Empirical Political Science and Human Rights

DR. TODD LANDMAN"

The occasion of the 25" anniversary of the establishment of the Human Rights Centre at
the University of Essex is a good time to reflect on the contributions that empirical
political science has made to the study of human rights. The Department of Government
at Essex, one of the participating departments in the Human Rights Centre, has a strong
reputation in theory-driven empirical research aimed at providing answers to substantive
research questions by testing hypotheses through systematic analysis of evidence. The
Department was founded by comparative politics scholar Jean Blondel, and ever since
members of the department have engaged in the qualitative and quantitative comparative
analysis of many countries, few countries, and single countries to examine a wide range
of substantive topics in political science, many of which have been directly or indirectly
related to human rights. The Department also has a strong tradition in normative
political theory, and Professor Michael Freeman in particular has published widely on the
topic of human rights, in addition to setting up and running the MA in the Theory and
Practice of Human Rights for many years.

In addition to the core course on Political Theory and Human Rights originally
designed by Professor Freeman, the Department also offers my own course, the
Comparative Politics of Human Rights, which is devoted to the systematic study and
analysis of the choices, conditions, and beliefs that either enhance or undermine the
promotion of human dignity. Students on the course engage with rationalist, structuralist,
and culturalist empirical theories at the domestic and international level, comparative
methods and measurement for the analysis of human rights, and exemplars from the
comparative political science literature on human rights, such as Risse, Ropp, and
Sikkink’s The Power of Human Rights, Neil Mitchell’s Agents of Atrocity, Clifford Bob’s The
Marketing of Rebellion, and my own Protecting Human Rights. The course is thus very much in
keeping with the comparative tradition of the Department of Government, but has
responded to the increasing interest within empirical political science in the systematic
analysis of human rights problems.

But political science has not always been interested in human rights, even though
in my view, the kinds of questions that human rights scholars and practitioners pose are
at the core of what the discipline has been studying since the days of Aristotle. ‘Modern’
political science, or that which developed since the advent of ‘American’ political science
at the turn of the 20" century, has had a changing and evolving relationship with human
rights. The early ‘public law’ phase of the discipline at the beginning of the 20" century
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engaged in comparative constitutionalism and comparative analysis of institutional design
in fairly formalistic terms, in ways that highlighted the de jure commitment of states to
various rights protections at the domestic level.' The behavioural revolution that began
in the 1930s and 1940s’ putatively moved political science away from normative
questions and ‘value-based’ research, and concentrated on observable and measurable
attributes of human beings and human societies, while seeking to uncover empirical
regularities and providing law-like generalisations that had universal applicability. Where
human rights featured in this research tradition if at all was in the focus on political
violence and state repression, but this research did not adopt the language of rights to
frame its research questions or its policy implications. It did, however, initiate the
attempt to measure state and non-state violence in ways that would prove crucial to the
development of human rights measures.

The rise and hegemonic dominance of rationalist and realist perspectives
displaced in part behaviouralism and its emphasis on social-psychological explanations
for human behaviour by positing purely economic motives for individual and state
choices. In assuming individuals and states to be wuitary and intentional actors, rationalist
and realist approaches concentrate on utility functions that only relate to the material
self-interest of individuals and the material factors that provide the basis for state power
on the international stage.3 In these perspectives, human rights are seen as normative
concerns and as a set of values that do not have explanatory or analytical leverage of their
own that would provide parsimonious accounts of political events, outcomes, and
interactions. Human rights only matter when their pursuit falls in line with other material
and geo-strategic interests, or when powerful states back a particular rights issue, such as
the abolition of the slave trade in the 19" century;' a state of affairs that means
effectively individuals and states engage in human rights ‘double standards’.

The rediscovery of institutions at the domestic and international level revived an
interest in human rights, as renewed attention to law and its codification of sets of rights
are seen as having a possible constraint on individual and state action. This renewed
interest in institutions has been coupled with the development of human rights measures,
greater attention to comparative method, and the proliferation of human rights norms,
actors, and organisations since the mid 1970s.” Today, there is a strong community of
political science researchers specifically dedicated to the application of the theories and
methods in political science to significant human rights problems and puzzles. For
example, in 2001 the American Political Science Association established a Human Rights
Section, which attracts a steady membership of approximately 420 members per annum
and organises panels and papers at its annual conference. The International Political
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Science Association (IPSA) and the International Studies Association (ISA) have
established similar such organisations and groups. In 2002 at its joint sessions in Turin,
the European Consortium for Political Research (ECPR) hosted a joint workshop on
“The Systematic Study of Human Rights Violations’ organised by Steve Poe and Sabine
Carey. In 2007, the Journal of Peace Research published a special issue dedicated to political
science analysis of protecting human rights.

There is thus a growing international community of political scientists dedicated
to human rights research, which can largely be described as ‘post-behavioural’ in the
sense that it has an explicit focus on a set of values, but applies the theories and
systematic methods of contemporary political science in ways that provide explanation
and understanding, and draw larger inferences and policy prescriptions that can help
improve the promotion and protection of human rights. The research in this field takes
the international law of human rights as either explicitly or implicitly setting an
international standard against which the practices of states are compared. The gap
between the de jure commitment of states and the e facto realisation of human rights thus
forms the primary object of inquiry, while systematic analysis is dedicated to explaining
and understanding its cross-national variation using a variety of quantitative and
qualitative research designs.’

This increasing interest within the discipline in human rights has begun to make
three main contributions: the development of empirical theories to explain human rights
violations, the application of comparative research methods to link evidence to inferences
about human rights problems, and the measurement of different categories and dimensions
of human rights. Fully specified theories, systematic comparative research designs, and
the use of human rights measures have begun to map and explain event regularities in the
world with respect to human rights, identify significant outlier cases for deeper analysis,
and provide an evidence base upon which international public policy can be formulated.

Human rights pose a set of puzzles about human nature and human behaviour
that are similar to those posed by other topics in political science, and scholars working
on human rights have deployed the concepts, insights, and analytical leverage offered by
three main bodies of theory at the domestic and international level, including rational
approaches, structural approaches, and cultural approaches. The largest volume of
political science literature on human rights to date involves research that uses the ‘messy
centre’ of theorising in comparative po]itics,8 comprised of macro-structural explanations
for variation in human rights protection across many countries, while rationalist and
cultural approaches have begun to appear in a number of small-N (or smaller-N)
comparative studies. Drawing on the behavioural tradition in the social sciences, global
comparative studies of human rights in political science focus on a discrete sets of civil
and political rights, or more narrowly, ‘personal integrity rights’, and the data sets tend to
vary across time and space, yielding a large total number of observations used for the
econometric estimation of empirical relationships.”

Theory is not given a particular emphasis in these studies, but the collection of
variables that comprise them has been extensive. The consensus from these studies is
that there are positive and significant effects on the protection of human rights for the
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level of democracy and its initial period of transition, as well as high levels of economic
development. There are negative and significant effects for involvement in civil war and
international war, as well as for those countries with large populations. The results of
more extended research on human rights have thus far been more mixed than the ‘first
generation’ of work and have included variables such as foreign aid and policies from
international financial institutions, direct foreign investment, and international human
rights treaties. Nevertheless, this entire tradition of research focuses on the impact on
human rights of broad socio-economic change, institutional differentiation and
transition, international legal regimes, and particular structural constraints at domestic
and international levels of analysis.

Against this focus on macro patterns, holistic structures, and inter-connections
and constraints, rationalist accounts return to a concern over the micro-foundations for
explaining human rights violations. Rational accounts focus on the ntentionality of
individual and state choices, the strategic interaction of state and non-state actors, and
the human rights implications of the multiple outcomes of these interactions. Such a
focus on intentional choices means that rational accounts concern themselves with
dimensions of human rights abuse in which a perpetrator and an act of violation can be
identified. The rational turn was slow in moving toward human rights, but in following
its general emergence as a dominant paradigm in other research areas in political science,
it has indeed arrived at the study of human rights problems and puzzles. One of the main
positions adopted by rationalist accounts of human rights abuse is that it is possible, and
in many ways imperative, to look beyond questions of grievance, moral outrage against
injustice, and ideological extremism, and to focus on material reasons why an individual
or a state commits human rights violations. From an applied policy perspective, the
rational turn has important implications. Indeed, to provide rational explanations for
human rights abuse means that rational so/utions can be put in place to prevent violations
in the future. Two notable studies in this tradition in include Wantchekon and Healy’s
game theoretic analysis of torture,"’ and Mitchell’s principal-agent model on atrocities
committed during civil war."!

Alongside the macro-structural and micro-foundational explanations for the
variation in human rights abuse across countries, culturalist approaches have examined
the ways in which human rights have been socially constructed,'” how human rights are
part of a process of ‘norms cascade’ in the international arena,"” and how the language of
rights and the ‘framing’ of rights claims accounts for the relative success of different
social movements struggling for human rights and other issues around the world." These
accounts recognise that norms and ideas ‘matter’ in explaining political development and
outcomes in the area of human rights, and draw on the proliferation of human rights
norms since the 1948 Universal Declaration which have been constructed through the
activities of international governmental and international non-governmental
organisations that gather at such global events as the 1993 Vienna Conference.
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In addition, survey analysis and public opinion research has begun to explore the
degree to which citizens’ attitudes and perceptions about human rights are in line with
the actual human rights situation in countries. This research combines the standards-
based indicators of human rights used in the large-N quantitative studies outlined above
with random sample surveys that ask questions about respect for human rights, where
typical response categories include such terms as ‘a lot’, ‘some respect’, ‘not much
respect’, and ‘no respect at all’.” The research effort is then to compare the perceptions
of the human rights situation to the general trends in the protection of different
categories of human rights either for the world,' or broken down for particular
regions.'” The global comparisons reveal that citizens have multiple rights referents when
they formulate assessments on the human rights situation in their own countries, and that
there is a moderate congruence between public opinion about the human rights situation
and the actual human rights situation, which is further differentiated across regions.'®
Across the post-communist states of Central and Eastern Europe, for example, there is a
high congruence between perceptions of human rights and actual human rights practices,
but this congruence tends to be stronger for more highly educated citizens.” Both
studies represent the application of cross-cultural analysis using perceptions as a main
subjective variable of interest as it relates to more objective human rights conditions.

Beyond the deployment of empirical theories to human rights problems, political
science has also used comparative methods and comparable measures in the study of
human rights problems. Comparative methods provide ways in which to compare
similarities and differences across countries to arrive at a series of generalizations about
particular human rights problems. There are three general comparative methods available
to political scientists of human rights: global comparisons of many countries, few-
country comparisons, and single-case studies. The trade-offs associated with these
methods involve the degree to which each can make broad ranging empirical
generalizations at different levels of theoretical and conceptual abstraction.”’ Global
comparisons tend to make empirical generalizations using concepts and constructs at a
fairly high level of abstraction. Few-country comparisons tend to limit their
generalizations and lower the level of abstraction in analysing human rights problems
across a selection of countries. Single-case analysis tends to limit further its empirical
generalizations and concentrates on the contextual particularities of the single case under
investigation, but can be constructed in such a way so as to contribute to larger
theoretical and empirical problems.
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Global comparative analysis typically involves the use of large and complex data
sets comprised of variables that have been operationalised quantitatively and have been
specified in such a way that they can be measured over time and across space. With such
a large number of observations (typical time and space combinations exceed 4000 such
observations), global comparisons make empirical generalizations about relationships
between and among variables that have associated degrees of statistical significance. The
main strengths of this kind of analysis include statistical control to rule out rival
explanations, extensive coverage of cases, the ability to make strong inferences, and the
identification of ‘deviant’ cases or ‘outliers’. The large number of observations means
that there are sufficient ‘degrees of freedom’ to add control variables and robustness tests
to eliminate the possibility of spuriousness, while the types of inferences that are made
tend be of a general nature as outlined above.

But global analysis also has a number of weaknesses, including data availability,
validity and reliability of rights and other measures, and its limited application to human
rights problems. First, until very recently, there had been a dearth of cross-national data
on human rights practices. There are still only five major sources of human rights
measures available for global comparative analysis, all of which are limited ordinal
‘standards-based’ scales of human rights practices.” Second, despite the development of
measures of human rights for cross-national quantitative analysis, there are serious
questions remaining about the validity and reliability of these measures, which code
qualitative information typically found in Amnesty International and/or US State
Department human rights country reports into quantitative scales. Third, global
comparative analysis cannot address a whole range of important research questions in the
human rights field, since many such topics are not susceptible to quantitative methods.

It is precisely because of the limitations and weaknesses of global comparative
analysis that many human rights scholars carry out their analyses on a smaller selection of
countries. Comparing few countries achieves control through the careful selection of
cases that are analysed using a middle level of conceptual abstraction. Studies using this
method are more zntensive and less extensive since they encompass more of the nuances
specific to each case. These studies use qualitative and quantitative measures for human
rights, while the outcomes they seek to explain are often seen to be ‘configurative’ (i.e.
the product of multiple causal factors acting together). Such comparisons tend to make
generalizations that are less broad using concepts and constructs that have been analysed
in greater depth across the countries that have been selected for analysis.

The comparison of the similarities and differences across a small number of
countries is meant to uncover the empirical relationship between the presence of key
explanatory factors and the presence of an observed outcome. The isolation of these
explanatory factors and the determination of their relationship to the observed outcome
can be achieved through adopting two distinct types of research design. Most similar
systems design (MSSD) compares different outcomes across similar countries, while
most different systems design (MDSD) compares countries that share very few features
and then focuses on those factors common across the countries that may account for an
outcome. Of the two research designs, MSSD is slightly more robust, since it allows for
the presence of different outcomes across the countries under investigation to vary.
Despite these differences, without careful reflection on the choice of cases and variables,
these types of method can suffer from specifying too many variables and not enough
cases as well as severe selection bias.

21 See also T. Landman, ‘Measuring Human Rights: Principle, Practice, and Policy’ (2004) 26 Human Rights
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Finally, the field of human rights research is full of single-country studies. By
definition, they focus on countries with particularly problematic human rights records
and include official reports from international governmental and non-governmental
organizations, domestic commissions and NGOs, journalistic and descriptive accounts,
and research monographs. Beyond their pure descriptive function, however, single-
country studies can make significant and valuable contributions to the study of human
rights, including the establishment of new classifications, the generation of hypotheses,
and their use as ‘crucial cases’ for testing hypotheses.” Thus they can serve larger
comparative purposes if they lead to new classifications of social phenomena, generate
new hypotheses about important empirical relationships, and provide critical tests of
extant theories. Human rights abuses take place across a huge range of different social,
economic, and political contexts, and single-country studies provide the richness of
contextual description and the analysis of new institutional, cultural, and behaviour
phenomena. Like the few-country comparisons, single-country studies have used
different combinations of qualitative and quantitative data on human rights to provide
the base of evidence for advancing larger political science arguments.

This brief essay shows that political science has overcome its historical
ambivalence about human rights and has been actively developing a significant sub-
discipline of research on human rights that has produced studies at all levels of analysis
and across all types of theoretical approaches. These developments in the discipline have
been facilitated by the establishment of specialist research and teaching divisions within
the major professional political science associations in the United States, Europe, and
internationally. While many academic programmes in human rights in the US and Europe
are multi-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary, the ‘political science of human rights’ is
now becoming a rich tradition in and of itself. This essay shows that this burgeoning field
of research is making significant contributions to the study of human rights problems in
terms of theory, comparative methods, and the development of comparable human
rights measures. At Essex, the strong social science tradition and the strong comparative
politics tradition within the Department of Government are core features of human
rights education programmes, as well as the ongoing research activities among members
of academic staff and graduate students; a tradition that will continue long beyond this
year of anniversary celebration.

22 See H. Eckstein, ‘Case-study and Theory in Political Science’ in F.I. Greenstein and N.S. Polsby (eds.),
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