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Since the !:arly 1980~, a gr01ip of human rights sd1olarn and student~ at Purdue 
Universit:/ have produced the Political Terror Scale (PTS), the result<; of which 
arc prodi,;ced in Table I .1 Countries arc cod!"ld on a-scale of t-S according to. 
their level of terror the prtvious year a.cer>r<ling to the descriptions of these 
countries provided in the Amne.!ty Inte:rnatio11al and U.S. State Department. 
Cormtry Reporis.1 The various levels arc set forth below; 

Level I: Countries ... under uecure rule oflmN, people arc not impri~oncd 
for their views, and torture is mrc or exceptional. ... Political 
murders arc extraordinarily rare. 

Leve! 2: There is a limited amount of imprisonment for nonviolent political 
activity. However, few arc affectiid, torlurc and beatings arc 
exccptfoJJal , ... Political murder fa rare. 

Level 3: There is extensive political imprisonment, or a recent history of rmch 
imprisonment. .Execution or other political murders and brutality 
may be common, Unlimited detention; with or without trial, for 
politici\l views i:i accepted .... 
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Level 4: The practices of the Level 3 are expanded to larger numbers. 
Murders, di~appcarances, and tmtnrc are 11 common part of life .... 
In flpitc of its generality, on this level ,.•iolencc affects prin.iirily lho~e 
who interest lhem~elves in politics or ideas. 

Level 5: The vfolcnce of Level 4 has been extended to lhe whole 
population .... The le11dcrs of these societies place 110 limits on the 
incan~ or thoroughness with whicl"l tllty pursue personal or 
ideological goal.~, 

In addition, coders a1·c provided. with the following additional instructions. 

l. lgm:wa Ow11 Biases. Coders should make every attempt to keep their 
own hiases out oflhelr work Thus, coders are instructed to ignore tholr 
preconceptions of a country, and to limit their ending-to the information 
provided in the country report, 

2. Give C()untries the Be1u:,fii of the Doubt, Codcr.i iilso are instructed 
to give the pcnefit of the doubt in favor of the collnlries they are coding.· 
Thus, ir a coder thinks that a country could be scored a.~ either a lc.vel 
2 or a level 3, the country is to receive the lower score. Sometime~ coders 
will not (ccl comfortahie making a choice between two levels. In those 
instances, c.oders will oftcntime..~ score a country using both numbers, 
such as 2/3. If the other coder has either of these numbers, we use the·· 
level where there is agreement 

One of the more difficult prohlems is how to deal with the situation where 
a. country's human rights situation changes dramatically during the courSe of 
the year. rt is not out of the ordinary for a newly in:->t<\llcd regime to purnue 
rolicies that arc diametrically opposed to that which prcecded it. In t11cse . 
instances we instrucMhc coders to consider.when the regime chnnge occurred. 
F1or example, If a repressive regime was. ousted iate in the calendar year, the 
si~oro probably should reflect the human rights situation that existed for mo!it 
of the year. On the other hand, if the change o.ecurrqd anywhere near the middle 
of the year or before then, the scare should reflect this change. 

3. Consider the Size of 1he Country Jking Coded Coders arc instrncted 
to be sensitive to the size of the countries they arc coding. For example, 
si:x hundred political prisoners in a small country represents a much 
different phenomenon than the same number in a much larger country, 
and thus, ~hould he coded differently. 

4. View 1hc Variouf Levelt as Part of a Cnn1inuum. The PTS provides 
us with ordinal rankings nf levels of human rights abuses. Countries 
with higher scores should experience higher number;; of deaths, torture, 
and polit1cal imprisonmcnl than those ranked hclow them. Tn addition, 
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countric,~ with the same score should experience approximatt'Jly the ~amc 
kvcl. of political terror (but also reflecting the size of the countrie~), 
alttwugh it might not occur in lhc same manner. For example, one 
country might have a large number of political prisoners, but very fow 
Rummary c;<ecutions or di~appcnmncc3. A not her .counLry might have 
the 1!icact opposite scenario. Still, it ill quite ·possible for hoth countries 
to have the same score. Codern are instmctcd lo be scn~itive to these 
kin(lS Of trade-offs, and to attempt to re0cct the relative JeveJ Of human 
rights abuses in the .::ountries they nre coding. 

Related lo this, it fa import.ant that the various levels not be.interpreted so 
litcmHy that one misses tl1e e~~ence of what the PTS is atleinptillg to mea.mrc. 
For cxamrle, the essence of what differentiatc.q Level 4 from. Level 5 countries 
i.s that irt lht.: former certain sectnr~ nf the population a!>e singled out for 
widespread terror, while in the latter terror afflict.-i nearly the entire population. 
Despite this theoretical distinction, however, ~omctimcs th~ level of politfoa! 
terror in a country will be so great-although it i~ only 'aimed at certain 

. ~egmcnt~ of the p9pulatiori-that it still warrants a leV"el. 5. To U!\\'l an 
· illustration, even if Hitler bad only i>ingled out one gro\lp, Jews, fm: pef!lecution, 

the level of terror in Nazi Germany still would have been a level 5. 
One ofihc areas where !he PTS ~eems weakest fa in differentiating between 

countries at tlie highest level. For example, a medium sized country where 
torture is ;;ystematic and upwards of 1~00 people have been killed i.hat year, · 
either by f,ummary execution; disappearance, or M casualtie.<i in a civil war, 
win very likely be coded a le:ilel 5. A country where ten time& that numbe:r 
were killccl will also receive a 5. ls political terror in tho second country worse 
lhan in the first? Tue answer dearly i~ ye~, yet the PTS treats these two countries 
a~ es~ntially experiencing the same levels of political terror. On the other band, 
it <:ould 1x rationalfa:i;d that li.fe iB )l,eJ~ )n both counttie.~. 

l. Try to Measure Government Terror, hut Ultimately be Sensitive w 11/l 
Forms of Terror. The PTS attempts to measure government terror. 
However, the coder~ also arc instructed not to ignore other forms of 
terror from non-governmental actor!l. The aim is to reflect the human 
rigLts violations that exist in a country more generally. Usually this doe.~ 
not pose a problem. High levels of ltuman rights abuses by insurgc'lliti 
Arc all loo often matched by similar practices of govemmentr>. One 
country that posed ll. particular problem for a number of years was, 
Lebanon. For the most part. it has been extraordinarily difficult to 
disr.crn between the tcrrorfat acLivitics of the government (if there was 
one in anything but name only) and va.riou~ other factions. As a 
couseq11ence, for many years Lebanon wa~ not given a score. 
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2. Try to Read What the Report.~ are TrJ'ing to Say. One reason why 
certain Ccntrnl American countries such as El Slllvador and Guatemala 
were coded as a 4 rather than a~ a Level 5 (using tl1e Stfltc Department} 
during the early 1980s is that the Reports on these cimn.tries would be 
replete with praise of the .. improvement~" occmring in the arei'L of human 
rights, or else the language with regard tel atrnr.itie~ would he couched 
in terms of "unconfirmed reports." T11c point is thal it is important to 
discern wh~t the reports are trying to ~ay. One key is the adjectives 
employed. For example, "syMematic" torture represents a more serious 
human righti; violation than the mention that torture commonty 01,;eurs. 

In thi~ ~a.me vein, there have been s(')rne instances where a eountry'!l hunum 
rights record is desccibc.d in narrative form as being quite bad, but Where there 
iri very llt.t.ll'l e'Videm:;e in the ·report itself of either snmmary cxccutiom, 
disappearance< torture or suh;<;tantial numbers of political prisoners (the State 
Department Reports on Cupa are probably the best example of this). It is 
important to note tltat the PTS only measures actual terror. Thus, repte1l!live 
i:·~gimes such a.~ the former Eastern-bloc countries that previously had 
effectively cowered thei1 populations would not have e-xhibited the highest 
abuse.~ of terror according to the PTS, although it is very unlikely that they 
w.ill b~ coded as a Ltvel 1 or 2 country either. 

THE CODrNG PROCESS 

The way we ha.ve procc:ooc:d i!l to have at least Lwo people code the pertinent 
countries/ and then a third party (usually Gibney) attempt to re.~olve any 
conflicts between the co<ler!il by employing a rule of m~jority vote (invariably 
two out of three). Coders are asked to provide a score and a few comments 
rationalizing ·their decision. lnter-co<lcr reliability betwee11 t{ie two original 
c:lders is in the range of 70-90. percent. Usually, however, a more informal 
means of dispute resolution is employed. Oftentimes ·where there \s 
disagreement the original coders will be asked to re~read certain country 
rr:ports. After this, iris not unu~ual for a fair amount of discussion to ensue 
concerning why certain countria~ where given the ~core~ they !tad been given. 
In nearly every instance, then, there eventually is unanimity. Where the various 
parties .<1imply cannot agree, the lower score is used. 

EXAMPLES OF VARIOUS LEVELS 

In order to more fully explain the PTS, listed hei!'lW are various tjXrtmj>le.~ of 
different levels of political terror from various years and fiOme of the pertinent 
fonguage from these reports. 



Examples of Level 5 Counlties 

Columbia 1991 (State Department} 

Members anti unlts of ihe army and th~ ~(111t~ 11anieipat.cd in~ nnmhar of human right' 
viol~lion~- f'articul11.r1y in areas of guerilla violence and little civilian ]'rc•cncc, m~mhers 
of the ~rmed forces committed variou.~ ~htt~e~, including massncre,, disappearnnces, nnd 
tonm-e (p. 534) ... , [TJl1c ccnt~r for ln•.•cstlgation~ and Popular f.ducation {CINEP/, 
[logo1a's Jc~ult-affilc~tell human right~ and .1ocial re.1earch in~litution, gives a credible fii;tire 
of J9R ~~r.firm~il ~olitim1l killin~s ill Columbia 1hrnugb October 1!J91 .... CTNEP labeled 
an addiltHnnl I ,1129 mnrder.1 a~ presumably politically motivalcd ... _ These numhm 
c:{clude ;lr.ath; in comhat (Jl- 535). 

A disprnp<>rliarrntcly bign nnmhcr of victiim of \ll'.oknce arc peasants imd worker~i. Tn his 
annu~l report the Procurad or noted thm he had file~ on more than 68 _reporl1'd mas~ams 
by 5o0omi1 y forces ( p. •. 53 7) . _ _ _ Both disappearnces and kidnapin~ increfl.1ed l n 1991 ( p. 
5:1°S) .... Although tc.tmre·ls prohibited by 111.w, the police and sec11rity force~ frequently 

beM Mil mture dmin~e.~. e~pocilllly in tbe ireri&d immi!diatdy fo!!Gwine detention (p. 539-l . 

.A.fi:;hani.~tan 1985 (State Department) 

/\Tl already l1 rad hum an rights sh\u11 icii; deteriorated still fotl h~r in 19~5, Ba.'ic rights 
continued I<'.> be violated on :i magnitmfo unprcccdcmcd in rei:cnl A(shan history. Mtlirni-y 
and KHAD (S(jvict supported secrt:t rriliceJ forces carried om sy~tematic violations of the 
human ri gh l• of M ghan~ on ~ fif:ll\d >lealc .. . . U rb~n llt!n!llrg were repeatedly bo.m bed 
imd s!rnfr..-1 hy aircraft nnd subjected to mortar and artillery hornhardmcm. Largc-1;ca\e 
military operation~ were mounted with .1c~ot regard for-and at limes with ddibcrnlc intent 

to cnuse--dcath :md injury to innocent civilians (p. 11 l:i'.\). 

Guatemala 199(} (Amnesty lntemational) 

R epons were received r.[ hundred~ of ~dlsappoarancc~ ~ an<I cxtra.1udid~I cxtwt.[<'>n~. 
continuing the pattern of i;:rn~~ ahu!llls reponcd over mor~ than two decade~ {p, Hll) .... 
The ahmcs_ :were reyJOrtt'>'.I iri tb~ comat of a comim1ino in;mrgency, am:I the govcrnrn~nt 
and military periodically charged that the armed opposition had carried mit torture and 
murder, alth¢1•gh rlctails of indi~id1111! caSI!:; wer~ rnre!~ condu~lvc (p. 102). 

Examples of level 4 Countries 

T/11! Pliifippines 1990 (Amnesty International). 

Scores of people were believed !() hnvn been cxtmjndicially executed and at least 50 rotliers 
rcportcrlly "rlisappearod" !n polkc-cir milil~ry c;i1st-<>.-!y (p, 1R'i) ... , Tcil.• of thousand.~ e>f 
people wer<: for~d \o !e11ve their homes and there wa.; widcspre~<l destruction nnd loss 
<lf life : . . a~ a result of the bombing hy Bovornmerot force• of vlllagc' suspected o{ 
hurhonring [nppn~ilhml form (II- H\6). 

81 
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Liby11 1987 (Amnest~ International), 

Tbc 1;i11lng; of L:llyans ~hrnM and tbc cucLJtion of prLrnner.~ ln Libya, in AJl~Mcrtl 
imptcm~ntlltion of the oflida) "physical liqui<lnt[on" policy against politiical opponents, 
~;mtinucd. !-htmlrcds of prison~rn nf conscience nod µolitical prisoners were believed to 

be held wlthonl ch~rge .. ,. Many prtsoriers were said to 11<.: held in. secret detention ccmrc~ 
~nd to !Jc at risk nf torture, 

Examples of Level 3 Countries 

Cuba 1991 (State Department). 

!n mid-November, C~b~n authorittr.s unlc3~hcd n WflVC of rcprc~~if.!n ... largllly thro11gh 
the use of "act.1 oi rcp11diatlon"-nuacb by officially organized ·1w1bs !h~t arc pomayed 
a5 bting lpontancom publ!c rebuke~ of 1ii'1lid1mt nc1ivl1y (Nl. 553-554) .... ·1ii 1991 there 
were at lea•t ~ix c.'lsc~ of pmbnhle extrajudicia.l ldlling• by tltnectirity·forcci. (p. 5:54). 

There wm oo cmrihle rcpom of poli1ically motivaf.1!11 ~i~~J!pe~ranr..!~ hl l~I (p. 554) ••.. 
The Con~Jii\ltion prohihirn abusive treatment of det.~rnces atid prrsoner:>. lfowcvcr, 
be~t]ngs, neslect, ]sokitfon, m<l other abu~e bypri~an offidal~ aredirected al tho•c pri~onen 
who hii'l't been convicl~ or polltical cr:lmcs (lnehidjng human rights advocates) nr nr¢ 
unwllllni: lo ~nnforni (p. 554) .... Humim righu; activist; and pol\liolll disoidcnts arc 
s~stcmnti~allj' harnssed and ~b11scd [n publk ,'md private (p, 55~). 

Ghana 1982 (Amnesty International). 

l\mue;Ey lntcmnticMI was concerned about repon~ nf arbitrary arrest, bentin!Jll and killiug; 
by mcmhers of the se<:urity ~e:rvice~, ·pm•1ie;i1l1>rly the ~rmy (p. 41) .... The PN'DC 
[Pr;wisional Natirmal Defence Cmmdl] government w~s installc<I -0n JI December 19Bl 
"~ a re~ult of a mllitary coup, and a nigh lcvi::l of violence continued throughout 1982. 
The mo.~t widely rcpm100 of !he political killings during 1982 occurred -0n :ro Juno when 
three High Cmrrl judgµ and a retlred ~rmynmjor were ahd uc!ed from lhclr h<lmcs during 
curfew hmirn and .~bo! (p, 41). · 

Amn~.sry. lntcrnnli-0nal invc;tigated rcpMI!\ that hoth political and criminal <letai11eos were 
be~t~n by rnldier; dnring or shortly 11rLu their 1mm. Such ill-trca.tmcm WM mo~t 
commonly nl\,,ged at Burma Camp, the mnfn miliHiry barrack. (p. 42). 

Examples of I.eve! 2 Countries 

Clmgo !985 (State Department). 

The human righls silUation ln th~ Congo d1anged li1tlc in l9~5. No organ!~ oJ)p<lllition 
to the (l-0vcrnmcm is pcrmltied: In November, t~c Con!l'' expedcncc<f tbdirst OJ!Cfl llnrtst 
~incc President $.ll~SOti took power. Hig:b ~chool students riot~(] in Brn7.~11ville ta protest 

a riew govcmmcrit t:mlicy cm college scliol:m;hfps. 'The military p111down1l1e rii:>ting, killiQJl 
four stud"rus and :;evercly wounding at least seven. Th~ DSGE l<!R(C security appamtllsl 
has be~n criticized by Amnesty· International for use Qf LOrturi: (p; 8.:\): 
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The Polilim/ TmafRca/r. 

Cameu1m1 198'7 (Amnesty International). 

At least .io political prison~r~ ware hell'.! in Cameroon (hrnugboul l 98'1, most ~ fter unfair 
trials foHowing a CO\lfl attempt in April 1984 (p. 21) .... Ari unknown mm1bcr of death 
strllcnce:; wcrcimpn~crl a11d lher.:wcrc a! lCMl lW" cxccutim'ls tlliring the year. M°'~t dc:~th 
sentence,; were hnpo~cd for murder, bu! they were al~o tm)'l<>!l;!!d ln at leas! five CMC8 for 
"~~srav•l~<I the~'',~ br{mdly defined offence (p, 28). 

Examples of Level 1 Countries 

R11nin i'99J (State Department). 

The human riglrl~ ~lhmtion in Ranin contim1ed to imprnve throughout 1991. The 
tmnsitio~al government. And the newly elec100 Government rcspe-c!~<l the fµndamental 

h\lcli!m dghls imwidecl for itl tbe Co1"1tltutk111' of December 1990 (p. Hl), ... There were 
no repo~~s nf 1mlitical or ~~trnjudlcial kililn!J'l. However, there were i~o]~t<!rl instnn<:e5 of 
>'infoncc and ~t least one death in the northern rcci()n in conncttinn with the clcclinn< during 
ac~>l\frfllltatlon br.tt~~n ~uppomrn of tlifforcm candidMc~{p. 11),.,. There wim: no reports 
nf disappearances (p. 11}. 

Tb~ 19qo Co11stim1lon forhldr; torti1re and cruel, inhurnan, or dcgrnd•ns treatment. Wit!\ 
public attention foetiscd on p11.1t incident~ and on bringing to j11s1ice thoi«: who committed 

acts .:if! nnur~ llnd~r 1be llld r~glmc, there w~re no reports of lonurc in 19?! (p. 11). 

Oman 1991 (State Department), 

A num "~r l'lf bu man rigb.ls ~out i nu~d to be · tigbtl:; restricted in 1991. par1ic1tl1trly th~ 
freedoms ef !!Xprei:.~inn, pc:iceful 11~Hemhly 3nd M!mciniion, lhc rieht of citizens to cMngo 
lhc gon:mmc~t. anci worker right.I. Vad\lus forms of di:icrimlm1tion ~ga\n~I women 
cor11im1cd to occur, ~nd th~rc wem aocasiona\ r~rior_ls of abuse rJf for~\gn worker.~. CMI 
aml rmlitlcal ri~hts ar~ not formally codified. Tn the ahoence of any challenge!<:> lhe c:um::nl 
order, 1~e auth<>rlties mu ally r~spccl tha inle~rity of the indi\'ldual (p, I 539). · 

There were no known 110\itlcal N exlri\i!l;!icial killings In 1991 •... There W<:rc !'IO fe!Hllls 
"' tli~allflearanocs, , , • T "rtnre or other form~ of eruol puni5hme~t aw not systcmatlc<illy 
pr~r-ilct~I nr countcnanc.ed by Omani autliorit ic~ (r. I 539). 

NOTES 

83 

1: Comrlbutiom for tl1i~ project have come 'from other inslitmioos and individual~ a.~ well. 
For cxamrlc, Steven Poe of the Univcr.;il'l' of North TcxM ha~ be~n r~~pnn~ib!e for !time of the 
PTS <lat a, a< ba" fl lbrno J ongm~1111 Rt Leiden Uuiveti>lty iTI the N cl hcrlands. 

The d.11'1 frnm this c~ding lias been \lsed in a variety of ;:-0n1ext< measuring vo1rlous' a~pects 
of U.S. fordgn. a.,sislll.n(¢ ~ml refugee policy. 5~, for example, Stohl, Carle!o~ nnd Jolm"nn { 1984, 
PP- 125-126); Stohl and Cnr!eton (19R5, pp. 205·ll9}; Gibn"'Y (19&7, pp. 109--121); GUmey and 
Stohl(19R:\); Poe(l990. pp.499-jl2, !99Ja, 19911!, pp. 2!!~·316, 199/.., pp.147-167}; Lindrcn(l991, 
P11· 295-Jl6); H~uchl<!r (1991); and Gibney, Diiiion and V<>ckcll (!991, pp. '.!J-4/i) ln addition, 
llm Tmrnl.{l-rn.tl<•n and Rcruscc Board or Canada har. med the Political Terror Scale in refogec 
lmd a.~ylurn dcttrrninati ons. 
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::l. For a furthQr d cseript ion of t ht PTS A'nd ilR use in .~xamini n~ p n 1 it ica1 tcrrnr <wcr the pMl 
d\.C ade, s~c Lhc ch apter by McC~ nn ~lld G it>n~y ~n II•;, "" 1ume. 

3. For th~ Amnesty Rcpmu; the codcrn rend th~ entir<e report for each cnm1try. Fm· the State 
Oepartmcnl the coders re~d the Jn!rr>duc11on nnd Section !. 
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