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Abstract. To globally manage COVID-19, governments instituted national
emergencies, prohibited large social gatherings, and introduced travel
bans and lockdowns. However necessary from a health perspective, these
responses allowed politicians in some contexts to threaten the stability of
democratic institutions and human rights. Some leaders met with approval
from a public rallying around the flag – when citizens put their trust in
government to manage a crisis. Yet power grabs also provoked resistance
in a number of countries. This study examines a mix of regime types –
consolidated democratic, semi-consolidated democratic, illiberal democratic
and authoritarian – which include: the US (liberal democracy under threat),
Poland (liberal, semi-consolidated democracy), Hungary (illiberal) and China
(authoritarian) in a snapshot from the pandemic’s outbreak through September
2020. Relying on a theoretical framework that examines the use of
emergency powers in the early stages of the COVID-19 crisis where a rally
effect enabled some leaders to abuse power, this paper argues that significant
popular resistance arose against leaders’ power abuses but was hindered
initially due to a rally effect. However, rallies were largely temporary, or held
only for certain issues. Elements of civil society in the US, Poland and
Hungary ultimately slowed political leaders’ power grabs. In China, the
threat of the pandemic empowered the government to effectively shut down
open civic resistance, most visibly in Hong Kong. This paper demonstrates
that in authoritarian contexts, the use of emergency powers may have more
severe implications compared to democratic or semi-democratic contexts.
This research contributes to strategies of democracy promotion in crises
by pointing to the need to support civil society, which in many – but not
all – cases can subvert overreach by political leaders’ power grabs in crises.
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Introduction

As COVID-19 spread globally in 2020-2021, it raised the issue of how
governments could keep their populations safe while preserving civil rights and
liberties.2 The current pandemic constitutes a global crisis. Crises are “episodic
breakdowns of familiar symbolic frameworks that legitimate the pre-existing…
order.”3 Historically, pandemics have altered power dynamics through their
accompanying flux in political, social and economic conditions, which create
spaces for changes.4 COVID-19 also highlights governance problems that arise
when addressing infectious diseases that represent a collective action challenge.
Domestically, governments rely on securitized measures such as surveying citizens’
movement, declaring states of emergency, and deploying the military to control
the virus’ spread. Such securitized measures have a political cost, however
necessary they might seem. They allow some politicians to undermine democracy
in democratic governments, to bypass checks and balances on their powers and it
enables authoritarian governments to justify and exacerbate human rights
violations.5

The pandemic hits during a period of “decline of democratic regime attributes”
among a growing number of democracies and deepening autocratization of
authoritarian regimes.6 In today’s era of widespread rhetorical support for democracy,
coups, one-party autocracies and other direct anti-democratic actions are not
feasible. Political leaders insteadmanoeuvre by constraining the political opposition,
the press and civil society, often through politically far-right populisms rooted in
intolerant forms of nationalism.7 Some political leaders have seized on the
pandemic to consolidate power, diminish civil liberties and hamper dissent. In
this article, we ask: How did the early stages of COVID-19 accelerate the ongoing
authoritarian resurgence and how did civil societies contest political leaders’
power grabs?
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We examine cases that offer a mix of regime types – fully democratic, semi-
consolidated democratic, illiberal democratic and authoritarian – which include: the
US (liberal democracy increasingly under threat), Poland (liberal, semi-consolidated
democracy), Hungary (illiberal) and China (authoritarian) in a snapshot from the
pandemic’s outbreak through September 2020. Unpacking the early stages of
state response to the pandemic can help shed light on current government efforts,
which we outline in the discussion. The cases present differences in regime, region
and power on the global stage, as well as differences in the level of freedom
within civil society and manoeuvrability for the political opposition. However, in
this period, each were defined by leaders with authoritarian tendencies who
engaged in rhetoric and/or actions that relied on intolerant nationalisms. In each
case, elements of civil society challenged government power grabs, to varying
degrees of success.

Civil society is the space of politics that lies outside the household and state,
where people come together to push for change.8 Anna Lührmann and Staffan
Lindberg suggest that authoritarianism includes actions by political leaders that
“move away from [full] democracy.”9 Robust democracy includes widespread
participation of ordinary citizens, the ease of the political opposition to organize,
full civil rights and liberties, equal access to government influence and a variety
of media sources.10 Illiberal democracies are countries that hold elections but
lack full civil rights and liberties or the rule of law.11 Authoritarian regimes limit
political participation in one way or another, with totalitarian governments the
most limited.12

This paper begins with our theoretical framework that explores how crises
can be used to alter power dynamics, highlighting rally around the flag, which
refers to when citizens put their trust in government to manage the crisis.13
Rallying may enable political leaders to abuse power during a crisis with the support
of the population. The second section traces the role of civil society in the US,
Poland, Hungary and China (including Hong Kong) during the pandemic in
challenging the oppressive tactics deployed by the diverse political leaders in
our cases. We argue that significant popular resistance arose against leaders’
power abuses but was hindered initially due to a rally effect. However, rallies were
largely temporary, or held only for certain issues. Elements of civil society in the
US, Poland and Hungary ultimately slowed political leaders’ power grabs. In
China, the threat of the pandemic empowered the government to effectively shut
down open civic resistance, most visibly in Hong Kong. The conclusion discusses
the critical need to support civil society, which in many – but not all – cases can
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subvert overreach by political leaders’ power grabs in crises. Elements of civil
society in the US, Hungary and Poland have slowed the pace of the early abuse
of power in these countries. However, in the US, continued political polarization
may hinder these efforts in the future, and barriers to civil society organizing in
Hungary and Poland are significant. In China, obstacles have become so great
that dissenting civil society has been forced underground.

Crises and Power

Periods of crisis can provide opportunities to alter power structures. These
changes may be carried out by political leaders, political opposition or civil
society actors. The literature suggests that changes to the power structure do not
follow a pattern and may result in a range of outcomes that further or hinder
democratic practices and respect for human rights.14 Crises can also institutionalize
the status quo, depending on the actions taken by political actors.15 Autocratic
leaders – from fully democratic, illiberal and authoritarian regimes – have sought
to use the pandemic to expand their powers.

One-way political leaders enact changes in power in crises comes through the
“rally around the flag” effect. This occurs when citizens respond to a crisis by
bolstering support for their leaders, whom they entrust to handle the crisis.16

This was well-documented in Americans’ broad support for George W. Bush in
the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.17 In times of uncertainty – as crisis
situations are – even those on the political left of the spectrum, typically more
open and less fearful compared to those on the political right, may rally for a
leader, although this is not always the case.18 However, popularity surges for a
leader are often temporary, with few long-lasting impacts. A rally moment appears
to relate to societal levels of trust. Where the public’s trust of government is
higher, a rally effect will be stronger and/or last longer.19 It may only be those
who already support, or have the potential to support, a leader who rallies in the
face of a crisis.20
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Another way political leaders succeed with a power grab in a crisis is by abusing
emergency powers. Emergency powers – rendered through states of emergency
– are meant to be temporary, to allow leaders to take “decisive action” in a crisis.
This comes with fewer constraints than under “normal” circumstances, as crises are
deemed exceptional periods that require extraordinary measures to manage.21
However, emergency powers may be extended to empower leaders. Prior to
Egypt’s Arab Spring, the country had been under a state of emergency for the
better part of 50 years to enable the government to exercise extreme control.22

Initially, the US and China were hesitant to declare a state of emergency. In
the US, the Trump Administration reluctantly declared a national emergency. Xi
Jinping’s Chinese Communist Party (CCP) government was aware of the outbreak
in Wuhan for at least two weeks before the CCP declared a national emergency.23
In contrast, in both Hungary and Poland, Viktor Orbán andAndrzej Duda readily
launched emergency powers.24

We suggest that in the US the rally around the flag was issue specific. There
was a clear rally for Trump, even among Democrats, on limiting migration as a
containment response to COVID-19, although there was no rally on the issue of
policing or the government’s response to the pandemic.25 The rally effect holds
widely in Hungary and Poland for supporters of these regimes, despite the erosion
in civil rights and liberties supported by the respective governments in response
to the pandemic.26 China is a different case since it is authoritarian. Yet for many
citizens, there is appreciation of the government’s COVID-19 containment,
despite increased government surveillance that further violates citizens’ right to
privacy.27 This suggests that among theHanmajority (“ethnic Chinese”) inmainland
China, there is evidence of a rally effect. However, given the often-brutal silencing
of dissenters, support for Xi’s CCP may be a measure of personal security.28
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Contrarily, the political opposition and civil society may be empowered by
crises.29 Thomas Birkland suggests three factors necessary to make use of crises.
First, the media must cover such crises widely. Second, there must be ample
public interest to generate the political will to see through change. Finally,
political actors must be well-organized prior to the crisis, to mobilize quickly for
desired changes.30 Coverage of COVID-19 is ubiquitous, and public interest
high. To varying degrees, civil society was ready for mobilization in the US,
Poland, Hungary and China. Birkland discussed democratic contexts where there
is a free press and the ability of the political opposition – both in government and
civil society – to organize freely. Notably, in illiberal or authoritarian regimes,
freedom of the press may hinder coverage or skew the perspectives of the public
in a way unfavourable for the kind of change sought by the political opposition
and/or civil society. Furthermore, unless an authoritarian government has lost
power, it is typically difficult for civil society to push through changes – as is the
case in China – although by no means impossible. Likewise, the political
opposition will also have more difficulty organizing under an authoritarian regime
than a democratic where there are more political and civil freedoms, even if
there are barriers, such as in Hungary and increasingly in Poland.

Civil Society Reacts to Leaders’ Power Grabs

The contrast between the US, a liberal democracy, and China, an authoritarian
regime, enable fruitful comparisons. The US civil society’s response was the
greatest in our four cases, an expected outcome given the greater freedoms in a
full democracy. In China, the greatest civic turnout was in Hong Kong, where it
is easier to organize under the somewhat more liberal regime. The Chinese
government responds quickly to contain unrest in mainland China by censoring
media and stopping the spread of government resistance, unlike the “one country,
two systems” approach it must follow in Hong Kong. This system has provided
greater autonomy and civil and political rights for Hongkongers under terms
made for the return of Hong Kong from British rule to China in 1997.31 Despite
the ease of organizing in the US, the TrumpAdministration responded with force
to protests in reaction to the murder of a Black man – George Floyd – by police
officers on 25 May 2020. The groundwork for these protests was laid by the
Movement for Black Lives (M4BL), also called Black Lives Matter (BLM),
established in 2013 in response to state (police) violence against Blacks.32
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Poland and Hungary offer similar case comparisons as Eastern European,
former Soviet bloc countries. Both are new democracies and part of the European
Union (EU). The free press, political opposition and civil society are suppressed
to some extent in both countries, which is linked to the rise of populists, who
have been emboldened by the COVID-19 crisis.33 Hungary under Orbán is an
illiberal regime – defined as partially free by Freedom House – while Poland
retains its free rating, although this once consolidated democracy is undergoing
de-democratization, marking it as semi-consolidated.34 Despite increased barriers
to organizing in Hungary (since 2010) and Poland (since 2015), both saw
significant turnout by civil society against power grabs by Orbán and Duda in the
pandemic.35

US

In contrast to leaders in Poland and Hungary who used fears about health and
safety related to the pandemic to their advantage in the early stages of the pandemic,
Trump initially downplayed health concerns. Nevertheless, the US declared the
COVID-19 outbreak a national health emergency. Following this, the Department of
Justice and Trump attempted to use the crisis to implement controversial policies in
line with the Republican political agenda. Trump named the pandemic as a
reason for amplifying border restrictions and limiting asylum claims. Running
on a populist platform, Trump had emphasized fear of “Others.”36 Many measures
restricting immigration were presented as temporary tools for controlling
COVID-19’s spread. However, these measures were extended repeatedly. Citing
COVID-19, in 2020, the Trump Administration banned travel from China
(January 31), Iran (February 29), some European countries (March 12) and Brazil
(May 24). The government suspended routine visa services at US consulates
(March 13) and closed many immigration courts and postponed hearings (March 17).
The US paused all refugee resettlement (March 18), and began seizing private
property along the Mexican border for the construction of “Trump’s wall” before
proposing a sweeping new regulation to block asylum-seekers on public health
grounds (July 8).

Although Trump’s approval of handling the pandemic was only at 32 percent
in July 2020, most Republicans (81%), nearly half of Democrats (49%) and a
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clear majority of independents (62%) approved of immigration restrictions to
slow the spread of the pandemic.37 This broad support for closing the borders is
an example of how crises can push even liberals to rally around the flag, such as
support for border closure and travel restrictions after the 9/11 terrorist attacks.38
However, the rally effect was not as strong is the US as in other countries. This
could be explained by low American public trust in the government, which is at
a near historic low. Just 17% of Americans trust the government to do what is
right “just about always” (3%) or “most of the time” (14%).39 As Chatagnier
explains, the rally effect relates to societal levels of trust. Where the public’s
trust of government is higher, a rally effect will be more likely.40

In contrast to migration, the rally effect for Trump is far weaker when it
comes to questions of policing and rights. This is apparent in rising support for
BLM against police brutality. Evidence suggests that the greater free time provided
by COVID-19 (due to job loss) and anger over the government’s response to the
pandemic led to wide participation in BLM protests.41 Public opinion on race
and criminal justice has steadily moved left since the killings of Trayvon Martin,
Michael Brown, and George Floyd. Support for BLM increased dramatically
from a 17-point margin before the BLM demonstrations launched in May 2020,
to a 28-point margin over summer 2020.42 Ultimately, such support at the
national level dropped, but in June 2020, 45% of Republicans acknowledged
that Black people face discrimination in the US.43 In an appeal to white voters –
seeking to rally his base Trump defended Confederate monuments while painting
BLM protesters as out-of-control radicals, even as protests were typically
peaceful. Trump rebuked “Black Lives Matter” as a “symbol of hate.”44 He sent
federal agents to Portland, Oregon in response to BLM protests, supposedly to
help the city get protests under control and protect federal property. Trump
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suggested that federal agents could be deployed to Chicago, NewYork, Philadelphia,
Detroit, Baltimore and Oakland, saying these cities are run by “radical left”
Democrats. Moreover, the Department of Justice has asked Congress to detain
people without trial and to stop court proceedings during emergencies, with
BLM protesters the clear target. These moves were meant to revive support for
Trump in the November presidential elections, by shifting the nation’s attention
away from the coronavirus crisis by driving fear of BLM. In parts of US civil
society, there is a reckoning with police brutality and the ongoing – often violent
– mistreatment of Black Americans. The rally among Trump’s base held through
the 2020 election, but for increasing numbers of Americans, there was a drift
towards Biden. The November election served as evidence that Trump could not
make use of the crises of COVID-19 and BLM protests to maintain power.

Poland

Poland’s “de-democratization” began in 2015 when the current government
came to power. Previously a consolidated democracy, Poland has moved toward
semi-consolidation.45 To combat COVID-19, the government enforced a wide-
ranging lockdown in mid-March 2020 through “a state of epidemic threat.”46
This was a form of emergency law, although not a declaration of emergency per
se.47 While an emergency declaration would have required Parliamentary approval
and been limited to a period of 90 days (with a possible 60-day renewal), the
government opted for a special powers law, known as the COVID Act.48 This
allowed the government to forego Parliamentary approval and to avoid triggering
a delay in the upcoming elections slated for 10 May 2020, a measure required
under a state of emergency declaration.49

Some Members of Parliament questioned the COVID Act’s constitutionality
and the limits it would entail to civil rights and liberties. However, no follow-up
action was taken with the Ombudsman’s office or other legal experts to review
the Act’s legality.50 On 15 March 2020, gatherings of 50 were prohibited by the
government on the grounds of COVID-19. Banning gatherings was convenient
for President Andrzej Duda given that this came during the presidential election
campaign. Duda continued to hold campaign events and meet with the press
controlled by his party, the right-wing populist Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (Law
and Justice) (PiS) party, while the opposition was largely forced to end
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campaigning.51 Over March, Duda saw a small boost in his approval – linked
to a rally effect – moving from a 42% approval on 2 March 2020 to 48% in
mid-March. In a March survey by the newspaper Gazete.pl, 73% of respondents
believed Duda was favourably managing the pandemic, despite the restrictions
for the political opposition.52

While Poland’s political opposition, free press and civil society remain
strong, the country has become increasingly illiberal under the PiS government.
In part, this has been the result of the PiS government’s attacks on the country’s
judiciary, which has reduced the court’s independence. The government overtook
control of both the constitutional court as well as the governing body that
determines judge appointments in 2015.53 Additionally, independent journalists
face increasing attacks. Meanwhile, state-owned media operate essentially as a
mouthpiece of the government and often contain hate speech, especially against
the LGBTQI+ community.54 Likewise, Polish civil society has faced increasing
restrictions since 2015, including the PiS’s government’s politicization of civic
organizations’ funding that limits support for human rights. There is a notable
resistance against public engagement with women’s and LGBTQI+ groups by
the government.55

Further reductions in manoeuvrability for Poland’s civil society since March
2020 are linked to the pandemic. Opposition candidates and parts of civil society
called for postponing the presidential elections on the grounds of fairness and
safety. Hindered by the ban of public gatherings, civic resistance moved online.
A “Let’s postpone the election” campaign was held on 11 April 2020 after being
promoted on social media. At the appointed time, thousands of Poles poked their
heads through open windows or stood on their balconies to yell their demands
that the upcoming 10 May 2020 election be postponed. In addition, the civic
group Obywatele RP posted an online petition to demand rescheduling the
elections and declared that if the voting was held as scheduled, they would
organize an election boycott.56 Elections were postponed to June, proving civil
society could organize without gathering on the streets.
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The government also saw in the pandemic an opportunity to restrict women’s
and LGBTQI+ rights due the restrictions on public gatherings. The government
assumed this would prevent any visible opposition to human rights restrictions.
In early April 2020, the government re-introduced the so-called “Stop Abortion”
bill and the “Stop Paedophilia” bill. Originally presented in March 2018 and
October 2019 respectively, the bills had been greeted by widespread protests and
ultimately languished in Parliament. The abortion bill proposes reducing women’s
access on the grounds of foetal anomalies. Abortion is limited to cases where
woman’s health is endangered, if there has been rape and incest, or if there are
concerns regarding the viability or quality of life of the foetus.57 The other bill
would criminalize “promoting” sexual activities by minors as a way of supposedly
ending paedophilia. However, the target is sex educators and sex positive
perspectives. By mid-April 2020, when social distancing made any public
gathering illegal, the PiS government re-introduced the bills. In response, on 14
April 2020, approximately 100 feminists protested the bills in downtown Warsaw,
despite the ban on gatherings. The police broke up the protest and issued
sky-high fines to protestors, with some women receiving fines of €6,600 (~US
$7,747) for violating the public safety restrictions during the pandemic. Other
efforts against the bills included dissenters queuing in front of stores while
wearing symbols of the women’s movement and wielding protest banners as
they ostensibly shopped for groceries.58 Thanks to these actions, the government
moved both bills back to committee, meaning they are currently off the table.59

As noted, presidential elections were pushed back. The final results on 28
June 2020 were close, reflecting Poland’s polarization, but ultimately returned
Duda to power, 51.21 percent to 48.79 percent.60 Anti-LGBTQI+ and women’s
rights policy positions pushed by Duda’s government during the pandemic played
a decisive role in Duda’s re-election. Duda wasted no time pushing forward
PiS’s agenda. On 25 July 2020, it withdrew Poland from the anti-domestic
violence treaty the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating
Violence against Women and Domestic Violence (the Istanbul Convention),
which was signed and ratified by the previous centrist government to promote
women’s rights.

In response to the government’s anti-LGBTQI+ and women’s rights positions,
on 29 July, activists with Stop Bzdurom (Stop Bullshit) – a radical queer feminist
organization – gave “rainbow makeovers” to Warsaw’s famous statues of the
Christian Jesus, Nicolaus Copernicus (the astronomer) and the Mermaid of
Warsaw, a figure associated with the city. The statues were covered in LGBTQI+
flags and adorned with pink face masks. Three activists were arrested and
charged with “desecrating monuments and offending religious feelings.”61 On
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8 August 2020, thousands gathered to in Warsaw to show their support for
LGBTQI+ rights. Duda won the election during the pandemic, indicating a rally
around the flag effect. However, elements of civil society stood up to the
continued power grabs.

Hungary

On 11 March 2020, a state of emergency was declared by the Hungarian
government, shortly followed by the announcement of far-reaching emergency
powers to allow Orbán to rule by decree and to suspend acts of Parliament. Rule
by decree – in which an unchallenged government authority sets laws – is
decidedly non-democratic. The emergency law, known as the Authorization Act,
provided no guarantees for civil rights and liberties during the crisis.62 The
unicameral Hungarian National Assembly – with a two-thirds majority, aligned
with the two-thirds seats held by the governing coalition dominated by Orbán’s
party – Hungarian Civic Alliance, “Fidesz,” which is a result of gerrymandering
– approved the Act on 30 March 2020.63 The measure was immediately criticized
by much of civil society as overreach. While elsewhere emergency powers have
reduced citizens’ civil liberties temporarily – in democracies such as the UK,
France and Germany in mandatory quarantines – Hungary’s Authorization Act
included no end date. Although rescinded on 20 June 2020, many speculate that
damage from the Act is already done.64 A report from the Corruption Research
Centre Budapest indicates that in the first four months of 2020, corruption risk
in Hungary was at its highest point since 2005, with 41% of the contracts with
the government awarded without competitive bids.65 The lack of public data
regarding the awarding of government and EU contracts rose, indicating a decline
in transparency.66 Companies associated with Orbán have been the main winners
of these contracts, taking an estimated 27% of public money, an unprecedented
amount.67

Hungary’s press, political opposition and civil society saw reduced
manoeuvrability due to the Authorization Act. Provisions allowed the government
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to imprison journalists supposedly providing false information about the pandemic.
By the end of May 2020, at least 100 police investigations into journalists
accused of spreading false information had been documented, all of whom were
from independent news outlets. Moreover, in the two weeks after theAct passed,
the government claimed to “save money on politicians” by halving state financial
support for political parties. This hurt only opposition parties, as Fidesz (Orbán’s
party) maintains access to considerable public funds.68 Over five weeks in April
and May 2020, two independent MPs organized protests (conducted from cars
to promote social distancing) against government overreach. Police subjected
protestors to high fines, which went up in price at subsequent protests. The steep
fines were deemed necessary on the grounds that cars were blocking traffic,
which was said to endanger the public health in the pandemic. At least one
individual is documented as being fined €2000 (over $2,000 US).69 Ultimately,
the high price of the fines deterred further protests for the remainder of May.
Even so, on 7 June 2020, hundreds gathered for a peaceful protest in front of the
US Embassy to show solidarity with US BLM protests.

Since rule by decree ended on 20 June 2020, parts of civil society came out
in full force. On 21 June (the day after it was rescinded), protests erupted in
Budapest around the government’s planned reforms for the University of
Theatre and Film Arts. The reforms move maintenance of the University from
state administration to a private foundation, which the government claims will
lead to financial efficiency. Many fears that the University’s new board of
trustees will consist of government supporters who will erode accountability,
transparency and academic freedom. The efforts to preserve the autonomy of the
University included a student-led proposal for an independent regulatory board.
While a valiant effort, the government pushed forward its proposal. At the end
of July 2020, new protests aimed at promoting freedom of the press erupted,
although the government has long limited the independent press. On 22 July 2020,
the government had the editor-in-chief of Index – the last major independent
media outlet in Hungary – dismissed. In solidarity, 70 journalists at Index resigned
and crowds gathered on the streets to support press freedom.

While parts of civil society demonstrated opposition to the government’s
power grab during the pandemic, rally around the flag – when citizens so fear a
crisis that they put their trust and support in a government to manage the crisis
– appears to be in effect.70 While the rally effect is often temporary, in Hungary,
it may be longer lasting. The populace largely supported Orbán’s exercise of
emergency powers in the early stages and this support remained through the end
of the rule by decree measure, toward the end of June 2020. In April, Orbán had
a 74% approval rating. Even in June 2020, his approval stood at 62%, despite
restrictions against protesters and opposition parties.71
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Part of Orbán’s high approval during the initial phase of the pandemic was a
result of long-time crackdowns on the political opposition and civil society and
because his right-wing populist nationalism resonated. Hungarian society is
politically polarized, with those on the left favouring liberal economic policies
and human rights, while those on the right focus on “traditional” values, religiosity
and nationalism.72 Civil rights and liberties were greatly reduced from 2005 to
2014, as was freedom of the press, largely due to a growth in right-wing populism
that justified such crackdowns on the grounds of national security.73 At the start
of this backsliding, the then left-leaning government responded to public
demonstrations with a police crackdown on protestors. This led to the landslide
2010 election victory of Fidesz (and Orbán).74 Once in power, Orbán did not restore
rights but rather led a “constitutional revolution” in which he expanded his
control of the Constitutional Court by reducing the opposition’s input for judge
appointments and expanding the number of judges loyal to him. Orbán also saw
the reorganization of the Supreme Court and National Election Commission to
better ensure his own power.75 The 2014 elections were marred by restrictions
against the political opposition and a media openly in favour of Fidesz.76 By
limiting civil society, the political opposition and the press and catering to those
on the right, Orbán has found the ticket to longevity in power.

The initial phase of the pandemic presented new opportunities for Orbán to
further right-wing populism rooted in anti-migration, LGBTQI+ and women’s
rights.77 Orbán is infamous for flouting EU and international law by resisting
granting asylum to refugees, who are mainly Syrian Muslims. Orbán claims that
migration will destroy Europe, relying on a “Christianist populism” that projects
“European civilization” as a reverse image of an anti-civilizational Islamic other.78
In 2015, Hungary erected barbed wire fences along its borders with Croatia and
Serbia and made entry into the country for asylum purposes illegal, a violation
of the 1951 Refugee Convention.79 Instead, two “transit zones” at Hungary’s
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southern border have held asylum seekers. Reports of abuse in these zones, including
asylum seekers being deprived of food, have been common. On 1 March 2020,
the government announced that it would no longer accept asylum seekers,
ostensibly to protect public health during the pandemic. However, most asylum
seekers had been in Serbia for about 1.5 years, awaiting their chance for asylum,
meaning that none had recently been in high outbreak countries. Nevertheless,
Hungary closed its borders on 16 March to most foreigners. Orbán has asserted
that migrants in search of economic opportunity are apt to be COVID-19 carriers
because (as he has stated): “They are economic migrants coming from unsafe
sanitary conditions.”80 Border control has become a politically convenient measure
to “manage” the pandemic. There was little resistance from civil society on this
issue in 2020.

China

Xi appears to have found the pandemic useful to expand his power,
particularly in Hong Kong. After the central government learned of the virus
outbreak in Wuhan, it remained passive for at least two weeks in early January.81
However, by the end of January 2020, the government appeared to see it needed
to act if it hoped to slow COVID-19’s spread. More than thirty provinces and
cities in China came under level-one states of emergencies to control the outbreak.
A level-one delineation placed the emergency response under the directive of
the central rather than local government. The CCP enacted checkpoints in Henan
and Jiangxi provinces – located next to Hubei province, where the outbreak
originated – and a lockdown of Wuhan – Hubei’s capital – as well as five other
cities in Hubei.

During the lockdown, citizens were required to stay at home, where they were
visited daily by state workers who took people’s temperatures. The lockdown
remained through February 2020. Numerous doctors, citizen journalists and other
activists were silenced – some even disappeared – in this period for calling attention
to the government’s initial ineptitude in addressing COVID-19.82 By March, the
virus was largely under control and the government sought to encourage a return
to work yet wanted to prevent further outbreaks. It turned to electronic surveillance
technologies, such as phone tracking, facial recognition and even drones in its next
phase of containment response. The government encouraged citizens to install
software onto their smartphones to inform them whether they should quarantine
or if it were safe to be in public. China’s extensive surveillance systems are
infamous for enabling state human rights violations. Justifying new surveillance
measures because of the pandemic seemed acceptable to many in China. One
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citizen explained: “If we had to use it indefinitely, that would be crazy…But for
the epidemic, it makes sense.” Yet data gathered from these new technologies are
sharedwith the government and it is unclear when or how this data sharingwill end.83

In the early months of 2020, there was resistance to Xi’s handling of the
crisis, especially by Chinese youth on social media who spoke out against the
CCP’s censorship around the pandemic. In YouTube videos, people demanded
free speech and one young person, Hannah Yang, used an encrypted messaging
app to share screenshots of social media posts and articles taken down by the
government. By 29 March 2020, over 14,000 people had joined Yang’s channel
on Telegram.84Workers engaged in protests, with at least 25 recorded as the country
returned to work at the end of February. This included construction workers who
had built hospitals in Wuhan demanding owed wages.85

Despite its authoritarian system, collective actions against the government
are common in mainland China. Over January 2010 through June 2017, there
were 136,330 separate examples of public resistance against the CCP.86 However,
since 2016, the government has clamped down on the release of information
about protests. Moreover, the CCP works to disrupt activists’ networks and to
censor information through surveillance. This ensures that wherever state
resistance breaks out, it does not travel beyond that locale.87

Early resistance quieted in mainland China by May 2020. Some speculate it
was due to Xi’s sympathetic performances toward those impacted by the
pandemic.88 Others point to China’s government-controlled press, which promotes
Xi’s positive messaging regarding the pandemic. Xi has asserted: “Great historical
progress always happens after major disasters,” pointing to China’s past of
overcoming adversity. This has a wide reach with few counterpoints given the
limits on alternative press in China, where, moreover, government critics are
regularly silenced.89 Furthermore, it may be China’s authoritarian structure – once
the central government acted – that enabled the CCP to combat the outbreak
compared to the slower responses of some democratic governments, which were
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concerned with civil rights and liberties.90 While Europe went through a period
of a drop in cases over summer 2020, many countries saw a rise in new cases in
August 2020 and US cases never dropped in this period. In Wuhan – the origin
of COVID-19 – life was nearly back to normal. Across China, movie theatres,
gyms, open markets, bars and restaurants opened, and concerts and other public
gatherings – including the jam-packed pool party in Wuhan on 23 August 2020
– were back. One attendee of Wuhan’s pool party shared, “To be honest, I almost
forgot about the epidemic,” which speaks to the effectiveness of the Chinese
government’s containment response.91

We argue that it likely is a combination of a rally effect paired with the severe
limitations of the free press that led to a drop-in state resistance. Chinese citizens
consistently claim trust in their government, which suggests a strong possibility
for a rally effect.92 Rally around the flag is most likely when leaders are trusted.93
Likewise, as Chinese citizens have learned, being supportive of their government
means greater personal security while speaking against the state can lead to regular
harassment as well as arrest, detention (and poor treatment while detained) and
even state murder. China is infamous for human rights violation against minorities,
as well as for violating the rights of those in Hong Kong. Tibet, where the majority
are Buddhist and ethnically Tibetan, has long experienced a lack of religious and
political freedoms. Uyghurs, who are concentrated in Xinjiang and are a Turkic
Muslim population, have faced violent repression, including stays in concentration
camps and mass surveillance.

Hong Kong, formerly under British rule until 1997, has challenged the CCP
since 2014 through the pro-democracy Umbrella Movement, which seeks to retain
the “one country, two systems” policy, or even self-determination for Hong Kong.
There are greater civil and political rights in Hong Kong compared to mainland
China. While public assembly was curtailed in Tibet and Xinjiang and under
attack in Hong Kong before the current pandemic, the CCP found COVID-19
useful in justifying repression of Hongkongers. In Hong Kong, the right to
assembly made protests over much of 2020 possible (unlike in Tibet and Xinjiang,
where political assembly is banned). Protests thinned at the highest point of the
COVID-19 outbreak in the area, February through April. This was not only due
to the danger of transmission but because of the government ban on public
gatherings launched on 29 March 2020. While protests were banned, on 18April
2020, the Hong Kong government – likely pressured by the CCP – arrested fifteen
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pro-democracy advocates “under cover of coronavirus” who were involved in
either independent media or civil society.94 A month later, on 21 May, a new set
of laws meant to “promote national security” were presented in the legislature.
These allow for the presence of Chinese security forces in Hong Kong and make
it easier to outlaw activities that “threaten” national security. Wang Yi, China’s
foreign minister, claimed that the legislation would entail “no impact on Hong
Kong’s high degree of autonomy and the rights and freedoms of Hong Kong
residents.”95 On the heels of the national security law’s introduction, on 4 June
2020, a law passed making it illegal to disrespect the national anthem, which
since 1997 has been China’s anthem. 4 June was a symbolic date to implement
the legislation, as this marks the anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen Square
Massacre.

The national security laws were enacted on 30 June and designate property
damage to government buildings and disrupting public transportation as “acts of
subversion and terrorism” that carry lengthy prison sentences. This appears targeted
at pro-democracy protestors, who in the past have damaged police buildings and
disrupted airport and subway travel to make their demands heard. The laws allow
for extradition to mainland China for trial, as well as for trials to be conducted in
secret.Anew body, the Committee for Safeguarding National Security, was created
to monitor schools, businesses, civic organizations, the media and foreigners for
threats to security. The day after the national security bills became law, on 1 July
– significant as the anniversary of Hong Kong’s handover to mainland China in
1997 – came the first arrest under the national security laws, for a demonstrator
carrying a Hong Kong flag.

Pro-democracy demonstrations continued throughout July as the primaries
began for the upcoming legislative elections, slated for 6 September 2020. On
30 July, the government denied twelve candidates the right to run in the elections
on the grounds of supporting self-determination for Hong Kong, a clear denial
of freedom of political thought. The next day, the government announced that
the upcoming elections were postponed – for an entire year – to 5 September
2021. The given justification was the pandemic and a need for safety. On 10August,
Jimmy Lai, the owner of the independent Apple Daily newspaper, was arrested.
That same day, three prominent individuals were arrested for their activism,
including the well-known politician and activist Agnes Chow. Hong Kong was
the last arena where citizens could exercise sustained political assembly, even if
under state attack, to contest Xi.

Towards a Conclusion

The pandemic created a severe health crisis globally and generated opportunities
for leaders with autocratic proclivities to strengthen their hold on power by using
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emergency powers meant to control the spread of the virus to push for restrictive
policies. Governments in the US, Poland, Hungary and China attempted to take
advantage of the temporary support emerging from the rally around the flag
effect to push for such policies. However, the level of rally for the leaders or
their conservative policies varies from country to country, depending on the
level of trust in the government. In the US, it manifested in support for more
restrictive immigration policies among most citizens. However, broad support
for Trump was only stable among Republicans, particularly in the lead up to the
2020 election. In Poland and Hungary, supporters of the regimes approved of
emergency power, although parts of civil society remain engaged against rights
violations. A rally effect appears prevalent among the Han majority in mainland
China, although this may reflect a strategy of personal security. A rally would not
be evident among most Tibetans and Uyghurs, if such data were available, and
most Hongkongers have expressed clear censure of the CCP.

Also, in the liberal democracy of the US, semi-consolidated Poland and illiberal
Hungary, we see a resurgence of civil society resistance to the government. In
the US, playing off Richard Nixon’s 1968 winning strategy – a period of similar
upheaval during the Black civil rights and anti-war movements – Trump used
fear of minorities to frighten his base. However, the dedicated work of members of
BLM to shed light on police brutality and structural inequalities challenged
Trump’s attempts to abuse power. In Poland, with Duda re-elected and PiS firmly
in control of parliament, the country’s path away from democracy looks to continue.
The pandemic provided leverage for the government to support its anti-feminist
and anti-LGBTQI+ agenda, although elements of civil society have met the
government at every step and look prepared to continue to do so. This suggests
that civil society groups will continue to generate creative ways to force the
government’s hand despite ongoing restrictions. In Hungary, while civil society
remains constrained, it is supported by Hungary’s status in the EU. In authoritarian
China, initial resistance against the government has been met with a brutal
crackdown by the state, most apparent in Hong Kong, although many were silenced
in mainland China. Civil society in Hong Kong is being decimated and reform
through government has been stopped with pro-democracy candidates eliminated
from elections and the elections were postponed. Hong Kong residents had a far
greater ability to organize against the CCP compared to those in mainland China.
However, the rollbacks to these rights in Hong Kong during the pandemic
hampered civil society.

Civil society is most hindered in China, obstacles to voicing dissent have become
so great that we fear open resistance may be shut down almost entirely for the
near future. However, in more open countries such as in the US, Poland and
Hungary, protesters have ways to make things difficult for governments attempting
further power grabs in the pandemic. Elements of civil society in Poland and
Hungary have the potential to slow the pace of the leaders’ continued power
grabs in these countries. However, in the US, political polarization may hinder
future civic efforts to promote democracy – particularly around false narratives
of a fraudulent 2020 election – and barriers against civil society organizing in
Hungary and Poland are significant.
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