
violations go unaccounted for.45

Furthermore, as Hong Kong offers freedoms of press and assembly, the stability maintenance 
regime cannot prevent collective action, and thus has a perverse tendency to encourage unruly 
behavior.46 As the regime does not solve grievances so much as silence them, none of the issues are 
effectively mitigated when they reach the picket line, and citizens’ sense of injustice remain intact.47 
Citizens know they can bargain, and may thus act excessively to get better returns on their demands.48 
40  Stan Hok-Wui Wong and Kin Man Wan, “Gerrymandering in Electoral Autocracies: Evidence from Hong Kong,” British Journal of 
Political Science 49, no. 2 (2019): 579-610.
41  Shibani Mahtani, Anna Fifiled, Tiffany Liang, and Timothy McLaughlin, “China to Impose Sweeping Security Law in Hong Kong, 
Heralding End of City’s Autonomy,” The Washington Post, May 21, 2020,  https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/china-sig-
nals-plan-to-take-full-control-of-hong-kong-realigning-citys-status/2020/05/21/2c3850ee-9b48-11ea-ad79-eef7cd734641_story.html
42  Daniel Victor, “What to Know About Hong Kong’s Evolving Protest Movement,” The New York Times, July 2, 2019, https://www.
nytimes.com/2019/07/02/world/asia/hong-kong-protest-explained.html
43  Cheng Xi, “The Rising Cost of Stability,” Journal of Democracy 24, no. 1 (2013): p. 57-64.
44  HRW (Human Rights Watch), “China: Rampant Violence and Intimidation Against Petitioners -- Officials and ‘Retrievers’ Block Citi-
zens’ Complaints,” December 9, 2005, www.hrw.org/en/2005/12/07/china-rampant-violence-and-intimidation-against-petitioners
45  Phila Siu, “Hong Kong police accused of provoking protesters and failing to wear ID during Mong Kok chaos after extradition bill 
march,” South China Morning Post, July 8, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3017775/hong-kong-po-
lice-accused-provoking-protesters-and. 
46  “The Rising Cost of Stability.”
47  “The Power of Instability.”
48  “The Rising Cost of Stability,” “The Power of Instability”: p.1489.
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 While previous attempts to institute the stability maintenance regime in Hong Kong have 
resulted in backlash and heightened opposition, the PRC National People’s Congress doubled down 
on its blunt tactics by passing the National Security Law. In essence, the law criminalizes foreign 
interference and tackles political dissent in the city, loosely defined,49 effectively banning a broad 
range of political activity including right to speech and freedom.50 The contents of the law are not 
the only area warranting attention, however; the passage of the bill through a mainland Chinese 
congressional organ circumvented Hong Kong’s legislature. Instead of providing the Hong Kong 
government and Legislative Council the agency to implement the law, national organs are now 
capturing control over legislative affairs. Much of the pro-democracy camp’s previous protests rested 
on the assumption that Hong Kong citizens would have control, even to a limited extent, over Hong 
Kong’s political future. The passage of the National Security Law has shattered that illusion, leaving 
years of work seemingly for nought. The CCP has always held absolute control over the city’s future; 
no longer hiding, the CCP is now exercising it.

 Previous attempts by the CCP, in tandem with its pro-Beijing support in the executive and 
legislative branch, largely worked within the institutions and freedoms enshrined in the Basic Law. 
Blunt tactics that are deemed illegal such as the kidnapping of the bookstore keepers were less overt. 
However, the recent developments regarding the National Security Law shows the CCP’s willingness 
to act unilaterally,51 and to flaunt well-established institutions. The law itself opens the door for 
mainland organizations to open branches in Hong Kong, stationing mainland Chinese agents in 
the city.52 All these actions paint a picture of change in action by the CCP and a drastic departure 
from its previous tactics to institute a stability maintenance regime in Hong Kong.

Never Let a Good Crisis Go to Waste: Lessons Learned

Thus far, the stability maintenance regime has been an expensive operation that failed in Hong 
Kong by not managing expectations, by not building trust but silencing dissent, and by not eliminating 
collective action. This issue was exacerbated as the suite of tools the CCP uses on the mainland are 
not fully available in Hong Kong due to the city’s international recognition and freedom of press. 
Without a significant amount of control over both communication and government structures, the 
regime is incomplete and thus rendered ineffective and potentially actively harmful to state interests. 
The stability maintenance regime is a set of initiatives limited to authoritarian states. Any state 
that successfully carries out similar aims via similar means should thus be considered, or at least 
examined, as authoritarian as well.

It is important to note that the opposition in Hong Kong evolved to counter the regime, and 
also raised the stakes of the conflict. Protesters have mitigated the regime’s suppression by not 
presenting the targets it can attack. In addition, protesters have raised the stakes of the conflict such 
that neither side can back down, forcing the state into an expensive and draining game of chicken 

49  “China to Impose Sweeping Security Law in Hong Kong.”
50  Vincent Wong and JS, “Beijing’s new national security laws and the future of Hong Kong,” Lausan, May 22, 2020,  https://lausan.
hk/2020/beijings-new-national-security-laws-and-the-future-of-hong-kong/
51  Alexandra Stevenson, “China’s Tighter Grip on Hong Kong Shakes City’s Business World,” The New York Times, May 22, 2020, https://
www.nytimes.com/2020/05/22/business/hong-kong-business-china.html
52  Gary Cheung, Chris Lau and Kimmy Chung, “Two Sessions 2020: mainland Chinese agents possibly enforcing new national security 
legislation will not be above Hong Kong law, senior advisers to Beijing say,” South China Morning Post, May 23, 2020, https://www.scmp.
com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3085740/two-sessions-2020-mainland-chinese-agents-possibly
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to see who capitulates first. 
Just as the opposition has evolved to counter the regime, so too has the CCP changed its tactics, 

as evidenced by its push to institute the National Security Law. What does this latest development 
mean for Hong Kong’s future? The protestors have forced the CCP’s hand, making it play one of its 
riskiest cards yet. The passage of the bill through the PRC’s rubber stamp legislature, the National 
People’s Congress, is “a declaration of both the law’s incontestability and Beijing’s total authority 
over Hong Kong and its people.”53 The institution of the National Security Law further shows that 
the stability maintenance regime is no master plan laid out by the CCP, instead illustrating how 
the regime adapts to what it sees as threats to its legitimacy. Just as the stability maintenance regime 
was instituted following the 1989 Tiananmen Square Incident and was developed over successive 
challenges, the drastic actions taken by the CCP regarding Hong Kong are the beginning of an 
important reimagination of what the toolkit contains.

As the toolkit changes, so too do the conditions under which they are implemented. Following 
the introduction of the National Security legislation, many local opposition members heralded the 
law as the death of the One Country, Two systems framework.54 Internationally, the United States 
declared that Hong Kong no longer enjoys autonomy from Mainland China.55 While Hong Kong 
must be deemed autonomous by the United States government to enjoy special status with regards 
to trade, the exact implications of this declaration are yet to be seen. Specific repercussions aside, 
these examples point to the broader dialectic relationship between social conditions and the suite of 
tools that the CCP chooses to use. 

This conflict raises significant questions for the field to explore further. Specific to the moment, 
why has the discontent in Hong Kong not spread to the mainland? At what point does it make 
sense for the CCP to cater to protest demands, or conversely, will the National Security Law’s 
inclusion to the stability maintenance regime toolkit placate or solve the (possibly) existential threat 
of determined, organized, leaderless, year-long protests?

While the protests have continued without resolution, this new era of mainland Chinese-Hong 
Kong engagement highlights a change in how the CCP calculates. As the CCP moves from working 
within the Hong Kong system of liberal freedoms and promises of democracy to blatantly bypassing 
these institutions, it has shown its willingness to use increasingly blunt measures to achieve some 
form of stability in Hong Kong. What is the future of the One Country Two Systems framework 
in light of this law? Is this a temporary, or context-specific response to the Hong Kong protests 
in particular? Or is this a larger systemic change to the stability maintenance regime with new 
incentives and triggers? Another way to think about this is whether the CCP used an eventful 
reasoning to conclude with the need for the National Security Law. Was there a particular event that 
the CCP felt it needed to immediately address? Or conversely, is this actually a result of a prolonged 
stalemate from which the CCP wished to regain the initiative and momentum? Understanding how 
the CCP arrived at this conclusion will be vital in how other actors prepare their engagement with 
the PRC. By understanding the mechanisms and incentive structure of the CCP in this dying era of 
cross-systems relations, we can now glean answers and preview what the next era has in store.

53  Wilfred Chan, “The Infinite Heartbreak of Loving Hong Kong,” The Nation, May 23, 2020, 
https://www.thenation.com/article/world/hong-kong-china-national-security-law/
54  “China to Impose Sweeping Security Law in Hong Kong.”
55  AFP, “US declares that Hong Kong is no longer enjoying autonomy from China,” Hong Kong Free Press, May 27, 2020, https://hong-
kongfp.com/2020/05/27/us-declares-that-hong-kong-is-no-longer-enjoying-autonomy-from-china/
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Success has eluded the CCP thus far in its deployment of the stability maintenance regime in 
Hong Kong, as the protests have passed their first-year anniversary. While the National Security Law 
has only just been formally implemented, its mere announcement has shaken Hong Kong and the 
global community. The peaceful and successful execution of foreign policy relies on predictability, 
and the PRC’s stability maintenance regime may ironically jeopardize how actors understand China. 
Thus, the Hong Kong protests might well be the prelude to a new chapter in policy, empires, and 
international relations. In any case, the protests’ resolution, or lack thereof, will certainly pave the 
way to better understanding the power dynamics of population control and state domination.
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After his re-election to his second term in office in 1996, Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori 
expanded the jurisdiction of the Reproductive Health and Family Planning Program under the 
Ministry of Health. The program relied on donations to provide contraceptives, medical training, 
education programming, and staff.1 This program was the successor of the National Population 
Program, which first examined the idea of the use of contraceptives as a means of population 
control.2 The National Population Program’s explicit goal was to reduce the population, although 
the program would supposedly do so by ensuring equal access to reproductive healthcare.3 The 
Family Planning Program under Fujimori was promoted as a solution to the extreme poverty in 
some communities, which was a reason for expanding into rural areas. The Ministry of Health 
expanded the number of healthcare facilities and staff, with contraceptives and medical procedures 
provided free of cost for women in rural areas.4 An important piece of legislation passed in 1995 
as well; female sterilization was legalized as a form of contraception. This gave Fujimori the legal 
foundation needed for his forced sterilization campaign. I postulate that Fujimori’s popularity 
due to his handling of the economic crisis and the collapse of the Shining Path under his 
presidency allowed him to expand his executive power and enabled his administration to enact 
forced sterilizations on mostly indigenous women. He was able to gain legitimacy for his Family 
Planning Program through support from international organizations and institutions such as 
USAID and capitalized on feminist movements to promote his program, who unknowingly were 
supporting and funding this gross human rights violation. The result was that 260,874 women 
were sterilized by tubal-ligation operations between 1996 and 2000, with estimates of only around 
ten percent giving consent.5 

One of Fujimori’s justification for his Family Planning Program stemmed from economic 
concerns that plagued Peru. When Fujimori was first elected to office, he inherited an economic 
crisis. Hyperinflation was a huge problem, and he had the daunting task of getting the economy 
back on track. He took steps such as privatizing government-run companies.6 He also linked 
domestic terrorism to the failing economy, stating that “there’s a close relationship between the 
1  Gribble, James N., Suneeta Sharma, and Elaine P. Menotti. “Family Planning Policies and Their Impacts on the Poor: Peru’s Experi-
ence.” Guttmacher Institute. Guttmacher Institute, December 6, 2016.
2  Serra, Ainhoa M. “(Forced) Sterilizations in Peru: Power and Narrative Configurations.” Translated by Ashley Woodward. Revista de 
Antropología Iberoamericana, Volume 12 No. 1, DOI 10.11156/aibr.120103e
(2017) pg. 34. 
3  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 7. 
4  Gribble, James N., Suneeta Sharma, and Elaine P. Menotti. “Family Planning Policies and Their Impacts on the Poor: Peru’s Experi-
ence.” Guttmacher Institute. Guttmacher Institute, December 6, 2016.
5  Lizarzaburu, Javier. “Forced Sterilisation Haunts Peruvian Women Decades On.” BBC News. 
BBC, December 2, 2015.
6  Brooke, James. “FUJIMORI SEES RAPID RECOVERY IN PERU ECONOMY.” Sun Sentinel. Sun Sentinel, April 7, 1993. 
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fight against terrorism and the fight to restore economic growth.”7 Fujimori’s economic policies 
seemed to have an effect; with financial assistance from the United States in 1993, Peru was able 
to pay off its debts to the World Bank and IMF.8 By 1994, sufficient economic recovery occurred 
for Fujimori to be re-elected in 1995 by an overwhelming margin.9 Yet, even though Fujimori 
“won international praise for reviving Peru’s economy and controlling terrorism,” he still received 
pressure to reduce poverty and create jobs; according to the Fujimori administration, the first step 
towards poverty reduction would be to decrease the size of low-income families.”10 By lowering the 
fertility rate of low-income families, he hoped to boost economic growth even more and reduce 
poverty, which would improve his reputation and Peru’s international standing. 

In 1995, Fujimori was re-elected to a second term in office. He had Congressional support 
and his approval ratings were high. During his inaugural address, he prioritized increasing 
access to birth control, especially for low-income families. Fujimori had wanted to address 
access to contraceptives back when he was first elected in 1990, but there was a lack of funding. 
Furthermore, Fujimori did not possess enough political clout until the economy began to improve 
and Abimael Guzman, leader of the terrorist organization the Shining Path, was captured.11 To 
justify family planning, he framed the topic as a measure against poverty:  

If we speak of the future we have to speak of planning, of controlling the birth rate. All 
children are beautiful, they are the symbol of life, but how distressing it is to see children 
hungry, malnourished, abandoned, living in the street, some like criminals. Is there 
anything more dramatic than this?12 

Fujimori’s logic was that a decrease in the number of children per low-income family would 
allow them to dedicate more resources per child. Thus, families could provide better nutrition and 
education for their children. In addition, injecting a feminist tone into his speech, he claimed that 
“the women of Peru have to be the owners of their destiny”.13 He gave no concrete details about 
his plan at the time, but he still garnered international attention for his proposal. News outlets, 
such as the New York Times and the Associated Press focused on Fujimori’s confrontation of the 
Catholic Church on birth control. The articles seemed to support him against the “backwards” 
Catholic Church. David J. Andrews, a spokesman for the International Planned Parenthood 
Federation argued: “At a time when some political leaders throughout the world are cutting back 
on vital health services such as reproduction health and family planning, it is refreshing to see 
Peru’s President boldly state the obvious...It is especially important to assure that those at the 
lowest end of the economic scale have the same access to services as those at the upper levels”.14 
Fujimori also received financial assistance from USAID to educate the public on birth control and 
provide free family planning services. According to a USAID Issue Brief on Peru, “Contraceptive 
7  Ibid.
8  Ibid.
9  Aramburu, Carlos. “Politics and Reproductive Health: a Dangerous Connection.” Interregional Seminar on Reproductive Health, De-
cember 2002. Pg. 7. 
10  Sims, Calvin. “President’s Call for Birth Control Is Dividing Peru.” The New York Times. The New York Times, August 12, 1995.
11  Getgen, Jocelyn E., “Untold Truths: The Exclusion of Enforced Sterilizations from the Peruvian Truth Commission’s Final Report”. 
Cornell Law Faculty Publications. Paper 1087 (2009). Pg. 9.  
12  Sims, Calvin. “President’s Call for Birth Control Is Dividing Peru.” The New York Times. The New York Times, August 12, 1995.
13  Ibid.
14  Ibid.
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use continued to rise as communications campaigns funded by USAID catalyzed demand for 
family planning. The Reprosalud Project (1996–2005) developed an information, education, and 
communication campaign and enhanced program delivery”.15 

Fujimori also relied on international organizations to legitimize and provide funding for his 
government program. Thus, any opposition to Fujimori could be pushed aside. He gave a speech 
at the IV World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995 to lay out his goals. He was the 
only male head of state at the conference, which proved Fujimori’s commitment to the cause of 
women’s reproductive rights to interested parties internationally and domestically. Echoing his 
inauguration speech, he claimed that: 

[M]y government has decided to carry out, as part of a policy of social development and 
the fight against poverty, an integral strategy of family planning that confronts, openly -for 
the first time in the history of our country- the serious lack of information and services 
available on this matter. Thus, women can have at their disposal with full autonomy and 
freedom, the tools necessary to make decisions about their own lives.16 

His speech did not only serve to emphasize Peru’s supposed interest in women’s rights, or 
to present a case for funding, but it also created legitimacy that concealed the eventual outcome: 
the forced sterilization of indigenous women. His speech improved his reputation on the 
international stage, which would make it less likely for other countries and organizations to 
investigate his claims closely. In addition, he preemptively identified the Catholic Church as 
the true villain, claiming that the Church was attempting “to prevent the Peruvian State from 
carrying out a modern and rational policy of family planning. We have been accused of trying 
to impose ‘mutilations’ and ‘killing poor people’ after a recent law was passed by Congress 
allowing voluntary vasectomies and fallopian tube ligation as part as contraceptive methods”.17 
Fujimori then emphasized his commitment to voluntary procedures, but the foundation had been 
established. Anyone who raised concerns could potentially be attacked as anti-progressive and anti-
women. 

Swayed by Fujimori’s rhetoric, organizations such as USAID and Movimiento Manuela 
Ramos, a women’s rights group, were also involved in the family planning program. Their role was 
to provide legitimacy to Fujimori’s program and policies. USAID provided millions of dollars and 
food to the Peruvian government.18 The organization Movimiento Manuela Ramos, also received 
some of these funds to create an information program on contraceptive use.19 Movimiento 
Manuela Ramos and other feminist groups in Peru thought they had a reason to support 
Fujimori. His rhetoric echoed their mission statements. He had gotten them funding. However, 
a combination of disorganization and lack of will prevented feminist groups from responding 
quicker to allegations of forced sterilization. In a journal article, Marjua Berrig emphasized “the 

15  USAID’S Partnership with Peru Advances Family Planning USAID Issue Brief. September, 2016: USAID. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/
default/files/documents/1864/peru-508.pdf.
16  Fujimori, Alberto. “Speech Given by the President of the Republic of Peru.” United Nations. United Nations Development Programme, 
September 15, 1995. 
17  Ibid.
18  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 7.
19  Ibid.
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lack of response of the feminist NGOs, the web of interest, and the apparent incapacity of taking 
a united feminist stance against the programme for fear of losing the little ground that women 
had gained in birth control issues.”20 Feminist organizations had allied themselves with Fujimori, 
unaware that the focus of his program was sterilization. In addition, because their rhetoric was 
so similar, it was harder to separate themselves from Fujimori’s policies. They were hesitant to 
immediately examine his actions and then later condemn them when more evidence appeared—
“women mention[ed] coercion and deceit used by the healthcare personnel.”21 In addition, USAID 
contributed funding to the sterilization program. USAID could not use the same excuse, claiming 
that good relations with Fujimori were important to their success. Admittedly, when reports of 
the targeted sterilizations became public, USAID withdrew funding and rebuked the Peruvian 
government.22 However, USAID’s involvement was significant in supporting Fujimori’s goals 
overall: 

Although USAID denied knowing about the quotas, it agreed with Fujimori’s ambitious 
demographic goals in the first place and even emphasized in the grant agreement that 
services should deliver a ‘minimum threshold of quality offered to the greatest number “at-
risk” people’ (cited in Hartmann 2002, 268).23 

USAID’s policies and attitudes most likely empowered Fujimori’s search for international 
legitimacy. While he did not have USAID’s approval for the sterilization campaign, had USAID 
kept a close eye on the funds, they would have noticed that “no improvements in the quality 
of rural healthcare services, such as the provision of a hygienic working environment, medical 
supplies or even beds, were provided” in addition to birth control. 24 Notably, the Tiahrt 
Amendment was passed by the United States Congress in 1998, “Prohibit[ing] the use of targets/
quotas and financial incentives in family planning projects” that receive funding from USAID in 
response to Fujimori’s actions.25 26 

The Family Planning Program was publicized as part of a larger poverty reduction strategy by 
providing birth control, but the resulting sterilizations of indigenous men and women from poor 
areas severely undermines that statement. I believe that one reason for the program may have been 
that it would provide a way to enact sweeping population control of “unwanted” segments of the 
population—a quasi-genocide without the bodies. With the legalization of female sterilization, the 
Ministry of Health established a quota system for the amount of sterilizations health providers 

20  Ibid. 
21  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 8.
22  USAID’S Partnership with Peru Advances Family Planning USAID Issue Brief. September, 2016: USAID. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/
default/files/documents/1864/peru-508.pdf.
23  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 9. 
24  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 6.
25  “The U.S. Government and International Family Planning &amp; Reproductive Health: Statutory Requirements and Policies.” Global 
Health Policy. Kaiser Family Foundation, June 30, 2020. https://www.kff.org/global-health-policy/fact-sheet/the-u-s-government-and-interna-
tional-family-planning-reproductive-health-statutory-requirements-and-policies/.
26  USAID’S Partnership with Peru Advances Family Planning USAID Issue Brief. September, 2016: USAID. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/
default/files/documents/1864/peru-508.pdf.
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were required to perform annually.27 A variety of different tactics was employed to get women into 
family planning facilities. Rute Zuñiga testified before national prosecutors twenty years after she 
was sterilized by tubal ligation without her consent in 1999.28 She did not speak much Spanish, as 
she had only received primary education, and the medics used that to their advantage.29 Informed 
consent cannot be granted when the information is not presented in a language the subject 
understands. In an interview with PBS, Zuñiga recounted that 

[The doctors] said to me, ‘why have you not come down to the health center? We need to 
give your daughter her vaccine.’ Then they said, ‘we are going to check you too’ and they 
made me get on the stretcher. I asked the doctor ‘what are you going to do to me?’ He said, 
‘It’s not much we are going to do, it’s just a tiny cut’.30 

In Zuñiga’s case, she was intimidated and forced into getting sterilized without her consent. 
Other tactics included pressuring women at food distribution sites, bribing them, not providing 
information about other contraceptive options, and offering sterilization as the only free option 
at the facilities.31 The medics at the family planning clinics were also forced by the government to 
adhere to the quotas if they wanted to keep their jobs and get promoted.32 However, even more 
disturbing, because of the pressures of needing to fulfill the quota requirement and a lack of 
sufficient medical training, medical malpractice was a wide-spread problem at these clinics.33 Funds 
from USAID were not used to contract new health clinics or improve the existing ones; instead, 
“improvised mobile medical services” were created.34 The quota requirement repudiated Fujimori’s 
grandiose rhetoric on the self-actualization of women. In the end, more than 200,000 women, 
mostly indigenous and from rural areas, were sterilized and 18 died due to complications during 
surgery.35  

But Peru’s forced sterilization campaign did not occur in isolation. Fujimori acquired 
broad political support due to his success against the Shining Path, a Maoist inspired terrorist 
organization based in rural areas, which allowed him to secure support for his family planning 
program.36 Indigenous communities in these areas were marginalized because they are “the 
poorest and far[thest] from institutions and centers of power”.37 During the 1980s, domestic 
terrorism gripped Peru. The Shining Path led attacks against local government facilities, including 

27  Getgen, Jocelyn E., “Untold Truths: The Exclusion of Enforced Sterilizations from the Peruvian Truth Commission’s Final Report”. 
Cornell Law Faculty Publications. Paper 1087 (2009). Pg. 11.  
28  Kay, Kira. “Peruvian Women Alleging Forced Sterilization Seek Justice.” PBS. Public Broadcasting Service, April 28, 2019.
29  Ibid.
30  Ibid.
31  Getgen, Jocelyn E., “Untold Truths: The Exclusion of Enforced Sterilizations from the Peruvian Truth Commission’s Final Report”. 
Cornell Law Faculty Publications. Paper 1087 (2009). Pg. 12.  
32  Ibid.
33  Ibid.
34  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 7.
35  “Peru: Order to Indict Fujimori Is a Milestone in Search for Justice for Victims of Forced Sterilization,” April 28, 2018. https://www.
amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/04/peru-order-to-indict-fujimori-is-a-milestone-in-search-for-justice-for-victims-of-forced-sterilization/.
36  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 5.
37  Serra, Ainhoa M. “(Forced) Sterilizations in Peru: Power and Narrative Configurations.” Translated by Ashley Woodward. Revista de 
Antropología Iberoamericana, Volume 12 No. 1, DOI 10.11156/aibr.120103e
(2017) pg. 36. 
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police barracks and liberal grass-roots organizations.38 Unfortunately, Peru’s government was 
in the midst of transitioning from a military dictatorship to democracy, and federal and local 
authorities were not sufficiently organized or prepared for the Shining Path. At first, the Shining 
Path was supported by communities in Ayacucho and other Andean regions in south-central 
Peru. The Shining Path utilized a highly effective propaganda campaign to recruit people from 
areas experiencing extreme poverty, mainly in the highlands.39 But the violent tactics used by the 
Shining Path eventually turned many away. For example, “any person believed to be sympathetic 
to the government or to even slightly disagree with Shining Path’s fundamental beliefs, was a 
candidate to be tortured and killed”.40 However, the federal government had already identified 
the rural indigenous population as a threat. According to the Council of Hemispheric Affairs, 
a “key factor contributing to the large number of resulting fatalities in the uprising was that the 
government found it difficult to distinguish between a Shining Path member and an ordinary 
inhabitant of the Altiplano, because of the similar native attire”.41 The indigenous population 
was considered the “torturable class,” their torture was tolerated because of the existential threat 
posed by the Shining Path.42 Presidents preceding Fujimori and Fujimori himself used torture  to 
identify terrorist members and silence political opponents.43 The past shows that the executive 
branch of Peru’s government was not concerned with the rights of their indigenous population. 
While presidents before Fujimori expanded executive power in order to combat the Shining Path, 
Fujimori was able to take autocratic control of the government after his auto-coup in 1992. He 
took control of the press, dissolved Congress, and weakened the judicial systems--resulting in 
the undermining of the Peruvian democratic system.44 Yet, his approval ratings remained high 
since Congress and the courts were seen as corrupt and ineffective institutions.45 The capture of 
Guzmán cemented Fujimori’s popularity, giving momentum to his re-election three years later. 
Even though the threat of the Shining Path had been neutralized, public fear did not dissipate so 
quickly, and this provided Fujimori the justification needed to maintain his executive power and 
justify subsequent human rights abuses.46 

The Family Planning Program was not a secret. Outwardly, there appeared to be a government 
effort to increase access to birth control. Moreover, foreign and international organizations such 
as the UN and USAID were also involved, directly or indirectly. But of the thousands of doctors 
and medical technicians were aware of the quotas, few chose to raise concerns about the forced 
sterilizations. Some believed that the surgeries benefitted women, even though they did not obtain 
consent from most women they operated on. One doctor justified his actions by using the same 
language that Fujimori used when introducing his family planning proposal:

[M]aybe there were places where they have been deceived and forced, but we have talked 
to them, we have never done force nor have we ever thought that we are doing something 

38  “The Rise and Fall of Shining Path.” COHA. Council on Hemispheric Affairs, June 5, 2008.
39  Ibid.
40  Ibid. 
41  Ibid.
42  Conroy, John. Unspeakable Acts, Ordinary People: the Dynamics of Torture. Berkeley, Calif: Univ. of California Press, 2001.
43  “The Rise and Fall of Shining Path.” COHA. Council on Hemispheric Affairs, June 5, 2008.
44  Ibid.
45  Brooke, James. “FUJIMORI SEES RAPID RECOVERY IN PERU ECONOMY.” Sun Sentinel. Sun Sentinel, April 7, 1993.  
46  Getgen, Jocelyn E., “Untold Truths: The Exclusion of Enforced Sterilizations from the Peruvian Truth Commission’s Final Report”. 
Cornell Law Faculty Publications. Paper 1087 (2009) pg. 6. 
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wrong either, because actually family planning is needed right? Because with so many 
children they can not survive, they can not give them education, they can not feed them.47 

The program was cast as forward-looking and ultimately beneficial to children. Instead 
of implementing strategies and programs that could increase the quality of life in the region, 
sterilization was portrayed as the more cost-effective course of action. Marginalized communities 
would continue to be marginalized and denied services and resources. One technician justified 
the program by claiming: “I think it is because of their need... before this whole area was extreme 
poverty... people of the countryside [are] very easy to convince, that’s why the age of terrorism 
begins in the field.”48 The rhetoric used is patronizing. The medics may have viewed women like 
Rute Zuñiga as “naïve”.49 While the medics may not have held malicious intentions, their actions 
were incredibly damaging physically and psychologically. Testimonies from the medics involved 
show that there is an awareness of the “intellectual, eco-nomic and socio-cultural distance between 
health professionals…and people living in rural and marginal urban areas.”50 The actions of the 
doctors could be justified and tolerated because there was a distinction between them and those 
they performed the sterilizations on. Furthermore, the violent actions of the Shining Path were 
still on the minds of many Peruvians. It was easiest to blame the indigenous population for the 
rise of the Shining Path, even though there were other factors at play, because the terrorist group 
recruited from those communities. This also contributed to the medics’ negative perceptions of 
the communities that they served. 

Fujimori targeted the poorest communities in Peru, and while these communities had higher 
birth rates than many urban areas, they were not the most overpopulated.51 Fujimori’s goals were 
likely two-fold: one was to punish indigenous communities for their involvement in the Shining 
Path and another was to facilitate economic growth by reducing the population of the poorest 
Peruvians. Although Fujimori’s intentions were malicious (as he showed by establishing quotas 
that encouraged doctors and technicians to act without consent), his initial arguments were 
appealing, because in many poor communities, families struggled to provide for their children. 
Women who used contraceptives continued to be stigmatized. In addition, women often had 
the burden of childcare and supporting the household financially. These stresses were often 
compounded by abusive relationships. Some women sought a more permanent contraceptive. 
According to one sterilized woman: 

[My husband] wanted to have many children, more and more children, but he hit me, 
mami ... he hit me hard... for 8 years he had been hitting me [...] there then on the post 
was a nurse who was my friend... she told me : ‘Why are you going to have more children? 
This man beats you; Get a ligation, it’s just a touch, no more[right away], and you will heal 
quickly’ and that’s why I did it, mami. (Interview with a sterilized woman in Huamanga, 

47  Serra, Ainhoa M. “(Forced) Sterilizations in Peru: Power and Narrative Configurations.” Translated by Ashley Woodward. Revista de 
Antropología Iberoamericana, Volume 12 No. 1, DOI 10.11156/aibr.120103e
 (2017) pg. 42.
48  Ibid.
49  Ibid.
50  Ibid.
51  Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios 
Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): pg. 7.
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Ayacucho, 12.05.2014).52 

Reproductive healthcare was appealing to some women, and some saw it as a way to lessen 
their suffering. But Fujimori’s sterilization campaign went far beyond the initial mandate. He 
gained legitimacy and support for his program by mirroring the rhetoric of women’s rights 
movements—taking advantage of global support—and through international agencies such as 
USAID. His campaign targeted marginalized indigenous communities in Peru and focused on 
economic growth through population control, disregarding the autonomy and rights of women. 

52  Serra, Ainhoa M. “(Forced) Sterilizations in Peru: Power and Narrative Configurations.” Translated by Ashley Woodward. Revista de 
Antropología Iberoamericana, Volume 12 No. 1, DOI 10.11156/aibr.120103e
 (2017) pg. 46. 



Spring Quarter 2020 44

References

1. Aramburu, Carlos. “Politics and Reproductive Health: a Dangerous Connection.” Interregional 
Seminar on Reproductive Health, December 2002.

2. Boesten, Jelke. “Free Choice or Poverty Alleviation? Population Politics in Peru under Alberto 
Fujimori.” Revista Europea De Estudios Latinoamericanos Y Del Caribe / European Review of 
Latin American and Caribbean Studies, no. 82 (2007): 3-20. www.jstor.org/stable/25676252.

3. Brooke, James. “FUJIMORI SEES RAPID RECOVERY IN PERU ECONOMY.” Sun 
Sentinel. Sun Sentinel, April 7, 1993. https://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/fl-xpm-1993-04-07-
9302040485-story.html.

4. Conroy, John. Unspeakable Acts, Ordinary People: the Dynamics of Torture. Berkeley, Calif: 
Univ. of California Press, 2001.

5. Fujimori, Alberto. “Speech Given by the President of the Republic of Peru.” United Nations. 
United Nations Development Programme, September 15, 1995. https://www.un.org/esa/
gopher-data/conf/fwcw/conf/gov/950915131946.txt.

6. Getgen, Jocelyn E., “Untold Truths: The Exclusion of Enforced Sterilizations from the 
Peruvian Truth Commission’s Final Report”. Cornell Law Faculty Publications. Paper 1087 
(2009). http://scholarship.law.cornell.edu/facpub/1087

7. Gribble, James N., Suneeta Sharma, and Elaine P. Menotti. “Family Planning Policies and 
Their Impacts on the Poor: Peru’s Experience.” Guttmacher Institute. Guttmacher Institute, 
December 6, 2016. https://www.guttmacher.org/journals/ipsrh/2007/12/.

8. Kay, Kira. “Peruvian Women Alleging Forced Sterilization Seek Justice.” PBS. Public 
Broadcasting Service, April 28, 2019. 

9. https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/peruvian-women-alleging-forced-sterilization-seek-justice.
10. Lizarzaburu, Javier. “Forced Sterilisation Haunts Peruvian Women Decades On.” BBC News 

BBC, December 2, 2015. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-34855804.
11. Monahan, Lynn F. “Fujimori Confronts Catholic Church Over Birth Control.” AP NEWS. 

Associated Press, August 12, 1995. https://apnews.com/69e94915f5dbd204b342f842648b55ac.
12. “Peru: Order to Indict Fujimori Is a Milestone in Search for Justice for Victims of Forced 

Sterilization,” April 28, 2018. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/04/peru-order-to-
indict-fujimori-is-a-milestone-in-search-for-justice-for-victims-of-forced-sterilization/.

13. Serra, Ainhoa M. “(Forced) Sterilizations in Peru: Power and Narrative Configurations.” 
Translated by Ashley Woodward. Revista de Antropología Iberoamericana, Volume 12 No. 1 
(2017) pg. 31 - 52. DOI 10.11156/aibr.120103e

14. Sims, Calvin. “President’s Call for Birth Control Is Dividing Peru.” The New York Times. The 
New York Times, August 12, 1995. https://www.nytimes.com/1995/08/12/world/president-s-
call-for-birth-control-is-dividing-peru.html

15. “The Rise and Fall of Shining Path.” COHA. Council on Hemispheric Affairs, June 5, 2008. 
http://www.coha.org/the-rise-and-fall-of-shining-path/.

16. “The U.S. Government and International Family Planning & Reproductive Health: Statutory 
Requirements and Policies.” Reproductive Health: Statutory Requirements and Policies. Global 
Health Policy, June 30, 2020. https://www.kff.org/global-health-policy/fact-sheet/the-u-s-
government-and-international-family-planning-reproductive-health-statutory-requirements-and-



Spring Quarter 2020 45

policies/.
17. USAID’S Partnership with Peru Advances Family Planning USAID Issue Brief. September, 

2016: USAID. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1864/peru-508.pdf.



Spring Quarter 2020 46

The Final Frontier
An Overview of the Potential 

Weaponization of Space

by Thomas H. Weil
University of Chicago ’22

I. Introduction & Context

For decades, the United States raced to claim outer space. However, it was not until March 
2018 that an American president proposed the establishment of a United States Space Force, 
co-equal with the current five branches of the military.1 In February 2019, President Trump 
signed Space Policy Directive-4 for the establishment of the United States Space Force.2  In its 
introduction, the Directive noted:  

Space is integral to our way of life, our national security, and modern warfare.”3  
Recognizing that many countries, allies and challengers alike, have developed or are developing 

plans for the exploration, commercialization, or military use of space, America no longer possesses 
a substantive “technological advantage

It continued:  some “potential adversaries are now advancing their space capabilities and 
actively developing ways to deny our use of space in a crisis or conflict.” In this light, it is 
“imperative that the United States adapt its national security organizations, policies, doctrine, 
and capabilities to deter aggression and protect our interests.” Therefore, it concluded, a military 
department, the United States Space Force, “would be authorized to organize, train, and equip 
military space forces of the United States to ensure unfettered access to, and freedom to operate 
in, space, and to provide vital capabilities to joint and coalition forces in peacetime and across the 
spectrum of conflict.”4 Despite President Trump’s belief in the validity of this mission, it raises 
questions on the legality of a “warfighting domain” in space. As it stands, international space 
law is not sufficiently developed enough to effectively limit the possibility of space-based conflict 
escalation. The international space law framework has clearly exploitable loopholes and vague 
wording regarding weapons testing and the purpose of space exploration, necessitating a revisit 
from the United Nations. 

During a March 2019 address at Marine Corps Air Station Miramar in San Diego, California, 

1  Davenport, Christian. “The White House Was Seriously Considering a ‘Space Force’ Well before Trump Talked about It Publicly.” The 
Washington Post. WP Company, August 21, 2018. http://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2018/08/21/white-house-was-seriously-con-
sidering-space-force-well-before-trump-talked-about-it-publicly.
2  “Text of Space Policy Directive-4: Establishment of the United States Space Force.” The White House. The United States Government. 
Accessed July 8, 2020. http://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/text-space-policy-directive-4-establishment-united-states-space-force.
3  Ibid.
4  Ibid
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President Trump explained his vision for the Space Force: “My new national strategy for space 
recognizes that space is a war-fighting domain, just like the land, air, and sea.”5 Critics charge that 
the Space Force is merely a resurrection of President Reagan’s ill-fated “Star Wars Defense” plan.6 
Nevertheless, technological advances over nearly four decades suggest that this new force is not 
science fiction. On August 29, 2019, during a speech in the Rose Garden of the White House, 7 
President Trump announced the creation of the United States Space Command, SPACECOM, an 
entity within the Pentagon tasked with missile warnings, protection of satellites, and protection 
from space threats. Secretary of Defense Mark Esper noted that this was the first step to the 
creation of the Space Force, a new and independent sixth branch of the U.S. Military.8  

President Trump defended this move, arguing that each military combatant command has an 
area of responsibility and that, as threats to the United States continuously change, the military 
must adapt.9 Because the challenges and threats to American and global security in the electronic 
age are so great, President Trump argued that military competition is “going to be a whole 
different ball game.” He continued: “our adversaries are weaponizing Earth’s orbits with new 
technology targeting American satellites that are critical to both battlefield operations and our way 
of life at home. Our freedom to operate in space is also essential to detecting and destroying any 
missile launched against the United States.”10 As such, President Trump argued that space is an 
independent region with its own combatant command.11 On December 20, 2019, the U.S. Space 
Force (USSF) was established by the FY-2020 National Defense Authorization Act.12 The USSF 
was established within the Department of the Air Force, headed by the Secretary of the Air Force, 
under the direction of the US Secretary of Defense. General John W. Raymond is the Chief of 
Space Operations (CSO). The CSO is a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.13 

II. Space Law: An Overview

Space is increasingly commercialized. There is a new interest in space exploration and tourism, 
telecommunications, and business opportunities (eg. mining). As such, it is imperative to cultivate 
an understanding of space and its weaponization. Its importance in international relations will 
only increase.

The founding document of Outer Space Law, the Outer Space Treaty, was passed in the 
United Nations (UN) general assembly on January 27, 1967.14 More than fifty years later, this 

5  The Daily Beast. “Trump Proposes U.S. ‘Space Force’ to Guard the Galaxy.” The Daily Beast. The Daily Beast Company, March 14, 
2018. https://www.thedailybeast.com/trump-proposes-us-space-force-to-guard-the-galaxy.
6  Kennedy, Lesley. “Why Reagan’s ‘Star Wars’ Defense Plan Remained Science Fiction.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, Janu-
ary 18, 2019. https://www.history.com/news/reagan-star-wars-sdi-missile-defense.
7  “Remarks by President Trump at Event Establishing the U.S. Space Command.” The White House. The United States Government. 
Accessed July 8, 2020. http://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-event-establishing-u-s-space-command.
8  McIntyre, Jamie. “US Space Command Launches, the next Step to Realizing Trump’s Dream of a Space Force.” Washington Examiner, 
August 29, 2019. https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/policy/defense-national-security/us-space-command-launches-the-next-step-to-real-
izing-trumps-dream-of-a-space-force.
9  “Remarks by President Trump at Event Establishing the U.S. Space Command.” The White House. The United States Government. 
Accessed July 8, 2020. 
10  Ibid.
11  Ibid.
12  Inhofe, James M. “Actions - S.1790 - 116th Congress (2019-2020): National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020.” Congress.
gov, December 20, 2019. https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/1790/all-actions?overview=closed.
13  The United States Space Force.  See:  https://www.spaceforce.mil.  Accessed July 8, 2020. 
14  The “Outer Space Treaty” is formally the “Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer 
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treaty remains the core document for understanding international space law. Only four other 
treaties regarding the use of space have been passed by the United Nations, all of which are 
considerably narrower in scope. The Outer Space Treaty covers everything from nuclear weapons 
in space to how to regard astronauts. Even so, it is sorely insufficient to tackle questions of space’s 
weaponization or commercialization. 

The Outer Space treaty makes several important and aspirational claims.15  First, it states that 
“the exploration and use of outer space shall be carried out for the benefit and in the interests 
of all countries and shall be the province of all mankind.”  Further, it argues that “outer space is 
not subject to national appropriation by claim of sovereignty, by means of use or occupation, or 
by any other means,” and those who travel to space, astronauts, “shall be regarded as the envoys 
of mankind.”  Since “the Moon and other celestial bodies shall be used exclusively for peaceful 
purposes,” it follows that “states shall not place nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass 
destruction in orbit or on celestial bodies or station them in outer space in any other manner.”  
Finally, the treaty claims that “states shall be responsible for national space activities whether 
carried out by governmental or non-governmental entities.” In other words, they must “avoid 
harmful contamination of space and celestial bodies,” and, in every event, “shall be liable for 
damage caused by their space objects.”16

III. Space Law & War-Fighting

How, then, does international law affect the next warfighting domain?  The Outer Space Treaty 
employs the word peace fourteen times, half of which are operative uses. In other words, the 
term peace is used in legally-binding clauses. Space was considered a universal region for peaceful 
exploration, yet notable loopholes emerged. Though nuclear weapons are expressly forbidden and 
Article IV bans the testing of weapons on celestial bodies, a legal survey on space law has noted 
that “no mention of the use of the whole of outer space exclusively for peaceful purposes has been 
made... It is only with respect to the moon and other celestial bodies that this concept has been 
accepted”. 17 Some nations maintain that there are limits on the weaponization (eg. no nuclear 
weapons),18 while others maintain that Article IV, when combined with multiple other provisions 
in the Outer Space Treaties implicitly prohibits all but purely peaceful activities. No clear 
consensus has emerged, indicating a need for further international debate on the issue. 

Article IV also prohibits the creation of military bases on celestial objects.19  However, military 
Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies.”  The Outer Space Treaty and four additional treaties reinforce the framework of the 
original 1967 treaty – “The Rescue Agreement of 1968 requires States to assist an astronaut in case of accident, distress, emergency or unin-
tended landing.  The Liability Convention of 1972 establishes the standards of liability for damage caused by space objects.  The Registration 
Convention of 1975 requires States to register all objects launched into outer space with the United Nations.  The Moon Agreement of 1979 
elaborates on the provisions of the Outer Space Treaty as they apply to the Moon and other celestial bodies” – are found at the UN Office for 
Outer Space Affairs, at:  http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/index.html.  Accessed 1.31.2020.
15  Wickramatunga, Robert. “United NationsOffice for Outer Space Affairs.” The Outer Space Treaty. Accessed July 8, 2020. http://www.
unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introouterspacetreaty.html.
16  Ibid.
17  Cheng, Bin.  The Legal Status of Outer Space and Relevant Issues: Delimitation of Outer Space and Definition of Peaceful Use, 11 J. 
Space Law 89 (1983). Access provided by the Biddle Law Library at the University of Pennsylvania School of Law:  https://www.law.upenn.
edu/live/files/7834-chengdftissspclawjrnlspclawpdf.  Accessed July 8, 2020. 
18  Ibid.
19   Wickramatunga, Robert. “United NationsOffice for Outer Space Affairs.” Outer Space Treaty. Accessed July 8, 2020. https://www.
unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/outerspacetreaty.html.
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stations in space (eg. in geo-stationary orbit about Earth or another celestial body) are not 
expressly proscribed. Two other issues complicate treaty interpretation. First, Article IX requires 
states to seek international consultation before proceeding in an action that may harm another 
actor’s peaceful exploration of space. Nevertheless, the definition of harm is not specified, nor is it 
apparent which convening body a state must notify. Second, Article XII states that all installations, 
stations, and equipment on celestial bodies, including the Moon, must be open to inspections 
and cooperative activities, but is otherwise silent on a host of practical issues, including mode of 
inspection, who does the inspections, how the inspectors reach the installation, interoperability of 
technology, and the like.20

It can be argued that, in the face of current and near-future technology and cost, satellites are 
more important than fixed stations. China, Russia, and the United States, among others, are all 
developing anti-satellite (ASAT) technologies.21  Similarly, a suspected catalyst to the United States’ 
interest in both ASAT and a Space Force came in 2007 when China demonstrated the scope of its 
own ASAT program.22  While a significant and continuous physical military presence in space may 
be decades away, ASAT, broadly conceived, and combined with artificial intelligence and cyber-
weapons, targeting military and civilian targets in and through space (e.g. commercial and military 
global positioning systems and communications satellites or inter-continental ballistic missiles) is 
already here.  

IV. Conclusion

While the Outer Space Treaty focuses on limiting human exploration and use of space to 
peaceful uses, advances in engineering, science, and technology will make warfare in or near 
space more likely. Further, as society progresses, private organizations will move into space and 
develop the capability to mine asteroids or otherwise utilize space for profit. It follows, then, that 
the ability to craft new weapons will soon outstrip the capacity to regulate their use.  If we have 
learned anything from the history of weapons and technology, it is likely they will be used prior to 
mapping completely their known and potentially unconsidered ethical and concrete consequences. 
Given the race to arm  space, it is time to update our policy and diplomacy, international laws and 
global norms with the advances in our power to destroy.

20  Ibid.
21  Axe, David. “When It Comes to War in Space, U.S. Has the Edge.” Reuters. Thomson Reuters, August 9, 2015. http://blogs.reuters.com/
great-debate/2015/08/09/the-u-s-military-is-preparing-for-the-real-star-wars/.
22   Bowen, Bleddyn. “China’s Space Weapons Test Ten Years on: Behemoth Pulls the Peasants’ Plough.” Defence, January 10, 2017. 
https://defenceindepth.co/2017/01/11/chinas-space-weapons-test-ten-years-on-behemoth-pulls-the-peasants-plough.
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