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Violations of Human Rights—How Many?

The Statistical Problems of Measuring Such Infractions
Are Tougb, but Statistical Science Is Equal to It

By HERBERT F. SPIRER*

ABSTRACT. Statisticianscan help to improve buman rightsreporting. The statis-
ticians’ approach to measurement, summary and interpretation is needed to
understand and help reduce human rights violations. Statistical problems in
the measurement and analysis of human rights violations include: lack of agree-
ment on the definition, great difficulties in collecting basic data, lack of knowl-
edge of the subject among statisticians, lack of knowledge of statistics among
other human rights practitioners, and the need for appropriate methodology.
The statistical problems are analogous to other measurement problems, and
can be similarly resolved, but a continuing need for interdisciplinary teams
is seen.

1

Introduction

CAN STATISTICIANS ADD to knowledge of the status of human rights? Although
Richard I. Savage, president of the American Statistical Association, stated that
the “scientific-statistical analysis of human rights appears at first unnecessary
and harmful,” he went on to say that the “quantitative features . . . are needed
to understand and help eliminate the causes and results of human rights de-
privations.”’ Toward this end, the Ford Foundation funded a project of the
American Association for the Advancement of Science to “‘determine how sta-
tistical techniques can be used to improve human rights reporting and analysis.”

Statisticians are as concerned with policy as political scientists, legal scholars,
sociologists and other social scientists who study and analyze human rights.
Statisticians collect, summarize and interpret data to provide inputs to the political
process. But the statisticians’ viewpoint is different in its concern for measure-
ment, meaningful summarization and interpretation, rather than conformity to
norms or finding theoretical explanations.

What are the major statistical problems in the reporting and analysis of human
rights violations? Good basic data are hard to come by. Definitions of human

* [Herbert F. Spirer, Ph.D., is professor of information management, School of Business Ad-
ministration, University of Connecticut, Stamford, CT 06903.] I am indebted to Drs. Helen Fein,
Thomas Jabine and A. J. Jaffe, and to Louise Spirer.

American Journal of Economics and Sociology, Vol. 49, No. 2 (April, 1990).
© 1990 American Journal of Economics and Sociology, Inc.
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200 American Journal of Economics and Sociology

rights vary, deliberate suppression and withholding of information about human
rights violations usually is the rule; and most statisticians do not have a thorough
knowledge of the subject. To find an appropriate methodology, we may have
to borrow from many disciplines. Interpreting the results is challenging.

In this paper I discuss some of the statistical issues of definition, basic data
collection and quality, subject knowledge, methodology and interpretation in
the quantification of the status of human rights. My examination leads me to
believe that the statistical aspects of the measurement of human rights are similar
to those of other measurement problems, and could be resolved similarly.

11

Definition

IDEALLY, IT Is PURPOSE that determines the definition of a statistic. Thus in the
U.S., the labor market is defined as the employed non-institutionalized civilians
plus the unemployed who are actively seeking jobs.> Many criticize the Bureau
of the Census for not counting people without a job who have given up looking
for work. But since the original purpose of the measurement of labor force was
to determine how much money and effort to allocate to job creation programs
in the Great Depression of the 1930s, it made no sense to define an unemploy-
ment statistic which counted people who were not looking for jobs. (Today,
we might define the labor force differently.)

Quantification serves general purposes, not particular. Politicians can use
knowledge of the number of unemployed to institute nationwide programs, but
no one will use such knowledge to find a job for a particular unemployed person.
Quantification of human rights can serve general purposes also, to improve
conformity with standards of human rights behavior throughout the world. But
it cannot help a particular victim of human rights violations.

What—and whose—purpose is to be served by the quantification of human
rights? Governments do respond to public awareness and to pressure from donor
countries or trading partners. For example, the Congress of the United States
pressures some States by conditioning foreign aid on improvement in internal
human rights.*

But whose concept of human rights to evaluate? This concept, like unem-
ployment, has changed with time, differs among cultures, differs among States
and is influenced by the biases and intent of the viewer.? Is there a statistical
definition for this concept which is acceptable to most of the over 200 States in
the world? One possible such definition is the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR).® Over 120 member States of the United Nations adhere to this
declaration. The UDHR is a general statement of principles, and I believe, as
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Rights 201

do Dominguez and others,” that the UDHR is a good starting point—if only
because so many countries have formally consented to it.

Where does the UDHR take us? It ranges from the right not to be killed or
tortured to the rights to self- and cultural development. Few States adhering to
the UDHR openly argue for the right to kill citizens for their political opinions.
But what about providing housing and food for all citizens? And the right to
move within the State and to leave and return? All of these are rights in the
UDHR. Does the United States, a signatory, subscribe to the former, and the
USSR, also a signatory, to the latter?® Is there a difference in degree between
rights? A violation of the right to self-development, for example, does not threaten
the integrity of the individual in the same way as does killing, torture, slavery,
servitude, arbitrary arrest and exile.

I feel that a necessary first step is to discriminate between the integrity of the
person and the other rights in the UDHR. My concern is to define a limited
subset of critical human rights which is likely to gain wide acceptance. Many
persons stretch human rights to include trivial matters.” As Jenny Teichman says
in speaking of violence, “‘the word has been re-defined by political polemicists
of both right and left. The left stretch the meaning so that many activities which
in themselves involve no physical force are said to be violent in a new, semi-
technical sense; while the right subject the term to a kind of surgery the result
of which is that only the illegal use of force can be called violence.”"

Helen Fein, director of the Institute for the Study of Genocide, defines a
subset of human rights called “life integrity claims.” These are the rights which
protect the biological and social integration of persons and groups.'' The first
column of Table 1 is Fein’s listing of life integrity rights by category.'?

Table 1 invites a statistician to count. We can conceive of counting the entries
identified as countable (how many persons in reeducation camps?). But others
are inherently uncountable (what are the limits on due process?). Uncountable
violations can be ranked (one State is better than another) and quantified in
other ways, but such ordering usually is subjective and the results may vary with
the rankers’ viewpoints.

Does this table settle the issue of definition? Probably not. But if we accept
the countable violations of Table 1 as being the majority of enumerable violations,
then we can avoid the “stretching” of human rights to the point where no
measurement is conceivable.

111
The Basic Data

WHEN DEFINED, DATA can be collected. But what is the quality of these data? Are
they correct, wrong, mythical, or biased? Is it practically possible to count the
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Table 1

Life Integrity Violation

Variable

COUNTABLE
Coerced labor
Coerced labor for term
Concentration camps
Deliberate starvation
Detention camps
Extermination camps
Forcible transfer of children
Infrequent torture
Involuntary extended separation
Involuntary separation
Mass killing
Permanent injury
Permanent separation
Prisoners of conscience
Rape
Reeducation camps
Routine torture
Selective genocide
Slave labor
Some torture
Systematic killing
Torture to death
Work to death

UNCOUNTABLE
Apartheid
Denial of free movement outside State
Denial of free movement within State
Fewer limits on process
Legal sanctions unused
Legal sanctions used
Forcible prevention of births
No due process
No family
Pass system
Restricted labor
Segregation
Serious bodily & mental harm
Some limits on process

Number of persons
Number of persons
Number of inmates
Number starved

Number of inmates
Number of inmates
Number of children transferred
Number tortured
Number of separations
Number of separations
Number of deaths
Number injured

Number of separations
Number of prisoners
Number of raped persons
Number of inmates
Number tortured
Number of deaths
Number held in slave labor
Number tortured
Number of deaths
Number of deaths
Number of deaths
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theoretically countable violations of Table 1? Can anyone count disappearances
in a country where such things happen? Who can and will count torture cases
in an authoritarian or totalitarian State?

Many people—statisticians and nonstatisticians—despair of enumerating these
variables of horror. Why? Because there are problems of definition? Because
the values are politically charged? Because the data from different sources con-
flict? You might say the same for the data on international balances of trade
which don’t add up on an individual or aggregate basis—although the stakes
are different.”® Even so, these numbers are often good enough for decision-
making.

Are we unable to deal with deliberate suppression of data? Most statisticians
have experienced it. The consequences may not be as severe as in the case of
human rights, but the methods of analysis are the same. Quality control data
are altered, hidden and refused.'* Inventory outages are not reported, documents
are altered, and some respondents lie to protect their jobs. The same motives,
on a different scale, account for the deceits of the perpetrators of human rights
violations.

Statisticians are accustomed to the artifactual nature of data, and to the problems
of data quality. We do not always resolve them. But these problems do not stop
us from getting and analyzing data that can be used to make useful decisions
and set public policy.

One function of statistical methodology is to make estimates (and specify
their precision) from such data as can be obtained. In World War II, Allied
statisticians were able to make useful estimates of the number of Nazi tanks
based on the serial numbers of captured tanks."® Epidemiologists base decisions
about disease on inferences from incomplete data. Can we believe that all cases
of AIDS infection, illness or death are reported? Some cases are hidden during
life, others after death, either deliberately or through ignorance. To try to enu-
merate directly all infected persons through direct observation is hard and dan-
gerous, although easier and less dangerous than trying to enumerate directly
cases of torture. We cannot now hope to know the precise number of AIDS
cases in the United States. But we can infer estimates from existing data and
make useful (not highly precise, but useful!) comparisons among different geo-
graphical regions and times.'

Does anyone foresee teams of observers entering States which violate human
rights on a grand scale and interviewing scientifically selected samples of prison
inmates? The countries most in need of counting are the least likely to allow
such scientific data collection. Nor will many other countries be likely to allow
such inspection. But there are internal, non-governmental organizations which
try to count violations—and in some cases, succeed.
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The U.S. State Department reported time series data from non-governmental
observer organizations on deaths attributable to political violence in El Salvador."”
The values of four of these time series tend to rise and fall together, even though
they differ by as much as a factor of three. Is it possible that all four are measuring
different aspects of the same underlying phenomenon? Rising and falling to-
gether, they show the general direction of movement. They help to answer the
question: Is the human rights situation improving or worsening?

v

Know the Subject

WHETHER DATA ARE COLLECTED in the field—hard as that may be—or drawn from
secondary sources, there will be many cases of conflicting data. Some data are
good, some are bad, and some may be useful in making an estimate. But to
make sensible uses of the data, the statistical analyst must know the subject, or
team up with specialists who do.

In the short run, statisticians with in-depth subject matter knowledge in this
field will be hard to come by. The subject calls for knowledge of general and
international law, human rights history and practice, geography, political science
and practical politics. And in any particular case, effective work can require a
thorough knowledge of another language and culture. How many statisticians
have or can quickly acquire most—Ilet alone, all—of the above attributes?

Current scholarship in human rights reflects the small number of statisticians
working in the field. In an issue of the Human Rights Quarterly whose “objective
.. .[is] . . . to explore the possibilities for improving the analysis of human
rights with the assistance of statistical and other quantitative tools,” only three
of the 16 contributors are statisticians and only one other (an epidemiologist)
has a biography that suggests familiarity with statistical methods.’® None of the
31 contributors in the five other recent issues of the same journal has a statistical
background.

Can social scientists and legal scholars carry the burden alone? Social scientists
often have knowledge of statistical principles and usually team up with statis-
ticians for measurement projects. But lawyers are rarely involved in quantification
of basic concepts of the type proposed for human rights evaluation.

In such situations we usually look to education to broaden the scope of workers
in a field. Columbia University’s Center for the Study of Human Rights has
prepared a special syllabus for graduate students.” Titled International Human
Rights: Politics & Law. A Syllabus, it does not discuss the problems of data
collection, summarization and measurement. J. Paul Martin, director of the Cen-
ter, argues for formal education in human rights to “help students link critical
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thinking and moral conviction as well as refine their understanding of how
social change takes place and how it is or is not influenced by norms and by
groups and individuals."?® He does not call for instruction in the statistical mea-
surement of human rights condition.

Unfortunately, law students have been shown to have special problems in
learning to reason statistically as compared to other disciplines:

In both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies of the effect of training [Nisbett et al.
write], law and chemistry students improved much less in their statistical reasoning than
psychology and medical students. In similar studies of reasoning about the logic of the
conditional, law students performed as well as others. There is a strong suggestion that
training in contractual relations does not generalize to statistical reasoning as well as it does
to logical reasoning.?'

Human rights is a field which makes unique demands for interdisciplinary
education and research. We may never have many sufficiently interdisciplinary
individuals in this field. Political scientists, legal scholars, statisticians, anthro-
pologists, sociologists will have to work together to get results that will stand
as objective measures of situations. The unidimensional work we are now seeing
is better than nothing, but that is not good enough.

Statisticians alone are not likely to produce high-quality statistics for human
rights, unless they are thoroughly familiar with the subject matter.”* And prac-
titioners from other disciplines are not likely to produce high-quality statistics
without the aid of statisticians.

A%

Interpretation

COUNTS AND SUMMARIES by themselves do not suffice for drawing sound conclu-
sions. Someone must interpret the results to answer the relevant questions. Is
there a human rights problem in country A? Has country B improved human
rights conditions? What is the effect of the intervention of country C? Have
international sanctions improved or worsened the situation in country D? Does
the situation in country E appear to be moving toward mass killing based on
comparison with States which have had known mass killings?

A recent report on the number of political prisoners in Cuba is an example
of the problem of interpretation. In a newspaper story, the U.S. government
estimates that Cuba is holding more than 15,000 political prisoners, “‘based on
information it has obtained mainly from recently released prisoners.” The Cuban
Committee on Human Rights (a dissident group in Havana) estimates 10,000
to 15,000 political prisoners. Amnesty International estimates that the number
is “as high as several thousand.” The spokesman for the Cuba’s Ministry
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of Foreign Affairs says that there are fewer than 800 political prisoners in
Cuba’s jails.?®

Is one or several of these estimates ectoplastistics?** Or do they all tell the
truth? “All numbers if accurately recorded and precisely determined are correct
insofar as they meet their definitions.”®

Treaster, in an article, reported only the definition of the spokesman for Cuba’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs:

The figure . . . included people accused of sabotage, disrupting public order, threatening
state security and working with United States intelligence. . . . {It does not include] people
being held for trying to leave the country and those who refuse to serve in the armed forces.

Compare the Cuban definition of a political prisoner to the definition given
by Amnesty International for a prisoner of conscience:

. . . persons who in violation of the aforesaid provisions [those of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights] are imprisoned, detained or otherwise physically restricted by reason of
their political, religious or other conscientiously held beliefs or by reason of their ethnic
origin, sex, colour or language, provided that they have not used or advocated violence
(hereinafter referred to as ‘Prisoners of Conscience’).

The U.S. State Department has a similar criterion.?” A political prisoner is a
person who is incarcerated without a charge either for exercising a fundamental
right, because of beliefs, or because of membership in a political association
or membership in a particular social group (religious, ethnic, language). How-
ever, the exact definition in any case is determined by situation and country
specifics!®®

We don’t know the definition used by the Cuban Committee on Human Rights.
One thing is sure: If the different parties are making estimates of different vari-
ables, we can’t directly compare these estimates. Any reasonable interpretation
must take such issues into account.

VI

Methodology

STATISTICAL METHODS RANGE from simple tabulation of data to complex analyses
using supercomputers. I do not propose to discuss advanced or sophisticated
methods, only to exemplify the need for care in choosing methods.

In the past 18 months, I have seen three papers—one by an economist and
two by political scientists—which claim to explain the differences in human
rights status by the nature of the cultural, political and economic system of the
State.? All used similar methods, the analysis of association among variables by
the use of correlation or regression analysis. If two or more variables are asso-
ciated (go up and down together) we know no more than that. We can not
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conclude that there is a cause-and-effect relationship. Unfortunately, the use of
a complex methodology seems to lead some researchers to ignore this caution
and the authors of two of the three papers explicitly attribute cause where they
find only association.

I discuss the most recent of the three. In it Han S. Park says that, if we can
show that “the degree of human rights violations co-varies with certain contextual
characteristics of the society,” then we will have predictors of human rights
practices. And, “If the predictor is subject to change by policies, then the con-
dition of human rights in that society can be altered.”* He uses three numbers
as measures of a nation’s human rights status: Gastil’s subjective indices of po-
litical rights and civil liberties,* the unweighted mean of infant mortality, literacy
rate and life expectancy (the Physical Quality of Life Index, “PQLI’’),* and a
measure of the inequity in income. Only Gastil’s indices (which are not based
on enumeration of life integrity violations) are directly related to rights. The
PQLI and inequity in income are not human rights in the sense of Table 1. Park
uses ethnic diversity, the percentages of Christian, Islamic and urban populations,
and welfare, military and educational expenditures as variables which might
explain and predict human rights.

Park does a computer-assisted analysis; a complex tool leads to complex results
and I discuss only a few. He finds that high welfare expenditures are associated
with good values of all three of his human rights measures. High military ex-
penditures are associated with low values of the PLQI but with good values of
Gastil’s political liberties index. And so forth. Park states that changing discre-
tionary variables (such as welfare expenditures) will cause an improvement in
human rights (that is, the values of the measures he uses).

My concern as a statistician about this methodology is that its apparent com-
plexity will discourage the non-statistician from questioning the results. There
are several methodological flaws in the analysis. However, the leap from an
apparent finding of association to cause is fatal.

To show its seriousness, I performed a correlation analysis for Gastil’s indices
and the percentage of women using contraceptive methods.*® The correlation
for this explanatory variable is higher than any found by Park. His faulty logic
would have us conclude that increasing contraceptive use by women is an ef-
fective way to improve human rights.

VII
Conclusion

1 AGREE with those statisticians who feel that statistical data, carefully compiled
and analyzed, can have value in improving the status of human rights in the
world. I propose that:

This content downloaded from
149.10.125.20 on Sat, 19 Mar 2022 00:19:20 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



208 American Journal of Economics and Sociology

The statistical problems in the measurement of human rights differ in degree
rather than kind from the problems of measuring other politically important
concepts. Political scientist Robert Goldstein agrees, saying “‘that many of the
problems which bedevil the use of quantitative data for humans rights studies
are common to other topics.”*

“Stretching’”” of human rights beyond the narrow boundaries of Life Integrity
Violations prevents systematic measurement and trivializes mass horrors.

Data collection is difficult, but the problems are analogous to those of epi-
demiology and amenable to statistical analysis.

Interdisciplinary teams can make up for gaps in individual subject-matter
knowledge.

Long-term success is contingent on educating human rights researchers and
practitioners in working with statisticians.

Statistical methods have much to offer, but aptness and good sense in their
use are essential.
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Benedict Spinoza, Freedom and the Public Peace

THE UNION OF UTRECHT in 1579 declared that “every citizen shall remain free
in his religion.” This brought crypto-Jews in from inquisitorial Spain and Portugal
with the first group arriving in 1593. Spinoza’s grandfather and father were in
this group. The family long understood religious persecution.

In 1670 Spinoza anonymously published his Tractus Theologico-Politicus. On
its title page he stated, “not only is perfect liberty to philosophize compatible
with devout piety and with the peace of the State, but that to take away such
liberty is to destroy the public peace and even piety itself.”

Now 320 years after the Utrecht statement, the new advent of religious freedom
in the U.S.S.R. is being accompanied by disunion and war between religious
and ethnic groups. Events, unfortunately, justify the observation, foolishly dubbed
“cynical,” that when most people espouse freedom of religion, they mean only
freedom for their religion. This posture clearly destroys “the public peace.”

F.C.G.
Contentment

WHO CAN DESIRE more content, that hath small meanes; or but only his merit to
advance his fortune, then to tread, and plant that ground hee hath purchased
by the hazard of his life? If he have but the taste of virtue and magnanimitie,
what to such a minde can bee more pleasant, then planting and building a
foundation for his Posteritie, gotte from the rude earth, by Gods blessing and
his owne industrie, without preiudice to any?

CAPTAIN JOHN SMITH 1616
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