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Troubles in Text: Using AI to Recognize 
Government Rationalizations for Rights Abuses

Can AI innovations in text analysis — popularized by public interfaces like ChatGPT — help

researchers computationally analyze archives of classified government documents?

Automation expands researchers’ abilities to examine political phenomena documented within

texts generated during real political processes. Do recent natural language processing (NLP)

innovations in capturing words’ contextual meanings yield increased performance in

computationally recognizing political concepts in text? We evaluate how one model

(RoBERTa) performs on a uniquely challenging task: classifying a complex concept — British

rationalizations for internment without trial in N. Ireland (1969-73), within imperfectly digitized

archive text. RoBERTa reliability outperforms conventional supervised methods at identifying

and classifying rationalizations for internment, but performance may not always be adequate

for specific objectives. However, with proper model specifications, RoBERTa demonstrates an

improved ability to computationally annotate data and significantly reduce the amount of data

requiring manual annotation. This article demonstrates the utility of and limits to using

advanced NLP models to classify political concepts, discusses when applying such models

could be beneficial, and offers practical instruction for NLP application in social science.
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