THE POLITICAL TERROR SCALE

- Mark Gibney and Matthew Dalton

Sinee the sarly 1980s, a gronp of haman tights scholars and students at Purdne
University have produced the Political Terror Seale (PTS), the results of which
are produced in Table 1. ¥ Countties arc coded on a scale of 1-5 according to.
their level of terror the previous year according to the descriptions of these -
countries provided in the Anwesty International and U.S, State Department,
Country Reports.” The various levels arc set forth below:

Level I:

Level 2:

Level 3:

Countries ... under 2 ssture rule of law, péople are not imprisoncd
for their views, and torture is rarc or exceptienal.... Political
murders are extraordinarily rare.

There s a imiled amount of lmprlsonment fer nonviolent political
activity. However, few arc affected, torlure and beatings arc
exceptional ... Political murder is rare.

There is extensive political imprisonment, or a teeent history of such
imprisonment. Execution or other political murders and brutadity
may be common, Uniimited detention, with or without trial, for
political views ig aceepted, ...
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Level 4 The practices of the Tevel 3 are expanded to larger numbers,
Murders, disappearances, and iortnre are a common partofiife. ...
[nspite of its geanerality, on this lovel vielence affects primarily (hose .
who Interest themseives in polities or idsas, T

Level 5. The violence of Level 4 has been extended to lhe whole
population.... The leaders of these soeietics place no limits on the
means or horoughness with which they pursuc personal or
ideological goals, '

In addition, coders are provided with the following additional instructions,

1. Igrore Own Bigses.  Coders shonld make every attempt to keep their
own biases out of their work. Thus, coders are instructed to ignore their
precanceptions of a country, and to limit their ending to the information
provided in the country repoit, X _

2. Give Countries the Bencfit of the Doubi.  Coders also are instructed
to give the benefit of the doubt in favor of the conntries they are coding,
Thus, if a coder thinks that a country could be scored as cither a lzyel
2ot alevel 3, the country is to reesive the lower score. Sometimes coders
will not feel comfortable making a choice between two levels, In those
instances, eoders will oftentimes score a country using hoth numbers,
such as 2/3, If the other coder has either of thesc numbers, we nse the'
level where there is apreement. :

Onc of the more difficult prehlems is how to deal with the situation where .
a country’s human rights situation changes dramatically during the course of
the year. It is not dut of the ordinary for a newly installed regime to pursue
policies that are diametrically opposcd to that which preceded it. In thess
instances we instruct-the coders to consider when the regime change ocourred,
For example, if a repressive regime was ousted late in the calendar year, the
score probably should refleet the human rights situation that existed for most
of the year. On the other hand, if the change ocenreed anywhere near the middle
of the year or before then, the seore should reflect this change.

3. Consider the Size of the Country Being Coded.  Coders arc instructed
to be sensitive to the size of the countries they are coding, For cxample,
six hundred political prisoners in a small conatry represénts a moch
different phenomenon than the same number in a much laiger country,
and thug, should he coded differently. : :

4. View the Various Levels as Part of @ Continuum.  The PTS provides
18 with ordinal rankings of levels of human rights abuses. Countries
with higher scores should experience higher mumbers of deaths, torture,
and political imprisonment than those ranked below them, I addition,
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countries with the same score should expeticnoe approximately the same
lewe! of pofitical terror (but alse reflecting the size of the countries),
although it might not eecar in the same maener. For example, one
country might have a farge number of political prisoncrs, but very few
summary cxecutions or disappearances, Another country might have
ihe zxact opposile seenario. Still, it is quitc possible for hoth countrics
to have the same seore, Coders are instructed to be sensitive to these
kinds of trade-offs, and to attempt to refleet the relative level of human -
rights abuses in the countries they are coding.

Related Lo this, it is important that the various levels not be interpreted so
literally that one misses the essence of what the PTS is attsimpting to measurc.
For example, the cssence of what differentiates Level 4 from Level 5 countries
iz that in the former certain sectors of the population are singled out for
widespreac terror, whilc in the latter terror afflicts nearly the entire population.
Despite this theoretical distinction, however, sometimes the level of political
terror in a country will be so great—although it is only aimed at certain

segments of the population—that it still warrants a level 5. To use an

iHustration, even if Hitler had only singled out onc group, Jews, for persecution,
the level of terror in Nazi Germany still would have been a level 5.

Ome of the arcas where flie PTS seems weakest is in différentiating between
countrics at thie highest level. For example, 2 medium sized country where
torture is systematic and upwards of 1300 people have been killed that year, -
either by summary cxecntion; -disappearance, or as casualties in a civil war,
will very likely be coded a level 5. A country where ten times that number
were kilted will also receive a 3. Ta political terror in the sccond country warse

_ ikan in the {irst? The answer clearly is yes, yet the P'TS treats these two countries

as essentially experiencing the same levels of political terror, Om the other hand,
it could be rationalized that life is hell in hoth countries.

1. Try to Measure Governmeni Terror, but Ukiimately be Sensitive 1o all
Forms of Terror. The PTS attempts to measure government terror.
Haswever, the coders also arc instructed not to ignore other forms of
terror from non-governmeital acters. The aim is to reflect the human
righits violations that exist in a country more generally. Usually this doss
not pose a problem. High levels of human rights abuses by insurgents
arc all too oficn maiched by similar practices of governments. One
country that posed a particilar problem for a mumber of years was
Lebanon. For the most part it has been cxtraordinarily difficoit to
discern boiween the terrorist aclivitics of the government (if there was
one in anything but name only) and varicus other factions. As a
consequence, for many years Lebanon was not given a score.
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2. Try 1o Read What the Reporis ave Trying ta Sey.  Onc reason why
certain Central American countrics such as El Salvador and Guatermnals
were coded as a 4 rather than as a Level 3 (using the State Department)
during the early 1980s is that the Reports on these countries would be
replete with praise of the “improvements” ocenrring in the area of human
rights, or else the languapge wilh regard to atrocities would be ceuched
in terms of “unconfirmed reports.” The point is thal it is important to
discern what the reports are trying to say, One key is the adjcctives
employed. For example, “systematic® torture represents a more serious
human rights violation than the mention that torturs commenly cccurs.

In thiz same vein, there have heen same instances whets 4 country’s himan
rightq recerd is deseribed in narrative form as being quite bad, but where there
ia very litlle evidence in ihc roport itself of either qummar}r executions,
disappearances, torture or substantial numbers of political prisoners (the State
Department Reports on Cuba are probably the best example of this), It i
important to note that the PTS only measures acifual terror. Thus, repressive
mgimes such as ihe former Eastern-hlac countries fliat previously had
cffeetively cowered their populations would not have exhibited the highest
abuses of terror according to the PT3, although it is very unlikely that they
will be eoded as a Level 1 or 2 conntry sither.

THE CODING PROCESS

The way we have procceded is to have at least lwo people eode the pertinent
counttics,” and then 4 third party {usually Gibney) atteripl to vesolve any
conflicts between the coders by emplaying a rule of majority, voic (invariably
t'wo out of three). Coders are asked to provide a score and a few commenis
ntmnahrmg their decision. Inter-coder reliability between the two original

" coders ig in the range of 70-90 percent. Usnally, however, a morc informal
means of dispute- resolution is employed. Oftentimes where there is
disagreement the original coders will be asked to re-read certain country
mports. Adter this, it is not unusual for a fair amount of discussion te cnsue
concerning why certain countties where given the scores they had been given.
In nearly every instance, then, there cventually is unanimity, Where the various
parties simply cannol agree, the lower scote is used,

EXAMPLES OF VARIOUS LEVELS

In order to more fully explain the PTS, listed helaw are varions cxamples of
different levels of political terror from various years and some of the pertinent
language from these reports.
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Examples of Leval 5 Countiles
Columbia 1991 (State Department}

Wembers and unlts of the army and (he poliee partisipated in 2 number of human vights
violations. Particularly in arcas of goetilla violenee and little civifian presence, menbers
af the armed fTorees committed vatious abuses, including magsacres, disappearances, and
tortare (p. 534).... [Tlhe center for lovestigations and Popular Edueatian (CINEP},
Mogoia’s Jesuit-affilialed human rights and secial research instittion, gives a eredible figure
of 208 earfirmed political killings in Cobumbia through October 1991 ... CTNEP labeled
an additional 1,029 mneders rs presumably polideally motivated ... These numbcrs
" exeluele draths in esmbat (. 335), : ‘

A disprapartianately high numbar of victims of violenee are peasants and workers, Tn his
annual repevt the Procurador noted that he had files on morc than 68 reporled massacres
by seemity fosces (p. 537).... Both disappearaces and kidnapings increased in 1991 (p.
538).... Although tortnre is prohibited by law, the poliez and seeurity lorces frequently
heat and tarture dataineee, eepecially in the peripd immediately following detention (p, 339,

" Afghanistan [983 [Stat.c Department)

An alreardy bad homan tghts sitwation deteriorated still furiher in 1085, Basic nighls
continued 1o he violaled on n magnitide unprecedented in resent Afghan histary. Milivary
and KHAD [Sovict supported seetet potice] forces catricd out systematie vinlations aof the
human rights of Alghans oo a grand seale ... Urban sentors were repeatedly bombed
and strafnd by aircraft and suebjected to mortar and Artillery bombardment. Large-scale
military operations were mounted with scast regard for—and #t tithes with delibcrate intent
1o canse~~death and iRjiry to innacent evilians (p. 1163).

Gratemala 990 (Amncsty International)

Reports were teceived of hundreds of “disappearances™ nnd cxtraiudicial extentions,
contiming (e pattern of pross abuses reported over mere than twa deeades {p, 101).....
The abusss were repotted in the ceniext of a continuing insurgency, and the government
and military petiodically charged that the armed oppasition had carded ot tarture and
murder, althovgh detadls of individual eases were rarely conelusive {p. 102).

Examples of Level 4 Countries
The Philippines 1990 {Armnesty Intcrnationat),

Scores of people were believed to have heen exteajndicially excouted and at feast 56 nthers
roportedly “disappeared™ in police ot milisary enstocdy {p, 183)..., Tens of thousands of
people were farced 1o leave their homes and there was widespraad destruction and loss
of life .., as a result of the bombing by government forces of villages suspected of
harhanring [nppositdon] farcos {p. 186).
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Libya 1987 ( Amnesty International).,

- The killings of Libyans abroad and the execution of priznners in Libya, in appaceat
implementation of the officia] “physical liguidation” policy against palitiical apponsots,
continued. Hlundreds of prisomers of conscience and political prisoners were helisved 1a
he held withant charge. ... Many prisoners wers said to be held in soeret detention centres

- and Le be at risk of tarwee, ’

Examples of Leval 3 Countries
Cuba 1991 (State Department).

in mid-November, Cuban antharitics unlcashed 1 wave of represzion ... largely thtough
the use of "acts of repudiation™—nttacks by officially orgamized mohs that arc portraged
as hring spontaneons public rebukes of dissident activily {pp, 553-854).... 1o 1991 there
were At least six cascs of probable extrajudicial killings by the seeurty forces (p. 554),

There were oo eredible reports of pefitically motivated disappearanaes i 1991 (p. 554)....
The Constitulion prohibits abusive treatment of detainees and prisoners, Howexer,
beatings, neglect, jsolation, and ather abuse by prison officials are diteeted at those prisoners
whe have becn convicted of political ctimes (incheding human rights advocates) or are
unwilling to conformi {p. 554).... Meman dghts activists and political dissidents are
sysiematically harassed and abused n public And private (p, 555).

Ghana 1982 (Amnesty International).

Ammesty International was concerned abavit reports of arbitrary arrest, beatings and killings
by momhers of the security secvices, partiewlacly the mrmy {p. 41).... The BNDC
[Provisional Natinaal Defeace Council] gavernment was installed an 31 December 1981
as a result of 2 military conp, and & high level of vielence continned throughoat {982,
The mast widely reporeed of the political killings during 1982 vecurred an 30 June when
* three High Court judges and a retired atrmy major wers ahducted from their homes durin |3
curfew howrs and shet {p, 41), - . :

Asonesty International tnvestigated reparts that both political and criminal detainees werc
bepten by soldiers dudng of shortly after their arrest. Such ill-treatment was most
commonly alleped at Burmn Camp, the main military barracks {p. 42).

Exar_npies of Level 2 Countries
Congo 1985 (State DEpar,tmcnt);

‘The human righis situation in ihe Congo changed Frtle in 1935, Ma arganizsd eppasition
to the Giovernment is permitied, In November, the Conga expericnced the first open nncest
sinee President Sassou took power, High school studcnts rinted in Brazzaville ta protest
a new government palicy on college sebiolarships, The military mn dewn the doting, killing
four students and severely wounding at least seven, The DSGE [state soeurity apparatns]
has been eriticized by Amnesty International for use of frture ip. 82
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Cameroon 1987 (Amnesty International).

At least 4 palidcal prisonets were held in Cameroon Lhraughowt 1987, most alter unfair
trints following a coup attempt in April 1984 (p. 27).... An unknown number of death
Kentenees were tmpised and (heps were at east iwo exceutions during the yenr. Mast death
scntenees were imposed for murder, but they were also imposed in at Jeast five cases for
“aggravatedd theft™, # hroadly defined offence (p. 28).

Examples of Level 1 Countries
Renin (901 (State Department).

The humnan fights situation in Rooin continued to impreve throughent 1991, The
transitional government. and the newly elected Government respeeted the fundamental
human rights srovided for in the Constitution of Recember 1990 (p. 10}.... There werc
no repasts of political or extrajndicial kilings. Hawrver, there were isolater instanees of
Virilance amd at least ooc death in the northern region in conneetinn with the cleetions during
aconfcontation between supperters of different eandidates{p. 11}.... Thete wers no reports
of disappeatances (p. 11}

The 1990 Canstivution fortids toriure and crucl, inhmman, or degrading treatment. With
pubiic auention focused on past incidents and on bringing te justice thase whe committed
acls of tarture under the old regime, there were no reports of Lorture in 199 (p. 11

Oman 1991 (State Department},

A awmber of human rights continued to bo Gghtty restricted in 1991, particularly the
frecdemis of axpressian, paaceful sesembly and association, the right of citizens to change
the povernment, and worker rights, Vatious forms of discrimination ageinsl wamen
comitiatred 1o oceur, and these were accasional ceporls of abuse of forcign workers, Civil
amel palitical rights are pot formally codified. Tn the absence of any challenge o the oot
nrder, the anthorities wsually respest the integrity of the individual {p. 1539},

There were no known palitical or extrajudicial killings in 1991 ... There were no reports
of disappearances. ... Torture or ather forms of eruel punishment arc not systematically
pravtiens] or countenanced by Omand authorities {p. 1339},

NOTES

i. Contributions for this project have come Trom other insttinions and individuals as well.
For cxample, Steven Poe of the University of North Texad hag been responsible for some of fhe
PT5 data, as has Alborte Jongmann at Leiden University in the Netherlands. .

The dats {tam this ending has been 1sed in a variety of conlexts measuring vatious aspeets
of U.3. lorzign assistance and refngee policy. See, (or example, Stohl, Carleton and Tohnson {1984,
pp. 125-126); Stohl and Carlston (1935, pp, 205-229); Gibney (1987, pp. 109-121}, Gibney and
Stold {19R3); Tror (1950, pp. 499-512, 19912, 1991k, pp. 295-316, 1992, pp. 147-167), Lindren (1991,
p. 295-116); Hanchler (1991); and Gibney, Dalion and Vockell (1997, pn. 33-46) Tn addition,
the Tmmigration and Refugee Board of Canada has ared the Political Terrer Seale in relupee
and asylum detérminztions. : '
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%, For a further deseription of the PTS atul its use in.cxamining political terrer aver the past
degade, sec the ehapter by MeCann and Gibney in this volume.

3. Forthe Amnesty Reporis the coders read the entire repork Tor cach connery, For the State
Mepartmentt the coders read the Introduction and Scekton 1
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