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ABSTRACT 

Under what conditions do states torture? While many theories exist to answer this question, I 

focus on one - the violation of physical integrity rights. There are four types of physical integrity 

rights: torture, extrajudicial execution, political disappearance, and political imprisonment. In 

this paper I posit that there is no tradeoff between torture and the other three types of physical 

integrity rights; that is, when one violation occurs, other violations are NOT less likely to occur.  

I formulated my hypothesis using the foundations of Powell and Staton‟s 2009 article, and I 

tested the hypothesis by running a bivariate probit regression on a country-year dataset of 113 

countries with a temporal domain of 1995 to 2005. The results showed support for my 

hypothesis, opening up a wide range of implications for policy makers and human rights 

practitioners.  

Keywords: torture, physical integrity rights, Powell and Staton, state behavior. 
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What Causes Rights Violations? 

 

When faced with a threat to their hold on power, states will often turn to repressive 

measures to regain control. They will curtail movement and speech, detain and imprison 

civilians, and torture with surprising frequency. One common misconception about state-

sponsored torture is that it is an exceptional, deviant example of state behavior. The truth is, 

however, that no state is immune from this practice. In any give year during the last quarter of 

the 20
th

 century, 78 percent of governments tortured at least one person, democracies included 

(Cingranelli and Richards 2004). While the conditions and specifications of each instance of 

rights violation vary from country to country, it remains clear that violations of physical integrity 

rights do happen, every year, all around the world.  

Physical integrity rights violations by states are certainly not a recent phenomenon, 

though only in the past fifty to sixty years have they been formally brought into the sphere of 

international human rights law. The biggest impetus for the movement to legally prohibit human 

rights abuses of all types was the landmark Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 

which was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948. It contained within it a 

comprehensive framework of rights that had been lacking in the United Nations Charter, made 

particularly relevant as the details of Nazi crimes during World War II came to light. The rights 

outlined by the UDHR expanded on the principles of the Four Freedoms touted by the Allied 

Forces, namely: the freedom of speech, the freedom of assembly, freedom from fear, and 

freedom from want.  

 The UDHR is also the main component of the International Bill of Human Rights, which 

is comprised of the UDHR, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 

and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The core provisions of 
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the ICCPR, which was adopted in 1966, draw out the specific negative rights pertaining to the 

“inherent right to life” (ICCPR, Article 6). These include (but are not limited to) the prohibition 

of: arbitrary killings by security forces; slavery; forced labor; arbitrary arrest and detention; 

torture; and cruel, inhuman, and degrading punishment. The provision prohibiting torture and 

cruel, inhuman, and degrading punishment served as the foundation for another important piece 

of human rights legislation – the United Nations Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, 

Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT).  

 The CAT came into force in 1987 and contains three main provisions: the prohibition of 

torture (Article 2); the prohibition of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment (Article 16); and the 

prohibition of refoulment
1
 (Article 3). The prohibition of torture is non-derogable, and no 

exceptional circumstances can be used as justification for engaging in torture. The United 

Nations Committee Against Torture was also established to monitor and enforce the states 

parties to the Convention. These three key pieces of legislation are the main body of work in 

international law governing the behavior of states regarding physical integrity rights.  

Though the physical integrity of a person can be broadly interpreted, there are four sub-

categories of physical integrity rights violations which I will focus on: torture, extrajudicial 

execution, political imprisonment, and political disappearance.  

Torture is any act by which severe pain or suffering (both physical and psychological) is 

intentionally inflicted on a person for the purpose of obtaining a confession, punishment, 

intimidation, or discrimination at the instigation or with the consent of a public official. 

This does not include pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in, lawful sanctions 

(UN Convention against Torture). Torture is the most common violation of the four 

physical integrity rights (Cingranelli and Richards 1999), and is widespread in countries 

                                                           
1
 The return or extradition of a person to another State where there are substantial grounds for believing that he 

would be in danger of being subjected to torture. (CAT Article 3) 
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like Egypt, where security forces and the police routinely torture or ill-treat detainees, 

particularly during interrogations (Human Rights Watch 2004).  

An extrajudicial execution is the killing of a person by governmental authorities without 

the sanction of any judicial proceedings or legal process. This term is often used 

interchangeably with “summary execution” and “assassination” (Schmitt 1992). 
According to a recent report from the UN Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary, 

or Arbitrary Executions following a trip to Colombia, Colombian security forces carried 

out “a significant number of premeditated civilian murders and fraudulently presented the 

civilians as „killed in combat.‟” (A/HRC/14/24/Add.2).  

Political imprisonment occurs when someone is arbitrarily detained when there is no 

legal basis for detention or there are grave violations of the right to a fair trial. Detention 

and imprisonment which is lawful under national standards may be considered arbitrary 

under international standards (Amnesty International). It is alleged that many countries, 

including the United States, have indefinitely detained potential terrorist suspects 

throughout the Middle East, citing the fact that they are not technically „prisoners of war‟ 
as justification for not bringing them to trial (Human Rights Watch).  

A political disappearance takes place when a person is arrested, detained, or abducted 

by the state or agents of the state, who then deny the person is being held or conceal their 

whereabouts, placing them outside the protection of the law (Amnesty International). 

This problem has become so widespread that the UN adopted the International Covenant 

for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearances in 2006, which is one of 

the strongest human rights treaties ever adopted by the UN. A recent Amnesty 

International report highlighted the ongoing disappearances in Chechnya and other parts 

of the North Caucasus in Russia, which has been on the rise since 2006 (EUR 

46/007/2011).  

It is not enough to merely know that these violations occur; we must also have a way to 

measure them.  There are two well-cited datasets that chart physical integrity rights violations: 

the Political Terror Scale (PTS) and the Cingranelli and Richards dataset (CIRI). Both datasets 

use Amnesty International Annual Reports and the United States Department of State’s Country 

Reports on Human Rights Practices.  I use the CIRI dataset in this project because, unlike the 

PTS, it disaggregates physical integrity violations and establishes a more precise threshold value 

for each category of intensity.  
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 This paper focuses on the question: Is there a tradeoff between certain types of physical 

integrity violations, particularly torture, by states
2
? If there is an increase in political 

disappearances, for example, would a state be less likely to torture? Or are states more likely to 

torture if they have committed other types of physical integrity violations? Drawing inspiration 

from Powell and Staton‟s 2009 paper “Domestic Judicial Institutions and Human Rights Treaty 

Violation,” I hypothesize that there is NOT a tradeoff between torture and other types of physical 

integrity rights violations based on a cost-benefit model of incentives.   

A state‟s highest priority is the maintenance of its own existence, and part of this priority 

is to undermine potential threats to the state‟s hold on power (Powell and Staton 2009). When 

challenges to the status quo take place, authorities generally employ some form of repressive 

action (though not always physically repressive action) to counter or eliminate the behavioral 

threat (Davenport 2007). This response is called the “Law of Coercive Responsiveness”, and 

represents the benefit for states to use physically repressive measures against their citizens (or 

whichever entity is posing a threat to their sovereignty.) A coercive response carries with it a 

cost to the executive, which must also be taken into account when deciding whether to use such 

measures. Many factors may increase the cost for a state to violate physical integrity rights, but 

one of the most influential is the presence of an effective judiciary (Powell and Staton 2009).  

An effective judiciary increases the cost of violating physical integrity rights by enforcing 

laws outlawing such practices through punishment and redress. If an effective judiciary is not 

present, there is still a cost to the executive to engage in repressive measures. However, the 

populace will have fewer mechanisms to express their discontent and/or seek legal redress for 

                                                           
2
 As a point of clarification, in this paper I use the term “state” to refer to the regime currently holding power and 

authority in a given country.  
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violations, and the enforcement of domestic and international laws prohibiting such behavior 

becomes much more difficult.  

 In this paper I first elaborate on my central research question by presenting an overview 

of the existing literature on the main underlying concepts key to my hypothesis. I then discuss 

the data and research methodology used to test the hypothesis posited in the paper, with a 

concluding section discussing the results and their real-world implications. 

A Cost-Benefit Model of State Behavior 

Let us first look at the specific factors which contribute to a state‟s decision to repress 

their citizens. A common, and intuitive, explanation for this phenomenon focuses on political 

regime type. The differences between democracies and non-democracies is often cited as a 

largely contributing factor to state behavior based on the institutional makeup of these 

governments (Piazza and Walsh 2009; Lukes 2006; Goodliffe and Hawkins 2006). Democracies 

are less likely to engage in human rights abuses in general (Hathway 2007), from which we can 

intuit that democracies are also less likely to engage in the violation of physical integrity rights. 

The Domestic Democratic Peace theory (Davenport 2007) states that the liberal democratic 

institutions
3
  that define a democratic government will constrain state behavior; these institutions 

increase the cost of using repressive behaviors by providing an alternative mechanism for dissent 

which weakens the justification for coercive activity. These institutions not only increase the 

likelihood that allegations of physical integrity violations become public, but also produce 

institutional incentives that decrease the likelihood that states will violate in the future (Conrad 

and Moore 2009).  

                                                           
3
 Liberal democratic institutions include (but are not limited to): free and fair elections, the existence of multiple 

political parties, an effective judiciary, a system of checks and balances on the executive, and an open and 

independent media.  
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The judiciary plays a particularly important role as a democratic institution. In general, 

judicial independence
4
 is strongly, positively associated with greater respect for physical 

integrity rights (Cross 1999, Keith 2002). An effective court system is the mediator between 

states and their domestic and international obligations towards human rights, and can influence a 

state‟s commitment and compliance behavior in regards to international human rights treaties. 

For certain international treaties like the CAT, for which no external enforcement body exists
5
, 

domestic judiciaries play a significant role. An effective domestic enforcement of such treaties is 

not only a function of the power of courts to set limits on state behavior, but also of the 

government‟s expectations over whether victims of repression will seek legal redress (Powell 

and Staton 2009). If there is a high expectation that victims of repression will be able to seek 

redress and punitive measures through an effective court system, the cost for the executive 

increases.   

There are, however, certain conditions which negate the effect of these liberal democratic 

institutions.  The presence of violent dissent is a strong incentive for a state to use repressive 

measures to regain or maintain control, and democratic institutions only constrain the 

government‟s use of torture when the state is not faced with violent dissent. When the state is 

faced with violent dissent, democratic institutions only have a limited impact on the likelihood 

that the state uses torture (Davenport, Moore and Artmstrong 2007). States facing violent dissent 

will be systematically less likely to put in place the reforms needed to stop torture, even in the 

presence of democratic institutions (Conrad and Moore 2009, Davenport 1995, 2007a, and 

Wantchekon and Healy 1999). In fact, during the final twenty years of the 20
th

 century so few 

                                                           
4
 The existence of a judiciary with institutional safeguards that permit it to check the executive and legislature.  

5
 The enforcement for the CAT rests in the provision requiring the creation of national legislation to implement the 

provisions of Convention as a whole. However, this would largely be considered internal enforcement, as it is at the 

state‟s discretion whether they will actually draft such legislation.  
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states terminated their use of torture when they were faced with violent dissent that no systematic 

relationships with liberal democratic institutions exist (Conrad and Moore 2009).  

Repressive behavior under condition of violent dissent follows the logic of the Law of 

Coercive Responsiveness. Governing authorities should respond with repression to behavior that 

threatens the political system, government personnel, the economy, or the lives, beliefs, and 

livelihoods of those within their territorial jurisdiction (Davenport 2007). It is widely understood 

that most authorities will take measures to eliminate a threat to the status quo, and these 

measures will often include repression when the government opponent is trying to displace 

current political leaders and/or the current political system. When such conditions are in place, 

the benefit for a state to use repressive measure and violate the physical integrity rights of its 

citizens increases.  

Is There a Tradeoff? 

 We have now reviewed a number of conditions that will influence whether a state will 

violate physical integrity rights – political regime type, an effective judiciary, and violent dissent. 

The interaction of incentives and disincentives is the motivating force behind each country‟s 

decision to engage in repressive behaviors. As mentioned, the four specific types of physical 

integrity rights violations that are focused on in this paper are: extrajudicial killings, 

disappearances, political imprisonment, and torture. It is also important to note that not all 

repressive behaviors are equal, and some combinations of these rights are more closely related 

than others. Those facing political imprisonment are often at a greater risk of torture. And many 

victims of political disappearances are later found to have been killed Cingranelli and Richards 

1999).  
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 Others could say that there is a tradeoff; when a state violates one type of physical 

integrity rights, they may decrease the need for further violations. If political disappearances 

begin rising in response to uprisings against the executive, the negative effect felt by the 

rebelling population may dissuade them from further uprisings, thereby negating the need for 

violations of other rights. According to Cingranelli and Richards (1999: p. 409), “not as many 

governments practice extrajudicial killing and make their citizens disappear, because the general 

publics of most countries are less tolerant of violations of these rights by the leaders of their own 

governments. Moreover, governmental leaders are less tolerant of violations of these rights by 

other governments.” In essence, the cost of one of these types of physical integrity rights 

violations may be higher than another, indicating a tradeoff between violations.  

 Despite the argument above, I hypothesize that there is no tradeoff between physical 

integrity rights violations and instances of torture. The particular conditions which may 

incentivize states to engage in one type of rights violation will often correspond to other rights 

violations as well. I posit that all four types of physical integrity rights violations carry with them 

the same costs and benefits, though a more in-depth study on each type of violation would 

substantiate this assumption (as of yet no such study has been conducted). I will attempt to 

support this assumption with a current example – the ongoing conflict in Tunisia.  

After two months of protests starting in December 2010 and the downfall of President 

Ben Ali, reports began surfacing of human rights violations by the Tunisian security forces. 

Unarmed protestors were shot during rallies, such as Ghassan Chniti, a 19-year old student who 

was shot in the back as he ran from police. After clashes with security forces, other protestors 

were taken into detention facilities, detained, and severely beaten. As of March 2011, the United 
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Nations estimated that 147 people were killed by government forces, in addition to the 72 people 

who died in prison from incidents linked to the uprising
6
 (Amnesty International).   

The Tunisian government was under conditions not unlike many other governments. 

They faced a threat to their sovereignty and had to decide how to mitigate that threat to maintain 

their power. In this instance the threat happened to come from their own citizens, but in other 

cases states have acted the same way when the threat was from a foreign entity. When the 

Tunisian protests began to overwhelm the government forces that were trying to maintain order, 

the cost-benefit model of repressive behavior came into play.  

Undoubtedly, engaging in repressive behaviors (especially against its own citizens) has 

drawn harsh criticism from the international community. The potential costs (economic 

sanctions, shaming in the United Nations, severing of diplomatic ties) were probably fully 

realized by the Tunisian government. However, a state on the brink of an absolute collapse of its 

government system could no doubt justify the costs of repressive measures as necessary for self-

preservation. And that is what happened in Tunisia.  

To maintain order, the police and security forces were given free rein to curtail the 

protests. When they were able to detain citizens, they did. The threat of an impending civil war is 

enough to breakdown the effectiveness of any judicial system, and no doubt the judiciaries 

power to punish state agents accused of human rights abuses became insurmountably more 

difficult. The state‟s motivation was to dissuade the protestors from continuing and to punish 

those participating in the protests. Using multiple repressive measures was a (believably) 

effective way of doing both sides of this, because in torturing, disappearing, or executing the 

                                                           
6
 For more information, see Amnesty International‟s Report Tunisia in Revolt: State Violence During Anti-

Government Protests.  
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protestors (all of which they did), they not only punished the victims but also created an 

environment of fear. In this circumstance, the cost for each specific type of physical integrity 

right violation was the same (not very much at all.)
7
   

Tunisia does represent an extreme circumstance, however, and not every state that 

engages in physical integrity rights violations is at the brink of collapse. Some states face a 

higher cost of repression than others, particularly if their judicial system represents an effective 

check on the executive. More developed countries like the United States face checks on their 

behavior from not only an effective judiciary, but also from an empowered electorate. When not 

facing the potential for a civil war or terrorism, allegations of government abuse are more likely 

to face much more attention and criticism from the populace. The cost for repressive measures 

therefore increases. However, I maintain that when a state has enough incentive to engage in one 

type of physical rights violation, the incentive carries over to other physical rights violations as 

well. There will still not be a tradeoff.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 This would not be the case if the crimes committed by the Tunisian government were to be prosecuted, either in 

Tunisian courts or in the international community. However, this type of justice is notoriously slow and realistically 

could be drawn out for decades.  
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Data 

 To test this hypothesis, I use data from a sample of 113 countries (both democracies and 

non-democracies
8
) with a temporal domain of 1995 to 2005. The unit of analysis is country-year.  

Dependent variable 

 The dependent variable is the level of torture practiced by states, and is taken from the 

Cingranelli-Richards (CIRI) Human Rights Dataset
9
. A dichotomous variable was created from 

the CIRI dataset representing egregious and non-egregious levels of torture in each country-year. 

A score of 0 represents the original CIRI scores of either 1 or 2 (indicating torture practiced 

occasionally or not at all, respectively) and is labeled as „non-egregious.‟ A score of 1 represents 

the original CIRI score of 0 (indicating torture practiced frequently.) This format allowed more 

clarity in analyzing those states which practice torture systematically compared to those which 

are only minor, if at all, violators
10

.  

Independent variables  

 The focal independent variable in this analysis is non-torture Physical Integrity Rights 

Violations. The original variable was an additive index, also from the Cingranelli-Richards 

(CIRI) Human Rights Dataset, of four human rights violations: disappearances, extrajudicial 

killings, political imprisonment, and torture. Each violation was ranked on a scale of 0 (frequent 

                                                           
8
 Data for the judicial effectiveness variable was not available for many of the developed Western European 

countries (including Austria, Germany, Spain, and Portugal,) which biases the sample of the countries in the dataset. 

The sample size is still large enough to be a relatively representative sample of worldwide trends, though the 

inclusion of these countries in the dataset would no doubt contribute greatly to the reliability and implications of the 

data.  
9
 This dataset does not provide and entirely accurate depiction of torture due to the limited number of categories and 

arbitrary cutoff of the high, medium, and low levels of torture. However, the CIRI dataset is the most comprehensive 

collection of data regarding international human rights practices to date.  
10

 With the high frequency of states that have engaged in at least one act of state-sponsored torture, I felt it more 

advantageous to separate out the egregious violators.  
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violation of this right) to 2 (no violation of this right), giving the additive index a scale of 0 to 8. 

The variable used in this analysis, Violation of Physical Integrity Rights, only looks at the first 

three rights violations, re-scaling the variable from 0 to 6 (subtracting the two scale points that 

corresponded to torture.) 

In order to control for a spurious relationship between non-torture violations and 

egregious torture violations, I must include additional independent variables. I draw upon Powell 

and Staton to provide these additional variables to control for spuriousness – the level of judicial 

effectiveness and the presence of political violence.   

I measure judicial effectiveness by using the Contract-Intensive Money measure (Clague, 

et. al 1999) provided by the International Monetary Fund‟s International Financial Statistics, 

which represents the ratio of non-currency money to the total money supply
11

. If the measure 

indicates that 80% of more of the country‟s money is held in banks (a CIM score of 0.8 or 

higher), it can be intuited that the populace has faith in the government to enforce its financial 

contracts, and indicates the presence of an effective judicial branch
12

. Also following Powell and 

Staton, the variable that will be used is an interaction between a state‟s CIM score and if they 

have ratified the CAT. The coefficient therefore represents the impact of CIM only for countries 

that have ratified the CAT.  

 The measure of political violence is taken from the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset.
 

13
 The dataset defines conflict as “a contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or 

territory where the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is the 

                                                           
11

 (M2 – C / M2) where M2 is the money supply and C is the currency held outside of banks.  
12

 The minimum threshold of .8 for judicial effectiveness is a standard used by both Powell and Staton (2009) and 

Conrad (2009).  
13

 Version 4-2009 
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government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths.” I do not distinguish between 

the two levels of intensity of the violence; the variable is either coded as 0 (no conflict) or 1 (any 

conflict).  

Additional variables  

I also include three additional variables which would logically have an impact on the 

level of torture practiced by states, and my expectations for these variables follow the findings of 

previous works in the literature. 

The first is a measure of political regime type, which will be taken from the POLITY IV 

scale. The scale ranges from +10 (strongly democratic) to -10 (strongly autocratic). I expect that 

states with higher POLITY scores will torture less than those states with lower POLITY scores. 

This expectation is based on the belief that the presence of liberal democratic institutions (which 

are, naturally, more present in democratic states than in non-democratic states) increase the cost 

for states of using repressive behaviors like torture because they provide an alternative 

mechanism which weakens the justification for coercive activity.  

The second variable is a dichotomous measure of whether a state has ratified the UN 

Convention Against Torture. This variable accepts adoption by ratification, accession, or 

succession. I expect that states which have ratified the CAT will torture less than states which 

have not ratified the CAT, though this expectation is tempered by the fact that states which have 

ratified but are not highly democratic may not have the liberal democratic institutions in place to 

actually implement and enforce the stipulations set forth in the Convention
14

.  

                                                           
14

 This also does not include ratification of the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture (OPCAT), 

which establishes an international inspection system for places of detention  
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The third variable is a variable created to follow the Powell and Staton (2009) model, 

which is an interaction between the Contract Intensive Money score and the CAT Ratification 

value. 

  The control variables included in this project will be population size and GDP per capita.  

   

Results of Bivariate Probit 

 I estimate my model using a probit regression, analyzing the substantive effects from the 

marginal effect and odds ratio coefficients. Table 1 in the Appendix shows the results from the 

probit regression. The probit results, for the most part, correspond with the expected outcomes 

for the variables included, though a number of results are not statistically significant. Looking 

first at the control variables, Population Size has a positive and statistically significant influence 

on the level of torture, while GDP (Current USD) has a negative and statistically significant 

impact (though in both cases the effects are extremely small, this is due to the scale of the 

variables.) Political Regime Type shows a negative influence on the level of torture, which is 

intuitive as an increase on the POLITY scale represents a shift towards higher democratization. 

This effect, however, was not statistically significant.  

CAT Ratification has a negative effect on torture, but the interactive variable between 

CAT Ratification and CIM (CAT*CIM) shows a positive effect on torture, which indicates that 

states which have ratified the CAT are more likely to torture than states which have not ratified. 

This finding, though counter-intuitive and not statistically significant, is consistent with Powell 

and Staton (2009). There are many possible explanations for this, though it may rest in the fact 

that the first level of CAT ratification that this variable reflects does not include the enforcement 
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mechanisms contained in the OPCAT, nor does a viable mechanism for enforcement exist for the 

CAT itself. So though ratification may be a sign of legitimate commitment to the treaty and its 

principles, it may also be used as a tool for states to seem more committed to human rights than 

they truly are. 

 The independent variable, Violation of Physical Integrity Rights, had a negative, 

statistically significant influence on the level of torture. This result supported the hypothesis that 

there was no tradeoff between the two areas of analysis (torture and non-torture physical 

integrity rights), as will be further explained in the paragraph below discussing the substantive 

effects analysis. Contract-Intensive Money shows a statistically significant negative correlation 

with the level of torture, while Violent Conflict, has a positive correlation with the level of 

torture, though not statistically significant.  

Table 2 in the Appendix shows the results of a Substantive Effects Analysis. Two 

quantities are reported there: the marginal effect and the odds ratio. To calculate the marginal 

effect the independent variables were all kept at their means. This type of analysis is useful 

because it can be used to summarize the effects of each independent variable on the probability 

of an event occurring, in this case, y = 1 (Long 1997: p. 72).  In addition to computing the 

marginal effect, the odds ratio was also included in the analysis. For a one-unit change in the 

dependent variable, the odds of y = 1 are expected to change by a factor of the odds ratio given 

for that variable, all other variables held constant.  The odds ratio is a multiplicative coefficient, 

so instead of looking for positive and negative coefficients, we must instead evaluate the 

coefficients based on if they are greater or less than 1 (Long 1997: p.80). If the odds ratio is 

greater than one, the odds of y = 1 are that amount times larger; and if the odds ratio is less than 

one, the odds of y = 1 are that amount times smaller. An odds ratio close to 1 would suggest that 
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there is no change due to that dependent variable.  I focus the discussion on the primary variables 

of interest. 

Violation of Physical Integrity Rights has an odds ratio of .524, indicating that a one-unit 

change in the variable would reduce the likelihood of torture by 48%. It also has a statistically 

significant, negative marginal change coefficient of -0.148. These two coefficients indicate that 

there is a statistically significant, negative relationship between non-torture physical integrity 

rights and torture. These results support the initial hypothesis. To understand why we must look 

at how the variables are coded. Going from 0 to 1 for Torture (which is also its minimum to its 

maximum) indicates that a state went from a level of non-egregious torture to egregious. 

Essentially, a positive change in Torture indicates a worse human rights record. Violation of 

Physical Integrity Rights, on the other hand, is coded from 0 to 6, where a positive change in the 

variable indicates a better human rights record
15

. If there were a tradeoff between these two 

variables, the analysis would have shown a positive relationship (an increase in both the 

variables would have indicated more torture but fewer physical integrity rights violations, or vice 

versa.) Due to the inverse coding of these two variables, the negative relationship supports the 

hypothesis that there is NOT a tradeoff.   

 Contract Intensive Money has an odds ratio of .201, indicating that a change from the 

minimum to the maximum CIM values would reduce the likelihood of torture by 80%. Because 

neither a Contract Intensive Money value of 0 nor 1 occurs in the data, the marginal effect is a 

better way to represent the substantive effect. It has a value of -0.370, and when we compare that 

with the size of the marginal effect of the other variables we observe that Contract Intensive 

                                                           
15

 See the Data section for a more detailed explanation of how this variable is coded.  
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Money has the largest marginal effect of any variable in the model. An increase in CIM therefore 

makes a state that much less likely to increase their level of torture.  

 A one-unit change in Violent Conflict, on the other hand, increases the odds of a state 

increasing their use of torture, with an odds coefficient of 1.20. This indicates an increase of 

20%. As with CIM, a one-unit change takes this variable from its minimum to its maximum, thus 

an examination of the marginal effect is also useful. Violent Conflict has a marginal effect value 

of 0.03, which is much smaller than the absolute value of the marginal effect coefficient for 

Contract Intensive Money. However, the coefficient was not found to be statistically significant.  

Turning briefly to the control variables, Population Size and GDP both have an odds ratio 

of 1.0, due to their scale, so we must consider the marginal effect. The magnitude of GDP and 

Population are quite small indeed, and while this is largely a function of the scale of the 

variables, these variables are effectively beyond the direct control of policy-makers and are 

inherently of less interest. The next control variable, CAT Ratification, makes the odds of an 

increased level of torture 47% less likely. The interactive variable CAT*CIM makes the odds of 

torture increase by 382%, though it would be more advantageous to look at its marginal effect 

coefficient, as the value for maximum and minimum do not exist for this variable. The two 

variables have marginal effect coefficients of -0.152 and 0.317, respectively, though neither were 

statistically significant. Political Regime Type makes the odds of an increase level of torture 

slightly lower, with a marginal effect considerably smaller than those of the focal variables in the 

study.  

 

 



Spicer 21 

 

Empirical Implications and Concluding Remarks 

 In regards to the results from the probit analysis, it is clear that there is NOT a tradeoff 

between a state‟s use of torture and non-torture physical rights violations. The implications from 

this paper are useful not just to those in the academic realm of the study of human rights. 

Knowing that states use torture in addition to disappearances, extrajudicial killings, and political 

imprisonment is an important behavioral pattern of states for anyone hoping to prevent such 

repressive measures from being employed further. 

The data used in this analysis was on a country-level basis (as opposed to data comprised 

of specific allegations), with relatively broad categories. However, we know from the raw data 

collected from Amnesty International and U.S. State Department reports that these patterns of 

state behavior are not just trends, they are people. People like Ghassan Chniti, who all over the 

world are facing abuse and repression from their own governments. They are people whose 

unique circumstances warrant a better, more detailed understanding of the crimes committed 

against them.  

A dataset that included individual-level allegations, such as the Ill-Treatment and Torture 

dataset currently being launched at Florida State University, could immensely bolster the study 

and prevention of human rights abuses. Greater detail into the characteristics and motivations 

behind each individual allegation of a rights violation could help policymakers target the specific 

areas where human rights are lacking. When the conditions and incentives for human rights 

violations are known, policymakers are more capable of establishing preventative mechanisms 

when those conditions occur.  
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This past summer I worked as the Midwest Coalition for Human Rights Fellow at the 

Center for Victims of Torture (CVT) in Minneapolis, Minnesota. The Center is both a 

rehabilitation and research facility which has served thousands of people all over the world. 

During my time there I saw first-hand just how important data could be. As a provider of clinical 

services, a heightened awareness of the conditions under which people face torture could allow 

CVT workers to better tailor their clinical programs on a country-by-country basis. More 

research and data could also help deciding where to open or expand CVT satellite offices where 

they are most needed.  

In the United States CVT was extremely active in helping to pass anti-torture legislation 

in states where legal jargon had created loopholes that allowed police abuse and psychological 

torture in prisons to go unnoticed. I was very involved in the legislation project during my 

fellowship, and it largely inspired my goals as a soon-to-be law student. I saw how powerful 

information can be when it is translated into law, and I hope to use my research to become a 

member of the international law community and create the laws that will prevent human rights 

abuses from happening in the United States and around the world. People need to change the 

way they think about human rights abuse, and that is what I seek to do.  
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APPENDIX 

 

Table 1: Results of Probit Analysis 

                                                                                        B                          SE 

                          Contract-Intensive Money                -.95132                .36296     

 

                       Presence of Violent Conflict                .08650                .14084 

 

         Violation of Physical Integrity Rights
16

            -.38000                .03539 

 

CONTROLS 

 

                                Political Regime Type                -.00002                .00703 

 

                                        CAT Ratification                 -.40090               .39198 

 

                                                 CAT*CIM                   .81532                .49579 

  

                                           Population Size                 8.08
-09

                 1.73
-09

 

 

                                   GDP (Current USD)                 -3.61
-13

                7.29
-14

 

 

                                                      Constant                  1.9944               .33514 

N                                                                                                 1235 

Pseudo R2                                                                                  .2499 

 

  

                                                           
16

 Excluding torture.  
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Table 2: Analysis of Substantive Effects 

                                                                                dy/dx             SE          Odds Ratio         SE 

                     Contract-Intensive Money               -.37014         .14138         .20136          .12210 

 

                  Presence of Violent Conflict                .03343        .05401          1.2033          .29820 

 

      Violation of Physical Integrity Rights             -.14785        .01415          .52453          .03304 

 

CONTROLS 

 

                           Political Regime Type                -8.84 
-06

        .002367         1.0016     .01189 

 

                                   CAT Ratification                 -.15234        .14430           .53221       .35089 

 

                                    CAT RAT CIM                  .31723           .19306         3.8275        3.1947 

  

                                      Population Size                 3.14 
-9

            2.77 
-14 

        1.0000        3.31
-09

  

 

                               GDP (Current USD)               -1.41
-13

           2.77 
-14

         1.0000       1.86 
-13
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