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Structure

− Motivation: The Illiberal Challenge to the Liberal International Order

− Theory: Vote Buying in International Organizations

− Case Selection: The UN Human Rights Council

− Data: Resolutions, Voting, Human Rights norms

− Analysis: Vote Buying, Changing Resolution Content

− Conclusions
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This lecture is based on a joint project with Christoph Steinert, University of Zurich.



Motivation
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“allegations of patterns of torture, or ill-treatment, 
including forced medical treatment and adverse 
conditions of detention, are credible, as are 
allegations of individual incidents of sexual and 
gender-based violence.”

“serious human rights violations” against the Uyghur 
and “other predominantly Muslim communities”



Motivation
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− 47 HRC members

− 19 rejected the debate, 17 voted in favor, 11 states abstained

− The UN HRC did not discuss these human rights violations



Motivation: The Illiberal Challenge to the 
„Liberal International Order“

− Powerful illiberal states challenge the norms underlying the liberal 
international order (LIO).
– The geopolitical rise of China

– Russia’s aggression against Ukraine,

– US President Trump’s rejection of multilateralism

– the rise of authoritarianism and nationalism in countries such as Brazil, India, Hungary, 
Israel, and Italy…

− Scholars have noted that illiberal states could build an “authoritarian 
international law” that “extend[s] authoritarian rule across time and space” 
(Ginsburg 2020)
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Theory: Illiberal States as „Norm Entrepreneurs“

− Rather than merely challenging, resisting, and eroding liberal norms, illiberal states proactively 
develop and spread rival norms that are in line with their own views and interests (Wunderlich, 2020).

− Like liberal norm entrepreneurs, they use the platforms that international organizations provide.

− Unlike liberal norm entrepreneurs, who rely on both material and intangible mechanisms to spread 
norms, illiberal actors are more limited to material mechanisms.

− They lack the intangible resources required for norm promotion via intangible channels:
– No support of transnational advocacy network to spread illiberal norms

– Moral credibility of illiberal norm entrepreneurs in the international arena is limited
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Hypotheses
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− Illiberal states will use material tools to promote illiberal norms in international organizations

− China will use financial aid to promote illiberal human right norms in the UN Human Rights Council



Data: Chinese Aid
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Data: 
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Project-level data with geocodes
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Data: UN Human Rights Council
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Data: Web-Scraping UN Human Rights Council 
Resolutions
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Data: Web-Scraping UN Human Rights Council 
Resolutions
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Resolution Sponsors and their
Respect for Human Rights

14

Assumption:

Human rights friendly 
countries sponsor more 
human-rights friendly 
resolutions.

Approach:

We use the average HR 
score of sponsors as a 
measure of the 
resolution‘s human-
rights friendliness



The Resolutions
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Natural Language Processing of UN Human 
Rights Council Resolutions

1. Feed the universal declaration of human rights (UDHR) to GPT-4.o

2. Prompt GPT-4.o to extract the most important human rights principles 
from the UDHR

3. Compile a list of synonyms of these principles

4. Run a text analysis of UN HRC Resolutions by looking for UDHR principles 
in the full texts.

1. Compute simple share of keywords

2. Compute conceptual similarity (based on co-occurence in the same context window)

5. Assess human rights-friendliness of resolutions based on these measures.
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Compare to sponsor-based meausre
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Data: Vote results for each resolution
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Analysis: What explains support for human 
rights friendly resolutions?
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Results
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Analysis:
Who supports human rights friendly resolutions?
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Does China buy votes in the UN Human Rights 
Council?
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Does China buy votes in the UN Human Rights 
Council?
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Does China buy votes in the UN Human Rights 
Council?
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Can China also use intangible resources to 
influence votes? Politics, Diplomacy, Culture?
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Different Types of Diplomatic Visits
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Analysing the content of resolutions with 
text-as-data

− We use structural topic models to systematically analyze cross-temporal variation 
in the content of HRC resolutions, following approaches that use such models to 
analyze temporal patterns in textual data (Magaloni & Rodriguez, 2020).

− To identify the optimal number of topics to classify the resolution texts, we tested 
different thresholds and evaluated them against the indicators of semantic 
coherence and exclusivity (Unkel, 2023).
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Topic Models: 20 topics
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The keywords reflect broader substantive topics covered by HRC resolutions such as Israeli settlements (topic 1) …, racial and 
religious discrimination (topic 4), … the death penalty (topic 11), … corruption (topic 19), or the right to food (topic 20).



Topics of resolutions sponsored by China
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Cooperative Dialogue vs. Death Penalty
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Corruption vs Cooperative Dialogue
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Racism vs. Development
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Violence Against Women vs Right to Food
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Support for Country-Specific Resolutions 
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Conclusions 

− Theory:

– Illiberal states promote illiberal norms through international organizations by means of material incentives

− Data: New dataset on decisions of the UN Human Rights Council

– All votes, all resolution texts, all sponsors

– Other resolution-specific information

– Various measures of resolutions‘ „human rights friendliness“

− Methods:

– Big data to explain voting behavior in interantional organizations

– LLMs to measure human rights friendliness of resolutions

– Topic modelling to analyze content of resolutions over time

− Results:

– Countries‘ respect for human rights at home explains voting behavior on human rights

– China is the (large) state with the most human-rights unfriendly voting behavior in the UN HRC

– China uses aid to influence voting of other countries

– China is successful in shaping the content of UN HRC resolutions 
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Thank you

lang@uni-mannheim.de

www.valentinlang.com 
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