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Information and communications technologies (ICTs) prominently feature in the current
wave of globalisation. Sceptics of globalisation suggest that the new technology will
hamstring governments from acting in the interests of ordinary people and for
furthering communitarian values, leading to demobilisation of reform movements and
empowering powerful capitalistic elites. Others suggest that the new technologies will
empower people at the expense of states, opening up public space for diversity of
opinions and constraining the repressive tendencies of states and bureaucracies.
Moreover, the new technologies may also allow mass dissent to mobilise more easily
and hamstring the repressive power of states due to transparency and global audience
costs. We address the issue by specifically assessing the effects of older technologies
relative to new ones, controlling for time independently. We find very clear results
suggesting that new ICTs, particularly access to the internet and mobile phones, are
associated with better human rights, whereas access to televisions and fixed phone
lines are associated with worse human rights. It seems that the new ICTs are
qualitatively better for human rights than the old ones. Our results are robust to a
host of different controls, testing methods and to the inclusion of time trends as a
separate variable. The results taken together do not support pessimistic arguments
about how new technologies can raise the level of dangerous dissent and provoke
harsher human rights practices by governments.
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Introduction

The widespread use and diffusion of information and communication technologies2 (ICTs)
across the globe apparently distinguish the current wave of globalisation from previous
ones.3 The ICT revolution has supposedly increased the connectivity of people with funda-
mentally transformative consequences.4 In fact, ICTs have come to define the so-called
information society.5 Some suggest that ICTs alter many realms of our individual and col-
lective lives, facilitating socio-political, cultural and economic transformations at a near
instantaneous pace – apparently, the ‘world is flat’.6 The cyber-optimist claim that ICTs
facilitate freedom of expression and access to knowledge and information, exemplified
most clearly by the growth of blogs and social networking sites, generating changes in pro-
duction processes, commerce, the quality of government, education, citizen participation
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and so on, creating substantially new forms of economic growth and social development
due to the spread of ideas and information horizontally rather than vertically.7 The
cyber-pessimists, however, emphasise the negative effects that ICTs may have on
society: the new technology allows greater control of people by states despite connectivity,
because states control the nodes and forms of information, it possibly increases the risk of
surveillance by ‘big brother,’ and where states rather than the bloggers are empowered, it
allows greater control of the types of information that are accessible. Such processes
could lead to the hyper concentration of wealth and power by concentrating knowledge
through the facilitation of elite control of information and disinformation, and the perpetu-
ation of autocratic rule due to the demobilisation of reform movements by information-
savvy states, who can now control the agenda in even more effective ways.8 Finally,
cyber-sceptics argue that ICTs do not have significant effects on societies, despite the
hype. Several scholars on the subject call for thorough empirical scrutiny before better
understanding about the political consequences of ICTs can be gained.9 We examine the
effects of ICTs on the level of human rights violations and political terror by empirically
comparing the new information and communication technology relative to the old
technology for a large sample of countries over roughly three decades.

ICTs and human rights

We address the fundamental issue of whether or not ICTs affect human rights by comparing
older technologies with the new ones. We assess the impact of access to older technologies
of information, such as access to televisions, radios, telephone mainlines versus the newer
technologies of internet and mobile phones, on government respect for human rights. In the
late 1940s, George Orwell’s dystopian novel, 1984, raised the spectre of a totalitarian state
that manipulated people into submissiveness through language and thought control, giving
us the term ‘big brother’ that has come to be synonymous with a state that suppresses civil
liberties through surveillance.10 Indeed, totalitarian states, such as the Nazis in the 1930s
and the Bolsheviks used mass media and popular culture effectively as propaganda. Yet,
by 1984, it is the totalitarian states that were slowly disappearing. The growth of media
and communication technology, rather than being a tool of repression seems to have
given way to more positive developments. Do the new forms of media have some role to
play in this development?

The positive perspective on ICTs is based on the idea that the prevalence of ICTs
‘shrink’ the world through time–space compression that binds individuals and commu-
nities together, which is apparently occurring on a worldwide scale today. Rather than ver-
tical control of states that ‘feed’ audiences information, today, the internet and mobile
phones allow connectivity horizontally. Information about injustice anywhere is now
reported and acted on everywhere in ways that can more easily bypass state control. The
fact that ordinary citizens have access via the internet to information from across state
boundaries increases awareness of domestic conditions, and catalyses change, because it
opens up the public sphere of debate and discussion.11 ICTs can help to disseminate fast,
accurate information on human rights abuses, making previously invisible situations
visible to the human rights community. Activists within and across borders can raise the
audience costs for governments that violate human rights, forcing change.12

Contrary to the ‘big brother’ idea, modernisation theorists saw the advance of technol-
ogy in a more favourable light. When people have access to modern means of information
and communication, it increases awareness of political life and enhances literacy and public
debate, apparently leading to socio-economic change and democracy.13 Subsequently, these
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views were challenged by others who argued, like Orwell, that modernisation can lead to
‘bureaucratic authoritarianism’ and that ‘all good things’, such as development and democ-
racy, need not go together.14 Mass media in the form of radio and television could be tools,
in the hands of the state, for manipulation, rather than for purveying information for effec-
tive organisation of social interests. Thus, we view the advance of the old technology as
relatively more detrimental to social outcomes than the new technology. This comparison
makes sense in this context because it is the qualitative aspects of the technology that is
interesting rather than technology per se. Could there be qualitative aspects of the older
information technology that contrasts with the new?

In contrast with the capturability of the old technology for state-directed uses, the new
ICTs are generally thought of as qualitatively different. Apparently, the new technology
empowers individuals by allowing a wider source of information. The World Wide Web
can generally be accessed by anyone. Unlike TV, the programming is theoretically anything
one prefers to choose rather than being fixed by states. Moreover, the new technology binds
people in an interactive manner to subjects because people are free to develop their own
programming, individually or collectively in groups. Internet communities may form and
develop programmes and courses of action relatively free of state interference or direction.
In other words, cyberspace offers ‘space’ for collective organisation, mobilisation of
resources, and as space for expressing dissent. Such technologies are apparently harder
for states to control relative to deciding what TV stations and radios broadcast. Vitally,
the new ICTs are far more reliable and extensive when it comes to access to information
because of the reach, the speed and transparency of being connected on the web.

The more pessimistic perspective on ICTs maintains that greater access to information
and exposure of the true conditions of people relative to those of others can drive up dis-
satisfaction and social dissent. Images from around the world of wealth and squalor,
luxury and suffering, and the prevalence of injustice can increase moral outrage and
promote social dissent on a wide scale.15 These discontented citizens will make demands
that threaten the status quo. Others expect the new forms of media and communication
to be disruptive of traditional social relations. Benjamin Barber’s thesis about ‘Jihad
versus McWorld’ suggests that Islamic fundamentalism is a form of resistance to a hom-
ogenising world around core Western values that are an anathema to some cultures.16

Such arguments see new forms of media adding fuel to the fire. The greater connectivity
of people will pose lower collective action problems for making dissent effective against
governments, which can then make the conditions for repression more likely. According
to the literature on state repression, human rights violations can occur when state elites
are threatened by effective dissent.17 The greater availability of information then may
drive greater human rights violations, by sowing the seeds of social dissent and lowering
barriers to challenging the status quo, making effective dissent feasible.18

Moreover, as some argue, the new technologies may be effectively co-opted by auto-
cratic regimes to perpetuate autocratic rule and continued repression. Governments can
use ICTs to monitor people, filter information and manipulate reality, suggesting that
there is nothing remarkable about the new technology. Moreover, the penetration and use
of ICTs is very unevenly distributed around the globe, creating digital divides between
countries and within societies. The sceptics also argue that ‘information is a commodity’,
therefore, those who are in the most vulnerable position with respect to human rights viola-
tions, the poorest and the disadvantaged, may not have access to connectivity that the well
placed are able to get.19 According to the sceptics, thus, at worst, ICTs may have a bad
outcome for human rights, and at best, a ‘non-effect’. The issue of ICTs and human
rights speaks directly to debates on globalisation, where the consequences of globalisation
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for state capacity, autonomy and legitimacy are debated vigorously.20 If the positive view is
correct, the spread of ICTs fundamentally constrains the autonomy of states – a source of
good. If, as liberals believe, state autonomy might interfere with good societal outcomes
because state power can control society, then the loss of state autonomy to coerce
society in ways that suppress the aspirations and rights of people is not a bad thing. The
new technologies will empower people for affecting bottom-up changes. ICTs, in other
words, might empower people to control states in ways that prevent states from easily
repressing dissent (state violence against citizens). Others, usually from the left of the pol-
itical spectrum, argue that globalisation and the power of ICTs empower some (the power-
ful) to escape state authority and undermine communitarian interests, because state controls
and regulations will be subverted more easily by those with access to ICTs. These critics see
the loss of autonomy of the state as a bad thing. Globalisation of ICTs may also cause digital
divides between and within states. ICTs create a new class of people, enclave societies with
corporate identities and interests with inordinate power over states, who will be able to
control public space and discussion. State autonomy to control and restrict the harmful
effects of capital markets, for example, or the ease with which capitalists may avoid
taxes due to the new economy are often cited in support of this position, not to mention
the ease with which dissidents, terrorists and rebel groups access finance and weapons to
destroy communitarian harmony and solidarity. As some sceptics of globalisation may
see it, states provide an important function of controlling market forces that threaten societal
interests. Since capitalism is extremely anarchical and destructive, states are required to act
in ways that ease capitalist crises. In the new, high tech economy, it may lose this functional
capability, leading to societal dissent and the erosion of legitimacy. In other words, states
may lose control over information flows, which may threaten legitimacy and capability
to govern effectively, leading to new forms of dissent and repression.

The net result of the arguments by ICT advocates and their detractors, however, is some-
what ambiguous when it comes to predicting higher levels of human rights violations. If
ICTs empower people because it allows access to flows of information and enhances the
connectivity of people, then the outcome for society is ambiguous depending on how
one sees what the access to ICTs are good for. Crooks and deviants can delegitimize
states and reduce their autonomy (state capacity for acting in the public good), which
increases social dissatisfaction, or ICTs decrease a state’s capacity to coerce and control
people, leading to better human rights outcomes. Notice, however, that ICTs could lead
to greater challenge of the state; i.e. increase the level of social dissent in a society, as
well as raise the costs of state repression – which makes the final outcome in terms of
the violation of human rights quite ambiguous and an empirical issue. In other words,
does higher repression mean greater dissent, or less repression mean decreasing dissent?
This question is very difficult to answer in a large N statistical sense, but by comparing
‘old technology’ with the new (ICTs) we might move forward fruitfully on this question.
Moreover, we examine the conditional effects of ICT access among democracies and auto-
cracies in order to gauge how autocracy performs when the new ICTs are more prevalent
within them. This technique will allow us also to infer some causality rather than simply
examining whether ICTs are associated with better human rights. To illustrate a bit
further on the rather ambiguous role of ICTS, we briefly examine two recent cases often
highlighted as emblematic of ICTs, interconnectivity of people and challenge of state auth-
ority. Naturally, these brief sketches only reveal the ambiguity of how ICTs may matter and
not prove conclusively that they matter in any specific way. This ambiguity justifies our
approach which is to establish a broad association pointing to a general tendency. How
that association obtains will have to be analysed in carefully constructed case studies.
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The revolt of the Ukrainian electorate, popularly known as the ‘orange revolution’,
against the government’s attempt at ballot fraud during the presidential elections of
2004, shows how ICTs provided transparency and information to a wide audience that
decided to bring their anger onto the streets. Despite the unfavourable context, a corrupt
political system where the broadcast and print media was controlled (with the exception
of one television station) and opposing journalists were intimidated and even murdered,
supporters of democratic change, through the use of ICTs, managed to recruit volunteers,
raise funds, organise campaigns, report breaking news and gain the attention of the
global democratic community, forcing the government to back down.21 Massive repression
was avoided through ‘people power’ driven by transparency and access to information. It is
clear that the Ukrainian regime found the costs of repression too high given the global
media glare and the free flow of information. The Ukraine’s proximity to Europe probably
also explains the regime’s restraint. In contrast, during the ‘Saffron Revolution’ of Septem-
ber 2007 in Burma, the military junta decided to immobilise and disarm the essential com-
munication tools used by citizens and journalists: mobile phones and the internet. Still, a
relatively small group of Burmese citizens, in a country with especially low internet pen-
etration rates, demonstrated that ICT tools can have a strong impact on the global coverage
of events, and sometimes precipitated the events themselves with effective organisation.
However, the government-controlled media had far greater coverage, particularly outside
the capital city. The junta did not back down despite adverse media effects broadcast
globally. While the events in Burma provide an example of the limits of global media’s
effect on a repressive government, the answer may lie in addressing the issue of what
technology the government had in getting the message out that supporting the revolt
would be costly for participants.

The two cases highlight the ambiguities about ICTs and human rights. Older technology
such as television allows governments control over information flows and allows the state
to demonstrate its commitment to repress. They could manipulate images to show why
people should not come out to protest, defusing dangerous dissent. In other words, state-
controllable mass media could be used to demobilise people. On the other hand, access
to new media may hyper-mobilise people in ways that the risk of repression may increase,
but it may also allow dissenters to be effective as was the case in the Ukrainian case. This
study addresses the debate by empirically examining the effects of information and com-
munication technologies on government respect for human rights in a large N dataset.22

We address the issue by looking at the relative effects of old versus new technology,
rather than simply addressing the issue of ICTs on human rights. To our knowledge,
there is only one empirical large N study testing the effects of ICTs on government
respect for human rights directly. David Richards’23 seminal study uses the concept of con-
nectivity, measured as a country’s level of access to the internet system, on government
respect for human rights in a sample of 73 states for the years 1991–96. The author con-
cludes that there is no statistically significant direct relationship between a country’s
level of connectivity and its level of governmental respect for human rights. However,
the results show connectivity may have a very modest indirect role in improving govern-
ment respect for human rights by aiding democratisation. He maintains that the results
can be conditional on the very short timeframe of the analysis and on the crude existing
measures of connectivity. One major drawback of the measure used, in our mind, is that
the connectivity measure does not capture the extent of access to computers and internet
subscriptions within a country. We now have more that 10 more years of data than Richards.
The data on various ICTs is also simply better. Thus, we use the entire period for which we
have television and telephone mainlines access (1980–2007) as well as the period for

International Journal of Human Rights 5



which internet access is available (1990–2006) to test their effects individually and
comparatively.

Data, variables and methods

To measure the prevalence of ‘new’ and ‘old’ ICTs we use the core indicators of ICT infra-
structure and access from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 2008. The
World Bank data relies on the World Telecommunications/ICT Indicators Database.24

We use internet subscribers per 100 inhabitants, television sets per 100 inhabitants,
mobile phone access per 100 inhabitants and telephone mainline access per 100 inhabitants
as our main independent variables. These values are log transformed to reduce skewness
and to minimise the impact of extreme values.

To measure government respect for human rights, we use the CIRI physical integrity
rights data (CIRI). We also use the five-point Political Terror Scale (PTS) for comparison
of results. The PTS has clearer cut-off points than the somewhat complicated nine-point
CIRI scale. The two scales are quite highly correlated. The PTS is coded as following:

† Level 1: Countries under a secure rule of law, people are not imprisoned for their
views and torture is rare or exceptional. Political murders are extremely rare.

† Level 2: There is a limited amount of imprisonment for non-violent political activity.
However, few persons are affected, torture and beatings are rare. Political murder is
rare.

† Level 3: There is extensive political imprisonment, or a recent history of such impri-
sonment. Execution or other political murders and brutality may be common. Unlim-
ited detention, with or without a trial, for political views is accepted.

† Level 4: Civil and political rights violations have expanded to large numbers of the
population. Murders, disappearances and torture are a common part of life. In spite of
its generality, on this level terror mainly affects those who are interested in politics or
ideas.

† Level 5: Terror has expanded to the entire population. The leaders of these societies
place no limits on the means or thoroughness by which they pursue personal or ideo-
logical goals.

Source: The Political Terror Scale website, http://www.politicalterrorscale.org/ (accessed
13 October 2010).

The PTS has shown a ‘good degree of inter-coder reliability and robustness across the
different studies that have deployed it for systematic comparative analysis’, and is the domi-
nant and most reliable standard-based measure.25 The results from using the US State
Department measure were very similar to the results using the Amnesty International
score, as both scores are closely related to each other. We use the data based on the US
State Department data.

The CIRI index is provided by the Cingranelli and Richards Human Rights Database
(CIRI data, Cingranelli and Richards 1999).26 It is a nine-point additive scale derived
from a Mokken scale analysis of observations on torture, extrajudicial killings, political
imprisonment and disappearances. CIRI ranges from zero (no respect from any of the
four physical integrity rights) to eight (full respect for the four physical integrity rights).
We use both scales because it allows us two estimating techniques – simple OLS on the
9-point CIRI scale, and ordered probit on the five-point PTS scale. We use OLS on the
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CIRI since it is relatively normally distributed. Since meaningful interpretation of results
from the rather wide range of the CIRI scale is quite hard, we prefer the simpler OLS
method when using this scale. However, our results do not change when we use ordered
probit on the CIRI scale. The CIRI scale is transformed so that larger values reflect higher
repression rather than rights for easier comparison of results when examining the PTS.

We control for several relevant factors that have been shown by previous research to have
an impact on government respect for human rights. Democracy is a robust predictor of lower
state repression.27 Democracies may offer more access to ICTs for citizens, meaning that
ICTs and human rights may correlate spuriously without this control. We define democracy
as others do by creating a dummy variable from the POLITY IV measure of democracy which
takes the value as one if the polity score is above six and zero if below.

The economic situation of a country is a crucial control variable when assessing the
effects of ICTs on repression because the penetration of ICTs is correlated with GDP per
capita. Economic development has been associated with less human rights abuses.28

Richer countries experience less repression because the population is more content and
the opportunity costs of rebellion for individuals are quite high. Richer countries are able
also to organise alternative channels for dealing with dissidents. To capture a country’s
economic situation we use gross domestic product (GDP) per capita and annual growth
rate of GDP per capita from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (WDI).
We log the values of income so as to reduce the impact of extreme value.

The greater a country’s population, the more likely the government is to abuse personal
integrity rights. That is, countries with large populations are more repressive than countries
with small populations.29 Large populations might imply a greater number of potential dis-
senters and larger geographical areas that undermine state control. Moreover, where popu-
lations are large, for any given level of income, states will be able to provide less public
goods in terms of access to the internet. In a small country, a dollar of public goods has
more reach than a dollar spent in a smaller population. Thus, we separate out the effects
of country size on repression. We use total population from the WDI data. This variable
too is logged to reduce skewness.

Related to country size, the question of ethnic fractionalisation is an important control.
As many suggest, highly fractionalised societies have lower public goods and highly frac-
tionalised societies may have higher repression. Apparently, ethnic heterogeneity makes
governance difficult, and countries with ethnic divisions are more likely to experience
higher mobilisation of dissent than countries without ethnic divisions. Such mobilisations
are likely to be interpreted as a threat by the state and therefore increase repression of
dissent.30 We include the degree of ethnic fractionalisation as a control. Importantly,
ethnic heterogeneity may affect the level of public goods provision by governments in
the form of access to ICTs. Previous results on the effect of ethnic fractionalisation on
political repression are mixed.31

Some studies have found that wealth in natural resources is a problem for governance
and peace. Oil-rich countries are prone to violate human rights, be undemocratic and
provide fewer public goods.32 A dummy variable will be used, taking on the value of
one if oil exports are greater than one-third of total export revenue and zero if not. Likewise,
civil war increases human rights violations. In a context of a civil war, governments and
populations tend to respond to security threats by restricting and expanding the judicial
power of the executive, which often leads to the violations of rights and increased state
repression.33 We use the Uppsala Conflict Data Project (UCDP) armed conflicts dataset
that includes all the conflicts with at least 25 battle-related deaths per year.34 We also
enter a term for the years of peace since the last civil conflict in order to measure the
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proximity of social discord. Such social discord is likely to have affected the level of public
goods provision in terms of access to ICTs.

Several studies find that the legal heritage of a country matters. A British legal tradition
has independent bureaucracies and court systems which limit the potential for arbitrary acts
by governments. Steven Poe et al. also find that socialist governments show greater respect
for human rights.35 We use the legal traditions measuring British and socialist legal systems
taken from La Porta et al.36 Finally, time trends in the data have to be controlled, using years
as dummy variables, because they can be affected by the increased sophistication of the tech-
nologies of detection over time or by other unobserved factors, such as the end of the Cold
War, or global policy changes that may affect human rights through the dynamics of diffusion
and increased activism.37 Importantly, also, access to ICTs and human rights may trend
upwards over time together without any real meaningful connection. Thus, we also enter
time in the model to prevent spurious associations between ICTs and human rights.

Finally, the estimation of pooled data, so-called time-series–cross-section data (TSCS),
where cross sections of countries are pooled over time, present some thorny issues. We
follow Beck and Katz’s advise and estimate simple OLS but with panel-corrected standard
errors.38 We also estimate OLS regression with Newey-West standard errors that are robust
to heteroscedasticity and allow the computation of an AR1 process for accounting for autocor-
relation.39 Since the time period we estimate is relatively short and since our dataset is unba-
lanced (i.e. different numbers of years for different countries), the Newey-West method’s
estimates might be most appropriate. We present both methods in the tables. We cluster the stan-
dard errors on countries when estimating the ordered probit regressions to obtain Huber-White
robust standard errors, which are robust to heteroscedasticity and serial correlation.

Results

The first set of results is reported in Table 1. We first estimate the effects of access to tele-
vision on political repression. Recall that we have inverted the CIRI physical integrity rights

Table 1. Access to televisions and political repression, 1980 2007.

(1)PCSE CIRI (2)Newey CIRI (3)Oprobit PTS

TV access/100 people log 0.10∗∗∗ (2.85) 0.11∗∗∗ (4.62) 0.08∗∗∗(2.97)
Income per capita log 0.52∗∗∗ (10.72) 0.51∗∗∗ (12.60) 0.46∗∗∗ (6.19)
Population size log 0.42∗∗∗ (14.74) 0.39∗∗∗ (15.69) 0.23∗∗∗ (5.41)
Income growth rate 0.00 (0.14) 0.00 (0.19) 0.01 (1.23)
Democracy 0.88∗∗∗ (7.62) 0.94∗∗∗ (11.18) 0.73∗∗∗ (6.45)
Civil war 1.54∗∗∗ (13.34) 2.01∗∗∗ (16.82) 1.35∗∗∗ (8.68)
Civil peace years 0.02∗∗∗ (8.84) 0.02∗∗∗ (7.44) 0.02∗∗∗ (3.89)
Ethnic fractionalisation 0.93∗∗∗ (4.91) 0.89∗∗∗ (5.28) 0.77∗∗ (2.57)
Oil exporter 0.69∗∗∗ (6.12) 0.64∗∗∗ (5.67) 0.49∗∗∗ (3.37)
British legal tradition 0.14∗ (1.69) 0.13 (1.61) 0.10 (0.71)
Socialist legal tradition 0.70∗∗∗ (4.69) 0.65∗∗∗ (5.13) 0.54∗∗∗ (3.05)
Year 0.03∗∗∗ (2.87)
Constant 64.10∗∗∗ (3.21) 5.26∗∗∗ (7.67)
Observations 2794 2794 2904
Countries 137 137 137

z statistics in parentheses
∗ significant at 10% ∗∗ significant at 5% ∗∗∗ significant at 1%
Newey-West t-statistics in parentheses when estimating OLS
Huber-White robust standard errors estimated when using ordered probit
Year dummies computed in all tests (not shown)
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scale so that it is consistent with the political terror scale; i.e. that higher rights have lower
values. As seen there, the logged value of televisions per 100 people is positively related to
political terror and statistically highly significant. The results are consistent with both OLS
estimators (the PCSE and Newey-West methods) and with the ordered probit method.

These results are net of the level of income (development), country size (population),
level of democracy, ongoing conflict, oil export dependence, British and socialist legal
systems, ethnic fractionalisation and a time trend. All of the controls are consistent with pre-
vious studies. In order to assess the substantive impact of the positive effect of access to
televisions on political terror, we hold all variables at their mean values and compute a base-
line predicted probability for outcome four of the PTS, a point at which there is widespread
violations of human rights. Next, we estimate a new prediction at the TV values one stan-
dard deviation above the mean value, while still holding all the other controls at their means
to see the change in the baseline prediction. The baseline prediction is increased from 0.055
to .073, by roughly 34 per cent, whereas doing the same exercise with per capita income
reduced the baseline prediction by roughly three times as much, or 88 per cent. Thus,
while there is a statistically significant negative effect of access to TVs on human rights,
the effect is relatively small substantively, but it is not negligible. Given that the model
also controls for level of development and democracy, and several other modernisation
factors, greater access to television is associated with higher political repression, despite
arguments about the benefits of mass media for modernisation and social harmony.

In Table 2, we estimate the effect of access to internet measured as internet subscriptions
per 100 people.

Access to the internet is negatively associated with political repression and these results
are statistically highly significant. To estimate the substantive impact of internet access, we
again compute a baseline prediction with all variables held at their mean values, followed
by a re-estimation of the predicted probability after raising only the access to the internet
variable by a standard deviation above the mean value. The baseline prediction now
changes by roughly 29 per cent when internet access is raised by a standard deviation,

Table 2. Access to the internet and political repression, 1990 2007.

(1)PCSE CIRI (2)Newey CIRI (3)Oprobit PTS

Internet access/100 people log 0.05∗∗∗ (3.85) 0.04∗∗ (2.41) 0.06∗∗∗ (3.49)
Income per capita log 0.44∗∗∗ (10.21) 0.43∗∗∗ (10.32) 0.30∗∗∗ (4.80)
Population size log 0.49∗∗∗ (21.76) 0.46∗∗∗ (17.03) 0.24∗∗∗ (4.75)
Income Growth rate 0.00 (0.00) 0.01 (1.45) 0.01 (1.17)
Democracy 0.66∗∗∗ (5.74) 0.70∗∗∗ (7.68) 0.28∗∗ (2.48)
Civil war 1.50∗∗∗ (11.04) 1.99∗∗∗ (16.45) 1.38∗∗∗ (7.77)
Civil peace years 0.02∗∗∗ (8.79) 0.02∗∗∗ (6.80) 0.01∗∗∗ (2.64)
Ethnic fractionalization 0.95∗∗∗ (5.57) 0.98∗∗∗ (5.55) 1.03∗∗∗ (3.31)
Oil exporter 0.68∗∗∗ (5.05) 0.60∗∗∗ (4.95) 0.38∗∗∗ (2.89)
British legal tradition 0.03 (0.27) 0.03 (0.29) 0.06 (0.43)
Socia list legal tradition 0.65∗∗∗ (4.52) 0.57∗∗∗ (5.04) 0.67∗∗∗ (3.89)
Year 0.06∗∗∗ (4.19)
Constant 127.96∗∗∗ (4.47) 7.88∗∗∗ (14.24)
Observations 2137 2137 1935
Countries 137 137 136

z statistics in parentheses
∗ significant at 10% ∗∗ significant at 5% ∗∗∗ significant at 1%
Newey-West t-statistics in parentheses when OLS estimates (year dummies not shown)
Huber-White robust standard errors when ordered probit estimates (year dummies not shown)
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whereas the same exercise using income per capita changes the baseline by roughly 85%,
which suggests that the net effect of internet access is half that of income, but again not
negligible considering that several factors associated with internet freedoms are also
accounted in the model, such as level of development and democracy. Considering that
internet access and income generally reinforce each other, the indirect effects of internet
access is potentially quite large. The important finding, nevertheless, is that the new infor-
mation and communication technology is associated with better human rights, whereas the
old access to televisions predicts higher levels of political repression.

In Table 3, we estimate the relative effects of access to TVs and internet net of each
other for the sample of data common to both variables.

The results show clearly that the relative effects of internet access are negative on pol-
itical terror, while televisions remain positive, results that are statistically highly significant.
Controlling for a host of important factors, higher levels of access to television has worked
to lower human rights while internet access is associated with higher respect for human
rights, net of each other. The question remains, however, of the problem of endogeneity.
Perhaps it is the better governments that allow greater internet access to its population.
But does this make sense? Why would bad governments give more access to televisions
and fixed-line telephones? One answer is that they wish to control people through televi-
sion, which allows them to control what is consumed. In many ways, this proves the
point that states would like to control the media in order to control people – the internet
is less easily manipulated, raising the costs of repression for states. Arguments that
suggest access to the internet makes people qualitatively better off due to the nature of
new technologies are potentially more correct according to our results. While the
correlation between the two measures is positive (r 0.44), we do not detect any multicol-
linearity in our models.

Next, we turn to telephones, an important technology for connectivity and communi-
cation. A very similar effect of the power of new technology can be seen by estimating

Table 3. Access to television versus the internet and political repression, 1990 2007.

(1)Newey CIRI (2)Oprobit PTS

Televisions/100 people log 0.22∗∗∗ (3.84) 0.11 (1.62)
Internet access/100 people log 0.05∗∗∗ (3.00) 0.07∗∗∗ (3.99)
Income per capita log 0.56∗∗∗ (9.42) 0.35∗∗∗ (4.05)
Population size log 0.45∗∗∗ (15.24) 0.25∗∗∗ (4.78)
Income growth rate 0.01 (1.31) 0.01 (1.22)
Democracy 0.69∗∗∗ (7.02) 0.29∗∗ (2.48)
Civil war 1.99∗∗∗ (15.33) 1.36∗∗∗ (7.42)
Civil peace years 0.02∗∗∗ (6.63) 0.01∗∗ (2.54)
Ethnic fractionalisation 0.81∗∗∗ (4.39) 0.92∗∗∗ (2.80)
Oil exporter 0.56∗∗∗ (4.19) 0.37∗∗∗ (2.66)
British legal tradition 0.01 (0.08) 0.02 (0.12)
Socialist legal tradition 0.90∗∗∗ (6.72) 0.91∗∗∗ (4.62)
Constant 6.20∗∗∗ (7.45)
Observations 1847 1662
Countries 137 136

t-statistics in parentheses (Newey-West standard errors)
Huber-White Robust standard errors with Oprobit.
∗ significant at 10% ∗∗ significant at 5% ∗∗∗ significant at 1%
Year dummies not shown
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the relative effects of the means of communication in terms of telephone main lines per 100
(old technology) versus mobile phones per 100 persons (see Table 4).

As seen there, for roughly 100 countries for which we have data on both telephone
mainline access and access to mobile phones for the years 1980 to 2006, the old technology
of phone access net of mobile access is decidedly and positively related to political repres-
sion. Mobile phone access is negatively related to political terror. In fact, estimating only
telephone mainline access controlling for all the other factors as above for the entire
1980–2006 period yields a positive and significant effect, just as was the case with
access to TVs (results not shown). In this case too, therefore, the new communications tech-
nologies outperform the old telephone technology. The ambiguous relationship of mobile
phones to protest and other dissident activities has also been noted by other empirical
studies.40

To assess the robustness of the basic findings and dispel issues related to specification
and endogeneity, we enter terms for good government since better governments allow
greater access to internet, which drives the positive effect of ICTs on rights. We test
several variables measuring better government in alternative models. First, we enter the
CIRI dataset’s empowerment rights index, which is moderately correlated with the phys-
ical integrity rights measure (r 0.54). Empowerment rights are a measure of how well
people enjoy freedom of religion, freedom of movement (foreign and domestic),
workers’ rights, freedom of expression and electoral self-determination, aspects that
gauge the kindness of a state towards its citizens, but these are mainly rights on the
books rather than in actual practice alone. However, empowerment rights are an important
reflection of laws and the attitude of the state towards its citizenry. Adding this variable to
the model made little difference to the results reported in Table 1. We also added the
‘control of corruption’ taken from the International Country Risk Guide (ICRG), which
generally measures how cleanly a state bureaucracy governs the economic realm.41 This
measure too had little impact on the basic results. Both variables were negative and

Table 4. Access to fixed line versus mobile phones and political repression, 1980 2007.

(1)PCSE physint (2)NEWEY physint (3)Oprobit PTS

Fixed line telephones ln 0.16∗∗∗ (3.03) 0.23∗∗∗ (4.50) 0.12 (1.63)
Mobile telephones ln 0.04∗∗∗ (3.57) 0.05∗∗∗ (4.84) 0.02∗∗ (2.32)
Income per capita ln 0.53∗∗∗ (8.42) 0.56∗∗∗ (9.62) 0.46∗∗∗ (5.10)
Population size lnp 0.47∗∗∗ (20.60) 0.44∗∗∗ (19.46) 0.26∗∗∗ (6.42)
GDP pc growth 0.00 (0.23) 0.00 (0.22) 0.01 (1.13)
Democracy 0.89∗∗∗ (8.19) 1.04∗∗∗ (13.10) 0.73∗∗∗ (6.83)
Civil war 1.47∗∗∗ (13.48) 2.00∗∗∗ (17.55) 1.39∗∗∗ (9.15)
Civil peace years 0.02∗∗∗ (9.14) 0.02∗∗∗ (7.53) 0.02∗∗∗ (3.93)
Ethnic fractionalisation 0.92∗∗∗ (5.27) 0.90∗∗∗ (5.57) 0.78∗∗∗ (2.76)
Oil exporter 0.71∗∗∗ (6.51) 0.63∗∗∗ (5.80) 0.49∗∗∗ (3.54)
British legal system 0.17∗ (1.90) 0.17∗∗ (2.16) 0.10 (0.70)
Socialist legal system 0.76∗∗∗ (5.02) 0.78∗∗∗ (6.13) 0.54∗∗∗ (2.90)
Year 0.07∗∗∗ (5.65)
Constant 137.59∗∗∗ (5.94) 6.44∗∗∗ (12.12)
Observations 3108 3108 3209
Countries 137 137 137

Robust z statistic in parentheses
Newey-West t-statistics in parentheses when estimating OLS (year dummies not shown)
Huber-White robust standard errors estimated when using oprobit (year dummies not shown)
∗ significant at 10% ∗∗ significant at 5% ∗∗∗ significant at 1%
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statistically highly significant on repression as expected. The effects of internet might also
be capturing the extent of urbanisation, rather than technology’s effects on state repression.
Entering the share of the urban population also had little effect on the results. Surprisingly,
the share of the urban population was positively and statistically significantly correlated
with higher repression, net of access to internet. Given the other variables capturing the
good parts of urbanisation, such as wealth and democracy, this result may not be too
surprising.

To further assess the independent effect of the new technology, we test a conditional
effect of it with regime type. Remember, the higher repression of rights may be capturing
higher dissent effect rather than a qualitatively better citizen–government state of affairs.
Consider that democracies naturally have higher levels of human rights compared with
autocracies (see the tables above). Thus, is there some qualitatively different way in
which the access to ICTs conditions the effects of autocratic regimes on human rights, a
rather clever way in which to assess the effects of internet access, since we would not
expect autocracies to affect human rights positively? Others have used a similar technique
to assess the causal effects of IMF lending given that the IMF may choose the easy cases.42

We enter an interactive term of internet access with our democracy dummy (regime type) to
the basic model in Table 1.

As Figure 1 shows, internet access conditions autocracy in ways that lower the risk of
repression among autocracies, suggesting that internet access significantly conditions the
behaviour of political regimes – an effect that would not be apparent if ICTs simply did
not matter, and only regime type mattered. This is further evidence that internet access
may have a qualitatively favourable impact on human rights both directly and indirectly
through other factors, such as income and political governance. A similar trend is apparent
when assessing the effect of access to mobile phones among autocracies (see Figure 2).
Clearly, ICTs seem to matter for conditioning the negative effect of autocracies on
human rights in a positive direction.

Figure 1. Conditional plot of regime type and internet access on political repression.
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Conclusions

ICTs are a hallmark of the current wave of globalisation. The aim of this paper was to assess
if the current wave of globalisation featuring new ICTs would be detrimental to the spread
of human rights within countries, as many fear. The pessimists see new technologies
empowering states over individual citizens and fuelling resistance against Western cultural
dominance. We find some clear evidence suggesting that the effect of internet access is posi-
tive for human rights, net of several important control variables, such as income and regime
type. The older information and communication technology, such as access to televisions
and mainline telephones, is negatively related to better rights, suggesting that these older
technologies likely give autocrats greater control over citizens. This means that, after
controlling for a host of important factors, the old technology lowers rights while the
new technology increases respect for human rights. Perhaps George Orwell had it right
when he saw state propaganda with the effective use of images and the radio enabling
mind control, but he possibly could not have foreseen connectivity of individuals among
each other as the internet has allowed. Since the incidence of repression does not allow
us to identify whether or not it occurs due to higher dissidence (mobilisation) or whether
the technology ‘pacifies’ people (demobilises populations), we examined conditional
effects of new technology with autocracies, which are known to lower rights. We find
that the effects of autocracies on human rights are leveraged downwards on political repres-
sion with higher internet access, suggesting that the new ICTs have effects that are not
negligible.

Our results taken together find support for arguments that suggest that new technologies
perform better than old ones because access to tools, such as the internet, empowers civil
society over states, raising the cost for states to repress rather than reform. The new tech-
nologies may very well allow fast and transparent access to areas of human rights abuses
and elicit a greater, faster response to such abuse from a global human rights community.
Naturally, the spotlight of global opinion can have severe costs on regimes because of

Figure 2. Conditional plot of regime type and mobile phone access on political repression.
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international norms and institutions. This is a positive finding for policy because donors and
other agencies can encourage greater access to new technologies, particularly access to the
internet and mobile phones for reducing human rights violations. The spill-over is also
bound to be positive for creating the virtuous cycle of growth of civil liberties, good gov-
ernance and economic development. Future studies might focus more thoroughly on the
specific channels through which the new technologies constrain violent state behaviour
against their own citizens.
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