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Media attention is unevenly allocated across global human rights problems, prompting anger, frustration, and recrimina-
tion in the international system. This article demonstrates that from 1981 to 2000, three leading Anglo-American media
sources disproportionately covered Latin American abuses, in human rights terms, as compared to other world regions.
This ‘‘Latin Human Rights Bias’’ runs counter to broader trends within the Anglo-American general coverage of foreign
news, where Latin America’s share of reporting is far smaller. The Bias is partially explained by the region’s proximity to
the United States (US), its relevance to US policy debates, and by path dependency. A significant portion of the Latin
Bias remains unexplained, however, despite our best attempts to rigorously model explanations offered by leading Wes-
tern journalists. These findings suggest that geographic regions are an important factor in the media’s perception of glo-
bal human rights problems and that both human rights policymakers and scholars may be inappropriately drawing
general lessons from regionally specific and biased patterns. We conclude with suggestions for future research.

Scholars have long recognized that public attention is
unevenly distributed across similarly pressing problems,
and these inequities are particularly obvious when it
comes to abuses of human rights.2 Gross violations linked
to the repression of Nepal’s Maoist insurgency, for exam-
ple, attract substantial international attention, but simi-
larly troubling events in India have provoked less
interest.3 And while authoritarians such as Zimbabwe’s
Mugabe are broadly synonymous with political evil, other
brutal rulers, including Ethiopia’s Col. Haile Mariam
Mengistu, are known to only a select few.4 Neglected vic-
tims, ‘‘over-reported’’ abusers, journalists, and human
rights activists are acutely aware of these imbalances, gen-
erating frequent complaints about the global human
rights system’s biases. Although the English-speaking
world’s attention has focused of late on Middle East
reporting imbalances, the issue is global (Ron and Ramos
2009).

Scholars note that these imbalances are both reflected
in, and caused by, transnational advocates and journalists
(Bob 2005; Franklin 2008). At the most general level,
scholars have long noted that the media and activists
often scrutinize one another closely, adjusting their
behavior in response to the other’s actions (Hilgartner
and Bosk 1988). Patterns of global attention to human
rights violations are affected by these and other factors,
including the quality of transnational linkages to affected
areas and populations (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Bob
2005); economic and political conditions for activist
mobilization (Ron et al. 2005; Ramos et al. 2007); real-
world conditions (Wanta and Foote 1994; Kim and
Barnett 1996; Fan and Ostini 1999; Tedesco 2001); and
synergistic opportunities between transnational networks
(Carpenter 2007a,b).

This article analyzes the Anglo-American media’s allo-
cation of human rights attention across world regions
during 1981–2000. Our analysis demonstrates that Latin
American violations attracted more human rights atten-
tion than similar or worse abuses elsewhere. We dub
this the ‘‘Latin Human Rights Bias,’’ a portion of
which we are able to statistically explain by reference to
the region’s physical proximity to the United States
(US), US policy salience, and by media path depen-
dency.

Consistent with recent published work, our outcome
variables are country reporting of abuses, in human rights
terms, by two leading weeklies, Newsweek and the Economist
(Ron et al. 2005; Ramos et al. 2007; Hafner-Burton 2008)
and one leading daily, the New York Times (Cole 2010).
Activists fight abuses by naming and shaming perpetra-
tors globally, hoping that media exposure will compel
third parties to intervene. This process is often known as
the ‘‘boomerang effect,’’ a concept that has contributed

1 This research was supported by funds from the Canadian Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council and the Harold E. Stassen Chair of Interna-
tional Affairs, University of Minnesota. We are greatly indebted to Oskar Niko
Timo Thoms for his superb research assistance, to Howard Ramos for his
advice, and to the international studies faculty at CIDE for their detailed feed-
back. We also thank three ISQ reviewers and the international journalists who
commented upon our findings.

2 The literature on inequities in global human rights attention includes
Bob (2005); Carpenter (2007a,b); Fan and Ostini (1999); Heinze and Rosa
(2010); Ovsiovitch (1993); Ramos, Ron, and Thoms (2007); and Ron, Ramos,
and Rodgers (2005). Academics have made similar claims about domestic
social problems (Hilgartner and Bosk 1988) and US public policy (Kingdon
2002).

3 A search of the New York Times archive performed on December 16,
2011, for example, yielded 54 hits for the search string: ‘‘Maoists’’ [and]
‘‘human rights’’ [and] ‘‘Nepal’’ from the beginning of 1981. The same search
string with the keyword ‘‘India,’’ by contrast, yielded only 31 hits.

4 A search of the New York Times archive performed on December 16,
2011, yielded 419 hits for the search string ‘‘Mengistu’’ [and] ‘‘Ethiopia’’
from the beginning of 1981. The string ‘‘Mugabe’’ [and] ‘‘Zimbabwe,’’ by
contrast, yielded 1,947 hits.
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greatly to our understanding of global norm enforcement
(Keck and Sikkink 1998).

To illustrate, consider El Salvador’s bloody El Mozote
massacre (Danner 1994). In 1981, Salvadoran troops
killed hundreds of civilians while pursuing leftist guerril-
las in a contested rural area. Local activists and church
members spread word of the massacre to the US-based
activists and sympathizers, and these fed the information
to prominent US journalists. The New York Times and
Washington Post sent journalists to investigate the
slaughter, and their stories eventually triggered intense
US policy debates over the Reagan administration’s ties
to the Salvadoran government and military. News of the
atrocity, in other words, traveled from the site of abuse
to the United States via local and US-based activists, as
well as US-based journalists; that news was then pro-
cessed and returned to its point of origin in the form of
American policy debates and international political
pressure.

Since previous research has demonstrated the relation-
ship between abuse severity and media reporting, we
would expect the size and quality of El Mozote’s horrors
to have boosted media coverage. Yet since research has
also shown that transnational connections matter, report-
ing should also have been elevated by the quality and
strength of ties between Salvadoran activists and their
international allies. And since the availability of local
media, freedom of expression, and other local mobilizing
conditions also matter, the global media’s coverage of
events should have been elevated by El Salvador’s domes-
tic communications infrastructure, along with its partial
tolerance of basic political freedoms.

These factors do not tell the whole story, however,
since our evidence demonstrates a statistically discernable
preference for human rights stories originating in Latin
America. This Latin Bias, in turn, may well have been a
factor in the media’s intense coverage of the El Mozote
events.

To illustrate, compare the Anglo-American media’s
attention to human rights abuses in Guatemala and Ethi-
opia. Although both countries suffered wide-ranging vio-
lations in similar time periods, the media consistently
paid more attention to abuses in Latin America’s Guate-
mala. Thus, while Newsweek’s and the Economist’s com-
bined reporting on Guatemala’s abuses totaled 54 stories
from 1981 to 2000, these same 2 weeklies published only
four stories on Ethiopian human rights problems during
that entire period. Actual human rights conditions in the
two countries were not fundamentally different, however.
Government forces in Guatemala killed close to 200,000
people in a brutal counter-insurgency campaign during
the 1970s and 1980s (Commission for Historical Clarifica-
tion 1999), and Ethiopian forces exacted a similarly
bloody toll at roughly the same time during the country’s
‘‘Red Terror’’ and subsequent repression (Tiruneh
1993). In both countries, moreover, repression subsided
in the 1990s. Remarkably, the media’s disinterest in Ethi-
opian human rights conditions continued even after the
post-war government appointed a special prosecutor to
investigate crimes by the country’s fugitive former dicta-
tor, Col. Haile Mariam Mengistu, along with hundreds of
his former colleagues. In 1996, Col. Mengistu and dozens
of others were convicted in absentia by an Ethiopian
court, but escaped arrest by living in Zimbabwe (Kebede
Tiba 2007). Yet even these dramatic, cross-border legal
events attracted little attention from our leading Anglo-
American media sources.

Since few readers will be surprised to learn that human
rights reporting is not objective, why should scholars care
about the Latin Bias? First, the media’s human rights
reporting informs policy and scholarly attention, provid-
ing both researchers and policymakers with information
about events (Woolley 2000; Davenport and Ball 2002).
We cannot fully comprehend global human rights boo-
merangs—that is, how activists spread information
through the media—without considering how journalists
perceive human rights problems differently across
regions. Media reporting also informs governmental
accounts of human rights abuses, and these, in turn,
influence policies of aid, trade, and diplomacy.

Second, the Latin Bias resembles a tendency within
earlier scholarly work to theorize the prospects and pat-
terns of human rights reform based on only a handful of
prominent Latin American cases (Hafner-Burton and
Ron 2009). Our discovery of a similar trend within the
Anglo-American media suggests that both academics and
journalists may have incorrectly extrapolated global les-
sons from regionally specific experiences.

Third, the Latin Human Rights Bias contradicts the med-
ia’s regional hierarchy of interest when it comes to general
news coverage. In the American media, for example, Wes-
tern Europe and the Middle East typically secure the most
overall foreign media coverage, followed by Asia, Latin
America, and Africa.5 Latin America tends to be in the mid-
dle or bottom of the Anglo-American media’s general hier-
archy of interest, swapping places across time and studies
with Asia and the Middle East. This suggests that the med-
ia’s coverage may differ across topic and region and that
human rights, terrorism, development, climate change,
and other issues may have different regional media effects.6

Finally, our research highlights the broader importance
of paying greater attention to the politics of discourse
and elite perception in international relations’ study of
regions. The historical evidence suggests that Western
elites view regions differently and that these differences
are based on entrenched stereotypes as well as recent
events (Said 1979; Adas 1989; Mutua 2001; Hemmer and
Katzenstein 2002).

We begin by validating three common explanations of
human rights media coverage, and then demonstrate that
three major Anglo-American media sources devoted more
human rights attention to Latin America from 1981 to
2000. Next, we recount our discussion of this finding with
experienced journalists, and systematically explore their
explanations. We find robust support for explanations
based on physical proximity to the United States, American
policy relevance, and path dependency; limited support
for explanations based on the Catholic Church’s country
strength; and no support whatsoever for the influence of
democratization. Since our models explain only a portion
of the Bias, we conclude with tentative hypotheses whose
substantiation would require a different research design.

5 Paik (1999)’s analysis of the Wall Street Journal, 1990–92, shows that
Western Europe earned the lion’s share of coverage (37%), followed by Asia
(24%), Middle East (13%), Eastern Europe (12%), Latin America and the
Caribbean (12%), and Africa (3%). Weaver, Porter, and Evans’ (1984) analysis
of network foreign affairs newscasts found that the Middle East led with
25.5%, followed by Western Europe (25%), Asia (21%), Eastern Europe
(7.8%), Africa (6.6%), and Latin America (4.7%). Chang, Pollick, and Lee’s
(1992) survey of US newspaper editors found that they preferred covering
Europe, followed by the Middle East, Far East, Central America, South Amer-
ica, South East Asia, and Africa. Larson’s (1982) analysis of network foreign
news coverage, 1976–79, found Western Europe and Middle East tied for first
place, followed by Eastern Europe, Latin America, Asia, and Africa.

6 Thanks to Brian Phillips and Carolina Garriga, Centro de Investigacion
y Docencia Econmicas, Mexico City, for this observation.
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Modeling Common Explanations: Atrocities,
Transnational Activists, and Local Mobilization Capacity

Scholars expect the media to devote more attention to
rights violations in countries with (i) higher rates of
repression and autocracy, (ii) greater links to transna-
tional NGOs and activists, and (iii) better resources and
mobilization opportunities for local activists. We begin
our analysis by building a model that reflects these three
common expectations.

Dependent Variable

Consistent with prior scholarship, our primary dependent
variable, Media Coverage, draws on data from Ramos et al.
(2007), who modified and updated data from Ron et al.
(2005). These scholars coded Economist and Newsweek arti-
cles from 1981 to 2000 with the keywords ‘‘human rights’’
and a specific violation.7 When an article discussed more
than one country or abuse, coders took note of only the
first of each. The data include 1,242 articles published in
the international edition of the Economist, and 1,059 pub-
lished in the US edition of Newsweek.

The Economist is a European-based publication with a
broad but elite global readership. In 2002, its circulation
was 880,000. Just under half of its readers were in North
America, 20% were in continental Europe, 15% were in
the U.K., and 10% were in Asia.8 Economist readers are
comparatively wealthy, influential, and aware of interna-
tional events and issues.9 Although Newsweek has a much
larger North American audience (19.5 million), its read-
ers are both poorer and less cosmopolitan.10 Taken
together, these publications are useful indicators of the
Anglo-American and perhaps even the entire Western
world’s media reporting patterns. As Ramos et al.
(2007:386–88) demonstrate, the Economist and Newsweek
follow similar rates of ‘‘human rights’’ usage to other
leading Western media, including Le Monde, the New
York Times, the Guardian, and the Frankfurter Allgeme-
ine Zeitung.

To correct for possible biases, we created our depen-
dent variable, Media Coverage, by adding the Economist and
Newsweek values for each country-year. To avoid inappro-
priate generalizations, we restrict our claims here to the
Anglo-American media.

Independent Variables

Severity of Abuses
To investigate whether the media publish more stories on
instances of substantial repression, we use the CIRI measure
of Physical Integrity collected by Cingranelli and Richards.11

These scholars culled their data from the US State
Department and Amnesty International’s annual reports
and used it to estimate a state’s propensity to engage in
human rights abuses such as torture, arbitrary detention,
forced disappearance, and extrajudicial execution. CIRI
scores range from zero, or ‘‘most repressive,’’ to eight, or
‘‘least repressive.’’ In our models, lower Physical Integrity
scores signify worse human rights conditions and should
therefore be associated with higher Media Coverage. We
use a second proxy for human rights abuse—logged Num-
ber of Battle Deaths, collected by Lacina and Gleditsch
(2005) version 1.0—with the expectation that bloodier
conflicts will be associated with more Media Coverage. We
include this variable because Poe, Tate, and Keith (1999)
note that military conflicts are positively associated with
human rights abuses, and logically, more severe conflicts
should be associated with more severe abuses and thus
with greater media coverage. Support for this claim
comes from historical treatments of World War II’s East-
ern Front, which argue that the savagery of German–Rus-
sian combat contributed to the intensity of German
atrocities against civilians (Browning 1993; Bartov 2001).

To investigate whether the Anglo-American media
report more on abuses by autocratic regimes, we use
revised Polity IV scores ranging from )10, or most auto-
cratic, to 10, or most democratic (Marshall, Gurr, Daven-
port, and Jaggers 2002; Marshall and Jaggers 2010). Polity
IV is an index of the competitiveness of a country’s chief
executive selection, openness to social groups, level of
institutional constraints placed on the executive’s author-
ity, competitiveness of political participation, and the
degree to which binding rules govern political participa-
tion. We expect Polity IV to be inversely associated with
Media Coverage, since the more autocratic the regime, the
more likely the Anglo-American media are to report on
its abuses, given the regime’s violation of international
democracy norms.

Transnational Activism
To verify whether higher rates of transnational activist
engagement are associated with more Media Coverage, we
use Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui’s (2005) data, Number of
INGO Ties, which measure the log of the number of ties
to international NGOs (INGOs) in a given country. More
INGO ties should be associated with increased Media Cov-
erage. We also measure the attention of transnational acti-
vists with data from Ron et al. (2005) on the number of
Amnesty International Press Releases filed in a given country-
year.12 We expect more press releases to be associated
with greater Media Coverage, as this is an explicit part of
Amnesty’s strategy in circulating press releases.

Local Activist Resources and Opportunities
We use a variety of indicators to test whether the media
devote more attention to human rights issues represented
by local activists with more resources and opportunities.
First, we measure local resource endowments with Gross
Domestic Product per capita, obtained from the World
Bank’s World Development Indicators. We expect countries
with greater levels of development to also have wealthier,
better-educated, better resourced, and more technologi-
cally savvy activists. Thus, higher GDP per capita should be
associated with greater rates of Media Coverage.

We measure opportunities for local activists to spread
information by estimating freedom of speech and press

7 The Ramos et al. (2007) procedure for identifying and coding Economist
and Newsweek articles has both strengths and weaknesses. Strict inclusion of
only those articles with the term ‘‘human rights’’ omits other accounts of
repression and under-estimates overall Western media coverage of abuse, but
provides a consistent estimate of the media’s deployment of human rights lan-
guage. Another tradeoff is the data’s focus on quantity rather than quality of
coverage; although it provides a reliable indicator of flow, it does not capture
the article’s tone or nuance. This is a classic validity–reliability tradeoff.

8 Economist 2004.
9 In 2004, Economist readers had a median personal income of

$154,000 USD; 95% were college educated; 44% were company directors; 62%
took three or more international trips per year; and 70% had lived abroad at
least once (Economist 2004).

10 Newsweek 2004. In 2003, North America’s Newsweek readers had a med-
ian personal income of $41, 662; 44% were college graduates; and 6% were
‘‘top management.’’

11 Data obtained via the web from http://ciri.binghamton.edu/; 1980
data unavailable. 12 These data are not coded from the same source as CIRI measures.
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based on CIRI data.13 The CIRI variable Free Speech is
coded 2 if there is no level of government censorship
and ⁄ or ownership of the media, 1 if there is some level,
and 0 if censorship is complete. We expect free speech to
be positively associated with Media Coverage, since a free
press facilitates flows of information from local activists to
outsiders. Information-rich environments generate more
media attention, even though that information’s availabil-
ity also suggests that levels of political repression are
lower.

We also include two commonly used control variables:
Size of Military, drawn from the Correlates of War II Pro-
ject’s National Military Capabilities 3.0, and Size of Popula-
tion, drawn from the US Census International Data Base
(IDB) mid-year estimates. Following Ramos et al. (2007),
we expect both to be positively associated with Media Cov-
erage, since more powerful and populous states are also
likely to receive more media coverage due to their inter-
national prominence. We log both because of extreme
outliers at the lower and upper ends of their distribu-
tions. Finally, we include a dummy variable, Post–Cold
War, which assumes a value of zero for 1980–1989 and a
value of one for 1990–2000. As human rights have gained
greater salience in the post–Cold War period, we expect
media coverage of abuse to have increased in the 1990s,
due in part to human rights’ entrance into mainstream
international discourse.

Estimation
Our data are structured in country-year format and cover
142 countries from 1981 to 2000. We use negative bino-
mial regression because our dependent variable consists
of over-dispersed averages of yearly counts.14 We use gen-
eralized estimating equations of population-averaged
models because our panel data are highly correlated.15

We lag all independent variables by 1 year, on the
assumption that their effects take time to be felt. We also
conduct robustness tests without this lag, however. We
adjust standard errors for clustering on countries repeat-
edly observed in our country-year data matrix. This
approach is consistent with previous published research
using similar data (Ron et al. 2005; Ramos et al. 2007).

The results show support for all three explanations.
The Economist and Newsweek, with some minor variations
between the two sources,16 are statistically more likely
to report on human rights abuses in countries where
the most terrible violations of physical integrity rights
have occurred and where regimes are more autocratic
(explanation #1). Journalists from these sources are also
more likely to report on abuses in countries with strong
ties to INGOs, and that receive more attention from
transnational activists (explanation #2). Finally, they are
more likely to report on abuses in countries with
higher per capita incomes, where local activists have the
resources and opportunities to mobilize (explanation
#3). Local restrictions on free speech, however, do not
appear to influence the levels of Anglo-American media
reporting.

To interpret Table 1’s coefficients, we calculate percent
change in Media Coverage for a unit increase in the inde-
pendent variables. For every point increase in Physical

Integrity, the media’s expected mean reporting decreases
by 22.8%, holding all other variables constant. For every
unit increase in the log Number of INGO ties and Amnesty
International Press Releases, the media’s expected mean
reporting increases by 39.4% and 3.6%, respectively. The
expected mean changes for Gross Domestic Product per cap-
ita are 20%.

The Latin Human Rights Bias

In this section, we demonstrate that from 1981 to 2000,
three leading Anglo-American media sources systemati-
cally reported more on human rights abuses in Latin
America than in other regions, even when we account for
abuse severity and the resources and actions of activists.
As noted above, this runs counter to findings about the
Anglo-American media’s general foreign news coverage,
where Latin America tends not to attract much attention.

We construct six regional groupings, based chiefly on
the United Nation’s (U.N.) regional classification: Power-
ful West, with 28 countries; Asia, with 34 countries, includ-
ing Afghanistan and Pakistan; Latin America, 33 countries;
the Middle East and North Africa, 21 countries; Sub-Saharan
Africa, 46 countries; and the (former) Soviet Bloc and Cen-
tral Asia, 31 countries.17 In our statistical analysis, we treat
each region as a dummy variable for a given country-year.

These regional groupings are based on spatial contigu-
ity and generally conform to the U.N.’s regional classifica-
tion, with one key exception—the Powerful West—a
category we include for theoretical reasons. When human
rights activists seek international attention, they typically
target the media, policymakers, and activists from these
countries. The Powerful West thus includes the advanced
industrialized countries of North America and Western
Europe, along with three highly developed Asian coun-
tries—Japan, Australia, and New Zealand—which we
include because of their active overseas assistance pro-
grams, high per capita GDPs, cultural affinities with the
West (in the case of Australia and New Zealand), and
active membership in Westernized, liberal-democratic
group of nations referred to by many observers as the
‘‘international community.’’

We begin with simple descriptive statistics to demon-
strate regional unevenness in the Anglo-American med-
ia’s coverage of human rights. Figure 1 demonstrates
yearly media coverage totals for each of our six regions.
Recall that these data consist of articles using the term
‘‘human rights’’ when referring to a specific country and
violation or abuse.

Compared to most other regions, media coverage of
abuses within the Powerful West is low throughout most of
the period under discussion. This is unsurprising,
perhaps, given that personal integrity violations within
Western countries are less severe than elsewhere. There
was a sharp uptick in media coverage of abuses within
the Powerful West toward the end of the 1990s, however.
Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, and the Middle East all display
a generally similar pattern of lower coverage during the
1980s and increasing coverage throughout the rest of the
1990s. In part, this reflects the growth in general usage
of the human rights idiom, but there are also important
regional differences. The number of articles devoted to
human rights abuses in Asia, for example, outstrips the
number of articles covering abuses in Africa and the Mid-
dle East, and most of this is due to rising interest in Chi-

13 http://ciri.binghamton.edu/; 1980 data not available.
14 Cameron and Trivedi (1986), King (1989), Long (1997).
15 Zorn (2001), Hardin and Hilbe (2003).
16 The coefficients on battle deaths, INGOs, the size of the military, and

the post–Cold War are significant only for the Economist. 17 Note that in the analysis, some countries fall out due to missing data.
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nese human rights abuses. Human rights coverage of
events in Latin America and the former Soviet bloc,
moreover, follows a U-shaped pattern: higher rates of cov-
erage in the 1980s, a dip around the end of the Cold
War, and then a return to previous levels in the latter
part of the 1990s. Notably, all world regions experienced
a substantial uptick in human rights coverage toward the
end of the 1990s, demonstrating the idiom’s growing
prevalence in the international system.

Next, we move to multivariate analysis and focus our
discussion on the regional coefficients. Table 2 includes
five of our six regional dummy variables, using the sixth,
Latin America, as the reference category. The results offer
preliminary evidence of a Latin Human Rights Bias, since
human rights abuses in Latin American countries are cov-
ered more heavily than abuses in Asia, the Middle East
and North Africa, and the (former) Soviet Bloc and Central
Asia; only media coverage in Sub-Saharan Africa is statisti-
cally equivalent to Latin America’s coverage in these mod-
els (however, as we explain below, of the 88 models that
we used to check the robustness of these results reported
in Table 2, the coefficients for Sub-Saharan Africa are neg-
ative in all and statistically significant in 42%). The Bias
is present even when the abuses are equally terrible,
regimes are equally autocratic, transnational ties are simi-
larly dense, and country conditions are equally conducive
to local mobilization. This finding holds true both for
our combined reporting measure, Media Coverage, and for
reporting by our two individual data sources, the Econo-
mist and Newsweek.

To interpret the magnitude of Table 2’s effects, we cal-
culate percent change in Media Coverage for a unit
increase in the independent variables. We find that the
media’s preference for stories of abuse in Latin America
is substantial. Compared to Latin America, an abuse’s geo-
graphic location in a country situated within Asia

decreases the Economist’s expected number of articles by
46.9%, and Newsweek’s by 58.5%, holding all other vari-
ables constant. The same is true for abuses in countries
located in the Powerful West ()62.2% and )58%), in the
Middle East and North Africa ()50.2% and )83.1%), and in
the (former) Soviet Bloc and Central Asia ()42.2% and
)57.5%).

To ensure that our findings are not artifacts of News-
week and the Economist reporting styles, we also ran mod-
els with Cole’s (2010) data, which consist of counts of
New York Times articles in which the term ‘‘human
rights’’ appeared within 10 words of a country’s name.
These data cover 135 countries at 5-year intervals from
1980 to 2000 and are both similar and different from the
Ramos et al.’s (2007) data. Cole’s (2010) information is
based on a daily rather than a weekly source, but he did
not make use of content coding and has far fewer cases.
The results of our analysis appear in column four of
Table 2 and are similar to our findings with the Ramos
et al.’s (2007) data from the Economist and Newsweek. The
New York Times reported more heavily on abuses in Latin
America in comparison with every other world region
including Sub-Saharan Africa.

To establish the robustness of these results18 with
different specifications for panel data, we also ran statisti-
cal models using AR1 correlation structures, third-order
time polynomials, and random effects. We also removed
the lag structure. All results are robust across these
alternatives. Of the six regions, Latin America is the only
one to consistently attract more media attention.

To establish whether these results are driven by other
explanations for media coverage, we ran a series of addi-
tional tests. For example, to investigate the possibility that
greater availability of information prompts greater report-

TABLE 1. Determinants of Media Coverage, 1981–2000: Testing Three Common Answers

Combined Economist Newsweek

Lagged dependent variable 0.203 (0.03)*** 0.314 (0.03)*** 0.255 (0.05)***
Number of battle deaths 0.024 (0.03) 0.037 (0.03) 0.002 (0.04)
Number of INGO ties 0.334 (0.17)� 0.379 (0.18)* 0.216 (0.25)
Amnesty International press releases 0.035 (0.01)** 0.024 (0.01)* 0.058 (0.01)***
Polity IV )0.040 (0.01)** )0.045 (0.01)*** )0.043 (0.02)*
GDP per capita 0.191 (0.08)* 0.166 (0.08)* 0.284 (0.12)*
Population size 0.163 (0.13) 0.126 (0.12) 0.229 (0.19)
Size of military 0.172 (0.12) 0.202 (0.10)* 0.156 (0.18)
Post–Cold War 0.253 (0.13)* 0.469 (0.13)*** )0.088 (0.18)
Physical integrity )0.258 (0.04)*** )0.222 (0.05)*** )0.325 (0.05)***
Free speech 0.181 (0.14) 0.185 (0.14) 0.241 (0.20)
Constant )5.040 (0.78)*** )5.891 (0.81)*** )5.577 (1.05)***
Number of observations 2334 2334 2334
Number of countries 142 142 142
v2 666.09*** 603.97*** 609.86***

(Notes. Standard errors in parentheses.
Significance levels: �p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.)

Percent Change Combined Economist Newsweek

listcoef command using pooled model with cluster standard errors
Physical integrity )22.8 )19.9 )28.7
Number of INGO ties 39.4 45.9 28.0
Amnesty International press releases 3.6 2.4 6.2
GDP per capita 20.0 18.0 27.3
Polity IV )3.7 )4.4 )3.4

18 Our robustness checks are reported in the Appendix.
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ing on human rights abuses—a phenomenon known as
the ‘‘information paradox’’—we ran models with an alter-
native to the CIRI Free Speech variable: Press Freedom, based
on Freedom House data.19 These data are categorized
into three groups: Not Free, Partly Free, and Free. Since Press
Freedom and Free Speech are highly correlated, we do not
include both in the same model. Our results are consis-
tent. We then explored another facet of the information
paradox, accounting for the possibility that countries with
better local communications infrastructures receive more
press coverage. To do this, we included the variables
Phones Per Capita, Radios Per Capita, Televisions Per Capita,
and Daily Newspapers Per Capita, all taken from Arthur

Banks’ Cross-National Time Series Data Archive.20 Again,
our results are consistent.

In another series of robustness tests, we explored other
ways to measure human rights abuse. We disaggregated
Physical Integrity into its four components: Murder, Torture,
Disappearance, and Political Imprisonment, and also used
CIRI’s Empowerment Index, which includes six individual
human rights indicators: Freedom of Association, Freedom of
Movement, Freedom of Speech, Electoral Self-Determination, Free-
dom of Religion, and Workers’ Rights.21 We use this CIRI
index in two ways: first, as a single number, minus the
effects of Freedom of Speech (because we already include
that variable elsewhere in our models), and second, as a
disaggregated series of variables listed separately. Our
findings are remarkably consistent. In each model,
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FIG 1. Media Coverage of Human Rights in the Economist and Newsweek, by Region, 1981–2000

19 ‘‘Freedom of the Press’’ data, available at FreedomHouse.org. Some
theorists note that when information about abuses in a given area is more
readily available, human rights reporting levels increase. This ‘‘information
paradox’’ leads to false assumptions about rising levels of abuse.

20 http://www.databanksinternational.com.
21 http://ciri.binghamton.edu/.
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Newsweek and the Economist devoted disproportionate
attention to human rights violations in Latin American
countries. We then ran models with Cole’s (2010) New
York Times data, and these also strongly confirm our
findings, including when compared to Sub-Saharan Africa.

To ensure that these findings are not artifacts of our
regional classification, we replaced our six U.N.-based
regional categories with the ‘‘civilization’’ categories con-
ceived of by Huntington (1996), and put to statistical use
by Beckfield (2003). These include what Huntington calls
the African, Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic, Japanese, Latin
American, Orthodox, Sino, and Western ‘‘civilizations.’’
Our reference category is Huntington’s ‘‘Latin American
civilization.’’ The results are broadly consistent with our
previous findings. The Western media report more on
abuses in the Latin American civilization than on those
in African (p < .10), Hindu (p < .01), Islamic (p < .001),
Orthodox (p < .01), or Sino (p < .01) civilizations. These
results are presented in the Appendix.

To explore whether a few countries are driving our
findings, Figure 2 illustrates the variation in the intensity
of media coverage by country, with the more prominent
labels representing greater coverage. We included
dummy variables for the top 10 most shamed countries
in the world by the Anglo-American media during the
period of our study, including the top four shamed in
Latin America. Those countries include, in order of
magnitude of press coverage, China (with 250 reports),

the Soviet Union ⁄ Russia (with 154), the United States
(with 105), El Salvador (with 94), Indonesia (with 89),
the U.K. (with 76), Chile (with 68), Turkey (with 62),
Guatemala (with 54), and Argentina (with 53). Although
our results changed slightly, we still found evidence of a
Latin Bias.22

Our statistical analyses all support the claim that three
key Anglo-American news sources—the Economist, News-
week, and the New York Times—have a clear geographic
bias when reporting on human rights abuses worldwide.
They publish more stories on human rights violations in
Latin America and comparatively neglect equal or worse
abuses in other world regions. Why?

Practitioner Explanations

To explore the Latin Human Rights Bias’ origins, we
emailed a questionnaire outlining our statistical results to
a purposefully selected sample of 24 leading journalists,
seeking the kind of interpretive input that key informants
can best provide (Tansey 2007).23 We selected our
respondents for their knowledge of, and experience with,

TABLE 2. Determinants of Media Coverage, 1981–2000: Geographic Preferences

Combined Economist Newsweek NYT

Lagged dependent variable 0.170 (0.03)*** 0.291 (0.03)*** 0.176 (0.04)*** 0.021 (0.00)***
Number of battle deaths 0.050 (0.02)* 0.060 (0.02)* 0.036 (0.04) 0.039 (0.03)
Number of INGO ties 0.354 (0.19)� 0.409 (0.19)* 0.198 (0.28) 0.217 (0.16)
Amnesty International press releases 0.049 (0.01)*** 0.032 (0.01)** 0.075 (0.01)*** 0.024 (0.02)
Polity IV )0.054 (0.02)*** )0.053 (0.01)*** )0.067 (0.02)** )0.047 (0.02)*
GDP per capita 0.217 (0.10)* 0.195 (0.09)* 0.315 (0.16)* 0.360 (0.12)**
Population size 0.154 (0.14) 0.125 (0.13) 0.138 (0.20) 0.284 (0.16)�
Size of military 0.264 (0.13)* 0.279 (0.11)* 0.319 (0.21) 0.125 (0.16)
Post–Cold War 0.362 (0.13)** 0.534 (0.13)*** 0.091 (0.20) 0.192 (0.17)
Asia )0.753 (0.30)* )0.632 (0.27)* )0.878 (0.44)* )0.840 (0.31)**
Powerful West )0.973 (0.41)* )0.973 (0.42)* )0.868 (0.60) )0.668 (0.35)�
Middle East & North Africa )1.003 (0.28)*** )0.698 (0.26)** )1.779 (0.43)*** )1.215 (0.40)**
Sub-Saharan Africa )0.629 (0.41) )0.406 (0.33) )0.947 (0.64) )1.013 (0.44)*
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )0.673 (0.28)* )0.547 (0.28)� )0.857 (0.42)* )0.755 (0.33)*
Physical integrity )0.180 (0.04)*** )0.143 (0.04)** )0.246 (0.06)*** )0.267 (0.05)***
Free speech 0.075 (0.12) 0.115 (0.12) 0.041 (0.19) )0.043 (0.15)
Constant )5.417 (1.23)*** )6.456 (1.14)*** )5.600 (1.82)** )2.802 (1.19)*
Number of observations 2334 2334 2334 492
Interaction: free*physical integrity 142 142 142 138
v2 743.59*** 698.50*** 787.81*** 1270.61***

(Notes. Standard errors in parentheses.
Significance levels: �p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.)

Percent Change Combined Economist Newsweek NYT

Asia )52.9 )46.9 )58.5 )56.8
Powerful West )62.2 )62.2 )58.0 )48.7
Middle East & North Africa )63.3 )50.2 )83.1 )70.3
Sub-Saharan Africa )46.7 )33.3 )61.2 )63.7
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )49.0 )42.2 )57.5 )53.0
listcoef command using pooled model with cluster standard errors
Asia )53.1 )46.9 )57.6 )56.8
Powerful West )63.3 )62.2 )62.0 )49.0
Middle East & North Africa )63.2 )50.2 )80.9 )70.6
Sub-Saharan Africa )47.9 )33.4 )62.5 )64.2
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )48.4 )42.1 )57.3 )52.8

22 Controlling for the top 10, Latin American countries received more
coverage by the Economist than countries in the Powerful West; they received
more coverage by Newsweek than countries in the Powerful West and the Mid-
dle East, and North Africa; and they received more coverage by the New York
Times than countries in Asia, the Middle East and North Africa, Sub-Saharan
Africa and the Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, and Central Asia.

23 These emails were sent between February and April 2009.
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overseas reporting. We focused in particular on reporters
with experience at the Economist and Newsweek who had
served as foreign correspondents and ⁄ or bureau chiefs in
major world cities. As an external validity check, we also
emailed journalists with experience at other mainstream
media sources, including Foreign Affairs, Washington
Post, New York Times, Financial Times, the Ottawa Citi-
zen, and Die Zeit. Thirteen of the 24 replied. Wherever
possible, we transformed their responses into testable
hypotheses, operationalized the relevant variables, and
statistically analyzed their relationship to Media Coverage.
We discovered that some practitioner hypotheses
explained a portion of the Latin Bias.

US Interests and Influence

A former Newsweek editor24 and former Economist and
Washington Post editor,25 among others, said the Bias
was likely due to the region’s relevance to US foreign pol-
icy debates. ‘‘Human rights abuses are more frequently
covered when their continuation appears to depend at
least in part on US foreign policy,’’ the former Economist
and Washington Post editor wrote us. In ‘‘the 1980s,’’
moreover, ‘‘the wars in Central America created a direct
link between human rights in the region and US policy.’’
Most journalists, the former editor explained, focused on
debating whether ‘‘US foreign policy [was] aiding and
abetting human rights abuse.’’ This trend was particularly
true, he claimed, for ‘‘US-centric journalists,’’ includ-
ing—to his mind—the London-based Economist.

A long-time Newsweek correspondent and former
bureau chief agreed, explaining that the ‘‘extent to which
Washington opposed abuses—or became complicit in
them—developed into a major part of the story.’’26 He
also said journalists sensed their Latin American report-
ing could make a difference, because the region was so
directly relevant to US policy. Congressional debate over
US aid to Latin American regimes played a crucial role in
promoting this sentiment. It made sense to report on
Latin American abuses, because readers might well be
able to do something. A current Newsweek editor added
that geography and physical proximity to the United
States also mattered. Latin America, he explained, ‘‘is in
the United States’ back yard. Lots of people live here
[the US] with connections down there, and it’s within
the US sphere of influence. So it seems logical that peo-

ple will be more concerned with what goes on down
there than in some far off part of the world.’’27

These interpretations find support in the scholarly lit-
erature. Communications scholars, for example, find that
US foreign news coverage tends to focus on issues of
immediate US concern (Wanta, Golan, and Lee 2004;
Golan 2008). Larson (1982) argues, for example, that
much of what passes for overseas reporting in the United
States is in fact ‘‘local’’ American news reported from
abroad.28 More broadly, communications scholars find
that Western editors cater to audience tastes by focusing
their reporting on countries with cultural or political
proximity to readers (Johnson 1997). This finding echoes
that of scholars who find that Western media coverage of
human rights issues tends to cluster around countries
with ties to rich countries (Fan and Ostini 1999).

The claim that US policy considerations weighed heav-
ily on reporters’ minds also finds support in the scholarly
literature. Accounts of the 1970s and 1980s, for example,
emphasize the central role of Latin American abuses in
US human rights debates (Forsythe 1990; Cmiel 1999;
Sikkink 2004). Vietnam-war era scandals and atrocities
provided Congresspersons with an opportunity to chal-
lenge the administration’s anti-communist security and
foreign assistance policies, sparking a wave of US legisla-
tion aimed at exposing abuses by US allies and curbing
US aid to those countries. Latin America, not surpris-
ingly, played a central role in these policy debates; by the
1980s, abuses in that region were regular topics of Con-
gressional debate.

To explore the relationship between US policy debates
and Anglo-American media reporting, Table 3 replicates
Table 2’s first column and then includes several new US
policy and proximity variables, such as US Economic Aid
and US Military Assistance (logged), drawn from the US
Overseas Loans and Grants database (USAID 2004); Geo-
desic Proximity (logged) to Washington D.C., based on
data from the CEPII Research Center; US Exports and US
Imports (logged), based on data from the OECD; PTA, or
participation in a US preferential trade agreement, a bin-
ary indicator supplied by Hafner-Burton (2005); and UN
Voting Affinity with the United States, based on data from
The Affinity of Nations data set. We expect all these vari-
ables to be significantly associated with Media Coverage.
According to our journalist respondents, all of these asso-

FIG 2. Intensity of Human Rights Media Coverage, by Country, 1981–2000

24 Email communication, April 20, 2009.
25 Email communication, February 25, 2009.
26 Email communication, April 20, 2009.

27 Email communication, February 26, 2009.
28 For example, 40% of Riffe’s (1996) sample of 3,815 foreign news items

in the New York Times from 1980 to 1990 was linked to US-based issues or
events.
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ciations should be positive, save for Geodisc Proximity,
which should be inversely related to Media Coverage.

These expectations are partially born out in the statisti-
cal analysis. As Table 3 indicates, Media Coverage is nega-
tively associated with Geodisc Proximity to Washington
D.C., and positively associated with UN Voting Affinity.
Inclusion of these US policy and proximity variables does
not eliminate statistical traces of the Latin Bias; however,
since the Anglo-American media still reported more fre-
quently on countries in Latin America than in Asia
()64.8%), the Powerful West ()78.4%), the Middle East and
North Africa ()69%) and the Soviet Bloc and Central Asia
()71.7%), as well as Sub-Saharan Africa in 58% of the full
set of models, we estimated to gauge the robustness of
these findings. These results are robust across alternative
specifications. US policy and proximity variables explain a
portion of the Latin Bias.

Democratization

Another Latin America-based Newsweek correspondent
emphasized the importance of regional democratization
in the 1980s and early 1990s, which provided ‘‘a channel
of protest that found a wider audience, one that was per-
haps unavailable to Asians and Africans, where human
rights abuses were surely just as serious if not worse.’’29

This argument also resonates with existing scholarship.
As Jaggers and Gurr (1995:477) note, the democratic
‘‘third wave’’ in the developing and former communist
world first began in Latin America during the late 1970s,
escalated sharply during the 1980s, and then leveled off
in the 1990s. The next region to experience democratic
change was the Middle East, which began far more mod-
estly in the 1980s, and achieved much lower rates of dem-
ocratic openness during the 1990s. Eurasia, Asia, and the
Pacific followed suit, and then Africa in the 1990s. By the
mid-1990s, only the Eurasian region had outperformed
Latin America’s rate of democratic opening. As Remmer
(1992–3) argues, Latin America’s political shift during
the 1980s was deeper, more widespread, and more com-
prehensive than in any other period of the region’s
history.30

The scholarly literature is similarly supportive of the
notion that democratization should attract greater inter-
national media attention. Democratization is a ‘‘dramatic
performance,’’ Whitehead (1999) argues, aimed at multi-
ple domestic and international audiences. More often
than not, he claims, observers portray democratization as
a gripping tale of heroes and villains, tragedy, and tri-
umph. As witnessed mostly recently in the Arab Spring,31

democratization is often an intense media attraction. The
emotion, the demands for liberty, the dramatic protests,
the government repression, the deal making, and the
demands for post-authoritarian justice are all an immense
draw (Shelly 2001). Violations of human rights, along
with impassioned calls for greater human rights respect,
are often integral to this drama.

As is true for human rights, however, international cov-
erage of democratization efforts is not distributed equally
across time and space. Pro-democracy protests and brutal

repression in Kwangju, South Korea, for example,
attracted little international coverage in May 1980, espe-
cially when compared to press coverage of Beijing’s pro-
democracy protests 9 years later. Still, it stands to reason
that a temporal and spatial clustering of democratization
dramas should have provoked the same kind of intense
media coverage of Latin America that Eastern Europe
experienced in 1989, or the Arab Spring in 2011. These
processes are likely intensified by the multiplication of
information sources, easing of press restrictions, and the
enhanced physical mobility associated with democratic
opening.

Above, we modeled the relationship between autocracy
and democracy and global reporting patterns with Polity
IV. To further explore the role of regime type and
regime change, Table 4 again includes variables from the
Polity IV data set, whose scale ranges from )10 (most
autocratic) to 10 (most democratic). This time, however,
we follow the standard set by Mansfield and Snyder
(2002) and break the Polity IV scale into three dummy
variables: democracy (7 or above), anocracy (between )6
and )6), and autocracy ()7 or below).

To model the importance of democratization, rather
than static levels of democracy, Table 4 also includes tests
of partial and full regime transitions. Following Mansfield
and Snyder (2002), we define Partial Transitions as a shift
over two consecutive years to anocracy, and Full Transi-
tions as a shift over two consecutive years to either autoc-
racy or democracy. We also create variables to identify
autocracies and democracies that remained stable over
two consecutive years: Stable Autocracy and Stable Democ-
racy.

Table 4 first replicates the findings in column one of
Table 2 and then includes the regime stability and transi-
tion variables. We find little evidence that Media Coverage
is associated either with regime type or with transition
(other than in stable autocracies, where media coverage
is less). In all these models, the Latin American Bias
remains present (including in 37% of the full set of mod-
els we estimated to gauge the robustness of these findings
in Sub-Saharan Africa), suggesting that democratization
provides little explanation. This finding requires further
investigation; it is possible, for example, that some of the
other variables that we included in our regressions
accounted for the most salient elements of the democrati-
zation process.

Catholic Church

Several of our respondents claimed that the Catholic
Church boosted the media’s human rights reporting,
since Church clergy and lay personnel often served as
transnational conduits for human rights information. A
Rio-based correspondent, for example, said that Catholic
liberation theologians helped transformed parts of the
Latin American Church into ‘‘champion(s) of civilians
and … critic(s) of governments,’’32 while a current News-
week correspondent said that ‘‘…much of the human
rights reporting and even more of the general conscious-
ness raising [in Latin America] … was done by the Catho-
lic Church. Several of the religious orders, most famously
the Jesuits and the Maryknolls, were involved...’’33

The scholarly literature offers support for the notion
that a stronger, better organized and more densely pres-

29 Email communication, February 26, 2009.
30 Although formal democratic systems are now widespread in Latin Amer-

ica, some scholars are less than enthusiastic about this democracy’s quality
(e.g., Pearce 2010 or Roberts 1998).

31 A search of the New York Times archive on December 15, 2011, for
example, revealed 4200 hits for the search term ‘‘Arab Spring’’ during the
past 12 months alone.

32 Email communication, February 26, 2009.
33 Email communication, April 20, 2009.
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ent Church should lead to better transnational flows of
human rights information and more media reporting on
abuses (Smith 1979, 1991; Dipboye 1982; Mainwairing
and Wilde 1989; Cleary 1990; Engler 2000; Levine 2010;
Mantilla 2010). To explore this possibility, we built a
unique data set of Church strength based on the Statisti-
cal Yearbook of the Church, published annually by the Vati-
can’s Secretaria Status Rationarium Generale Ecclesiae of the
Libreria Editrice Vaticana.34

Table 5 begins by replicating our basic findings from
Table 2 and then includes a number of Catholic variables.
As a basic control, we begin with the number of Baptized
Catholics (logged) in each country and then include a ser-
ies of variables that cumulatively describe the Church’s
country-level institutional strength: number of Pastoral
Centers, Metrosees, and Bishops (logged); size of Workforce,
defined as number of priests and lay staff of various desig-
nations; Catholic Training, defined by the Yearbook as

‘‘centers for the formation of the priesthood,’’ including
secondary schools, residences, and seminaries; and K-12
Catholic schools. A larger Catholic country infrastructure
should produce more information on human rights
abuses, since Catholic institutions serve as important
nodes for the collection and distribution of information.
We also include number of Welfare Institutions, defined as
‘‘hospitals … dispensaries, leprosaria, homes for the old,
the chronically ill, invalids and the handicapped, orphan-
ages, nurseries, matrimonial advice centers, other.’’ This
data should measure general Catholic infrastructure as
well the engagement of progressive Catholic forces, since
liberation theologians emphasized reaching out, mobiliz-
ing, and aiding Latin America’s poor.

Although the Anglo-American media were indeed
more likely to report on abuses in countries with a strong
Catholic K-12 educational system, none of our other
Catholic indicators were statistically significant, and these
results are robust across alternative specifications. The
most likely explanation is that the Catholic Church was
not uniformly critical of human rights abuses in the Latin
American region (Smith 1979; Mantilla 2010). Thus,

TABLE 4. Determinants of Media Coverage, 1981–2000: Regime Transitions

Regime Stability Full Transitions Partial Transitions

Lagged dependent variable 0.147 (0.03)*** 0.158 (0.03)*** 0.158 (0.03)***
Number of battle deaths 0.039 (0.02) 0.044 (0.03)� 0.044 (0.03)�
Number of INGO ties 0.308 (0.22) 0.413 (0.23)� 0.388 (0.22)�
Amnesty International press releases 0.054 (0.01)*** 0.052 (0.01)*** 0.053 (0.01)***
Polity IV )0.069 (0.02)*** )0.052 (0.02)** )0.048 (0.02)**
GDP per capita 0.222 (0.10)* 0.187 (0.10)� 0.195 (0.10)�
Population size 0.211 (0.14) 0.126 (0.15) 0.133 (0.15)
Size of military 0.255 (0.13)� 0.289 (0.14)* 0.288 (0.14)*
Post–Cold War 0.280 (0.14)* 0.324 (0.14)* 0.314 (0.14)*
Asia )0.766 (0.31)* )0.732 (0.31)* )0.740 (0.31)*
Powerful West )0.870 (0.44)* )0.967 (0.43)* )0.995 (0.42)*
Middle East & North Africa )0.923 (0.31)** )0.983 (0.29)*** )0.976 (0.29)***
Sub-Saharan Africa )0.758 (0.45)� )0.619 (0.43) )0.640 (0.44)
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )0.760 (0.28)** )0.711 (0.29)* )0.731 (0.29)*
Physical integrity )0.161 (0.04)*** )0.179 (0.04)*** )0.178 (0.04)***
Free speech 0.004 (0.13) 0.078 (0.13) 0.072 (0.13)
Stable Democracy )0.197 (0.22)
Stable Autocracy )0.889 (0.23)***
Full Democratic Transition 0.147 (0.24)
Full Autocratic Transition 0.457 (0.45)
Partial Democratic Transition 0.362 (0.25)
Partial Autocratic Transition 0.707 (0.49)
Constant )4.942 (1.36)*** )5.586 (1.37)*** )5.504 (1.37)***
Number of observations 2205 2205 2205
Number of countries 142 142 142
v2 886.42*** 826.04*** 754.21***

(Notes. Standard errors in parentheses.
Significance levels: �p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.)

Percent Change Regime Stability Full Transitions Partial Transitions

Asia )53.5 )51.9 )52.3
Powerful West )58.1 )62.0 )63.0
Middle East & North Africa )60.3 )62.6 )62.3
Sub-Saharan Africa )53.1 )46.2 )47.3
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )53.2 )50.9 )51.8
listcoef command using pooled model with cluster standard errors
Asia )54.2 )52.0 )52.4
Powerful West )59.0 )63.0 )63.9
Middle East & North Africa )60.3 )62.5 )62.3
Sub-Saharan Africa )54.3 )47.6 )48.5
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )53.0 )50.4 )51.4

34 We thank Mary Gautier of Georgetown University’s Center for Applied
Research in the Apostolate for referring us to this source. Froehle and Gautier
(2003) present descriptive statistics from the Yearbook’s 2000 volume.

484 The Latin Bias



T
A

B
L

E
5.

D
et

er
m

in
an

ts
o

f
M

ed
ia

C
o

ve
ra

ge
,

19
81

–2
00

0:
C

at
h

o
li

c
C

h
u

rc
h

B
ap

ti
ze

d
P

as
to

ra
l

M
et

ro
se

es
B

is
ho

ps
W

or
kf

or
ce

T
ra

in
in

g
K

-1
2

W
el

fa
re

A
ll

L
ag

ge
d

d
ep

en
d

en
t

va
ri

ab
le

0.
26

6
(0

.0
2)

**
*

0.
26

6
(0

.0
2)

**
*

0.
26

7
(0

.0
2)

**
*

0.
17

0
(0

.0
3)

**
*

0.
26

6
(0

.0
2)

**
*

0.
26

5
(0

.0
2)

**
*

0.
26

0
(0

.0
2)

**
*

0.
26

6
(0

.0
2)

**
*

0.
24

3
(0

.0
2)

**
*

N
u

m
b

er
o

f
b

at
tl

e
d

ea
th

s
0.

04
1

(0
.0

2)
�

0.
04

1
(0

.0
2)
�

0.
03

9
(0

.0
2)
�

0.
05

0
(0

.0
2)

*
0.

04
1

(0
.0

2)
�

0.
04

4
(0

.0
2)
�

0.
04

4
(0

.0
2)

*
0.

04
1

(0
.0

2)
�

0.
05

9
(0

.0
2)

**

N
u

m
b

er
o

f
IN

G
O

ti
es

0.
39

4
(0

.1
9)

*
0.

40
9

(0
.2

0)
*

0.
37

7
(0

.1
9)

*
0.

35
5

(0
.2

0)
�

0.
40

8
(0

.2
0)

*
0.

41
1

(0
.2

0)
*

0.
27

3
(0

.1
7)

0.
41

0
(0

.2
0)

*
0.

23
6

(0
.1

9)
A

m
n

es
ty

In
te

rn
at

io
n

al
p

re
ss

re
le

as
es

0.
03

4
(0

.0
1)

**
0.

03
4

(0
.0

1)
**

0.
03

3
(0

.0
1)

*
0.

04
9

(0
.0

1)
**

*
0.

03
5

(0
.0

1)
**

0.
03

4
(0

.0
1)

*
0.

03
7

(0
.0

1)
**

0.
03

5
(0

.0
1)

**
0.

03
7

(0
.0

1)
**

P
o

li
ty

IV
)

0.
05

3
(0

.0
1)

**
*

)
0.

05
3

(0
.0

2)
**

*
)

0.
05

2
(0

.0
1)

**
*

)
0.

05
3

(0
.0

2)
**

*
)

0.
05

2
(0

.0
2)

**
*

)
0.

05
1

(0
.0

2)
**

*
)

0.
05

3
(0

.0
1)

**
*

)
0.

05
1

(0
.0

2)
**

*
)

0.
05

1
(0

.0
1)

**
*

G
D

P
pe

r
ca

pi
ta

0.
18

8
(0

.0
9)

*
0.

17
7

(0
.0

9)
�

0.
20

7
(0

.0
9)

*
0.

21
7

(0
.1

0)
*

0.
18

1
(0

.0
9)
�

0.
18

9
(0

.0
9)

*
0.

20
1

(0
.1

0)
*

0.
17

2
(0

.1
0)
�

0.
26

0
(0

.1
0)

*
P

o
p

u
la

ti
o

n
si

ze
0.

16
1

(0
.1

3)
0.

16
7

(0
.1

3)
0.

22
4

(0
.1

4)
0.

15
6

(0
.1

4)
0.

15
8

(0
.1

4)
0.

20
5

(0
.1

5)
0.

08
3

(0
.1

3)
0.

17
0

(0
.1

4)
0.

19
8

(0
.1

4)
Si

ze
o

f
m

il
it

ar
y

0.
25

9
(0

.1
2)

*
0.

26
2

(0
.1

3)
*

0.
25

4
(0

.1
2)

*
0.

26
5

(0
.1

3)
*

0.
26

4
(0

.1
3)

*
0.

26
2

(0
.1

2)
*

0.
27

4
(0

.1
2)

*
0.

25
8

(0
.1

3)
*

0.
32

8
(0

.1
2)

**
P

o
st

–C
o

ld
W

ar
0.

37
9

(0
.1

3)
**

0.
37

1
(0

.1
3)

**
0.

36
7

(0
.1

3)
**

0.
36

2
(0

.1
4)

**
0.

36
8

(0
.1

3)
**

0.
37

0
(0

.1
3)

**
0.

42
2

(0
.1

3)
**

0.
37

5
(0

.1
3)

**
0.

46
0

(0
.1

4)
**

A
si

a
)

0.
72

1
(0

.2
7)

**
)

0.
70

5
(0

.2
8)

*
)

0.
75

6
(0

.2
8)

**
)

0.
75

8
(0

.3
0)

*
)

0.
68

8
(0

.2
8)

*
)

0.
78

1
(0

.2
9)

**
)

0.
54

6
(0

.2
7)

*
)

0.
73

5
(0

.2
8)

**
)

0.
90

3
(0

.3
2)

**
P

o
w

er
fu

l
W

es
t

)
1.

01
3

(0
.4

0)
*

)
0.

99
6

(0
.3

9)
**

)
1.

00
4

(0
.3

9)
**

)
0.

97
4

(0
.4

1)
*

)
0.

97
1

(0
.3

9)
*

)
1.

09
8

(0
.3

8)
**

)
0.

89
4

(0
.3

8)
*

)
1.

01
4

(0
.3

9)
**

)
1.

35
3

(0
.3

8)
**

*
M

id
d

le
E

as
t

&
N

o
rt

h
A

fr
ic

a
)

1.
05

1
(0

.3
3)

**
)

1.
04

6
(0

.3
2)

**
)

1.
09

2
(0

.2
8)

**
*

)
1.

01
2

(0
.3

1)
**

)
1.

01
1

(0
.3

3)
**

)
1.

19
3

(0
.4

0)
**

)
0.

68
2

(0
.2

9)
*

)
1.

04
7

(0
.3

7)
**

)
1.

35
5

(0
.3

7)
**

*

Su
b

-S
ah

ar
an

A
fr

ic
a

)
0.

63
3

(0
.3

9)
)

0.
60

5
(0

.4
0)

)
0.

63
9

(0
.3

9)
�

)
0.

63
1

(0
.4

2)
)

0.
61

3
(0

.4
0)

)
0.

64
9

(0
.4

0)
)

0.
57

1
(0

.4
0)

)
0.

63
7

(0
.4

0)
)

0.
76

1
(0

.4
1)
�

F
o

rm
er

So
vi

et
B

lo
c,

B
al

ka
n

s,
&

C
en

tr
al

A
si

a

)
0.

66
3

(0
.2

8)
*

)
0.

67
5

(0
.2

8)
*

)
0.

71
1

(0
.2

8)
*

)
0.

68
0

(0
.3

0)
*

)
0.

66
2

(0
.2

9)
*

)
0.

81
5

(0
.3

3)
*

)
0.

20
0

(0
.3

4)
)

0.
75

7
(0

.3
6)

*
)

0.
34

8
(0

.4
2)

P
h

ys
ic

al
in

te
gr

it
y

)
0.

16
7

(0
.0

4)
**

*
)

0.
16

5
(0

.0
4)

**
*

)
0.

17
1

(0
.0

5)
**

*
)

0.
18

0
(0

.0
4)

**
*

)
0.

16
5

(0
.0

4)
**

*
)

0.
16

7
(0

.0
4)

**
*

)
0.

16
4

(0
.0

4)
**

*
)

0.
16

8
(0

.0
4)

**
*

)
0.

18
1

(0
.0

4)
**

*
F

re
e

Sp
ee

ch
0.

05
9

(0
.1

2)
0.

05
8

(0
.1

2)
0.

05
6

(0
.1

2)
0.

07
6

(0
.1

3)
0.

06
2

(0
.1

2)
0.

06
9

(0
.1

2)
0.

03
7

(0
.1

3)
0.

07
0

(0
.1

2)
0.

07
9

(0
.1

3)
B

ap
ti

ze
d

C
at

h
o

li
cs

)
0.

02
6

(0
.0

4)
)

0.
00

1
(0

.0
8)

P
as

to
ra

l
C

en
te

rs
)

0.
03

6
(0

.0
4)

0.
03

8
(0

.1
2)

M
et

ro
se

es
)

0.
14

5
(0

.0
9)

)
0.

15
8

(0
.2

0)
B

is
h

o
p

s
)

0.
00

4
(0

.0
7)

0.
12

4
(0

.2
4)

W
o

rk
fo

rc
e

)
0.

03
2

(0
.0

5)
)

0.
03

0
(0

.1
3)

C
le

ri
ca

l
T

ra
in

in
g

C
en

te
rs

)
0.

09
3

(0
.0

7)
)

0.
29

8
(0

.1
5)

*

K
-1

2
0.

08
2

(0
.0

5)
�

0.
28

9
(0

.0
7)

**
*

W
el

fa
re

In
st

it
u

ti
o

n
s

)
0.

04
0

(0
.0

6)
)

0.
12

6
(0

.1
0)

C
o

n
st

an
t

)
5.

37
6

(1
.2

1)
**

*
)

5.
37

6
(1

.2
1)

**
*

)
5.

52
7

(1
.1

7)
**

*
)

5.
41

9
(1

.2
3)

**
*

)
5.

39
9

(1
.2

2)
**

*
)

5.
50

4
(1

.2
0)

**
*

)
5.

35
4

(1
.2

0)
**

*
)

5.
35

8
(1

.2
2)

**
*

)
5.

70
7

(1
.1

2)
**

*
N

u
m

b
er

o
f

o
b

se
rv

at
io

n
s

22
82

22
82

22
82

23
33

22
84

22
82

22
82

22
80

22
79

N
u

m
b

er
o

f
co

u
n

tr
ie

s
14

1
14

1
14

1
14

2
14

1
14

1
14

1
14

1
14

1
v2

93
5.

11
**

*
92

1.
66

**
*

94
9.

45
**

*
75

7.
70

**
*

92
4.

00
**

*
96

2.
30

**
*

92
9.

51
**

*
91

2.
00

**
*

10
84

.1
4*

**

(N
ot

es
.

St
an

d
ar

d
er

ro
rs

in
p

ar
en

th
es

es
.

Si
gn

ifi
ca

n
ce

le
ve

ls
:
�

p
<

.1
0;

*p
<

.0
5;

**
p

<
.0

1;
**

*p
<

.0
01

.)

P
er

ce
n

t
C

h
an

ge
A

ll

A
si

a
)

59
.5

P
o

w
er

fu
l

W
es

t
)

74
.2

M
id

d
le

E
as

t
&

N
o

rt
h

A
fr

ic
a

)
74

.2
Su

b
-S

ah
ar

an
A

fr
ic

a
)

53
.3

F
o

rm
er

So
vi

et
B

lo
c,

B
al

ka
n

s,
&

C
en

tr
al

A
si

a
)

29
.4

li
st

co
ef

co
m

m
an

d
u

si
n

g
p

o
o

le
d

m
o

d
el

w
it

h
cl

u
st

er
st

an
d

ar
d

er
ro

rs
A

si
a

)
59

.8
P

o
w

er
fu

l
W

es
t

)
74

.4
M

id
d

le
E

as
t

&
N

o
rt

h
A

fr
ic

a
)

74
.2

Su
b

-S
ah

ar
an

A
fr

ic
a

)
53

.8
F

o
rm

er
So

vi
et

B
lo

c,
B

al
ka

n
s,

&
C

en
tr

al
A

si
a

)
29

.1

485Emilie Hafner-Burton and James Ron



while parts of the Church may have served as local collec-
tors and transnational disseminators of human rights
information, other, more conservative, portions did not
fulfill this role.

Path Dependency

Another respondent provided a path-dependent explana-
tion for Latin America’s high media profile. According to
this longtime Newsweek reporter and former foreign edi-
tor, ‘‘it takes a long time for human rights issues to
die—for Pinochet to get prosecuted at last, for example.
There’s a lot of cleaning up to do after decades of
extreme repression.’’35 Thus, Latin America’s early activ-
ism and transitional justice movement set in motion legal,
institutional, and normative processes that played out well
into the 1990s, continuing to attract media attention.

This claim finds support in the general literature on
path dependency and ‘‘first mover’’ advantages,
(Lieberman and Montgomery 1988; Pierson 2000), as
well as in historical discussions of Latin America’s pio-
neering role in the global cascade of post-authoritarian
and post-conflict truth seeking (Sikkink and Walling
2007; Thoms, Ron, and Paris 2010). It is bolstered more
generally by discussions of Latin America’s early role cre-
ating modern human rights NGOs (Ball 2000), especially
in key countries such as Argentina (Bouvard 1994; Brysk,
1994; Sikkink 2008).

Latin America’s leading role in the global human
rights movement is no historical accident; notions of indi-
vidual human rights have a distinguished pedigree in the
region, due in large part to Latin America’s early experi-
ence with European-style states (Holsti 1996) and its
dominant postcolonial ideology of Liberalism, rather
than the Marxism common to other (and much later)
postcolonial areas (Colburn 1994; Ball 2000; Carroza
2003).

To examine how previous reporting relates to current
reporting, we begin in Table 6 by lagging our dependent
variable, Media Coverage, in yearly increments of up to
10 years. This allows us to examine whether the amount
of media coverage in prior years relates to current cover-
age of abuses. Then, we calculate the running sum of all
media reports published in previous years, starting in
1981, to examine whether the total volume of previous
media attention (rather than the lag) relates to the med-
ia’s current coverage.

Table 6 offers some evidence of path dependency.
Countries that received Media Coverage in the past are also
more likely to receive it in the future, controlling for the
level of human rights abuse and other situational factors.
Path dependency, in other words, does help explain a
portion of the Latin Bias.

To summarize our empirical findings: First, we demon-
strated that the Anglo-American media reported more
often on human rights abuses in Latin America from
1981 to 2000, regardless of abuse severity, regime type,
strength of transnational activists, or mobilization oppor-
tunities for local activists. Next, we relayed our findings
to senior journalists with international experience, whose
practitioner-based explanations resonated with much of
the existing scholarship. We then gathered data to sys-
tematically test their suggestions and found that some of
their hypotheses were confirmed: The region’s physical
proximity to the United States, relevance to American

policy debates, and path dependency all had statistically
significant and positive associations with Media Coverage.
Only one of our Catholic variables, Catholic K-12, how-
ever, was statistically significant, and our findings did not
support the practitioners’ democratization hypotheses.
We then ended our empirical investigation with models
including several combinations of the key variables from
Tables 2–6. In these models (reported in the appendix),
all regional coefficients, including those on Sub-Saharan
Africa, were negative and statistically significantly different
from Latin America.

Within-Region Variation

Although the Anglo-American media’s human rights
attention was disproportionately focused on Latin Amer-
ica, it was not allocated evenly within the Latin region. As
Figure 3 demonstrates, a minority of countries received
far more coverage than others. Still, it is striking to note
just how many large or middle-sized Latin American
countries did attract substantial human rights coverage
during our study period. Of the 33 countries in the Latin
American and Caribbean region, 20, or 60% of the total,
received at least one human rights mention in either the
Economist or Newsweek. More importantly, nine of these
countries (27% of the total) received substantial coverage
of 40 articles or more: El Salvador, Chile, Guatemala,
Argentina, Colombia, Cuba, Mexico, Haiti, and Nicara-
gua. The countries that received no mention at all were,
for the most part, the microstates and islands of the
Caribbean, such as St. Lucia or St. Kitts. Thus, while the
Anglo-American media’s attention was unevenly allocated
within the region, it was not dramatically skewed toward a
very small number of countries.

Although this is not the place for a full within-region
analysis, we can briefly draw on our global findings to
advance plausible explanations for the leading role of
Latin America’s top human rights media contenders. First,
all of the region’s nine human rights media leaders expe-
rienced substantial internal unrest and violence during
the study period, accompanied by widespread human
rights abuses. Our US policy variables, moreover, likely
explain much of their attraction to the Anglo-American
media. Top-ranked El Salvador, for example, was a major
focus of the Reagan administration’s anti-Communist strat-
egy in the 1980s, sparking intense debates over US respon-
sibility for El Salvador government abuses (Danner 1994).
As part of that same Reagan-era strategy, the United States
was heavily involved in Nicaragua, another top media lea-
der, through its patronage of the Contra rebels. US policy
concerns must have also been partly responsible for
Chile’s media prominence, since the US government heav-
ily supported that country’s 1973 coup (Kornbluh 2003),
and the US-supported regime remained in power through-
out the 1980s. Cuba, of course, has always been a leading
US policy concern for reasons of anti-Communism, immi-
gration, and domestic politics, while Haiti has been, on
occasion, intensely policy relevant due to its potential for
exporting refugees. In 1994–1995, moreover, US forces
intervened in that country militarily.

Another of our global findings, path dependency, also
seems relevant. Although the civil war in El Salvador
ended in the early 1990s, the war’s aftermath was accom-
panied by intense international engagement with the
country’s wartime and post-war human rights problems.
The U.N.’s peacekeeping mission to El Salvador, ONU-
SAL (1992–95), for example, was charged with reporting35 Email communication, April 20, 2009.
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on post-war human rights concerns, and as part of the
1992 peace accords, the UN established a truth commis-
sion to investigate war-time violations.36 And while Chil-
ean strongman Agusto Pinochet relinquished power in
1990, his 17-year rule continued to provoke intense inter-
national legal and media interest. In 1998, a Spanish
judge indicted Pinochet for human rights abuses,
prompting a 2-year London house arrest and a firestorm
of international and Latin American legal and human
rights interest.

Among the countries that did not receive substantial
attention, the majority were small countries or islands
that did not experience gross human rights abuses and
had little American policy relevance. One outlier is
Uruguay, whose 1976–1985 military rule involved the
imprisonment of thousands of political prisoners under
‘‘appalling conditions,’’ according to Human Rights
Watch.37 The country was never a pillar of US foreign

policy concern, however, and its post-authoritarian justice
procedures were delayed until the new millennium, thus
falling outside our study period.

An Agenda for Future Research

This paper established a bias in the Anglo-American med-
ia’s global coverage of human rights from 1981 to 2000,
and this finding raises several questions for further
research. One is whether this Latin Bias has endured
after 9 ⁄ 11. Logically, Middle Eastern human rights abuses
should have assumed greater importance after this date,
and the Anglo-American media’s concerns with Latin
American human rights abuses should be comparatively
diminished. Neither 9 ⁄ 11, the subsequent Iraqi and
Afghan invasions, nor the Global War on Terror had a
significant Latin American policy angle. To investigate,
scholars could extend the existing Newsweek, Economist,
and New York Times data past the year 2000.

Scholars could also extend our knowledge to other
media sources. It would be useful, for example, to code
other leading Anglo-American media sources, while also
broadening out to major Western media outside the
Anglo-American world. Although Ramos et al. (2007)
demonstrated that the Economist’s and Newsweek’s human

TABLE 6. Determinants of Media Coverage, 1981–2000: Path Dependency

2-year Lag 5-year Lag 10-year Lag Running Sum

Number of battle deaths 0.053 (0.02)* 0.028 (0.02) )0.005 (0.02) 0.053 (0.03)*
Number of INGO ties 0.409 (0.24)� 0.429 (0.30) 0.413 (0.38) 0.352 (0.22)
Amnesty International press releases 0.076 (0.01)*** 0.094 (0.01)*** 0.105 (0.01)*** 0.067 (0.01)***
Polity IV )0.061 (0.02)*** )0.074 (0.02)*** )0.073 (0.01)*** )0.065 (0.02)***
GDP per capita 0.202 (0.11)� 0.184 (0.10)� 0.120 (0.10) 0.219 (0.10)*
Population size 0.133 (0.15) 0.190 (0.15) 0.241 (0.17) 0.139 (0.15)
Size of military 0.268 (0.13)* 0.199 (0.13) 0.200 (0.15) 0.243 (0.13)�
Post–Cold War 0.340 (0.14)* 0.261 (0.14)� 0.227 (0.15)
Asia )0.775 (0.31)* )0.745 (0.31)* )0.878 (0.35)* )0.713 (0.29)*
Powerful West )0.913 (0.42)* )0.851 (0.41)* )0.738 (0.47) )0.769 (0.40)�
Middle East & North Africa )1.089 (0.28)*** )1.036 (0.30)*** )0.925 (0.28)*** )1.071 (0.27)***
Sub-Saharan Africa )0.726 (0.44) )0.871 (0.41)* )0.728 (0.43)� )0.693 (0.40) �
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )0.748 (0.29)* )0.797 (0.29)** )1.094 (0.44)* )0.909 (0.34)**
Physical integrity )0.191 (0.04)*** )0.211 (0.04)*** )0.251 (0.05)*** )0.208 (0.04)***
Free speech 0.072 (0.13) 0.084 (0.14) 0.093 (0.15) 0.050 (0.13)
2-year lagged DV 0.143 (0.02)***
5-year lagged DV 0.142 (0.03)***
10-year lagged DV 0.084 (0.03)**
Lagged summed DV 0.020 (0.00)***
Constant )5.502 (1.41)*** )5.139 (1.58)** )4.275 (2.17)* )5.058 (1.30)***
Number of observations 2209 1815 1170 2334
Number of countries 142 142 123 142
v2 779.93*** 813.17*** 819.93*** 762.49***

(Notes. Standard errors in parentheses.
Significance levels: �p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.)

Percent Change 2)years Lag 5)years Lag 10)years Lag Running Sum

Asia )53.9 )52.5 )58.4 )51.0
Powerful West )59.9 )57.3 )52.2 )53.7
Middle East & North Africa )66.3 )64.5 )60.4 )65.7
Sub-Saharan Africa )51.6 )58.2 )51.7 )50.0
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )52.7 )54.9 )66.5 )59.7
listcoef command using pooled model with cluster standard errors
Asia )53.8 )52.1 )58.5 )50.4
Powerful West )60.7 )57.6 )52.2 )54.3
Middle East & North Africa )66.2 )64.2 )60.4 )65.0
Sub-Saharan Africa )52.5 )58.4 )51.7 )49.8
Former Soviet Bloc, Balkans, & Central Asia )51.9 )54.0 )66.5 )56.0

36 The United Nations Observer Group in El Salvador (ONUSAL) and its
human rights verification efforts were integral to the country’s peace accords
signed in Mexico City in January 1992, as was the U.N.’s Truth Commission
for El Salvador, which published its findings in March 1993.

37 Human Rights Watch, ‘‘Uruguay: Ex-President Faces Prosecution for
Military-Era Abuses,’’ May 19, 2005, available online at http://www.hrw.org/
news/2005/05/19/uruguay-ex-president-faces-prosecution-military-era-abuses.
Last accessed on December 17, 2011.
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rights trends resembled those of other leading Western
sources, scholars could code French, German, Scandina-
vian, and Spanish newspapers to gain a more complete
picture of the Western media’s human rights agenda. We
also know very little about the Japanese media’s human
rights preoccupations.

To truly explore the global human rights agenda, how-
ever, scholars could go much further and begin coding
the leading media sources of non-Western countries and
emerging powers. Our knowledge of the global human
rights agenda in these non-Western settings is extremely
limited.38 There is much to learn about the structure and
determinants of the media’s human rights reporting
agendas in non-Western powers and about how these out-
lets perceive and respond to human rights problems
worldwide. Political elites, intellectuals, and some social
movement activists increasingly make use of the human
rights idiom, but we know comparatively little about its
deployment in individual, non-Western country settings.

A related project could track domestic usage of human
rights terminology by political elites, social movement
activists, local NGOs, and the local media across world
regions. After all, the Anglo-American media’s preference
for Latin American human rights stories may well have
been driven by greater local usage of rights-based termi-
nology.39 If true, journalists at the Economist, Newsweek,
and New York Times may have simply been reflecting
greater Latin American reliance on the rights idiom. To
date, however, we have no measures of domestic human

rights usage by significant local actors. There is, however,
intriguing preliminary evidence that the human rights
idiom is used with greater frequency and local legitimacy
in Latin America than in other world regions. Ball
(2000), for example, showed that the developing world’s
first human rights NGOs appeared in Latin America dur-
ing the 1970s and spread only years later to other world
regions. Cole (2006), for his part, showed that Latin
Americans were more likely than other developing world
regions to use UN human rights mechanisms, while legal
scholars have demonstrated that Latin America’s regional
human rights system is both stronger and more locally
legitimate than that of Africa (Weston, Lukes, and Hnatt
1987).40 The Middle East and Asia, for their part, have
no formal regional human rights systems. And scholars of
Latin America have long emphasized the importance of
domestic human rights groups in processes of democrati-
zation, security sector, and legal reform. Carroza (2003)
places these different pieces of evidence in historical per-
spective, demonstrating Latin America’s long engagement
with liberalism, individual liberties, and human rights.

In Africa, by contrast, scholars and activists argue pre-
cisely the opposite, claiming that the structure and style
of the contemporary human rights discourse is often
alien to the continent’s popular struggles and idioms of
social protest (Mutua 1994; Odinkalu 1999). Some Afri-
can human rights practitioners, moreover, appear badly
out of sync with popular sentiments, social movements,
and social justice efforts. Englund’s (2006) ethnography
of human rights organizations in Malawi, for example,
argues that rights-based NGOs are indifferent to the con-
cerns of ordinary citizens, while Okafor’s (2006) survey of
Nigerian human rights groups makes a similarly powerful

Human Rights Mentions in The Economist and Newsweek 
 Latin America, 1981 2000
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FIG 3. Human Rights Mentions in the Economist and Newsweek Latin America, 1981–2000

38 The literature on human rights in the non-Western media rarely
explores coverage of human rights abuses in other countries. Instead, it tends
to focus on the domestic media’s portrayal of domestic human rights issues.
See, for example, Gordon and Berkovitch (2007) and Sorensen (2011).

39 Thanks to Carlos Heredia, Centro de Investigacion y Docencia Econom-
icas, Mexico City, and to Janice Gallagher, Cornell University, for this sugges-
tion.

40 But see Okafor (2007) for recent improvements to the African regional
human rights system.
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claim. Similar arguments have been raised about the Mid-
dle East, albeit with less robust data (Dwyer 1991; An-
Na’im 2000; Hicks 2002).

To date, however, no empirically rigorous research pro-
ject has put these tantalizing snippets together into a
coherent whole, collecting the kind of data necessary to
persuasively argue that Latin America’s media, politicians,
social movement activists, and NGO professionals rely
more heavily on human rights language than their coun-
terparts elsewhere. We know even less about the timing of
these trends; thus, while it may be true that Latin Ameri-
cans were more likely in the 1970s or 1980s to use human
rights language, this may no longer be the case. World
polity diffusion being what it is (Meyer, Boli, Thomas, and
Ramirez 1997), other regions may well have converged on
Latin America’s human rights-intensive style.

Conclusions

Three key Anglo-American media sources—the Economist,
Newsweek, and the New York Times—were regionally
biased in their human rights reporting from 1981 to
2000. They reported more heavily on abuses in Latin
America, even when human rights violations elsewhere
were equally or more severe. And while we can establish
the empirical existence of the Latin Human Rights Bias
beyond all reasonable doubt, we are able to explain it
only in part.

The Latin Bias has implications for human rights schol-
arship and policymaking. Although regionally balanced
human rights studies exist (e.g., Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink
1999), much of the discipline’s earliest and most influen-
tial investigations were based on a handful of Latin Amer-
ican cases (Hafner-Burton and Ron 2009). With the
exception of Carlson and Listhaug (2007) or Cole
(2006), few scholars have systematically probed Hunting-
ton’s (1996) claim that modern human rights policies are
regionally constrained. Our study, however, makes a
strong case for more regionally attuned human rights
scholarship.

The Latin Bias also has implications for scholars rely-
ing on media-based event data (Woolley 2000; Davenport
and Ball 2002). If global data sets on human rights and
related issues suffer from regional biases, their use in
scholarship and policymaking is rendered more complex.

Similarly, our findings suggest the global media are
segmented into distinct issue areas, each with its own
regional biases. The Anglo-American media’s preference
for Latin American human rights news differs substantially
from its regional preferences for general news. It is thus
misleading to claim that the media, ‘‘in general,’’ prefer
one region to another; instead, we require more nuanced
explorations. The Middle East, for example, may lead
when it comes to media coverage of terrorism, while
Africa may lead on poverty.

Finally, the Latin Bias lends empirical support to gen-
eral claims about Western elites’ tendency to interpret
similar events differently across region. Until now, most
regionally inclined scholars have focused on ‘‘hard’’ phe-
nomenon such as security and trade (Solingen 1998,
2007; Mansfield and Milner 1999; Katzenstein 2005),
rather than on ‘‘softer’’ factors such as perception.41 The
anecdotal evidence for regional variation in Western per-
ceptions is strong, however; when combined with our

findings on human rights, the case for greater scrutiny is
strengthened.

Consider, for example, Sub-Saharan Africa’s reputation
in Western eyes as a zone of chaos, poverty, and corrup-
tion. According to some scholars, these perceptions are
both inaccurate and harmful, undermining foreign invest-
ment, motivating ill-advised aid, and justifying all manner
of misguided interventions (Mutua 2001; Moyo 2009).
Others claim that similarly pernicious stereotypes have
generated ill-advised policies in the Middle East (Said
1979), the Balkans (Bakic-Hayden 1995), and Israel
(Khazzoom 2003). Yet despite the importance of these
claims, few scholars have systematically explored their
existence.

This article thus breaks new ground by expanding
our understanding of transnational human rights pro-
cesses and by supplying a strong, prima facie case for
more systematic scholarship on regional variations in
Western attitudes and interpretations. We hope our find-
ings spur other scholars, including both those interested
in human rights and in other areas of international
research, to probe in greater depth the roles of geo-
graphic region and the impressions they make on policy
elites.
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