
Repression, Resistance, and 
Institutional Learning: Evidence 
on International Human Rights and 
Accountability from the United 
States
Mohd. Ruhul Amin
Jan 19, 2025

Abstract

This article examines how institutions learn through repeated interactions between state 
repression and public resistance. It describes institutional learning as a process through which 
police agencies, prosecutors, courts, advocacy organizations, and political leaders revise 
strategies after protests, legal challenges, investigations, and public controversies. The article 
mentions that learning can strengthen human-rights protection when misconduct produces 
policy reform, professional training, improved evidence standards, independent oversight, and 
effective remedies. The same process can also make repression more selective and difficult to 
challenge when authorities improve surveillance, exploit legal ambiguity, or divide opposition 
groups. The analysis therefore recommends examining sequences rather than isolated incidents. 
Event data, litigation records, disciplinary files, policy changes, budgets, personnel decisions, and 
interviews can reveal whether institutions are moving toward accountability or more efficient 
control. The article concludes that credible accountability requires documentation, legal 
responsibility, victim participation, institutional reform, public explanation, and sustained 
follow-up after media attention declines.
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Opposition and repression are typically told as a straightforward story of state force versus 
popular opposition. What's missing here is an important step in between: Institutions 
learn. Everything from police operations to prosecutors weighing legal theories and courts 
setting limits to advocacy groups developing a more efficient argument and politicians 
gauging public reaction. The question of American human-rights accountability in 
January 2025 hinges on what lessons get learned in the wake of every challenge. Learning 
itself can be what increases the ability to restrain, but also it can be what makes coercion 
more selective and harder to challenge and defend.

There are feedbacks between repression and resistance. Agencies review tactics that block 
mobilization, courts test the survival of law theories, movements choose coalitions that 
are successful and political leaders decide on public tolerance. Rights can be bolstered 
through institutional learning, which can result from misconduct leading to reform, 
professional training, improved evidence standards, and enhanced oversight. Repression 
can be sharpened in the same way when the authorities sharpen surveillance, take 
advantage of legal ambiguity or divide in order to selectively enforce it.

Analysis thus requires sequences as opposed to snapshots. The data from events, litigation 
data, disciplinary files, policy changes, and interviews can indicate whether each conflict 
ended up advancing or diverging from institutional accountability or more effective 
control.

The U.S. is home to an extensive and yet disjointed accountability system. Other 
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institutions including federal courts, state courts, inspectors general, civil-rights units, 
legislative committees, professional boards, local prosecutors, journalists and civil society 
groups take up a bit of the burden as well. There are multiple points of access because of 
the fragmentation, but also responsibility can shift between institutions. Federalism can 
preserve experimentation and local autonomy and yet can lead to differential results in 
response to like violations.

There are four elements to effective accountability: sharing evidence, having clear 
jurisdictions, protected independence and follow-up when the public buzz dies down. A 
report with no enforcement action, settlement without monitoring and prosecution 
without institutional change will all only deal with one occurrence without any of the 
incentive structures changing.

Documentation starts the process of accountability and by itself does not equal 
accountability. Reliable work provides context in terms of when, where, who, who was 
responsible to whom and how, what the law had to say at the time and facts related to 
credibility of witnesses, preservation moves. The use of digital material comes with 
opportunities and risks metadata can facilitate verification, manipulation, duplication, 
unsafe storage or uncontrolled circulation can be dangerous to victims or impair 
admissibility. OHCHR guidance considers independent fact-finding a way to establish a 
fact record, inform decision-makers and point to potential responsibility.

Moving towards accountability next involves investigators, prosecutors, courts, 
reparations bodies, policymakers, and affected communities to do more than just gather 
the information—it must be translated into action. Type in at any point and you may have 
a magnificent archive with no remedy.

There is more than a criminal conviction in a full account rend system. In addition to 
truth, justice, reparations and guarantees for non-repetition, there has been a recent 
emphasis on memory and victim participation within the United Nations transitional-
justice practice. Though some criminal cases are used to set a precedent of individual 
accountability it is impossible from a capacity and evidentiary threshold standpoint, to 
prosecute all violations. Patterns can be sorted out through truth processes, harm can be 
recognized through reparations, recurrence can be minimized through institutional 
changes.

They have been of the opinion that none should ever take the place of any other. When 
there is no subsequent accountability for a truth commission, it can seem as if it doesn't 
mean anything, and when prosecutions occur without support from victims, it can seem 
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disconnected. Complementarity is important as a consequence, because a denial of rights 
damages an individual's legal status, livelihoods, well-being, family life, political right to 
vote, and overall sense of trust for the state.

Civil resistance can defend democratic institutions by increasing the political costs 
without echoing the coercive dynamics of authoritarian politics. Nonviolent movements 
expand participation; draw segments of society together; serve as defections from ruling 
confederations; and provide noticeable challenges to official control. Participation isn't the 
only path to success; it's not a matter of hitting a magic participation level or that one 
dramatic march. Often, it's more important than the headline number of people that you 
can count on organization, strategic discipline, local networks, labor participation, legal 
support, media credibility and clear demands.

Intra-movement violence can also help to modify the focus within a movement from 
institutional abuse to public order, which can legitimate repression and undermine 
potential alliance. Thus, the tactics that make for a democratic defense from within tend 
to be those which will legitimate it widely and at the same time make it clear where it 
went wrong.

From a security policy perspective, the rights and effectiveness are often at odds while 
impunity undermines both. Unchecked coercive power contributes to a diminished level 
of public cooperation, a diminished quality of intelligence, public retaliation, and a mask 
to poor performance. Rights-protective institutions feature explicit mandates, formal 
documentation of authorization, independent oversight, easy-to-access complaints 
processes and command consequences. Oversight needs to extend to policy creation, not 
just to individuals being wrong, because bad consequences can result from policies that 
are legal if applied end masse.

Efforts are also made to shield officials from illegitimate political demands with very good 
safeguards. In order to withstand partisan instructions that are not in service of a 
legitimate public purpose, security agencies need independence, transparency in the 
decision-making criteria and publicly available records.

A powerful evidence strategy involves using both macro and micro analysis. The event 
datasets can trace out information on temporal and spatial aggregation, and 
administrative records show enforcement decisions and the organizational reaction. 
Survey experiments can be used to assess public tolerance, while process tracing can be 
used to generate critical decisions. Additional indicators include employee turnover, 
disciplinary actions, budget changes, purchasing records and court rulings.
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There is no one single measure to encapsulate the erosion of democracy or accountability. 
Triangulation is crucial because in public discourse “danger” may be exaggerated, in 
official statistics “underreporting” may result, and law reform need not result in law 
implementation. Confidence increases if there is convergence of independent sources 
towards the same mechanism at different levels of governance.

Agencies put the learning to rights-protective use when they make lessons public, change 
the policy, and have external verification of changes in practice. Accountability to America 
should consider impact of federal funding on both local trainings and prosecutions, civil 
litigation and the community's trust. Resistance movements also require internal review 
when decisions on tactics create unnecessary risks for participants and impacted 
communities.

The greater engagement of victims can enhance legitimacy because of consultation's 
influence on priority, protection and evidentiary practices and the nature of the remedy 
available. There are reasons why command responsibility and organizational 
accountability are important: if someone becomes repeatedly involved in abuse then it is 
often because it was a decision taken at the lowest operational level that allowed it to 
happen. Often times, budgets are a better measuring stick of commitment than speeches 
are, as investigation, witness protection, monitoring, and reparations require ongoing 
resources.

Public reporting should highlight gaps that remain to be addressed in addition to action 
taken, so that actions that may have been procedural are not confused with any 
substantive remedial action. Bindings policy, making archives accessible, requiring 
training and external review can be ways to maintain reform from one political leadership 
to the next. A credible process also safeguards due process, as punishment lacks 
legitimacy when it looks like it is already decided or shows political bias.

To exercise investigative independence, there needs to be protection with respect to 
appointments, tenure, finance, access to evidence and publication of findings. Security for 
witnesses must start prior to public announcement as this can generate retaliation, 
trauma, displacement or loss of livelihoods. For material that may be useful in legal 
proceedings, the origin, history of all edits, location, time and chain of custody should be 
documented.

Reparations may comprise of restitution, compensation, rehabilitation, public 
acknowledgement, and institutional assurance of prevention, as well as memorialization. 
Community-defined harm can identify issues that criminal files fail to address such as: 
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learning loss, family separations, stigma and political exclusion. These monitoring 
processes should have relatively well-defined benchmarks and exit conditions and should 
not consider settlements closed until organizational behavior actually changes.

Professional licensing bodies can enhance accountability if conduct is dishful or otherwise 
not in compliance with ethical obligations in addition to criminal or civil violations. 
Journalism investigation can create avenues for accountability, but the legal systems need 
to establish the facts and make judgments, not rely on publicity. A disjointed system 
requires formal referral procedures – complaints handle from one agency to another, 
playing leapfrog until deadlines have passed or evidence has been lost.

Documentation, legal responsibility, recognition of victims, and institutional reform and 
public explanation all support and strengthen one another, making accountability 
credible. One prosecution can make a difference; one case won't right all the broken rules 
or relationships. While one report can prove to be the truth, an archive alone can never 
carry out reform. Sustainable gains occur when the results affect budgets, appointments, 
procedures or training, monitoring, and recourse.

The standard is no easy feat to meet, but anything less will most likely give other people 
visibility without putting anything worth viewing behind it. The crucial point on human 
rights protection is that it is dependent on institutions that are able to learn from abuse, 
without normalizing exceptionality and without diffusing responsibility across a range of 
fragmented authority.
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