THE POLITICAL TERROR SCALE

. Mark Gibney and Matthew Dalton

Sinee the carly 1980s, a group of human rights scholars and students at Purdue
University have produced the Political Terror Scale (PTS), the results of which
are produced in Table 1.F Countries are coded on a seale of 1-3 accarding to.
iheir level of terror the previous year aceording to the deseriptions of these -
countries provided in the Amnesty International and U.S. Staie Deparmment,
Country Reports.” The various lovels arc set forth below:

Level 1 Countries ... under a secure rule of law, people are not imprisoncd
for their views, and torture is rarc or exceptional.... Political .
murders are extraordinarily rare. .

Level 2: There is a Jimiled amount of imprisonment for nonviolent political
activity. However, few are affected, torlure and beatings arc
exceptional . ... Political murder is rarc.

Level 3: There is extensive politica! imprisonment, or a recent history of such
imprisonment. Execution or other political murders and brutality
may be eommon, Unlimited detention; with or witheut trial, for
political views is accepted. ...
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Level 41 The practices of the Tevel 3 are expanded to larger numbers.

Murders, disappearances, and tortore are a commaon p‘lt‘t oflife.... .
In spite of its generality, on this lovel vislence affects prima rzly lhme .
who interest themseives in politics or ideas,

iievel 5: The violence of Level 4 has been cxtended io Lhe whule

pnpuluhou . The leaders of these societics place no limits on the
incani or thnmughncsw with which they pursuc parson'll or
1deologmal goals.

I addiliom, coders arc provided with the following additional instructions,

1.

lgrore Own Biases.  Coders shonld make every attempl o keep their
own Biases out of (heir work, Thus, coders arz instrucied to ignore their

ik cc.ann:cptmns of a country, and ta limit thcxr cading to the information

provided in the countcy repoit, _
Give Countries the Benefit of the Doubi. Coders also are instructed

to give the benefit of the deubt in favor of the countries they are coding.’
Thus, if 2 coder thinks that a country could be scored as cither a level

2 or alevel 3, the country is to Teccive the lower score. Sometimes coders

will not fecl somfartable making a choice between two levels. In those

ihstances, coders will oftentimes score a country nsing hoth pumbers,

such as 2/3, 11 the other coder has either of these numbers, we usc the”
level where there is agreement.

Onc of the more difficult prohlems is how to deal with the situation where
2 cauntry’s human rights siluation changes dramatically during the course of
the year, Tt is nol dut of the ordinary for a newly-installed regime to pursue
policies that are diametrically opposed 1o that which preceded it In these
instances we instruct-the coders to consider whe the repime change eccutred.
For example, if a repressive regime was ousted late in the calendar yoar, the
szore probably should refleet the human rights situation that exisied for most
of the year. On the oiher hand, if the ehange ceenreed anywhere near the middle
aof the year or before then, the score should reflect this change.

3.

Consider the Size of the Countyy Being Coded.  Coders are instructed
to be sensitive to the size of the countrics they are coding. For example,
six hundred political prisnners in a small eountry represents a yauch
different phenomenaon than the same number in a mucl larger coumry,
and thus, should be coded dificrently.

View the Various Levels as Part of a Continum.  The PTS provides
us with ordinal rankings of levels of human rights abuses. Countries
with higher scores should experience higher numbers of deaths, torture,
and political imprisonent thaw those ranked befow them, In addition,
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countries with the same score should expeticnee approximately the same
level of political terror (but also reflecting the sizo of the countries),
althaugh il might not eccur m Uic same manner. For example, one
country might have a farge number of political prisoncrs, but very few
summary execetions or disappearanices, Another counlry might have
the oxact opposile scenaria, Still, it is quite possible for hoth countrics
to have the same score, Coders are instructed fo be sensitive to these
kinds of trade-offs, and to attempt ta reflect the relative level of human -
rights abnses in the countries they are coding.

Retated Lo this, it is important that the various levels not be interpreted so
literally that onc misses the essence of what the PTS is attempting to measure.
For example, the cssence of what differentiates Level 4 from Level 5 countries
iz that inn Lhe former eertain sectors of the pepulation ate singled out for
widespread terror, while in the latter texror afilicts nearly the entire population.
Despite (his theoretical distinction, however, sometimes the Jevel of political
terror in a country will be so great—although it is only aimed at certain

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

ilstration, even if Hitlex had only singled out one group, Fews, for persecution,
the level of terror in Wazi Germany still would have been a level 5.

Cine of ihe areas where fhe PTS seems weakest is in différentiating between
countries at the highest level. For example, 2 medium sized country where
torture is systematic and upwards of 1300 people have been killed that year, -
ejthier by summary excoution, -disappearance, or as casualties in a civil war,
will very likely be coded a level 5. A sountry where ten times that number
were killed will also receive a 5, Is political terror in the sccond country worse

 ihan in the first? The answer clearly is yes, yet the PTS treats these two countries

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

1. Try to Measure Governmeni Terror, but Uliimately be Sensitive 10 all
Forms of Terror. The PTS attempts to measure povernment terror.
However, the coders also arc instructed not to ignore other forms of
terror from non-governmeital actors. The aim is-to reflect the human
righits violations that exist in a country more generally. Usually this does
not pose a problem. High levels of human rights abuscs by insurgents
arc all too oficn maiched by similar practices of governments. One
country that posed a partieular problem for a number of years was
Lctanon. For the most part it has been cxtraordinarily diffieuit to
disccrn botween the torrorist activilics of the government (if there was
one in anything but pame only) and various other factions. As a
copsequence, for many years Lebanon was not given a score.
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2. Try 10 Read What the Reporis are Trying to Say.  Onc reason why
ceriain Central American countries such as il Salvador and Guatemala
were eoded as a 4 cather than as a Level 5 (using the State Department)
during the early 1980s is that the Reports on these countries would be
replete with praise of the “improvements” ogenreing tn the avea of human
tights, or else the language with regard ta atracities would be couched
in terms of “unconfirmed reports.” The point is that it is important to
discern what the teports are trying to say, One key is the adjoctives
employed. For cxample, “systematic” torture represents a more serious
human rights violation than the meniion that torture commeonly ceeurs.

In this same vein, there have hezn some instances where 4 countrys huinan
rights record is described in narrative form as being quite bad, but where there
is very Hule evidence in the report tself of either swmmary cxecutions,
disappearances, torturc 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 acfual lerror. Thus, repressive
rogimes such as the former Easstern-hloc countries that previously had
cffeetively cowered their populations would not have exhibited the highcest
ahuses of terror according to the T'TS, although it is very unlikely that they
will e eaded as a Levsl 1 or 2 conntry cither,

THE CODING PROCESS

The way we have procesded ig to have at least two people code the pertinent
countrics,” and then a third party {usoally Gibney) atterapt to resolve any
conflicts between the coders by cmploying a rule of majority vote (invarably
twe out of three), Coders are asked to provide a score and a few comments
rationalizing their decision. Inter-codor rcliability between the fwo originnl

* coders is in the range of 70-90 percent. Usually, hawever, & more informal
means of disputc- resolution is employed. Oftentimes where thore is
disagrcement the original eoders will be asked to re-read certain couniry
mporls. After this, it is not vnusual for a fair amount of discussion te cnsue
concerning Why certain countries where given the scores they had been given.
In nearly every instance, then, there eventually 18 unanimity, Where the various
parties simply cannol agree, the lower scote is sed,

EXAMPLES OF VARIOUS LEVELS

In order Lo more fully explain the PTS, listed helaw are variovs cxamples of
different levels of political terror from various years and some of the pertinent
lenguage frem these reports.
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Examples of Level 5 Countries
Columbia 1891 (State Department})

WMembecs and units of the army and the poliee participated in & number of homan rights
violations. Marticutarly in arcas of geerilla vialence and little civifian presence, members
of the armed lorees committed vatious abuses, including massacres, disappearances, and
torture (p, 534).... [Tlhc conier for fovestigations and Popular Education {CINEP},
Ragoia’s Jesuit-affiliated human tghts and rocial cesearch institution, gives a credibls figure
of 308 annfirmed political killings in Cotumbia through October 1991 ... CINEP labeled
an addisienal 1,029 murders rs presumably politieaily motivated ... These numbcrg
" exelude draths in enmbat . 535), . )

A dispraportionatcly high number of victiims of violepee are peasants and workers, Tn his
annual repoit the Procurador noted that he had files nn morc than 68 reporled massacres
by seewrity forces {p. 537).... Both disappearnces ond kidnapings fneressed in 1991 {p.
538).... Although torture is prohibited by law, the police and seeurity lonces frequently
beat and tarture detainces, especially in the period immediatcly foflowmp deiention (p. 539),

" Afzhanisian 1983 [Stafc Departraent)

An alrsady hed human tights situation deteriorated still further in 1985, Basic rights
contimued (0 he violalod on a magnitiide unprecedented in resent Afghan bistary. Milary
and KHAD [Sovict supported seeret police] forces catrice out systematic vinlations of the
human rghts of Afghans ou a grand seale ..., Urban asnters were repeatcdly bonbed
and stinfrd by aircraft and subjected to mortar and artillery hombardmene. Large-seale
military operations were mosated with scant regard for—and at times with deliborate intent
10 ennse~~-death and injery to innocent civilians (p. 1163).

Guatemala 1990 ( Amnesty International)

Reports were received of hundreds of “disappearances” and cxtrajudicial exeeintions,
continuing the pattern of pross abuses reparted over more than two decades {p, 11)....
The almszs were reporied in the conlext of a continuing insurgency, and the government
and military periodically chatged that the armed oppasition had cartied out tortare and
murder, altheugh details of individual eases wete rarely concluosive {p. 102).

Examples of Level 4 Countries
The Piilippines 1990 (Amnesty Intcrnationat),

Seores of people were believed to have heen extenjndicially excouted and at feast SO nthers
reportedly “disappearcd® in pofice or militaty enstody {p, 185).. .. Tens of thousands of
people were {oreed 10 leave their homes and there was widesprend destraction and loss
of life .., as a result of the bombing by governmant forces of viflages suspected of
harhonring {npposition] forces (p. 186),



MARE CIBNLY and MATTIIEW DALTCN -

Libya 1987 ( Amnesty International).

. The killings of Libyans abroad and the execotion of pn‘}enner,u in Libya, in appacent

implementation of the officla] “physical liquidation” palicy apainst politiical apponcnts,
continued, Hundreds of prisoners of eonscience and pulitical prisoners were helieved 10
ke held withon eharpe. ... Many prisoners were said to be held in secret detention centres

. and 1o he at risk of toraee,

Examples of Level 3 Countries

Cubit 1591 (Stale chartment).

In mid-Nowemnber, Caban authorities unlcashed 1 wave of repression ... largely through
the use of “acts of repudistion”—attacks by alficially arganized mnbs that are parteayed
as being spontancous public rebukes of dissident activity (pp. 553.554).., . To 1991 there
were at least 5ix cascs of prolmbie extrajudicial kiliings by the security forees (p. 554).

There were no credible reports of poditically motivated disappearances ju (991 (p. 554)....
The Conssituiion prohibits abusive trcatment of detainees and prisoners, Howewver,
beatings, neglect, melation, and ethee abuse by prisan officials are dicreted al those prisoners
wha have becn convieied of palitical ecimes (including human rights advoeates) or are
unwilling (o conform fp. 554).... Muman dghts activists and political dissidents are
systematieally harassed and abused in public nd private fp, S59)

Ghana 1982 (Amnesty Internaiional).

Armesty Tnternationnd was conceraed abawt reporis of acbitrry arrest, beatings and illings
by memhers of the security services, mwlisilarly the army (p. 41).... The PNDC
[Previsional National Defence Council] government was installed] om 31 December 1981
as a result of a milicary eoup, and n high level of viclence continued throughout {982,
The mast widely reporeed of the political ¥iltings during 19872 oegurred on 30 June when

* three Bigh Court judges and a retired arrny major were ahdocted from their homes durinp

curfaw hours and shod (p, 41), - ' '

Asmesty International investigated reperds that both political and criminat detaivees were
beaten by soldiers dudng of shertly afigr their arrest. Such ill-trcatmenl wis most
commonly alleped at Burma Camp, the main miltary barracks (p. 42).

Examples of Level 2 Countries
Congo 1985 (State DEParlmcnt);

The human righis sttuation io the Congo changed Gitle in 1983, Na arpanized eppasition
to the Giovernment s permitied, In Movember, the Cango expericnaed the firsk open uncest
sinee Prosident Sagsou tapk pawer. High school students rinted in Brazzaville to protest
a new povernment policy on college seholarships, The military it down the roting, killing
lour students and severely wounding at least seven, The DRGE [state security apparatos]
has bezn eriticized by Amnesty International for use of torturc (p; 52
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Camercon 1987 (Amnesty International).

At least 40 palitical posoners were held in Cameroen throughout 1987, most afier unfair
trials following a coup atiempt in April 1584 (p. 27).... An unknown number of death
senkences were imposed and Chere wert at Jeast iwo exceutions during the year. Mast death
scotences were Imposed for murder, but they were also imposed o at least five cases for
“aggravated hcft™, 2 hraadly defined offence (p. 28).

Exarnples of Level 1 Countries
Benin /991 (State Department),

The human rights situation jn Bonin continued to improve throughont 1991, The
transitional government and the nowly eleciod Goverament respeeted the fundamental
tirman rights provided for in the Constitution’ of Pecember 1990 (p. 10).... There wore
no repets of political of extenjodicial killings. However, thers were isolated instanots of
vinlence and at Jeast onc death in the northern region in conneetion with the clectans during
aconfrontation beiween supponers of different candidates {p. )., Thete were no reports
aof disappearances (p. 11}

The 1990 Constivuion forbids totiire and cracl, inbmman, or degrading treatment. With
public attention Tocused on past incidents and sn bringing te justics those whe comnritted
acts of 1arture under the ald regime, thete were no reports of worture in 199 (o, 1.

Cman 1991 (State Department),

A pumber of human rights continued ta bc’lighﬂy restricted it 1991, particafarly the
frecdoms of expresston, peacelud axtembly and association, the nght of citizens to thangs
the povernment, and waorker rights, Various forms of discrimination againsi wamen
continued to occur, and there were accasional reporls of abuge of Foroign workers, Civil
ane! political dghts ate not formally cadified, Tn the absener of any challenge to the current
nrder, the anthorities usually respect the integrity of the individual {p. 1539},

There were no known political or exirandicial killings in 1991, ... There were no reports
of disappearances, .., Tertare or ather forms of cruel punishment aee not systematieally
practiesd or couatenanced by Omani zuthorities {p. 1539

NOTES

1. Contributions for this project have cothe from other instituions and individuals a5 well,
For cxample, Steven Por of the University of North Texas has been respansible for same of the
PTS data, as has Alberto Jongrmann at Leiden University in the Netherlands, .

The dats fram this ending has been used in a varticly of ¢ontexts measuring vatioug agpects
of U3, [orcipn assistance and tehigee policy. See, (or axample, Stobl, Carlelon and JTohnson {1984,
pp. 125-126), Stoll and Carleton (1983, pp. 203-229% Gibney (1987, pp. 109-1213; Gibmey and
Stold {19R5); T'ae {1990, pp. 499-512, 199]a, 1991k, pp. 205-116, 1992, pp. 147-167}; Lindren (1991,
py. 295-316); Hanchler (1090}, und Gibney, Dalion and Yockel (1992, pp. 33-46) In addition,
the Tmmigration and Refugee Board of Canada has ased the Political Terrer Seale in relngee
and asylum detérminations. : '
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2. For a further doseription of the PTS and its use in.examining pnlitical tortar aver the past
deeade, sae the chapier by MeCann and Gibney in thiz volume.

3. Forthe Amnesty Reporis the coders read the entire report for zach censery, For the Statc
Mepartment the coders read the Intrnduetion and Scction 1
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