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Abstract  
This thesis contributes to the literature by shifting focus from the empirical conditions facing 

human rights defenders (HRDs) to how these conditions are constructed and communicated 

within Amnesty International’s annual reports and how this representation changes over time. 

The study analyses reports from 2002, 2016 and 2023. 

The study uses a qualitative longitudinal text analysis with elements of framing analysis. It 

focuses on how HRDs are described, which threats are highlighted and how responsibility is 

distributed between different actors guided by framing theory. 

The findings show that HRDs are consistently framed as vulnerable actors defined through 

risk and repression. Over time, the framing becomes more complex. Overall, the study shows 

that HRDs are increasingly placed within global crisis narratives while still being mainly 

constructed through vulnerability. 

 
 
Keywords: human rights defenders, Amnesty International, framing, longitudinal analysis 

 

Sammanfattning  
Denna uppsats undersöker hur situationen för människorättsförsvarare (HRDs) framställs i 

Amnesty Internationals årsrapporter samt hur denna framställning förändras över tid. Syftet 

är att analysera hur HRDs representeras i rapporter från 2002, 2016 och 2023. 

Uppsatsen genomförs med en kvalitativ longitudinell textanalys med hjälp av framinganalys. 

Analysen fokuserar på hur HRDs beskrivs, vilka hot som lyfts fram och hur ansvar fördelas 

mellan olika aktörer, med stöd av framing teori. Resultaten visar att HRDs genomgående 

framställs som utsatta aktörer definierade genom risk och repression. Över tid blir 

framställningen mer komplex och strukturell. Sammantaget visar studien att HRDs i allt 

högre grad framställs i globala krisnarrativ, samtidigt som de fortsatt främst konstrueras 

genom sin utsatthet. 
 
Nyckelord: människorättsförsvarare, Amnesty International, framing, longitudinell analys  
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1.​Introduction 

1.1 Background 
 

Human rights defenders are broadly defined as individuals or groups who act to promote or 

protect human rights, identified primarily through their actions (OHCHR, 2004). Critical 

perspectives emphasise that this category is not fixed, but shaped by social relations, power 

structures of human rights work (Eguren Fernández & Patel, 2015).  

The international human rights system has developed rapidly since the establishment of the 

United Nations in 1945 evolving into a complex framework of norms, institutions and actors 

concerned with the protection of human dignity and fundamental freedoms. Human rights are 

not static legal principles but a historical and political phenomenon shaped through 

continuous struggles. This is shown across different contexts and time periods, including 

women’s rights movements, decolonisation processes, civil rights movements and more 

recent global mobilisations for justice and equality (Belden & Narr, 1992, pp. 4-5).  

 
Within this broader development, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 

Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to 

Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms in 

1998 (UNGA Resolution 53/144, 1998). Commonly known as the UN Declaration on Human 

Rights Defenders, this document marked a key milestone in recognising individuals and 

groups who actively promote and protect human rights as legitimate actors within the 

international system. The declaration institutionalised the idea that human rights defenders 

are not only participants in human rights processes but essential agents of change whose work 

requires recognition and protection by states and the international community (OHCHR, 

2004). 

 
Amnesty International is a key global agenda-setter and a non-governmental organization 

focused on human rights and with more than ten million members and supporters around the 

world. The organisation conducts research on violations such as genocide, war crimes, 

torture, enforced disappearances and extrajudicial executions. Amnesty also advocates for 

accountability through national and international justice mechanisms (Amnesty International, 

n.d). Importantly, Amnesty works closely with civil society actors and emphasises the role of 

HRDs in ensuring access to justice, truth and reparation, particularly in contexts where states 
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fail to fulfil their obligations. Since Amnesty International plays a prominent role in shaping 

international human rights discourse, its material is more than sufficient to help us understand 

how global narratives about HRDs are produced and circulated. 

 

Despite their recognised importance, human rights defenders operate in increasingly hostile 

environments. Amnesty International reports that HRDs face a wide range of threats, 

including harassment, criminalisation, surveillance and in some cases killings and enforced 

disappearances (Amnesty International, 2017, p. 7).  

Despite these environments, HRDs also play a crucial role in advancing human rights 

globally and are increasingly recognised as key actors in global processes, including 

sustainable development. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development emphasises 

participation, accountability and inclusion, with HRDs playing a central role in monitoring 

state’s commitments and strengthening the voice of marginalised groups (Amnesty 

International, 2024, p. 1). At the same time, states often fail to fulfil their obligations under 

the UN Declaration on HRDs to protect those who defend human rights (Amnesty 

International, 2017, p. 42).  

 

Research gap 
While human rights defenders are formally recognised as essential actors in the protection 

and promotion of human rights, they simultaneously face increasing risks, restrictions and 

delegitimisation. Amnesty International is both a key actor in documenting these dynamics 

and an important institutional voice in shaping how HRDs are understood in international 

human rights discourse. This creates an important research gap. Focusing on how HRDs are 

described over time is useful because it shows whether their situation is improving, 

worsening or shifting. It helps reveal if threats, protection needs or state responsibility are 

becoming more or less emphasised. Over time, this can also show whether HRDs are 

increasingly recognised as legitimate actors or more often framed as problematic, which is 

important for understanding how their overall conditions and protection evolve in global 

human rights practice. 
This study contributes to existing research by adapting a longitudinal approach to examine 

how the framing of HRDs develops over time and how their representation becomes 

embedded in broader global narratives. It also reveals how representations of HRDs evolve in 

response to changing global contexts and shifting advocacy priorities. 
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1.2  Purpose & Question 
The aim of this study is to examine how discursive understanding of human rights defenders 

(HRDs) and their roles are constructed and represented in Amnesty International’s annual 

reports. Furthermore how these understandings change or remain continuous over time within 

the international human rights field.      

 

-​ How is the situation of human rights defenders framed in reports from Amnesty 

International and how has this framing changed over time? 

 
 

2.​ Previous Research 
Previous research on human rights defenders has been widely discussed from a range of 

perspectives particularly focusing on legal frameworks, protection mechanisms and the 

increasing risks faced by defenders. They highlight a situation where human rights defenders 

are formally recognised and protected in international frameworks but continue to face 

evolving and often more indirect forms of repression in practice. 

 

Koula (2024) examines how legal systems are used as tools to target and silence human rights 

defenders, particularly in Europe. While European states are often perceived as upholding 

strong democratic values and human rights standards, the study shows that repression has 

taken more subtle forms. Rather than relying on overt violence, states and non-state actors 

increasingly use legal mechanisms, such as defamation laws and Strategic Lawsuits Against 

Public Participation (SLAPPs), to undermine defenders. These practices are described as a 

form of “lawfare,” where the legal system is strategically weaponised to restrict activism 

(Koula, 2024, p.115). This reflects a contradiction between formal commitments to human 

rights and actual practices and revealing broader institutional weaknesses. Koula further 

argues that such developments risk undermining the rule of law itself, as legal systems fail to 

protect those they are meant to serve (Koula, 2024, p.118).  

 
Similarly, Bennett et al. (2015) analyse the evolution of the international protection regime 

for human rights defenders and identify both progress and ongoing challenges. On the one 

hand, there have been important normative developments, particularly within the United 

Nations, including resolutions recognising the role of specific groups such as women human 
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rights defenders (Bennett et al. 2015, p.886). On the other hand, the authors highlight 

persistent tensions and contestation within this framework. Despite formal commitments, 

many states continue to restrict the work of HRDs through legal and administrative measures 

often justified in terms of national security, counter-terrorism or economic development 

(Bennett et al. 2015, pp.886-887). 

 
Furthermore, Bennett et al. (2015) point to emerging challenges such as increased 

surveillance, restrictions on civil society space and the questioning of the legitimacy of HRDs 

within international arenas. Even access to international institutions has become more 

contested with states obstructing participation and in some cases, engaging in reprisals 

against defenders (Bennett et al., 2015, p.887). While there is a growing consensus on the 

importance of protection the authors argue that existing approaches risk becoming rigid and 

insufficient in addressing evolving threats (Bennett et al., 2015, p.890). 

 

Matthew Krain, Amanda Murdie and Alex Beard (2024) study when human rights defenders 

(HRDs) are at risk of being killed. Their research shows that HRDs can face higher risks in 

democratic countries. This is because democratic systems allow more space for activism and 

information-sharing, which can expose defenders to actors who want to avoid public attention 

(Krain et al., 2024, p. 402). Even though legal protections may exist, they are not always 

effective in practice, especially in contexts with weak state capacity and high levels of 

impunity (Krain et al., 2024, p. 404). The authors therefore argue that formal protection 

frameworks do not necessarily guarantee safety and that HRDs may still be highly 

unprotected despite these protections (Krain et al., 2024, p. 413). 

 

Luis Enrique Eguren Fernández and Champa Patel (2015) focus on the concept of “human 

rights defender” and its limitations. They argue that existing definitions, especially those 

based on international frameworks can be too narrow and difficult to apply in real-life 

situations (Eguren Fernández & Patel 2015, p. 896). According to the authors, the standard 

definition requires that defenders accept the universality of human rights, remain neutral and 

act peacefully (Eguren Fernández & Patel 2015, p. 900). These criteria can also be 

problematic in complex contexts where human rights work is shaped by local conditions and 

power relations (Eguren Fernández & Patel 2015, p. 901). The authors suggest a more 

flexible and context-based approach where HRDs are understood as actors operating within 
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specific environments, which could improve both understanding and protection strategies 

(Eguren Fernández & Patel 2015, pp. 903-904). 

 

Karen Bennett (2015) examines how the European Union’s guidelines on human rights 

defenders are implemented in practice. The study shows that even in countries where legal 

protections exist, defenders still face serious risks and violations (Bennett 2015, p. 909). 

Based on interviews with diplomats and HRDs, the research finds that there are gaps between 

policy and practice, particularly in how support is provided on the ground. The author argues 

that better coordination, stronger engagement with defenders and more consistent 

implementation are needed to improve protection (Bennett 2015, p. 926). This highlights that 

having policies in place is not enough if they are not effectively applied in practice. 

 

2.1 Key patterns in previous research  
Overall, previous research reveals three central patterns regarding the situation of human 

rights defenders. 

 

The literature points to an increasing juridification of repression. This includes the use of 

counter-terrorism laws, defamation legislation, surveillance and Strategic Lawsuits Against 

Public Participation (SLAPPs) to criminalise or delegitimise human rights work (Koula, 2024 

& Bennett et al., 2015). This is important for the present study because it suggests that 

repression is not only a matter of physical violence, but also of how legality itself can be used 

to construct and limit the legitimacy of human rights defenders. 

 

Research consistently highlights a gap between international norms and practical protection. 

Although international institutions and states have formally recognised the importance of 

protecting HRDs through declarations, guidelines and protection mechanisms these 

commitments are often weakly implemented in practice. As a result, human rights defenders 

continue to face threats and violations even in contexts where formal protection frameworks 

exist, which suggests limitations within existing governance structures (Bennett et al., 2015 

&Bennett, 2015). This gap is relevant for this study because it can affect how Amnesty 

International describes the situation.  
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The literature also shows that risks facing HRDs continue to increase despite institutional 

progress and growing international recognition. Previous research identifies shrinking civic 

space, increased surveillance, violence, intimidation and attacks against defenders across 

different regions as political contexts (Krain et al., 2024 & Bennett et al., 2015). This reveals 

a paradox in which HRDs are increasingly recognised as important actors within international 

human rights systems while simultaneously becoming more sensitive to repression and 

violence. This is relevant for this study because it helps to analyse whether Amnesty 

International frames HRDs in a similar way, for example by combining descriptions of 

institutional recognition with descriptions of threats or by emphasising one side more than the 

other over time.  

 

2.2 Limitations in research 
Previous research has provided important insights into the situation of human rights, 

however, there are still important limitations in the existing research. 

 

First, most studies focus on specific issues, such as violence, legal frameworks or policy 

implementation, rather than examining how the situation of human rights defenders is 

presented and understood more broadly. Second, there is limited research that analyses 

changes over time. This means that we do not fully understand whether the way human rights 

defenders are described and understood has developed, remained the same or changed across 

different periods.  

 

In addition, there is a lack of studies that focus specifically on how major international human 

rights organisations such as Amnesty International frame the situation of human rights 

defenders in their reporting. Since such organisations play an important role in shaping global 

human rights discourse, their reports are a key source for understanding how these issues are 

constructed and communicated. 

 

This study therefore contributes by conducting a longitudinal framing analysis of Amnesty 

International’s annual reports in order to examine how representations of human rights 

defenders have changed over time and what this may reveal about broader developments. 
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3.​ Theoretical Framework 
 
3.1 Framing  
This study is based on framing as the main theoretical perspective. This perspective is used to 

analyse how the system for protecting human rights defenders (HRDs) is organised and how 

their situation is presented in reports over time.  

 

Framing theory is based on the idea that reality is not neutral but shaped through language. 

According to Robert M Entman (1993), framing means selecting certain aspects of reality and 

making them more important in order to influence how an issue is understood. This includes 

defining problems, explaining causes and suggesting solutions by selecting and highlighting 

certain aspects of reality while making other aspects less visible. In this sense, framing does 

not mean that information is necessarily false but that communication always involves 

choices regarding what is emphasised (Entman, 1993, p.52).  

 

Entman argues that frames perform four main functions: they define problems, diagnose 

causes, make moral judgments and suggest remedies (Entman, 1993, p.52). This means that 

frames do not only describe what happens, they also shape interpretations of why something 

happens, who is involved and what should be done. A central idea within framing theory is 

that different representations of the same issue can create different understandings of reality. 

By emphasising certain aspects and excluding or reducing attention to others, communication 

can shape how problems and responsibilities are perceived. As Entman (1993) explains 

changes in what is highlighted, suppressed or categorised can lead to different understandings 

of the social world (Entman, 1993, p.54).  

 

Reports describe what is happening, while also shaping how we understand the situation. By 

focusing on certain issues and leaving out others, they create a specific picture of reality. 

What is included becomes more visible, while what is excluded becomes less noticeable. 

Framing is also about how different actors are presented. Research shows that actors can be 

framed in different roles, such as those causing a problem, those affected by it or those 

responsible for solving it (Benford & Snow, 2000. Mi sun & Kleinschmit, 2016, p.8).  

 

This makes framing theory particularly useful for this study because the aim is to examine 

how their situation is represented in Amnesty International’s reports. More specifically, 
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framing theory provides a framework for analysing how human rights defenders are 

described, which threats are emphasised, who is presented as responsible for these threats, 

and how the overall situation is portrayed through language and tone. By comparing these 

elements across the selected reports, it is also possible to examine how Amnesty 

International’s representation of human rights defenders has changed over time.  
 

4.​Method 
This study applies a qualitative text analysis combined with framing analysis in order to 

understand how the situation of human rights defenders (HRDs) is represented in Amnesty 

International’s annual reports over time. The methodological approach focuses on identifying 

recurring themes, patterns and forms of representation within the selected material. Particular 

attention is given to how certain issues, actors and threats are emphasised while others are 

downplayed. 

 

4.1 Research design and methodology 

A qualitative approach is appropriate because instead of measuring or quantifying data, this 

study focuses on interpretation, meaning and representation. It also applies a longitudinal 

comparative perspective by analysing reports from different time periods in order to identify 

both continuities and changes over time.  

The methodological approach is inspired by framing analysis within sociological and media 

studies traditions. According to Entman, framing involves selecting certain aspects of 

perceived reality and making them more significant in order to promote a particular 

interpretation (Entman, 1993, Linström & Marais, 2012, p.24). In other words, texts do not 

simply describe reality neutrally but actively shape understandings of problems, 

responsibility and legitimacy. Similarly, Goffman understands frames as interpretative 

structures that organise how individuals and institutions make sense of social reality 

(Zerubavel, 2024, p.525). From this perspective reports can be understood as texts that 

structure meaning through specific forms of emphasis and categorisation. 

In this study, framing analysis is used to examine how Amnesty International represents the 

situation of HRDs across different time periods. The analysis was guided by framing theory, 

while the specific patterns were identified through a close reading of the empirical material. 
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The focus was therefore how HRDs are described, which threats are emphasised, which 

actors are assigned responsibility and how protection and governance are discussed. This 

study also considers omissions and silences within the reports since framing concerns not 

only what is included but also what is excluded or marginalised.  

4.2 Method for selection and collecting empirical material  

The empirical material consists of three Amnesty International annual reports covering the 

years 2002, 2016 and 2023. The selection of the years was based on an assessment of the 

material and its relevance to the study. The selected reports represent different points in time 

and revealed noticeable differences in language, structure and the representation of HRDs. 

The time span also allows for a systematic comparison of changes and continuities within 

Amnesty International’s reporting. These reports were selected in order to enable a 

longitudinal comparison across different time periods and political contexts. Amnesty 

International was chosen because of its established role as one of the world’s most influential 

human rights organisations with extensive experience in documenting human rights 

violations and advocating for accountability.  

 

It is important to note that the material analysed in this study is not thorough. Amnesty 

International produces a large number of reports, statements and thematic publications each 

year covering different regions, issues and levels of detail. However, this study focuses only 

on selected annual reports and does not include all available publications. This is due to both 

the extensive size of the material and the time constraints of the research. As a result, the 

analysis aims to identify broader patterns than to provide a complete account of all Amnesty 

reportings on human rights defenders.  

 

Furthermore, this study focuses specifically on the global sections of the reports such as 

prefaces, forewords and regional overviews rather than country-specific sections. This 

delimitation was made to ensure that the same types of sections could be compared 

systematically across 2002, 2016 and 2023. The global sections provide a more general 

framing of the situation of human rights defenders and allow for a comparison over time at a 

more structural level. However, this also means that important contextual differences between 

countries are not included in the analysis.  
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In addition, while Amnesty International reports cover a wide range of human rights issues, 

this study is limited to how human rights defenders are represented. Other related topics 

discussed in the reports, such as general human rights violations, armed conflict, or economic 

rights are only considered if they directly relate to the framing of human rights defenders.  

 

It is also important to note that this study does not evaluate the accuracy of the reports or the 

actual situation of human rights defenders in practice. Instead, the focus is on how the 

situation is constructed and presented in the text. This means that the analysis is concerned 

with representation and framing. 

Finally, due to time and scope limitations, the study only includes a limited number of reports 

across selected time periods. While this allows for a longitudinal comparison, it does not 

capture every possible development between the selected years. Therefore, the findings 

should be understood as indicative of broader patterns rather than definitive conclusions 

about all changes over time.  

 

An important methodological observation is that not all reports explicitly used the term 

“human rights defenders.” In some earlier reports, relevant actors were instead described 

through terms such as activists, journalists, opposition groups or civil society actors. This 

absence is not a weakness, it is analytically significant because it may reflect how the 

institutional recognition and framing of HRDs has changed over time. The absence of explicit 

references to HRDs can therefore itself provide insight into how these actors were recognised 

during different periods.  

 

Although Amnesty International is a highly influential human rights organisation, its reports 

are not neutral sources but advocacy-based documents shaped by a normative commitment to 

human rights protection. This means that the selection of issues, the language used and the 

overall framing may reflect institutional priorities and strategic communication aims. In 

addition, the reports are produced in specific historical and political contexts, meaning that 

changes over time may reflect both global developments and shifts in reporting practices 

rather than purely changes in reality. Therefore, the material is analysed as a representation of 

human rights defenders than an objective account of their situation. 
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4.3 Framing analysis as analysing method  

The study uses qualitative framing analysis as its primary analytical method. Framing 

analysis focuses on how issues are presented and interpreted within texts by identifying 

recurring themes, patterns and forms of representation. According to Entman, framing 

involves defining problems, diagnosing causes, making moral evaluations and suggesting 

remedies (Entman, 1993: Linström & Marais, 2012, p.25). In this context, the term “human 

rights defenders” was not used consistently, particularly in the earlier material. The reports 

were therefore read in their broader context to identify how HRDs were represented through 

terms such as activists, journalists and civil society actors. 

 

The analytical approach is also influenced by Goffman’s understanding of framing as a way 

of organising experience and shaping “what is going on” within a given social situation 

(Zerubavel, 2024, p.529). This means that reports are not viewed as neutral reflections of 

reality, but as texts that actively organise and structure meaning. The analysis therefore 

focuses not only on what is written in the reports but also on how issues are presented and 

prioritised.  

4.4 Method Discussion 

One strength of the chosen method is that it allows for a detailed and nuanced analysis of 

meaning, discourse and representation over time. Qualitative framing analysis is particularly 

suitable for identifying changes within texts. 

 

At the same time, the study has several limitations. Since the analysis is interpretative, the 

researcher’s own perspective and pre-understanding may influence the interpretation of the 

material. Although the reports contain numerous references to specific conflicts, countries 

and individual events these were not systematically included in the analysis. Instead, the 

study deliberately focuses on broader thematic and global representations of HRDs. This 

selection was made in order to avoid allowing particular national situations or isolated events 

to dominate the analysis. Since the purpose of the study is to examine broader patterns and 

changes in framing over time rather than country-specific developments. The exclusion of 

certain cases should therefore not be understood as accidental but as a conscious 

methodological choice connected to the study’s research focus.  
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Awareness of this interpretative dimension has been important throughout the research 

process. According to course literature, transparency regarding how the research was 

conducted is itself an important aspect of scientific quality, since it allows others to 

understand and evaluate the study. For this reason, the different stages of the analytical 

process have been described as clearly as possible (Agnafors & Levinsson, 2019, p.70).  

 

Another limitation concerns the empirical material itself. Amnesty International reports are 

institutional documents produced by an international NGO with particular organisational 

priorities and goals. This means that the reports cannot be understood as fully neutral 

representations of reality. Instead, they reflect specific forms of advocacy and agenda-setting. 

Awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of the selected sources has therefore been an 

important methodological consideration throughout the study. 

 

The study is also limited to reports from one organisation, which affects the broader 

generalisability of the findings. However, the purpose of this study is not statistical 

generalisation but an analytical understanding and interpretation. As highlighted in course 

literature, qualitative studies are often more concerned with contextual and analytical 

understanding than with producing statistically generalisable results (Agnafors & Levinsson, 

2019, pp.70-72).  

 

In addition, the material analysed is selective rather than exhaustive. Amnesty International 

produces a large number of reports and due to time and scope limitations, this study focuses 

only on selected annual reports and does not include all available publications. Similarly, the 

study focuses mainly on global and thematic sections of the reports rather than 

country-specific entries. While this enables broader longitudinal comparison, it also means 

that important contextual differences between countries may not be fully captured.  

 

Finally, the study does not evaluate the factual accuracy of Amnesty International’s claims or 

the actual conditions of HRDs in practice. Instead, the focus is on representation and 

discourse, meaning how the situation of HRDs is constructed and communicated within the 

reports. 

15 



4.5 Ethical Considerations 

This study is based on publicly available documents which means that there are no direct 

ethical risks related to human participants. However, ethical considerations still apply in 

terms of how the material is interpreted and presented. It is important to represent the content 

of the reports accurately and avoid misinterpretation.  

 

5.​Results and Analysis  
2002 annual report 
The 2002 report by Amnesty International provides a global overview of human rights 
conditions focusing on serious violations such as threats to life, physical integrity, freedom of 
expression and freedom from discrimination (Amnesty International, 2003, p.1). The 
organization positions itself as an independent and impartial actor aiming to document abuses 
and advocate for accountability across more than 150 countries ( Amnesty International, 
2003, p.1).  
 
A central theme in 2003 was the impact of the global “war on terrorism,” which significantly 
shaped both political agendas and human rights practices. Amnesty International argues that 
many governments used counter-terrorism as justification to restrict fundamental rights, 
including arbitrary detention, discriminatory laws and repression of political opposition 
(Amnesty International, 2003, pp.9-10). For example, individuals suspected of terrorism were 
often detained without trial or legal safeguards most notably in cases (Amnesty International, 
2003, p.10).  
 
The report highlights widespread and systematic human rights violations in contexts of armed 
conflict. Both state forces and non-state actors were responsible for abuses such as 
extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, torture and attacks on civilians (Amnesty 
International, 2003, pp.10-11).  
 
Another key issue identified is the treatment of refugees and asylum seekers. The report notes 
increasing hostility toward these groups, who were often portrayed as security threats rather 
than individuals in need of protection (Amnesty International, 2003, p.17). Many 
governments implemented restrictive asylum policies that violated fundamental rights 
including the right to seek asylum and protection from forced return (Amnesty International, 
2003, p.17). 
 
At the same time, the report identifies some institutional progress at the international level. 
The establishment of the International Criminal Court (ICC) in 2002 is described as a major 
step toward addressing impunity for serious international crimes such as genocide and war 
crimes (p.18). Similarly, new international mechanisms aimed at preventing torture and 
protecting children in armed conflict were introduced (Amnesty International, 2003, pp.9-10). 
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Importantly, Amnesty International also expanded its focus to include economic, social and 
cultural rights, emphasizing the interdependence of all human rights. The report highlights 
how poverty, inequality and lack of access to basic services such as healthcare and education 
constitute serious human rights concerns (Amnesty International, 2003, pp.19-20).  
 
2016 annual report   
The 2016 report presents a global human rights situation marked by widespread suffering 
caused by conflict, repression, discrimination and displacement while also acknowledging 
limited progress in some areas (Amnesty International, 2016, p.9). The overall tone is that 
2016 was a deteriorating and unstable year where human rights were increasingly 
undermined.  
 
Globally, governments and armed groups were responsible for serious abuses, including 
attacks on civilians in conflicts, as well as crackdowns on dissent and rising hate speech 
(Amnesty International, 2016, p.12). The report emphasizes a growing gap between human 
rights commitments and actual state behavior particularly visible in the inadequate global 
response to the refugee crisis (Amnesty International, 2016, p.12). It also highlights a broader 
shift where governments justified restricting freedoms in exchange for security (Amnesty 
International, 2016, p.13). 
 
Across regions, inequality and impunity are recurring themes. Human rights defenders, 
journalists and opposition figures were frequently targeted, while armed conflicts continued 
to produce widespread abuses and displacement (Amnesty International, 2016, p.20). 
Impunity remained a central problem, with perpetrators rarely held accountable (Amnesty 
International, 2016, p.21). 
 
States often suppressed dissent and failed to ensure justice, while human rights defenders 
faced threats, attacks and killings from both state and non-state actors (Amnesty 
International, 2016, pp.24-26). Structural issues such as corruption, discrimination and lack 
of accountability further entrenched human rights violations (Amnesty International, 2016, 
p.24).​
 
Human rights defenders were targeted through laws, censorship and other forms of control 
(Amnesty International, 2016, pp. 34-35). At the same time, broader patterns of 
discrimination and lack of accountability reinforced ongoing human rights violations 
(Amnesty International, 2016, p.32). 
​
Rising security concerns and populism led to increasing restrictions on rights. Governments 
expanded surveillance and limited freedoms, contributing to a weakening of the rule of law 
(2016, p.43). Discrimination also increased across the region (Amnesty International, 2016, 
p.44).  
​
Authorities restricted expression and used legal systems to silence dissent (Amnesty 
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International, 2016, p.50). Human rights violations such as arbitrary detention and abuse by 
security forces were common and impunity remained deeply entrenched (Amnesty 
International, 2016, p.54). 
 
2023 annual report  
The 2023 Amnesty International report presents a global human rights situation characterised 
by democratic regression, increasing authoritarianism, technological threats and widespread 
human rights abuses. The report describes a world moving “backwards,” where many states 
increasingly adopted authoritarian practices that restricted freedoms of expression, 
association and protest while also undermining gender equality and sexual and reproductive 
rights (Amnesty International, 2024, p.9). According to the report, civic space continued to 
shrink globally and marginalized groups such as refugees, migrants and racialized 
communities were increasingly demonized through narratives rooted in fear and exclusion 
(Amnesty International, 2024, p.9). 
 
The report further frames 2023 as a period in which the post-1948 human rights order was 
under significant pressure. Amnesty International argues that the global commitment to 
“never again” following the Second World War and the Holocaust was increasingly 
undermined through armed conflicts, attacks on civilians and widespread disregard for 
international human rights and humanitarian law (Amnesty International, 2024, p.10). States 
and armed groups were frequently responsible for unlawful killings and violence while 
accountability remained weak (Amnesty International, 2024, p.14). 
 
Another central theme in the report is the growing role of technology and artificial 
intelligence in human rights violations. Amnesty International highlights how digital 
technologies, surveillance systems, facial recognition, spyware and generative Ai 
increasingly contributed to the erosion of rights and freedoms (Amnesty International, 2024, 
p.11). Governments used surveillance technologies to monitor protests, migrants and 
marginalized groups while private technology companies were criticised for failing to 
regulate or prevent harmful practices (Amnesty International, 2024, p.11). The report also 
warns that technological developments risk intensifying future human rights violations if left 
unregulated. 
 
At the same time, the report identifies broader structural inequalities linked to economic 
injustice, climate change, discrimination and exclusion. Women, LGBTI individuals, 
indigenous Peoples and racialized or religious communities were described as 
disproportionately affected by violence, poverty and violations of economic and social rights 
(Amnesty International, 2024, p.14). Governments were criticised for failing to adequately 
address these inequalities or fulfil obligations related to food, health, education and 
environmental protection (Amnesty International, 2024, p.14). 
 
Despite this largely crisis-oriented framing, the report also presents a counter-narrative 
centred on resistance and global solidarity. Amnesty International highlights how activists, 
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civil society actors and ordinary people continued to mobilize against repression and injustice 
across different parts of the world (Amnesty International, 2024, pp.11-12).  
 
 
5.1 How are HRDs framed? 

Although the 2002 report does not consistently use the explicit term “human rights 

defenders,” individuals engaged in human rights work are implicitly framed through 

descriptions of activists, journalists and political opponents. Human rights actors are largely 

framed as under attack and delegitimized, particularly in the context of counter-terrorism. 

Governments are described as labelling critical groups, including human rights organizations, 

as threats or as linked to opposition movements thereby increasing their risk to abuse 

(Amnesty International, 2003, p.10).  In Entman’s sense of framing, the dominant emphasis is 

on defining the problem (state abuse and security policies), while less attention is given to 

how HRDs themselves act within these conditions (Entman, 1993). 

 

In the report from 2016 it shifts to a global human rights landscape in which human rights 

defenders (HRDs) are framed as both essential actors of resistance and targets of repression 

(Amnesty International, 2016, p.32). Likewise, HRDs are described as individuals who 

continue to speak out, mobilize and defend rights in the 2016 report (Amnesty International, 

2016, p.32). But this also places them at significant risk, as they are frequently subjected to 

threats, attacks and even killings, particularly when challenging state authority or powerful 

interests (Amnesty International, 2016, p.26). Compared to the 2002 report, HRDs have 

therefore become more visible as a category in their own right and are framed not only 

through their vulnerability, but also through their agency and resistance.  

 

Where in the 2023, human rights defenders (HRDs) are framed in a dual way. They are 

positioned as essential actors of resistance who challenge authoritarian practices, defend civic 

space and contribute to global solidarity movements. The report highlights how activists, 

protesters, journalists and civil society actors continue to mobilise despite increasingly 

repressive conditions, presenting HRDs as agents of change and moral resistance (Amnesty 

International, 2024, p.11-12).  Compared with the earlier reports, this framing is increasingly 

embedded within broader narratives, where HRDs are simultaneously agents of change and 

subjects of harm, highlighting their central yet precarious position within global human rights 

struggles (Amnesty International, 2016, p.17). 
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This means that HRDs are both necessary for human rights protection and simultaneously 

under severe threat (Amnesty International, 2024, p.9). Here, framing moves beyond 

individual states and isolated cases and instead highlights structural and global processes. 

HRDs are still presented as actors who resist injustice, but they are increasingly framed as 

operating within systems that are becoming more restrictive and technologically controlled. 

This suggests that while the context of repression is more developed in the framing, HRDs 

are still mainly positioned as responding to these conditions than shaping them. 

 

 

5.2 What threats are framed? 
The report outlines a wide range of threats consistent with severe repression. These include 

killings, enforced disappearances, arbitrary detention and torture, often carried out in conflict 

settings or under the justification of national security (Amnesty International, 2003, 

pp.10-11). While not always explicitly linked to HRDs, such practices directly affect those 

engaging in dissent or human rights advocacy. In addition, the report highlights the 

introduction of restrictive laws and practices under counter-terrorism frameworks, which 

limit freedoms of expression and association (Amnesty International, 2003, p.10). Although 

surveillance and NGO-specific legislation are not central themes, broader patterns of 

repression indicate a hostile environment for civil society actors. 

 

The 2016 report frames the threats facing HRDs as systematic, widespread and embedded in 

political and legal structures. Across regions, HRDs are exposed to arbitrary arrests, 

detention, harassment and violence often as part of broader efforts to silence dissent and 

restrict civic space (Amnesty International, 2016, p.35). In addition, the use of restrictive 

laws and legal systems to criminalize activism is emphasized, alongside increasing 

surveillance and control over both online and offline expression (Amnesty International, 

2016, p.43). Importantly, the report also highlights structural threats, such as persistent 

impunity and weak justice systems, which allow violations to continue without accountability 

(Amnesty International, 2016, p.21).  

 

The report from 2023 frames HRDs as facing a wide and interconnected range of threats. 

These include arbitrary arrest, detention, torture and violent repression of protest and dissent. 

In addition, HRDs face structural threats linked to shrinking civic space, including 
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restrictions on freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly (Amnesty 

International, 2024, p.14). 

 

A particularly important emerging threat is digital and technological surveillance. The report 

highlights the use of facial recognition, spyware, data tracking and generative Amnesty 

International as tools that increasingly enable monitoring and control of activists and civil 

society actors (Amnesty International, 2024, p.11). 

 
5.3 Who is responsible? 
In the 2002 report, responsibility for these abuses is primarily attributed to states, particularly 

through government forces, law enforcement and legislative measures that enable repression. 

However, non-state actors, including armed political groups, are also identified as 

perpetrators of violence, including killings and abductions (Amnesty International, 2003,  

pp.10-11).In some cases, the 2003 report emphasizes state complicity or failure, particularly 

where governments do not prevent or punish abuses committed by others, thereby 

contributing to a broader system of impunity (Amnesty International, 2003, pp.2-3, p.12). 

There is limited direct focus on companies, although economic actors are acknowledged as 

influencing human rights conditions (Amnesty International, 2003, p.3).  

 

In the 2016 report , the framing becomes more clearly state-centered, with governments 

identified as the primary actors responsible for both committing and enabling human rights 

violations. States are portrayed as actively restricting freedoms through repressive laws, 

security measures and the suppression of dissent (Amnesty International, 2016, p.13). State 

security forces are frequently implicated in abuses such as arbitrary detention, violence and 

unlawful killings (Amnesty International, 2016, p.50).  The report also acknowledges the role 

of non-state actors, including armed groups and criminal networks, in contributing to 

violence. However, it ultimately reinforces that states bear the main responsibility, both for 

direct violations and for failing to protect individuals or ensure accountability (Amnesty 

International, 2016, p.24). Compared with the 2002 report, the central role of states remains, 

but their responsibility is more explicitly connected to both direct violations and failures to 

protect and ensure accountability. 
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In 2023 states are still framed as the main actors behind surveillance and human rights 

violations. Where governments are described as actively restricting civic space, suppressing 

dissent and failing to protect fundamental rights (Amnesty International, 2024, p.14).  

Similarly to the 2002 report, the 2023 report also assigns responsibility to armed groups in 

conflict situations. However, the report highlights multinational corporations, particularly 

technology companies as actors contributing either directly or indirectly to abuses, especially 

through the development, distribution, or lack of regulation of surveillance technologies and 

digital tools (Amnesty International, 2024, p.11). This shows a shift towards a more complex 

and networked system of responsibility. However, even though responsibility is more widely 

distributed, accountability remains unclear. This supports earlier research that points to a 

persistent gap between formal commitments to human rights and actual protection in practice 

(Bennett et al., 2015, Bennett, 2015). 

 

5.4 Language/Tone  
 
The overall tone of the report reflects a global human rights crisis, characterized by systemic 

and widespread violations rather than isolated incidents. Terms such as “repression,” 

“impunity,” and “serious abuses” are used to describe patterns across regions (Amnesty 

International, 2003, pp.9-12). The post-9/11 context is framed as a turning point, where 

human rights protections are increasingly undermined and eroded in the name of security 

(Amnesty International, 2003, pp.9-10). This contributes to a framing of the situation as 

worsening and structurally embedded. 

 

The language and tone of the report from 2016 are distinctly critical, urgent and 

crisis-oriented, framing 2016 as a period of global deterioration in human rights conditions. 

The world is described as becoming “darker and more unstable,” marked by “unrelenting 

misery and fear,” which signals a strong sense of urgency and concern (Amnesty 

International, 2016, p.12). Violations are presented as systematic and worsening, with an 

increasing gap between human rights commitments and actual state practices (Amnesty 

International, 2016, p.12). At the same time, there is a limited but important counter-narrative 

that highlights resilience and resistance, emphasizing that individuals and communities 

continue to defend rights despite repression (Amnesty International, 2016, p.14).  
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The language and tone of the 2023 report are highly critical, urgent and crisis-oriented. 

Amnesty uses strong metaphorical language, describing the world as “spiraling backwards” 

and references historical milestones such as 1948 and 1985 to emphasise democratic 

regression and the erosion of human rights norms (Amnesty International, 2024, pp.9-10). 

 

At the same time, the tone is also warning-oriented and future-focused, especially in relation 

to technology. Phrases highlighting a “chilling future” and an already emerging technological 

reality reinforce the idea of escalating risks if no action is taken (Amnesty International, 

2024, p.11). 

 

However, the tone also includes a counter-narrative of resistance and solidarity, emphasising 

global protests, activism and collective action. This creates a tension between crisis framing 

and resilience framing throughout the report (Amnesty International, 2024, pp.11-12). 

 

Another important development across the reports is the shift in language and tone over time. 

The 2002 report is generally more descriptive and documentation-oriented, focusing on 

presenting violations, conflicts and state practices in a relatively formal and observational 

manner. Although the report highlights serious abuses, the language remains comparatively 

restrained and centred on reporting events and patterns (Amnesty International, 2003, 

pp.9-12). By 2016, the tone becomes noticeably more critical and urgent. Human rights 

violations are increasingly described as part of a broader global deterioration, where 

shrinking civic space and instability are presented as interconnected trends (Amnesty 

International, 2016, pp.12-14).  

 

This development becomes even clearer in the 2023 report, where the language is 

significantly more alarm-oriented and systemic. Expressions such as “authoritarian 

practices,” “global regression,” and references to society moving “backwards” create a strong 

narrative of democratic decline and crisis (Amnesty International, 2024, pp.9-10). The report 

not only describes violations, but frames them as symptoms of larger global transformations 

connected to authoritarianism, technological surveillance and weakening democratic norms. 

From a framing perspective, this shift in language increases the sense of urgency surrounding 

the situation of HRDs and positions their struggles within broader existential concerns about 

the future of human rights and democracy. 
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6.​Discussion 
 
The aim of this study was to analyse how the situation of human rights defenders (HRDs) is 

represented in Amnesty International reports and how these representations have changed 

over time. The findings show that there are both continuities and changes in how HRDs are 

framed between 2002, 2016 and 2023. Across all reports, HRDs are mainly represented as 

actors exposed to threats and insecurity. However, over time the reports increasingly frame 

these threats as more global, structural and technologically advanced. 

 

The study confirms several patterns identified in previous research. Earlier studies have 

shown that repression against HRDs has become increasingly juridified, meaning that states 

often use laws, administrative measures, surveillance and security discourses to restrict 

activism rather than relying only on direct violence (Koula, 2024 & Bennett et al., 2015). 

This pattern is also visible in Amnesty International reports, especially in the later reports 

where repression is connected to counter-terrorism laws, restrictions on civil society and 

digital surveillance. The findings also support earlier research showing a gap between 

international commitments to protect HRDs and the reality that defenders face in practice 

(Bennett et al., 2015 & Bennett, 2015).  

 

At the same time, this study contributes something more specific to the existing research. 

While much previous research focuses on legal protection frameworks, violence, or policy 

implementation, this study instead examines how HRDs are represented and framed over 

time in the reports of a major human rights organisation. In this sense, the study contributes 

with a longitudinal framing perspective that focuses on discourse and representation.  

 

One important finding is the absence of the term “human rights defenders” in the earlier 

reports, terms that were used was activists, journalists and political actors(Amnesty 

International, 2003, p. 10-11). This suggests that the framing of HRDs is shaped not only by 

what Amnesty explicitly includes, but also by the categories and language used to describe 

them. The later use of the term gives the opportunity to be visible and more clearly 

recognised as a specific category within human rights discourse.  
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Another important finding is that Amnesty International consistently frames HRDs primarily 

through exposure to risk. The reports strongly emphasise threats such as violence, detention, 

surveillance and shrinking civic space. This framing is important because it helps make 

violations visible and can increase international awareness and pressure on states. In this 

sense, Amnesty International’s reporting can function as a form of protection by drawing 

global attention to abuses and by legitimising the experiences of HRDs. 

 

However, this framing may also have certain consequences. When HRDs are mainly 

represented as vulnerable individuals under attack, their role as active political actors can 

become less visible. The reports often focus more on what happens to HRDs than on how 

HRDs themselves shape political processes, challenge power structures, or contribute to 

social and political change. From a framing perspective, this means that HRDs risk being 

constructed mainly as victims in need of protection. 

 

This creates a tension within human rights discourse. Civil society organisations such as 

Amnesty International aim to protect HRDs by documenting abuses and highlighting risks. 

At the same time, constantly framing HRDs through danger may unintentionally reinforce an 

image of HRDs as passive or dependent on international protection. As a result, protection 

may become more focused on emergency responses and security measures rather than on 

strengthening the long-term political influence and participation of HRDs themselves. 

 

Another important finding is that the reports increasingly frame the situation of HRDs as part 

of broader global developments such as democratic backsliding, authoritarianism and 

technological control. This suggests that HRDs are no longer represented only in relation to 

isolated national contexts, but as connected to wider transformations within global politics 

and governance. The protection of HRDs therefore becomes linked not only to human rights, 

but also to questions about democracy, participation and the future of civil society. 

 

At the same time, this study has some limitations. Since the analysis only focuses on 

Amnesty International reports, the findings cannot be generalised to all human rights 

organisations or all international human rights discourse. It analyses representation and 

framing than the actual conditions of HRDs in practice. Nevertheless, provides important 

insight into how a major international organisation contributes to shaping understandings of 

HRDs over time. 
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Overall, the study contributes by showing that even as the explanatory framework of 

repression becomes more complex, the underlying framing of HRDs remains stable. This 

suggests that changes in the global context do not necessarily translate into changes in how 

HRDs are represented.  

 

7.​Conclusions 
 
This study has analysed how human rights defenders (HRDs) are represented in Amnesty 

International reports and how these representations develop over time. The focus has not been 

on evaluating the actual situation of HRDs but on how their situation is constructed through 

framing and what this means for how human rights issues are understood and addressed in a 

broader global context. 

 

The findings show that framing is not a neutral form of description but a way of organising 

meaning and directing attention. This matters in practice because it influences how problems 

are defined and what kinds of responses are considered appropriate. When HRDs are 

consistently framed through vulnerability, risk and exposure to violence the practical 

implication is that the dominant response becomes protection-oriented and crisis-driven. This 

can strengthen urgent international attention and mobilise support but it can also narrow the 

understanding of HRDs, since their role as political actors and agents of change becomes less 

visible. In this sense, framing directly shapes how HRDs are perceived and therefore 

indirectly shapes what types of interventions, policies and support mechanisms are 

prioritised. 

 

This is why the language used by international organisations is important. Organisations such 

as Amnesty International do not only report on human rights situations, they actively 

contribute to constructing how these situations are understood globally. Their framing helps 

define what counts as a “problem”, who is seen as responsible, and what solutions appear 

legitimate. Because of this, organisational language becomes part of global governance itself, 

since it influences how human rights issues are translated into political action and 

international response. 
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The study also shows that HRDs are increasingly framed within wider global developments 

such as democratic decline, surveillance technologies and complex systems of responsibility 

involving states, corporations and digital infrastructures. This connects the representation of 

HRDs to larger global challenges, including the tension between security and rights, the 

growing role of technology in governance and the fragmentation of accountability in global 

political systems. Framing therefore does not only shape the understanding of HRDs but also 

contributes to how broader global crises are interpreted and prioritised. 

 

At the same time, this has important implications for how protection is understood. Civil 

society organisations aim to strengthen the safety of HRDs by documenting abuses and 

increasing visibility. However, if HRDs are primarily framed as vulnerable and exposed 

protection risks becoming focused on short-term responses instead of long-term 

empowerment. This creates a tension between visibility and agency, the more HRDs are 

portrayed as at risk, the more their political role may be unintentionally overshadowed. 

 

These findings suggest that framing is closely linked to how global human rights challenges 

are both understood and governed. It is not only a matter of describing reality, but of shaping 

the conditions under which action becomes possible. This makes framing a key analytical 

tool for understanding how global issues are prioritised and addressed in international 

politics. 

 

Future studies could compare different human rights organisations to assess whether similar 

framing patterns exist across institutions or whether they vary depending on organisational 

contexts. In addition, examining how HRDs themselves perceive and respond to dominant 

framings would provide an important complement to this type of discourse analysis. In a 

global context marked by technological change, democratic instability and shifting 

governance structures, such research is essential. For understanding not only how human 

rights challenges are described but also how different descriptions shape the possibilities for 

meaningful and effective action. 
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