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Ideology and Rifles: the Agrarian Origins of Civil
Conflict in Colombia∗

María del Pilar López-Uribe † Fabio Sánchez Torres ‡

Abstract
We investigate the relationship between land dispossessions of peasants and the origin of the 

civil conflict in Colombia. Using a  matching-pair instrumental variable approach, we show that the 
historical dispossession of peasants’ lands by landlords that led to the rise of peasant grievances is 
associated with the activity of the rural guerrilla movement -Revolutionary Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
- during the first stage of the Colombian civil conflict ( 1964-1985). We exploit the random variation in 
floods to identify the effect of p easants’ land dispossessions during 1914-1946 on the r ise of rural guerrilla 
movements. Using a novel municipal-level data set, the study documents that municipalities experiencing 
floods b etween 1914 and 1946 were substantially more likely to experience land dispossession than 
municipalities that did not. Floods temporarily worsened the conditions of the land and its value, 
facilitating the dispossession of peasant land by large landowners. We propose two mechanisms through 
which previous land dispossession resulted in the emergence of rebel-armed groups. On the one hand, the 
ideological cohesion stemming from radical liberals and communists exacerbated the grievances and 
helped to shape the political objectives of the rebel armed groups. On the other hand, exposure to 
prior violent events gave military training, access to weapons, and military experience to the rural 
population, that likely emboldened the formation of rebel groups.

Keywords:Land reform, Land Conflict, Property Rights, Weather shocks, Civil Conflict.
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Ideología y Rifles: Los Orígenes Agrarios del
Conflicto en Colombia

María del Pilar López-Uribe Fabio Sánchez Torres

Abstract
Este artículo investiga la relación entre el despojo de tierras a los campesinos y el origen del conflicto 

civil en Colombia. Usando un enfoque de variables instrumentales con efectos fijos de pares de vecinos 
mostramos que el despojo histórico de las tierras de los campesinos por parte de los terratenientes -que 
condujo al aumento de sus agravios - está asociado con la actividad del movimiento guerrillero rural 
-Fuerzas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC)- durante la primera etapa del conflicto civil colombiano 
(1964-1985). Se explotó la variación aleatoria de las inundaciones a nivel municipal para identificar el 
efecto de los despojos de tierras de los campesinos durante 1914-1946 en el surgimiento de movimientos 
guerrilleros rurales. Utilizando un novedoso conjunto de datos a nivel municipal, el estudio documenta que 
los municipios que sufrieron inundaciones entre 1914 y 1946 tenían mayor probabilidad de experimentar 
despojos de tierras que los municipios donde no se formaron inundaciones. Las inundaciones empeoraron 
temporalmente las condiciones de la tierra y su valor, facilitando el despojo de las tierras campesinas por 
parte de los grandes terratenientes. Se proponen dos mecanismos a través de los cuales el despojo previo 
de tierras se tradujo en el surgimiento de grupos armados rebeldes. Por un lado, la cohesión ideológica 
proveniente de liberales radicales y comunistas exacerbó los agravios y ayudó a perfilar l os objetivos 
políticos de los grupos armados rebeldes. Por otro lado, la exposición a eventos previos de violencia (“La 
Violencia, 1948-1958) brindó entrenamiento militar, acceso a armas y experiencia militar a la población 
rural que probablemente fortaleció la formación de grupos rebeldes.

Keywords: Palabras claves: Reforma agraria, conflictos de tierra, derechos de propiedad, choques 
climáticos, conflicto civil, análisis de mediación. 
JEL: N46, N56, D74.
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1 Introduction
Studies on the causes of civil conflicts have multiplied in recent decades. Diverse

theories have been proposed and tested to determine the origins of civil wars. The
debate is still ongoing, and conclusions usually depend on the type of data or countries
of study. However, most of the literature tends to explain civil conflicts because of
poverty, inequality, or poor economic performance. This study, in contrast, examines
the role of grievances stemming from peasants’ land dispossessions as a historical cause
of conflict.

Peasants’ land dispossessions frequently occur because of the failure of the state to
give, protect and enforce land property rights. Such lack of state protection that favours
rural elites (large landowners) and facilitates dispossessions generates grievances that
may persist over time and might result in a civil conflict when a window of opportunity
emerges. We propose that a crucial factor to understand the origins of rural guerrilla
groups is land dispossessions, generally by large landowners. Peasants were expelled
from their lands and lost, in most cases, their only productive asset, forcing them to
migrate or become landless. This prompts a perception of injustice that leads to the rise
of grievances, which persist if the state does not improve peasants’ living conditions or
give them access to new lands.

When there is a high demand for productive lands and the law does not protect
peasants, they risk losing their land and income or facing repression if they express
their grievances. Then, the probability that peasants will make successful claims on
their land property rights by acting without coordination is low. This is the Colombian
rural history during the 19th century. When the state fails to protect peasants’ rights
and fulfil their demands, they will use other means to achieve them when opportunities
emerge. For instance, this moment comes when they have access to economic resources
and political opportunities to organize themselves. Once this window opens, they may
rebel against the large landowners and/or the state. Thus, our approach underscores the
role of motive -the persistence of grievances- as the ultimate cause of civil conflict. We
use the political economy theory of the peasant society (Popkin 1992) and the resource
mobilization theory (Jenkins 1983; McAdam, McCarthy and Zaid 1987) to argue that
-given the persistence of grievances in rural areas -peasants organize and rebel as a
response to new opportunities. Our paper contributes to the quantitative literature on
the origins of civil wars in two ways. On the one hand, we use subnational data on the
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existence of historical grievances to explain the origins of civil conflict. On the other
hand, we test different mechanisms that lead to its emergence.

We propose two mechanisms through which historical land dispossessions are likely to
determine the origin of rural guerrilla groups. First, the political ideology of rebels, which
works through the revolutionary political parties to consolidate peasants’ grievances
and generate political awareness among the peasantry, fostering the formation of rebel
groups. Second, the military feasibility became viable during violent episodes, including
social upheavals and civil wars in which peasants’ groups had access to weapons and
military equipment and training. We apply this reasoning to the rise of the most im-
portant Colombian guerrilla movement, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC), during the early stages of the civil conflict in Colombia (1964-1985)1.

The Colombian civil conflict started in rural areas, where land conflicts had occurred
since the late 19th century. We propose that the main cause of the rural problems
has been the historically weak enforcement of property rights for small landowners and
peasants. Such weakness was behind the land dispossessions by large landowners- in
many cases with the informal consent of the state-which subsequently led to the rise
of grievances among dispossessed peasants. A key element of our argument is that
these grievances and the feeling of injustice linked to them persist over time and, thus,
in absence of state actions to address the grievances and after the joint conditions of
military feasibility and ideological cohesion are met, a rebel or guerrilla movement may
emerge.

Academics, politicians, policymakers and guerrilla leaders have consistently men-
tioned the role of land as a main cause of the Colombian conflict. Indeed, the agrarian
agreement was the first settled out of six main negotiation issues in the peace agreement
signed in 2016 between the government and the FARC. Since its inception, this guerrilla
movement has had the issue of land at the center of its political agenda. Their leaders
often mentioned as the cause of armed conflict, the expansion of the latifundio and the
violent dispossession of the peasants’ lands. They demanded the abolition of large prop-
erties that, they argued, consolidated through legal fraud and historical dispossessions.
Moreover, land dispossessions in the rural areas have not only impacted food markets

1The boundaries of the period of the study relate to the social foundation of the FARC (1964) and
the breakdown of the agreements of ’La Uribe” between Betancourt government and FARC (1985). We
exclude the following years since the civil war became more complex and harder to disentangle due to
the appearance of other actors such as drug trafficking and the paramilitaries.
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and production but have also led to forced displacement and more poverty among the
peasantry (Reyes, 2016).

Weak property rights that facilitate land dispossessions have been at the center of
the political discussion in Colombia since the 19th century. Important land reforms,
such as law 200 of 1936 or law 135 of 1961, aimed to facilitate access to public land
by peasants and settlers. However, these reforms were insufficient, and these efforts to
reduce land concentration and organise the tenancy system failed. This point was also
at the center of the debate during the Second Guerrilla Conference in 1966 when they
decided to name themselves FARC.

This work argues that the differences in the presence and intensity of the domestic
armed conflict at the municipal level during its early stage (1964-1985) reside in the
rise and persistence of grievances stemming from the peasant’s land dispossessions by
large landowners during the first half of the 20th century, when land values and demand
substantially increased. However, these grievances turned into rebellion only when the
window of opportunity emerged, and conditions of military feasibility and ideology of
rebellion were visible and clear. To test this argument, we use historical data that in-
cludes, among others, measures of land dispossessions, FARC rebel activities, exposure
to previous violent episodes (the so-called “La Violencia” period), and support for revo-
lutionary parties. We show, first, that there is a strong link between FARC rebel activity
(1964-1985) and land dispossessions that occurred during the export coffee expansion
(1914-1946). And second, that the link is jointly and sequentially mediated by a) an
ideological cohesion led by the radical wing of the liberal party and communist party
and b) by the exposure to previous violent episodes, specifically “La Violencia” period
(1948-1958), when peasants had access to weapons and military experience (Molano
2015, Collier Collier, Hoeffler and Rohner 2009).

For the econometric estimations, we follow the methodology employed by Acemoglu
et al (2012) and use an identification strategy that combines a matching methodology
with an instrumental variable approach. We compare municipalities that experienced
land dispossessions from 1914 to 19462 with neighboring municipalities that did not. To
deal with the plausible endogeneity problems and measurement error, we use floods that
occurred during the coffee export boom (1914-1946) as an instrumental variable for land
dispossessions in the same period.

2This period coincided with the most important export booms of coffee. As a consequence of this,
land prices and demand increased, and more land conflicts were observed.
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Floods can damage land plots by eroding the boundaries of properties, destroy-
ing crops, reducing property value, and, in some cases, forcing peasants to migrate.
Landowners can easily cope with floods shocks since they can rely on multiple sources
of income or have easy access to credit. On the contrary, peasants have limited access
to markets and credits and rely entirely on their lands to survive. When there are weak
property rights, landowners can exploit this vulnerability of peasants to climate shocks
and dispossess them from their lands.

An important part of our argument to explain the rise of FARC is the mechanisms
and their timing. By using the methodology proposed by Dippel et al (2020) we test
two mediators through which land dispossessions led to the rise of guerrilla groups.
However, we find that the two mediators are strongly associated with the rise of FARC
only through a sequential effect. First, consolidating peasants’ grievances and changing
their aspirations through an ideology for rebellion, and then facilitating military training
and access to weapons to materialize those demands by non-legal means.

The organization of this paper is as follows. In section 2, we briefly discuss the
literature related to the origins of civil conflicts. Section 3 provides a historical discussion
of Agrarian Reform, ”La Violencia”, radical liberal and communist ideology, and the
origin and expansion of the FARC. Section 4 presents the data collected and used in
this study. Section 5 describes the process of land dispossessions and their relation
to floods, the identification strategy, and the results. Section 6 discusses the effects
of land dispossessions on rebel activity. Section 7 documents the methodology and
presents the results of the effect of the plausible mechanisms on rebel activity. Section
8 concludes.

2 Literature Review
During recent decades, researchers have attempted to understand the origins of civil

wars. Causes, costs, duration, and consequences are some of the issues that have been
addressed both in theoretical and empirical works. This study contributes to a vast lit-
erature on the origins and causes of conflict from a quantitative and historical approach.
This is the first study that, to the best of our knowledge, uses subnational historical
data to explain the variation in the rise, presence, and intensity of armed conflict in
Colombia.

A prolific body of work has explored the causes of conflict and has suggested that
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civil wars are caused by ”greed” rather than ”grievance” motives 3. The seminal paper
by Collier and Hoeffler (2004) proposes an econometric model of civil war that predicts
the probability that a civil war will occur and test different hypotheses. This probability
depends on the motivations of rebellions. They use inequality, political rights, ethnic
polarization and religious fractionalization as proxies for grievance, yet these authors
did not find enough empirical evidence to support the grievance hypothesis. They posit
that civil wars start when the opportunity costs to fighting are low and are driven by
the opportunity to extract rents, such as those associated with natural resources. This
opportunity is defined by financial possibility, military viability and historical factors.
In this approach, financial means are necessary to ensure the survival of an armed
organization by providing the material capabilities for its subsistence. On the other
hand, military viability is required to ensure that the armed organization can initiate
armed actions and survive clashes with the government’s armed forces.

Finally, historical factors can help conflicts emerge. Previous conflicts may be a cat-
alyst for further conflicts by lowering the perceived costs either during the rebellion or
from state revenues after victory. Like this approach, Fearon and Laitin (2003) find evi-
dence that the main factors determining civil wars are conditions that favour insurgency,
not ethnic or religious differences or grievances per se. These conditions are mainly state
weaknesses characterized by poverty, large population, and instability. More recently,
Collier, Hoeffler, and Rohner (2009) have posited greed-driven arguments and have pro-
posed a broader definition of opportunities, the so-called ”feasibility hypothesis”, which
states that where a civil war is feasible, it will occur.

Another strand of the literature stresses the role of grievances in opposition to actual
or perceived injustices in the emergence of armed conflict. Our work contributes to the
literature on grievances as an ultimate cause of civil conflicts. Although the most influen-
tial studies give little attention to the grievance-motivation theory, works by Stewart
(2008) and Cederman, Weidmann, and Gleditsch (2011) have emphasized this approach.
Stewart (2008) underscores the role of horizontal inequality, considering explicitly its
political, economic, social, and cultural dimensions4. Using a newly geocoded data on

3A new approach by Vestby, Buhaug and von Uexkull (2021) suggests that the economic structures
-sector sizes and productivities- are a better predictors of conflict.

4Political horizontal inequality refers to limited access to central decision-making authority within
the state, the economic refers to the distribution of wealth among households. The social measures
groups’ uneven social access. The cultural captures group-level inequalities concerning cultural policies
and symbols.
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politically relevant ethnic groups’ settlement areas, Cederman et. al (2011) find that
both political and economic horizontal inequalities contribute to civil wars. Their find-
ings indicate that countries, where some ethnic groups have wealth levels far from the
country average are more likely to experience civil war. Ostby (2008) finds evidence that
social horizontal inequality causes civil war and that other economic dimensions are less
important. Using data from sub-Saharian Africa, Ostby, Nordas, and Rod (2009) show
that both economic and social group-level differences are the main drivers of domestic
conflicts.

Grievances do not necessarily lead to armed conflict but sow the seeds of it. De Juan
and Wegner (2019) find that increases in horizontal social inequality and a worse pro-
vision of public services are associated with social protests. Furthermore, Houle (2019)
finds that countries with low social mobility and persistent socioeconomic exclusion are
more likely to present social instability and internal armed conflicts (Sharma, 2006).
Koubi and Böhmelt (2014) present similar findings but note that this relationship is me-
diated by the overall wealth of the country. Situations of inequality can degenerate into
vigilantism situations among the poor populations in response to a violent environment
because of their perception that law enforcement is provided only to the rich, as Phillips
(2016) finds in the Mexican case. Cross-country evidence, as summarized by Buhaug,
Cederman, and Gelditsch (2014), find that the apparent lack of a relationship between
inequality and the presence of conflict is due to faulty measurements and the lack of
differentiation between kinds of armed conflict.5

The role of grievances is especially salient when conflicts between different actors are
more likely to persist and serve to lower the costs of further conflict, as it is the case
in the Collier and Hoeffler (2004) framework. Walter (2004) finds that the persistence
of civil wars is related to individual dissatisfaction and the absence of nonviolent means

5There are some other explanations consistent with rational behavior of why conflict may occur.
Most of them appeal to the problem of asymmetric information. Brito and Intriligator (1985) suggest
that war emerges as a costly means of communication. Fearon (1995) also suggests that, in settings of
asymmetric information, war could be chosen, in a preemptive and costly move, as a signal of strength to
others. Sanchez-Pages (2004) uses this line of analysis and argues that information about the adversaries
can be transmitted on the battlefield before and during negotiations until a final settlement is reached
or the negotiations breakdown. Finally, Azam and Mesnard (2003) and Bester and Warneryd (2006)
identify some conditions under the scenario of asymmetric information to show that the end of conflict
is not possible. Its defining feature is large scale organized violence on the part of a rebel army;
the establishment is prohibitively expensive and extremely dangerous regardless of its agenda (Collier,
Hoeffler and Rohner, 2009).
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for change and finds that the implementation of institutional constraints functions as a
credible mechanism for political elites to commit to reforms, reducing the likelihood of
renewed civil wars. Furthermore, grievances can exacerbate the levels of violence towards
civilians during conflicts, as it was the case during the Spanish Civil War (Herreros and
Domenech, 2018), leading to a vicious circle where existing grievances can fuel further
conflicts, which create further grievances. However, these grievances do not necessarily
lead to open conflict immediately. For example, Rozenas and Zhukov (2019) find that
the Soviet communities more exposed to the Stalinist terror were more compliant with
the government in the short term but later presented a greater level of opposition to
central government directives.

One of the main sources of grievances resulting in social unrest and armed conflict is
related to agrarian factors. Land inequality may increase the grievances prompting land
invasions that may lower agricultural production (Thomson, 2016; Albertus, Brambor,
and Ceneviva, 2018). Shocks to land productivity are translated into negative shocks
to income, which lowers the opportunity cost of joining an insurgent group (Gawande,
Kapur, and Satyanath, 2017). Finally, land tenure, measured as a higher fraction of
small landowners, is more affected by negative income shocks, reducing the opportunity
cost of participating in conflict (Guardado, 2018).

Some strand of this research has highlighted the role of collective action as a key
explanatory variable of the rise or appeasement of social unrest. A tradition of social or
armed mobilization can explain the higher incidence of armed actions in Colombia (Zuk-
erman 2012) and Nepal (Holtermann, 2016) or the formation of self-defence groups in
Mexico (Osorio, Schubiger and Weintraub, 2016). Evidence on the relationship between
inequality, collective action and conflict will depend on who the organized actors are.
For instance, in Brazil, when large landowners organize in a high land inequality con-
text, the number of land invasions decrease (Albertus, Brambor, and Ceneviva, 2018),
while in other cases, horizontal inequality may enhance group cohesion, facilitating social
mobilization, for conflict (Ostby, 2008).

The Colombian armed conflict has called the attention of scholars due to its long
duration and its widespread consequences. Recent work on the subject focuses on the
relationship between the agrarian problem and the causes of armed actions. Albertus
and Kaplan (2012) find that large-scale public land distribution was only implemented
where elite interests were seriously threatened yet was successful in reducing guerrilla
activity. The role of grievances, proxied different measures of inequality, has also been
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explored in the case of Colombia. Inequality can help to solidify social identities that
heighten grievances and the incentives to fight (Flores, 2014) or can be used, in the case
of land inequality, as a proxy of landowner dominance, facilitating electoral fraud that
may lead to more electoral violence (Nieto-Matis, 2018).

The role of weather shocks on the onset of social unrest and conflict has emerged
recently in the literature. In first place, Linke, et al (2018) observe a limited link be-
tween droughts and violent attitudes, moderated by the rules of communities related to
resource use. Furthermore, Ghimire, Ferreira, and Dorfman (2014) find that floods may
exacerbate existing social conflicts, as the influx of migrants that floods may prompt
cause can increase social tensions. Hodler and Raschky (2014) also find that in Africa,
lower levels of rainfall and droughts reduce economic activity and increase the risk of
civil conflict. Wood and Wright (2016) find that natural disasters may increase state
repression, as these events represent a combination of weak state capacity and greater
grievances that may threaten state control. Lastly, Castells, Lopez-Uribe and McDer-
mott (2021) show that floods in rural areas lead to population displacement to cities,
increasing public services demands that, if not fulfilled by the state, will lead to urban
social unrest.

Finally, in terms of the instrument, this paper also contributes to the literature that
relates natural disasters or climate variables and conflict. Some papers have studied the
relationship between rainfall and conflict, suggesting that rainfall affects conflict through
its impact on income (Miguel et al 2004 and Bohlken and Sergenti 2010). However,
Sarsons (2015) hypothesize that rainfall affects conflict through other channels, such as
dam-fed districts that could have dirt roads that get destroyed due to rainfall, making
it more difficult for people to organize and riot. These other channels are particularly
more visible in those places where the existence of irrigation technology reduces the
dependency of agriculture on rainfall. This paper proposes a different channel between
rainfall shocks leading to floods and conflict: land dispossessions that lead to the rise
and persistence of peasants’ grievances.
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3 Historical Framework

3.1 Land Dispossessions

Land conflicts have shaped Colombian history for more than a hundred years. The
persistence of these conflicts is the result, mainly, of the low capacity of the Colom-
bian state to determine and enforce property rights over private and public lands. The
majority of the conflicts followed a pattern of settlers (colonos) demanding land grants
in the frontier after improving their exploitable conditions (LeGrand, 1986). Once the
improvement occurred, large landowners started claiming legal rights over the same
lands.

Until the 1880s, chronic fiscal problems encouraged the sale of public lands at below-
market prices, favouring the wealthy who bought vast extensions of these lands. Other
forms of capture of these public lands included the redrawing of hacienda fuzzy bound-
aries and outright usurpation of public lands (LeGrand, 1986).

Land conflicts escalated in the first decade of the 20th century, as the coffee ex-
port boom increased the economic opportunities and the value of the suitable land (see
Figures 7 and 7). Thus, squatters settled in unoccupied areas of the country, fueling
the colonization of frontier lands. Clashes between squatters and landowners were es-
pecially frequent in the western Cundinamarca and eastern Tolima regions, as these
were especially suitable for coffee (See Figure 7). These confrontations usually led to
landowners gaining formal property rights (commonly through coercion and coopting
local administrative and judicial authorities), transforming these squatters into tenants
and consolidating large estates (LeGrand, 1986). Settlers often fought back through
legal and de facto means, but their struggles remained disjointed and focused on their
plots.6.

These clashes occur in a political context marked by the hegemony of the Conserva-
6The Sumapaz region is an example of the involved forces and resulting dynamics between landowners

and settlers. A large landowner appropriated more than 180.000 hectares between 1890 and 1910, and
then in 1915, the hacienda owners began evicting settlers, mirroring a process that went on across
the region. As a response, peasants and settlers organized to counter their evictions, both by legal
and de facto means. These organizations coalesced around the agrarian leader Erasmo Valencia in the
1920s, who proved to be particularly effective in defending settlers in the courts. However, Valencia
also challenged in court the legal titles of the hacienda owners and successfully attracted the attention
of the national government to the agrarian conflicts in the region. These successes spread the agrarian
movement from the Sumapaz region to areas in Eastern Tolima and Western Cundinamarca.
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tive party in the national government. Although the national government policy was
aimed, in principle, to protect the peasant settlers, it proved incapable of preventing the
cooptation of local authorities and counterbalancing the power of large landowners at
the local level. In the decade of the 1920s, the economy of the countryside improved due
to large amounts of foreign investment and a new coffee export boom. In this decade,
the central government began a policy requiring the owners of large estates to prove
their land titles before requesting their eviction. This policy proved to be favourable to
settlers as it strengthened settlers’ bargaining power.

This policy continued after 1930 under the new Liberal government. Peasants’
protests of the late 1920s and early 1930s encouraged many peasants to break their
tenancy or sharecropping agreements, reclaim their settlers’ status and refuse to pay
their financial obligations to the landowners. They often confronted the settlers with
violence, enlisting local authorities to evict them in defiance of government policy. By
the mid- 1930s, the agrarian conflict had transcended its local character and had become
a national political concern (LeGrand, 1986).

3.2 Political Identification of Peasants

The interests of settlers, sharecroppers, and other agricultural workers found their
expression in two competing variants of Colombian political life: left-wing liberals and
Communists. The Communist party, founded at the end of the 1920s, was a relatively
marginal political force. However, they had their main stronghold in Viotá, Cundina-
marca, a coffee-growing region marked by a history of settler-landowner conflicts.

A majority of agricultural workers and smallholders expressed sympathies for the Lib-
eral party, which was undergoing an ideological realignment. This realignment resulted
from confrontations between two competing political platforms within the liberal party:
right-wing liberals, who supported the 19th-century doctrines of free trade and private
property, and left-wing liberals, who adopted socialist ideas and embraced doctrines
such as the social role of property. Although right-wing liberals predominated in the
upper echelons of the party, the left-wing liberals had many followers on the popular
roots.

The ideological differences within the liberal party reached their greatest intensity
during the so-called “Liberal Republic” (1930-1946). The left-wing- platform of the
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liberals found its greatest leader in Jorge Eliécer Gaitán7. After quitting the Liberal
Party, he founded a new political party Unión Nacional de Izquierda Revolucionaria, or
Revolutionary Leftist National Union (UNIR), in 1933. The UNIR was especially active
in defending settlers and peasants in their legal disputes, especially in the contested areas
of western Cundinamarca and Eastern Tolima, where land conflicts were frequent8.

Although elected in 1930 as a Liberal president, Enrique Olaya’s social and agrarian
policies were relatively ineffective in addressing social problems. The implementation
of social reforms started under the first administration of Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo in
1934, when the agrarian problem was becoming critical. His government program, ”The
Revolution in March”, included ambitious social programs such as worker protections,
universal male suffrage, and agrarian reform. The first rural reform, Law 200 of 1936,
gave power to the government to grant property rights to settlers who had worked their
lands for five consecutive years and reverted uncultivated lands to public ownership.
However, Law 200 also overturned previous legislation requiring landowners to prove
their property rights using the original deeds to the land. Hence, this agrarian re-
form began a process of proletarianization of peasants by legalizing property rights for
landowners and encouraging the signing of sharecropping agreements. The law made it
difficult for settlers to get the property rights as it assigned judicial costs to title and
failed to protect them against further dispossessions.

López Pumarejo was re-elected in 1942, but his second government was politically
contentious, ending in López resigning in 1945. Meanwhile, Gaitán was at the forefront
of the intra-Liberal struggles. He bid his candidacy for the 1946 presidential elections,
supported by the left-wing group of the Liberal party, while the right-wing Liberals sup-
ported Gabriel Turbay. The Conservative party took advantage of the Liberal division,
and their candidate Ospina won the 1946 presidential election. The new government
started a repression campaign against the liberals (especially left-liberals), trying to neu-
tralize the Liberal majorities to retain power in the following election. Gaitán became

7Jorge Eliécer Gaitán got public attention after delivering a speech in Congress condemning the
Bananeras Massacre in 1928, where the army had shot United Fruit Company workers for protesting.
His political views confronted traditional politicians of the Liberal party.

8For example, in the Sumapaz region, agrarian leader Erasmo Valencia supported the existing agrar-
ian leagues behind the UNIR candidates. In return, the UNIR found its largest electorate in areas with
a high presence of land conflicts, as well as urban areas with a large proportion of industrial workers.
In 1935, after the Liberal establishment implemented social reforms in the spirit of the UNIR demands,
this dissident group returned to the Liberal fold.
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the leader of a unified Liberal party as violent events began to unfold in the countryside
(Braun, 2013). Repression escalated, followed by the assassination of Gaitán on April
9 1948, which brought the country to a new phase of violence known as ”La Violen-
cia”.

3.3 La Violencia

A wave of uprisings followed Gaitán’s murder threatening the stability of the Conser-
vative government. Ospina’s government attempted to form a cabinet of national unity,
followed by the imposition of a state of siege. The conservatives began a new wave of
repression of liberal citizens, especially in the countryside. Landowners encouraged and
occasionally participated in this repression, as the displacement of the predominantly
liberal settlers or sharecroppers provided opportunities to seize additional land and to
legalize the titles aided by sympathetic local officials. These tensions culminated in
Ospina closing Congress in 1949 to forestall the threat of impeachment by the Liberal
majority in parliament (Guzman, Fals, Umana, 1980).

As violence intensified, the Liberal party decided to abstain from participating in
the 1950 presidential elections, citing a lack of guarantees and the widespread intimida-
tion of liberals across the country. The radical conservative Laureano Gómez was elected
president and promptly unleashed further repression across the countryside. The repres-
sion usually was carried out by Conservative paramilitaries (known as the ”chulavitas”
in Boyacá and as ”pájaros” in the Valle del Cauca). Repression was especially intense
in areas with a tradition of strong peasant resistance and recent land disputes. As a
response to the state repression, peasants began a process of armed resistance, creating
self-defence groups across the country. The clashes between conservative paramilitaries,
the regular army and self-defence liberal groups lasted until 1953, leaving uncountable
deaths and massive disruption in the political, economic and social life of the country
(Oquist, 1980). In due course, the liberal self-defence groups evolved into guerrillas,
with higher mobility and better defined tactical and strategic outlooks. Between 1950 y
1953, the most important guerrillas were concentrated in two areas: the eastern Tolima
region and the Eastern Plains, varying in political outlooks and objectives (Guzman,
Fals, Umana, 1980).

The Eastern Tolima guerrillas were concentrated in an area with a long history of land
disputes and highly influenced by Communist ideas. Furthermore, they were especially
prevalent where the agrarian movement had recently arrived. These guerrillas were a
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mixture of Communists and left-liberals, leading to divisions within the groups and
decreasing their military effectiveness. Although the guerrillas managed to resist the
military operations, their disunity impeded them from becoming a direct threat to the
Conservative government (Guzman, Fals, Umana, 1980). Its lasting effect, however,
was the spread of revolutionary ideas among the agrarian movement, as the Communist
Party provided the self-defence groups with military training and a formalized command
structure (Londoño, 2011)9.

In contrast, the Eastern Plains guerrillas proved a far more direct threat to the gov-
ernment. They also had a self-defence origin and initially had the support of landowners
and Liberal leaders, which ended due to its economic and political demands. However,
this guerrilla managed to jeopardize state control in the region, despite numerous coun-
terinsurgent offensives. Although the guerrillas were initially fragmented, they were soon
organized under a weak confederation led by the left-liberal Guadalupe Salcedo. Under
his leadership and the Communist influence, the guerrilla demanded the implementation
of an ambitious program of social and agrarian reforms, which ended the support of the
Liberal party to the guerrilla group (Roldan, 2002).

The land was also an important matter during La Violencia. Oquist (1980) estimates
that over 390.000 hectares of land were seized during this period, while frontier land
allocation increased from 60.000 hectares annually assigned between 1931 and 1945 to
375.000 between 1955 and 1959 (LeGrand, 1986).

The Colombian government went through an institutional crisis due to the violence
in the countryside, the loss of territorial control in some regions and the elite division.
In 1953 independent conservatives refused to participate in congressional elections, and
later that year, the general Rojas Pinilla led a coup against the conservative govern-
ment with the support of Liberals and moderate Conservatives. The coup had nearly
unanimous support, as Rojas declared he sought an end to political violence and offered
amnesties to the rebels 10 but some groups refused to disarm and maintained their orga-

9For example, Juan de la Cruz Varela, leader of the Sumapaz agrarian movements, was a member
of the central committee of the Communist Party.

10The amnesties under Rojas began to be swiftly implemented. The first to demobilize were the
eastern plains guerrillas, as different commanders accepted the offered terms unravelling their structures.
Given the situation, Guadalupe Salcedo and other senior commanders began a negotiation process that
finished in 1953. This negotiation requested political guarantees for demobilized guerrillas and the
improvement of social and economic conditions for the rural population. Following this demobilization,
the Tolima guerrillas eventually demobilized
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nization as agrarian leagues, following the instructions of the Communist Party (Oquist,
1980, Martinez 2012). Rojas’ government complemented its amnesty with policies aimed
at regularizing land titles. Yet, the division between communist-inspired guerrillas and
liberal guerrillas resulted in clashes in places where Communist guerrillas were dominant
and soon attracted the attention of an increasingly dictatorial Rojas government.

Rojas’s government began with strong popular support, but it soon turned authori-
tarian11. Rojas banned the Communist Party, started military attacks against the Com-
munist guerrillas and declared regions with rebels’ presence as military zones. However,
the local guerrillas survived the onslaught by abandoning their fixed positions and relo-
cating in the mountainous areas. In 1956, the government declared victory, reversed its
most repressive measures, and amnestied all imprisoned guerrillas. Nevertheless, these
military operations failed to fulfill their objectives and instead ended up spreading and
radicalizing the communist guerrillas.

The general discontent brought the leaders of the traditional parties to a rapproche-
ment, symbolized by the signing of the Benidorm Pact between Alberto Lleras and
Laureano Gómez. This pact resulted in a concerted action by both parties to topple the
Rojas dictatorship, culminating in 1957. After Rojas was overthrown, a military board
took power and started pacifying the countryside by offering amnesties to all politi-
cal prisoners and ceasing hostilities against all active guerrillas (Oquist, 1980, Sanchez
1985).

Meanwhile, Lleras and Gómez negotiated a peaceful power distribution, known as the
National Front, between the parties by alternating the presidency for sixteen years and
distributing evenly public offices between liberals and conservatives12.

3.4 The Rise of Rural Guerrillas

Lleras’s new government carried out ambitious reforms, such as handing over the
control of education and infrastructure programs to local leaders and giving land titles

11In 1954, Rojas used the standing Constituent Assembly to extend his term until 1958. Rojas’ regime
repressed student demonstrations using deadly force and, in 1955, instituted formal censorship of the
media.

12This arrangement was ratified by a plebiscite in December 1957, and the military committee peace-
fully handed over power to the new president, Alberto Lleras. He began implementing policies to
rebuild the country. These plans initially succeeded, but the political divisions between Liberal and
former communist guerrillas hindered their potential achievements.
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to displaced peasants. However, in practice, these local leaders faced opposition from
traditional politicians. In regions with a high presence of rebel groups, these dynamics
led to conflicts between liberals and both conservative peasants and the former com-
munist guerrillas, which had demobilized (Molano, 2000. Still, both refused to disarm
themselves and dismantle their agrarian organizations. These disputes eventually turned
violent.

The conservative candidate, León Valencia, won the presidential election in 1962.
Although the government was relatively successful in quelling the remaining banditry
in the countryside, conservative congressional representatives denounced the existence
of communist-dominated towns, the so-called ”Independent Republics” (Pizarro, 2011).
Facing political pressure, the government began military operations to root out commu-
nist sympathizers. However, this offensive operation strengthened the guerrillas’ will to
fight and unified the previously scattered communist guerrillas into the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC).

The nascent FARC explicitly incorporated an agrarian reform program in its first
manifesto and proposed to implement it by the explicit seizure of political power and
the reorganization of Colombian society according to a Marxist approach. FARC’s first
actions included the territorial expansion and the recruitment of new members (Molano,
2000). Furthermore, in its second conference in 1966, the FARC formalized the transition
from a self-defence force to a revolutionary guerrilla, with the explicit goal of expanding
operations across the country and eventually seizing political power (Pizarro, 2011).
This goal was planned to be attained by combining all means of struggle, mixing military
actions with political work in the cities relying on the support of the Communist Party.
The FARC grew slowly between 1965 and 1982, focusing on small-scale actions in their
areas of influence (see Figure 7). In 1982, during the seventh conference, the FARC
decided to transit towards an offensive warfare13.

4 Data
The unit of observation for the analysis is the Colombian municipality. We use a

data set of 1120 municipalities, which aggregates information primarily for the period
1964-1985. Table 1 provides descriptive statistics.

13This transition occurred in the context of social unrest and the triumph of the Nicaraguan revolu-
tionaries, which validated the feasibility of the military option for the Communist Party.
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We measure rebel activity as the number of violent actions from the FARC guerrilla
groups between 1964 and 1985. It includes the number of threats to civilians, attacks,
assaults, and extortions by this rural guerrilla group. We add up the number of events
to calculate a cumulative indicator of the rebel activity at the municipal level14.

Land dispossessions variable is a cumulative indicator of the number of these events
between 1914 and 1946 registered by the local authorities as formal complaints. In
general, these dispossessions did not occur in the open agrarian frontier, where most
of the lands were not only public but also vacant, but rather in the latifundia frontier,
where large parts of newly occupied public lands were located near the old haciendas,
facilitating their encroachment. As said, each event is defined as a peasant petition for
land protection or land restitution to a local, state, or national authority. We sum up the
number of petitions from 1914 to 194615 Although we collected the complete information
on land dispossessions for this period, underreporting is likely due to information costs
and/or threats by dispossessors or local authorities16.

Floods are first measured as the number of events reported between 1914 and 1946
in each municipality. We also transformed this variable into a dummy variable. In
all regressions, we use the binary variable. In the sample, 28% of the municipalities
experienced a flood during this period. In the econometric exercises, we also include as
control the number of floods between 1947 and 198517.

Revolutionary political support is measured as the share of votes that the lefty liberal
leader Jorge Eliecer Gaitan got during the 1946 presidential elections. Gaitan and this
presidential election reflect the consolidation of the revolutionary ideas in the political
debate that arrived in the 1920s and developed during the 1930s. This is an important
presidential election because it was the first time that all radical left-wing parties or
their bases -Communist, Socialist, Maoist and radical liberals- supported a candidate
with a good chance of winning. As Green (2013) has mentioned, those regions where the
Communist party was strong were the same ones where the Liberal leftists had support.
Also, it was the last election before ”La Violencia” started18.

14These data were collected from the National Center of Historical Memory.
15After the outbreak of ”La Violencia” in 1948 other types of dispossessions began, such as the

grabs of lands of their political opponents, which make it difficult to disentangle the real cause of the
dispossession -agrarian problem or partisan disputes-.

16These data come from the General National Archives, section land correspondence.
17These data come from DESINVENTAR- the natural disasters database collected by the UNDRR.
18These data come from the General National Archives.
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Our measure of military feasibility comes from the presence of the partisan guerril-
las that rose during ”La Violencia” (1948-1958), where peasants of different political
ideologies had access to weapons and military training19.

We also include as a control variable a measure of the intensity of land reform -a
number of previously public land grants (1946-1964) allocated to peasants (less than 20
has)-20.We also include as controls the number of coffee trees in a municipality in 1925
as a proxy of the exposure to the export boom and geographical controls collected by
Sanchez and Nunez (2000), such as altitude, rain precipitation, area of the municipality,
distance to the departmental capital, and an index of erosion and soil fertility21.

5 Floods and Land Dispossessions
The land dispossessions variable suffers from measurement error as we only have infor-

mation about the dispossessions that turned into petitions of land restitution submitted
to the authorities. To examine the impact of land dispossessions in the period 1914-1946
on subsequent FARC rebel activities, we use floods in the same period as an instrument
for land dispossessions. Floods damage and destroy the land and have sizeable effects on
production. These impacts include the destruction of land records, physical damage to
crops and animals, and the deletion of boundaries (United Nations, 2010). Additional
impacts are the loss of potential production due to disturbed flows of goods and services,
loss of production capacities, and increased production costs. Floods, for instance, make
land unsuitable for agricultural production until the waters recede. This is particularly
the case during the period of study when there were no state programs or subsidies that
could help those affected by these climate shocks.

Floods may also prompt displacement. Floods increase the vulnerability of rural
populations and compel people to leave their homes and livelihoods to survive (Brown
and Crawford 2006). People displaced by floods, mainly poor landless peasants, are
usually the most vulnerable. Their survival depends upon leaving their homes and
communities, facing an uncertain future, and often relying on assistance (United Nations,
2010). Studying flood hazards in Pakistan, Ahmad and Afzal (2020) conclude that this

19These data come from the General National Archives.
20These data come from the National Agency for Land, former National Institute for the Agrarian

Reform.
21These data are available from the statistics collected by the Economic Development Research Center

(CEDE) from the University of Los Andes.
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phenomenon is related to ruined employment opportunities and increased vulnerability
of peasants.

Weather shocks affect property and its distribution in rural areas. Curtis (2016) stud-
ies the case of the Dollar sea (the Netherlands) region in the 16th century, where floods
helped increase smallholder dispossessions because they did not have the resources to
buffer exceptional losses while facilitating the consolidation of a land elite. However,
he proposes that the effect of floods on land dispossessions occurred in the short run.
In the long run, inadvertently stimulated the proliferation of a property structure that
gave back the land to local farmers and blocked the early emergence of agrarian capi-
talism.

The vulnerability of peasants due to flooding facilitates the expansion of large prop-
erties that are more resilient to this type of shock, especially in places where property
rights are not clearly defined and the state programs or subsidies are inexistent. The
unequal impact of floods on peasants and landowners makes it easier for the latter to
use these shocks to take advantage of the vulnerability of the peasants -who have left
or, if they stay, they are now more vulnerable-. Landlords would extend the boundaries
of their properties, encroaching peasant lands to increase not only their potential profits
but also as a mechanism to reduce market competition and increase labour supply and
political power.

Thus, we maintain that when floods occur, the weakness of land property rights facili-
tates peasant land dispossessions by large landowners. In this section, we explore the first
stage relationship between floods and land dispossessions, controlling for neighbours-
pair fixed effects. We also test whether floods are correlated with several important
pre-characteristics and examine whether the size of the first stage relationship differs
across different sub-groups of municipalities.

5.1 Explaining the Instrument

The extensive literature that relates weather shocks and conflict assumes that the
main channel that connects them is income. Given that income is endogenous, rain-
fall measures are used as a source of exogenous variation for income. Yet, rainfall is a
plausible instrument if the country is economically dependent on rain-fed agriculture as
changes in rainfall have effects on crops and hence rural incomes. This was particularly
the case in Colombia during most of the 20th century when the population was concen-

20



trated in the rural areas, especially in the mountain regions, and their income depended
mainly on rain-fed crops such as coffee, potatoes, corn and vegetables.

However, the principal assumption behind this instrument is that weather shocks, such
as rainfall, only affect conflict through their impact on income. For example, Miguel
et al (2004) use rainfall as an instrument of GDP in sub-Saharan Africa, showing that
lower incomes increase the probability of a civil war. Bohlken and Sergenti (2010) use a
similar approach by instrumenting state-level GDP with rainfall and find that relatively
low levels of rainfall increase the number of riots in a state in a particular year.

Other authors have used different channels to explain the relationship between weather
shocks and conflict. Couttenier and Soubeyran (2014) propose global climate shocks as
the main driver in the relationship between rainfall and civil war. In the case of India,
Sarsons (2015) finds that the effect of rain shocks on conflict is stronger in areas down-
stream of dams where agriculture is more dependent on rainfall. Her results suggest that
rainfall might affect conflict through other channels and caution about using rainfall as
an instrument for income in regions that have irrigation technology and hence are less
dependent on agriculture. This is not the case for Colombia during the study period
(1914-1946). Irrigation technology was almost inexistent and the agricultural production
of the main export crop, coffee, was highly dependent on the weather conditions.

Our paper proposes a different mechanism that relates weather shocks and domestic
conflict: peasants’ disproportional increase in vulnerability due to weather shocks that
lead to land dispossessions by large landowners, rising peasants’ grievances that persist
over time. First, we argue that floods are positively correlated with land dispossessions.
These shocks have direct and indirect effects. One of them is the displacement of rural
poor peasants, who are the most vulnerable population since they lack proper infras-
tructure, credit and market access and state support. The vulnerability of this group
facilitates land encroachments by landowners who are more resilient to these shocks.
This uneven impact of weather shocks on peasants and landowners results in differences
in resilience, facilitating the dispossession of the former’s lands by the latter.

Peasants’ land dispossessions by landlords prompted the rise of grievances. During
1914-1946, when coffee booms increased demand for productive lands, there were more
than 400 petitions for land protection filled by peasants. Most of these dispossessions
did not occur in the open agrarian frontier but near the latifundia frontier. In these peti-
tions, peasants claimed that landlords dispossessed them of their land and subsequently
attempted to legalize the dispossession. Most of these disputes took place through the
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abuse of legal procedure or abuse of the law, or the co-optation of the local authori-
ties. We argue that both land dispossessions and the failure of the state to protect the
peasants and enforce their rights over their lands decisively contributed to the rise of
peasants’ grievances. Weak state capacity in law enforcement prompted the recurrence
of these disputes over many decades, contributing to the persistence of the peasants’
grievances over time.

5.2 Identification Strategy

We test whether floods during decades of coffee booms and before the rise of guer-
rilla movements affected land dispossessions by running a municipality-pair regression.
From the total number of municipalities in Colombia (1122), our analysis uses the mu-
nicipalities that experienced land dispossessions between 1914-1946 (192 municipalities)
and all their directly adjacent neighbours which did not (529 municipalities). We use a
neighbour-pair fixed-effect strategy, which allows us to compare municipalities that are
expected to share economic, political, social, and institutional characteristics, but that
differ in having experienced land dispossessions.

We index the presence of land dispossessed municipalities by d and non-land dispos-
sessed municipalities by nd. This estimation compares pairs of adjacent municipalities
in which one municipality had at least one land dispossession, and the other one did not.
To examine the impact of land dispossessions (1914-1946) on subsequent rebel activity
(1964-1985), we use the presence of floods as an instrument for land dispossessions.

The first stage relationship of our standard 2SLS for each pair τ = (d, nd), nd ∈ I(d)

estimates whether the presence of floods during 1914-1946 affected land dispossessions
during the same years:

despd = α1Floodsd + α2xd + λd,nd + ϵd (1)

despnd = α1Floodsnd + α2xnd + λd,nd + ϵnd

where λd,nd, are neighbour-pair fixed effects that capture unobservables common char-
acteristics for the neighbor pair (d, nd), ϵτ are τ -specific unobservables, despτ is a dummy
for land dispossession and Floodsτ is a dummy of floods in municipalities d and nd be-
tween 1914-1946.

We then use floods as an instrument for land dispossessions. In the second stage, we
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estimate the following linear probabilistic model for each pair (d, nd):

FARCd = β1deŝpd + β2Xd + ζn,nd + vd (2)

FARCnd = β1deŝpnd + β2Xnd + ζn,nd + vnd

where FARCτ is a dummy of the rebel activity of the FARC during the early stage
of conflict (1964-1985), deŝpτ is our measure of land dispossessions (1914-1946), xτ is a
vector of covariates that include geographical variables, land reform measures22 and the
number of floods in the observed period (1964-1985). ζn,nd are the neighbor-pair fixed
effects and vτ are τ -specific unobservables.

After controlling for common unobservables across the pair of municipalities and
their neighbours and for some geographical and economic variables, it is still likely
that cov(desτ , vτ ) ̸= 0. In this case, land dispossessions despτ can be conditionally
correlated with municipality-specific unobservables. If this is the case, our identification
strategy of 2SLS must assume that conditional on the common unobservables for a pair
of neighbouring municipalities, the difference in land dispossessions between each pair
is due to exogenous shocks, such as a natural disaster. Besides, the IV procedure also
corrects the measurement error of the endogenous variable.

The IV approach requires the following two assumptions (Angrist, 2009). First, floods
must be correlated with land dispossessions. If this correlation is only marginally differ-
ent from zero, the estimates of the instrumental variable are unlikely to be informative.
Second, the exclusion restriction states that floods must be uncorrelated with any other
determinants of interest: in other words, corr(Floodsτ , vτ ) = 0. It will ascertain if floods
are randomly assigned, conditional on neighbours-pair fixed effects, and if floods during
1914-1946 have no effect on rebel activity during 1970s and 1980s, other than through
the land dispossessions channel.

In the estimations, we use the extensive and intensive margins of the endogenous vari-
able, land dispossessions. Although the extensive margin might better capture sources
of variation in the long run that might affect the development of the rebel activity, the
intensive margin of land dispossessions gives the intensity of the effect of land dispos-
sessions on conflict.

22Number of public land allocations between 1946 and 1964 to peasants (less than 20 has)
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5.3 Similarity of neighbours

Our strategy compares municipalities that experienced land dispossessions with those
that did not. Following the matching methodologies that create pairs based on the
observable characteristics, we show that the pairs of neighbours do not differ significantly
on the relevant observable characteristics. We estimate a standard OLS neighbour-pair
fixed effect regression to show the relationship of different observable characteristics
on land dispossessions. In our case, the presence of floods could be determined by
geographical conditions.

Gd = ϕ1 + ϕ2Floodsd + δd,nd + ϵd (3)

Gnd = ϕ1 + ϕ2Floodsnd + δd,nd + ϵnd

In equation (3), Gτ refers to geographical variables such as altitude, soil fertility,
land flatness, or erosion. Table 7 shows no significant difference between the pairs of
neighbours when we consider observable characteristics such as altitude and land flatness
index. Only the soil fertility index seems to statistically differ between neighbours.

5.4 Results

5.4.1 Floods and Land Dispossessions (1914-1946)

Table 7 documents the first stage relationship between floods and land dispossessions
from 1914 to 1946. Robust standard errors are in parentheses, and all columns include
neighbours-pair fixed effects. Columns 1 and 2 use a dummy, and columns 3 and 4 use
the log of land dispossessions. In both cases, the correlation between floods and land
dispossessions between 1914-1946 is statistically significant at one percent level, with
a stronger relationship in the log case (without controls F-statistic of 201.78 and with
controls F-statistic of 23.01).

The introduction of geographical controls reduces the magnitude of the correlation
from 0.61 to 0.39 in the dummy case and from 0.60 to 0.32 in the log case, but the
estimates remain highly significant. Column 2 indicates that municipalities that ex-
perienced floods during 1914-1946 have a 40% higher probability of experiencing land
dispossessions during the same period.

The instrumental variable approach, as being a local estimation, calculates the im-
pact of land dispossessions on rebel activities for those municipalities that experienced
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land dispossessions because of flooding. Nonetheless, we should test whether the effect
of floods on land dispossessions is driven by a particular municipal socioeconomic char-
acteristic. Table 4 presents the results of the effect of floods on land dispossessions by
examining the size of the first stage for different sub-samples.

Column 1 of table 4 reports the baseline -first stage- relationship from the full sample,
reproducing column 2 of Table 7. Columns 2 and 3 limits the sample to municipalities
in which the share of landowners working their own lands in 1938 is above and below the
median, respectively. The coefficient on floods in the full sample is 0.399 (s.e = 0.054).
These coefficients are 0.453 for municipalities of share of landowners above the median
and 0.338 for those below the median. Both are statistically different from zero, and
they are not statistically distinguishable from each other.

Columns 4 and 5 divide the sample by whether a municipality had a higher number
of bank credits during the years 1958-1962 than the median municipality (which is equal
to 0). The correlation between floods and land dispossessions is statistically significant
in both samples, and the sizes of coefficients are very similar. Next, columns 6 and
7 of Table 4 divide the sample by whether the municipality had a higher daily wage
in 1938 relative to the median municipality. The relationship between floods and land
dispossessions is large and highly statistically significant for both samples.

Finally, columns 8 and 9 divide the sample by whether the municipality had a higher
number of public land grants to peasants in the period 1930-1960 than in the median
municipality. The correlation between land dispossessions and floods is statistically
significant in both samples but is larger in municipalities with a greater number of land
grants. Overall, these results indicate that floods led to land dispossessions regardless
of economics and tenancy municipalities’ characteristics.

Identification requires floods between 1914 and 1946 to occur as if they were randomly
assigned. In this sense, in the absence of differences in floods during these years, munici-
palities that suffered floods would not have been different on average from municipalities
that did not experience floods. To shed light on the plausibility of this assumption, Ta-
ble 5 regresses a variety of development outcomes that might be affected in the long run
due to the presence of floods during the coffee booms years: the literate rate in 1964
(column 2), the log of the total number of houses in 1960 (column 3), the total number
of properties that had irrigation in rural areas in 1960 (column 4) and the Kms of roads
and railroads in 1970 (column 5 and 6) on floods. The sample sizes are different across
outcomes, as there is no information for all municipalities in the different censuses. For
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comparison purposes, column 1 reports the first stage relationship between floods and
land dispossessions from Table 7.

The correlations between these outcomes and floods are all statistically non-significant.
In addition, the coefficient ratio to the sample mean tends to be much smaller than the
ratio between the floods coefficient and the mean of land dispossessions.

5.4.2 The effect of Land Dispossessions (1914-1946) on Rebel activity (1964-
1985).

We use an instrumental variable approach to test whether land dispossessions are
correlated to the rise and consolidation of guerrilla groups in the years following the
”La Violencia” civil war and the Cuban Revolution (1964-1985). The most significant
guerrilla movement in Colombia, the FARC, was born in 1964 as the military wing of the
Colombian Communist Party. In the late 1960s, the FARC was a relatively marginal
force with internal divisions. However, by the end of the 1970s, social and political
support for the guerrillas had substantially grown. By 1985, the FARC, with more than
18 fronts, added the title “people’s army” to its name.

The estimates we have presented so far assume that any difference in the presence of
historical land dispossessions (1914-1946) across municipalities is conditionally uncorre-
lated with unobservables that vary within the land dispossession/non-land dispossession
pairs. We exploit the exogenous variation in the presence of floods during 1914-1946 as
an instrument for the presence of historical land dispossessions during the same period.
Table 6 tests whether land dispossessions between 1914-1946 influenced the rebel activity
of FARC during the years that the movement consolidated (1964-1985), using both the
dummy and the log of FARC rebel activities as the dependent variable. Columns 2 and
4 report the IV estimates, and for comparison, columns 1 and 3 report OLS estimates.
The presence of floods during 1914-1946 is used as the instrument in columns 2 and 4.
All the estimates control for geographical variables and the presence of floods during
the following decades (1947-1985).

Overall, Table 6 provides evidence that land dispossessions during the coffee boom
(1914-1946) affected the rise and consolidation of the FARC guerrilla movement during
1964-1985 – the early stage of the Colombia domestic conflict. The IV estimates in
column 2 indicate that the presence of land dispossessions led to an increase of 61
percentage points (s.e=0.122) change in the probability that FARC rebel activity occurs,
relative to the sample mean of 26.5 percentage. Similarly, column 4 documents that the
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presence of land dispossession led to an 82% change in the number of rebel actions.

The IV estimates are larger than the OLS estimates. Different reasons explain this
result. First, the measurement error in the land dispossessions variable biases the coeffi-
cients toward zero (Pischke, 2007). This error is plausible since we only have information
for the reported cases of land dispossessions by peasants. Likely, some cases were not
reported because the process was expensive for the peasants in terms of money and time
or due to threats from those who undertook the land dispossessions. Second, Omitted
variables bias in the OLS specification is also likely. Although we control for geographi-
cal, political or land-related variables, there might be other variables that are correlated
with land dispossessions that we are omitting in our OLS specification.

Third, the IV measures a local average treatment effect in municipalities where land
dispossession occurred due to floods. In contrast, the OLS is just measuring a corre-
lation between FARC rebel activity and land dispossessions across the entire sample.
When we examine the estimates across different sub-samples (see Table 4), the land dis-
possessions coefficient is not substantially different in the different sub-samples. Finally,
because floods violate the IV exclusion restriction. This is unlikely since the instrument
is uncorrelated with different pre-determined characteristics.

Our results suggest that land dispossessions that occurred during the period of high
coffee prices and land demand (1914-1946) were concentrated in municipalities where
the FARC would later consolidate.

6 Mechanisms
Using the mediation analysis proposed by Dippel et al. (2019), we decompose the

total effect of land dispossessions in 1914-1946 (estimated through the instrumental
variable) on FARC rebel activities in 1964-1985 into the effects produced by the direct
effect of those dispossessions in isolation, on one hand, and the indirect effect produced
through the mediators, on the other hand.

We disentangle the average causal effect on outcomes that operates through two chan-
nels. First, a direct effect that operates through channels other than changes in measured
mediators. Second, an indirect effect of treatment on measured mediators.

To quantify the indirect effect, we propose two sequential mediators. A first mediator
is the revolutionary ideological identification of the peasantry that began to emerge
in the 1920s and 1930s with the influence of the left-liberalism in the rural areas and
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then consolidated politically in the candidature of Gaitan in 1946. Gaitan’s influence in
the rural areas (Andes and Caribbean) was strong. UNIR’s fight over land tenure was
intense, especially in Cundinamarca and Tolima, coffee regions where the property was
distributed among few owners (Green, 2013).

In these locations, UNIR had huge success in organizing riots and land invasions.
UNIR fought for the peasants’ rights to plant coffee and to obtain titles for peasants
who worked the land. Due to these activities, UNIR was considered a radical movement
whose attention focused on land-related problems and issues (Guerra, 2020). Land
tenure concerns came from Gaitan himself. Moreover, “the owners of the improvements”
in Cundinamarca named Gaitan as the “worthy exponent of the left and lofty defender of
the interests of the working-class masses” (Green, 2013). In the 1930s Gaitan continued
to advocate for land reform23.

This political influence was followed the next decades by the second mediator when
the peasants had military training and access to weapons during ”La Violencia” in the
1950s and 1960s. During this war, liberals self-defence groups and paramilitaries were
founded. Their members were mainly peasants that got access to military training
and weapons to support their political cause. The guerrillas were ”mainly made up of
rural illiterates, landless peasants, small landowners and settlers, independent workers,
blacks from the coast and indigenous people” (Jaramillo, 1991). The guerrillas during
the period of La Violencia also differentiated with respect to previous civil wars in
the country: the acceptance of the military and ideological leadership of the war into
the hands of the ”people”, particularly the peasants (Sanchez, 1985). Hence, violence
spread rapidly in the rural areas and the number of weapons both, legal and illegal, also
increased substantially in the rural areas during those years (Perez 2010).

Our first mediator -the political ideology of the rebels- is measured using the share of
Gaitanista votes in the 1946 presidential elections. The rationale behind this mediator
is explained by both the support that left-liberalism provided to the agrarian struggles
of the 1930s and the posterior targeting of Gaitanista voters during the subsequent “La
Violencia” period. Furthermore, areas with a history of agrarian conflicts and left-liberal
ideologies proved to be especially fertile ground for Communist recruiting during the “La
Violencia” civil war in the 1950s and 1960s. Using municipal data and neighbour pair

23In a famous speech in Congress he referred to events in the department of Tolima – where UNIR
organized peasants and they tried to occupy the vast and almost totally vacant land- and emphasized
the need for new laws that address the structural problems of land ownership.
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fixed effects, Panel A in Table 7 shows that 1914-1946 land dispossessions positively
affected the “Gaitanista” vote share in the 1946 presidential elections both in the OLS
and IV estimations.

Our second mediator -military feasibility- has been previously proposed by Collier,
Hoeffler and Rohner (2009) as a factor that might trigger conflict. Rebel groups require
military training and capacity to counteract the state actions and consolidate their ter-
ritory. We use as a proxy of military feasibility being exposed to the civil war ”La
Violencia” during 1948-1958. This civil war resulted from a violent political dispute
between Colombia’s two major political parties, Conservative and Liberals. This war
triggered a breakdown of existing institutional structures and a partial collapse of the
state (Oquist, 1980). As a result of the access to military weaponry, liberal and conser-
vative peasants transformed these initial partisan disputes into inter-class disputes and
organized self-defence groups leading in the following years to the formation of different
guerrilla movements. Our variable ”La Violencia” counts the number of violent events
reported in a municipality during 1948-1958. Using municipal data and neighbour pair
fixed effects, Panel B in Table 7 shows that land dispossessions in 1914-1946 affected
the occurrence of violent events during “La Violencia” in both the OLS and IV estima-
tions.

Mediation analysis methodology is used when the independent variable (land dispos-
sessions (1914-1946) and the two sequential mediators (political ideology of rebels in
the 1930s and 1940s and ”La Violencia” (1948-1958)) jointly cause the final outcome,
FARC rebel activity (1964-1985). Figure 5 presents the sequence and direction of this
relationship. First, a direct effect of land dispossessions instrumented with floods (arrow
A) on FARC rebel actions (arrow B24). Second, an indirect effect of the first mediator
(arrows C and D*) and second mediator on FARC rebel actions. Third, an indirect
effect of the second mediator through the first mediator (arrows C* y E) on FARC rebel
actions.

We divide the estimation of the mediation model into three components, namely, the
sequential effect of both mediators, the sole indirect effect of each mediator and the
direct effect. These different effects are estimated jointly using GMM approach. The
system of equations depicted in Figure 5, the complete derivation of the model and the
results of the estimations performed are presented in Appendix A.

24As Dippel et al (2019) show, when the explanatory variable is not random and needs to be instru-
mented, there is no need to have an instrument for each explanatory variable and mediator.
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Table 8 decompose the different channels. First, the three indirect effects (sequential
effect and two indirect effects) and then the direct effect of land dispossessions on FARC
rebel activities. The coefficient of the total effect is 0.62. When we decompose this effect
on the different channels, our findings suggest that the most important channel is the
sequential one: the indirect effect of land dispossessions on political ideology on military
feasibility on FARC rebel activities. The three components observed in Figure 5 and
their quantitative estimations are explained as follows:

Sequential Indirect effect. We estimate the effect of land dispossessions on the first
mediator -political ideology- measured as “Gaitainista” vote share (Arrow C in Figure 5
and then the effect of the latter on the second mediator -military feasibility- measured
as the exposure to violent events during “La Violencia” (Arrow D in Figure 5). We
hypothesize that this sequential channel is essential to explain the rise and consolida-
tion of FARC from 1964 to 1985. According to the results presented in Table 8, the
sequential effect -the effect of land dispossessions on the mediator political ideology and
of this mediator on military feasibility- explain 79 percentage points of the increase of
62 percentage points (127%) that land dispossessions have on the presence of 1964-1985
FARC activity 25 and is statistically significant.

Indirect effects. We estimate, first, the effect of land dispossessions on military fea-
sibility (Arrow C* in Figure 3) and then the effect of this mediator on FARC rebel
activities (Arrow E in Figure 3). Second, the effect of land dispossessions on political
ideology (Arrow C in Figure 3) and then the effect of this mediator on FARC rebel activ-
ity (Arrow D* in Figure 3). We hypothesize that these sole indirect effects play a lesser
role in explaining the FARC armed activity during the first stage of conflict (1964-1985).
According to the results in Table 8, the significant effect of land dispossessions on FARC
activity mediated by military feasibility explains minus 13 percentage points (-20%) out
total effect (62 percentage points)26. The mediation through political ideology explains
1 percentage point of the total effect and is not statistically significant27.

Direct effect. We estimate the effect of land dispossessions on FARC rebel activity
after controlling for the effect of the two mediators –political ideology and military
feasibility. In other words, the direct effect is the fraction of the total impact of land
dispossessions on FARC actions during 1964-1985 that is not explained by the mediators.

25In Appendix A the sequential effect is calculated by multiplying α2(α14 ∗ α19)
26This is calculated by multiplying α2 ∗ α15 in Appendix A.
27Calculated by multiplying α3 ∗ α19 in Appendix A.
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This effect28 comprises the fraction of the total effect that is not explained by the different
mediators, is equal to -3 percentage points of the total effect and is not statistically
significant (see Table 8).

Total effect.The IV estimations presented in column 2 in Table 6 indicate that the
exposure to land dispossessions during 1914-1946 increased by 62 percentage points the
probability of having FARC rebel activity during 1964-1985. The same magnitude is
estimated in the GMM approach (coefficient α12 in Appendix A). In addition, the sole
effects of mediators taken independently explained a low fraction of the FARC activity
(5%).

Our hypothesis, supported by the historical narrative and confirmed by the econo-
metric estimations, is that what matters the most for the emergence and consolidation
of the FARC guerrilla is the sequential effect of political ideology and access to mil-
itary capabilities. The quantitative evidence hence confirms our hypothesis that the
emergence of the FARC was a historical process that began in the early 20th century
during the most important export coffee booms. Due to the weak property rights dur-
ing the economic boom, when land demands increased, several encroachments by the
powerful large landowners on peasants’ lands occurred. The peasants’ grievances due
to the land dispossessions they suffered found political identity in the left-liberal (“Gai-
tanismo”) and communist parties. Once “La Violencia” was initiated, the conservative
government military targeted municipalities with heavy “Gaitanismo” and communist
presence. Hence, the peasants of these municipalities also militarily confronted the
government forces and acquired the military skills and training to become a guerrilla
movement later. The rise of the guerrilla movement -FARC- resulted from a combina-
tion of a revolutionary ideology, military capability and peasant grievances (manifested
by land dispossessions).

7 Conclusion.
This study identifies how peasants’ land dispossessions during the export boom (1914-

1946) affected subsequent guerrilla movement organisation and consolidation by using
floods as an instrument for land dispossessions, conditional on municipality- pair fixed
effects and geographical controls. Instrumental variables estimates document that mu-
nicipalities with land dispossessions experienced substantially more FARC rebel activi-

28Estimated as α4 in Appendix A.
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ties following ”La Violencia” civil war.

Based on quantitative and historical evidence and using a novel dataset, we hypothe-
size that the rise of peasant grievances after experiencing land dispossessions during the
export boom period facilitated the consolidation of the FARC rural guerrilla movement.
But the manifestation of grievances in a guerrilla could only occur after peasants had
access to military training and with the support of a revolutionary political party.

This study highlights the potential agrarian causes of the civil war with which Colom-
bia lived for more than 30 years. It supports a view of history in which grievances persist
over time and manifest when there is a window of opportunity to organize, enabling the
transformation of these grievances into a material revolution that challenges the status
quo.
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics

All municipalities With Land Dispossessions Land Dispossessions neighbors

Obs Mean Std.Dev Obs Mean Std.Dev Obs Mean Std.Dev p-value (t-test)

Floods
Floods 1914-1946 (dummy) 1120 0.28 0.45 192 0.39 0.49 529 0.25 0.43 0.00
Floods 1947-1985 (dummy) 1120 0.79 0.41 192 0.90 0.76 529 0.79 0.41 0.00
FARC Rebel Activities 1964-1985 (dummy) 1121 0.12 0.33 190 0.27 0.44 532 0.16 0.37 0.00
Geographical Characteristics
Distance to Capital (Km) 1120 81.52 60.57 192 88.34 65.84 529 80.28 58.23 0.10
Altitude (log) 1120 6.22 1.73 192 5.60 2.00 529 6.07 1.78 0.00
Area (log) 1120 5.83 1.27 192 6.28 1.13 529 5.90 1.17 0.00
Soil Fertility Index 1120 2.76 1.16 192 2.94 1.03 529 2.84 1.19 0.26
Land Flatness Index 1120 5.71 2.04 192 6.02 1.98 529 5.88 2.04 0.35
Erosion Index 1120 4.06 1.04 192 4.21 0.94 529 4.10 1.03 0.25
Average rainfall 1980-2010 (log) 1120 7.50 0.53 192 7.54 0.51 529 7.53 0.54 0.82
Population 1960 (thousands) 1120 10.49 36.53 192 25.54 83.47 529 7.82 11.34 0.00
Land Reform 1946-1964 (plots) 1120 4.68 29.5 192 25.10 66.6 529 0.46 4.40 0.00
Mediators
Gaitanista Majority (dummy) 1120 0.22 0.42 192 0.41 0.49 529 0.19 0.40 0.00
Exposure to ”La Violencia” (dummy) 1121 0.10 0.31 190 0.23 0.42 532 0.14 0.35 0.00

Notes: test shows the t-statistic of the mean test.
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Table 2: Similarity of neighbors

Altitude
(log)

Land
Flatness
Index

Soil fertility
Index

Floods 1914-1946 -0.081 0.027 0.156***
(0.055) (0.085) (0.047)

Controls ✓ ✓ ✓
Neighbours-pair Fixed Effect ✓ ✓ ✓
Observations 1758 1758 1758
R-squared 0.000 0.000 0.012
Number of pairs 879 879 879

Notes: ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1
Floods is a binary variable that takes value 1 if between 1914-1946 a municipality experienced a flood. All columns include geographical

control variables and neighbours-pair fixed effect.
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Table 3: Effects of Floods (1914-1946) on Land Dispossessions
(1914-1946): First Stage IV Estimation.

Land Dispossessions (1914-1946)
Dummy Log

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Floods (1914-1946) 0.617*** 0.399*** 0.600*** 0.326***
(0.048) (0.054) (0.042) (0.068)

Floods (1947-1985) 0.137** 0.188***
(0.054) (0.029)

Distance to Capital -0.001 -0.001
(0.001) (0.001)

Altitude -0.022 -0.039
(0.024) (0.026)

Municipal Area 0.228*** 0.205***
(0.031) (0.033)

Soil Fertility Index 0.033 0.006
(0.030) (0.032)

Land Flatness Index -0.001 -0.014
(0.013) (0.017)

Erosion Index -0.009 -0.025
(0.031) (0.032)

Population 1960 0.000* 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Land Reform 1946-1964 0.002*** 0.005***
(0.000) (0.000)

State Fixed Effect ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
F-test 161.9 53.69 201.78 23.01
Observations 1758 1758 1758 1758
Number of pairs 879 879 879 879

Floods is a binary variable that takes value 1 if between 1914-1946 a municipality experienced a flood. Controls include a dummy
variable floods during 1947-1985, log of distance to the capital of the state in Km, altitude in meters, area of the municipality in Km2, an
index of soil fertility, an index of land flatness, an index of erosion, municipality population (logs) in 1960 and the number of public lands
allocations during 1946-1964. Columns 1 and 2 use as the dependent variable a dummy of land dispossessions (1914-1946), and columns 3
and 4 use as the dependent variable the log of land dispossessions. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1.

35



Table 4: Compliers

Dependent Variable is Land Dispossessions. Sample is:

Full Sample Land Owners Bank Credit Wage Land grants

High Low High Low High Low High Low
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Floods (1914-1946) 0.399*** 0.453*** 0.338*** 0.490*** 0.435* 0.497*** 0.442*** 0.497*** 0.312***
(0.054) (0.130) (0.112) (0.091) (0.230) (0.082) (0.147) (0.104) (0.114)

Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Neighbours-pair Fixed Effect ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Observations 1758 344 342 416 416 590 268 500 524
Number of pairs 879 172 171 208 208 295 134 250 262

Floods is a binary variable that takes value 1 if between 1914-1946 a municipality experienced a flood. All columns include geographical
control variables and neighbours-pair fixed effect. The dependent variable in column 1 is land dispossessions, a dummy equal to 1 if the
municipality experienced land dispossessions during 1914-1946 and 0 otherwise. The sample is defined in the column headings. Column 1
examines the full sample. Municipalities in which the share of land owners working on the land in 1938 is above the median is examined in
column 2. In contrast, municipalities that are below the median are examined in column 3. Municipalities that had a higher number of
bank credits (1958-1962) than the median municipality are examined in column 4, whereas those that are below the median are examined
in column 5. Municipalities that had a higher wage in 1938 are examined in column 6, whereas municipalities that had lower wages than
the median are examined in column 7. Municipalities in which the number of public land allocation to peasants was above the median
between 1930-1960 are examined in column 8, whereas those below the median are examined in column 9. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1.
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Table 5: Placebo Tests

Land
Dispossessions

Literate
Rate

Housing
Irrigated
Lands

Roads Railroads

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Floods (1914-1946) 0.399*** 0.019 0.010 0.171 0.024 0.211
(0.054) (0.037) (0.048) (0.230) (0.180) (0.196)

F-test 112.9
Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Neighbours-pair Fixed Effect ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Observations 1758 1166 1131 775 873 344
Number of pairs 879 786 696 552 661 257
Mean Dep.Var 0.28 0.71 7.29 2.35 9.32 9.35
Floods is a binary variable that takes value 1 if between 1914-1946 a municipality experienced a flood. All columns include geographical
control variables and neighbours-pair fixed effect. The dependent variable in column 1 is land dispossessions, a dummy equal 1 if the
municipality experienced land dispossessions during 1914-1946 and 0 otherwise. The dependent variable in column 2 is the literate rate in
1964 (in percentage), in column 3 is the log of the number of housing in 1960, column 4 is the log of the number of irrigated lands in 1960,
in column 5 is the log of km of roads in 1970 and in column 6 is the log of the km of railroads in 1970. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1.
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Table 6: Effects of Land Dispossessions (1914-1946) on FARC
Rebel Activity (1964-1985): OLS and Second Stage IV.

Dummy Log

OSL
(1)

IV
(2)

OLS
(3)

IV
(4)

Land Dispossessions (1914-1946) 0.074*** 0.617*** 0.003 0.820***
(0.018) (0.122) (0.034) (0.240)

Floods (1947-1985) 0.147*** 0.058 0.192*** 0.022
(0.031) (0.049) (0.025) (0.066)

Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Neighbours-pair Fixed Effect ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Observations 1758 1758 1758 1758
Number of pairs 879 879 879 879

All columns include geographical control variables and neighbours-pair fixed effect. The independent variable is land dispossessions.
Columns 1 and 2 defined the independent variable as a dummy equals 1 if the municipality experienced land dispossessions during 1914-1946
and 0 otherwise. Columns 3 and 4 defined the independent variable as the log of the number of Land Dispossessions. The dependent variable
is the number of events reported as FARC actions during the first stage of conflict (1964-1985). Columns 1 and 3 report OLS results, and
columns 2 and 4 report second stage results***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1.
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Table 7: Effects of Land Dispossessions (1914 -1946) on Political
Ideology and Military Feasibility.

OLS
(1)

IV
(2)

Panel A: Political Ideology

Land dispossessions (dummy) 0.069*** 0.233***
(0.009) (0.050)

First Stage
Floods 1914-1946 (dummy) 0.399***

(0.061)

F-test of excluded instruments 42.27
Controls ✓ ✓
Neighbours-pair Fixed Effect ✓ ✓
Observations 1758 1758
Geographical controls Yes Yes
Number of Pairs 879 879

Panel B: Military Feasibility

Land dispossessions (dummy) 0.085*** 0.416***
(0.019) (0.104)

First Stage
Floods 1914-1946 (dummy) 0.399***

(0.061)

F-test of excluded instruments 42.27

Controls ✓ ✓
Neighbours-pair Fixed Effect ✓ ✓
Observations 1758 1758
Geographical controls Yes Yes
Number of Pairs 879 879

All columns include geographical control variables and neighbours-pair fixed effect. The independent variable is land dispossessions
1914-1946. This is a dummy that equals 1 if the municipality experienced land dispossessions during 1914-1946 and 0 otherwise. Column 1
reports OLS estimates, and column 2 reports second-stage estimates. The dependent variable in Panel A is the vote share of Gaitan in the
presidential elections in 1946, and in Panel B is a dummy that measures exposure to the civil war of ”La Violencia”. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05,
*p<0.1.
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Table 8: Mediation Analysis: Decomposition of channels. Direct
and Indirect Effects on FARC Rebel Activities.

Coefficients M Chi2 p - value
Percentage
explained

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Indirect effects of Land Dispossessions:

→ Political ideology → Military feasability α2 ∗ α14 ∗ α19 0.79 8.93 0.0028 127%
→ Military feasability α2 ∗ α15 -0.13 3.57 0.0588 -20%
→ Political ideology α3 ∗ α19 -0.01 0.47 0.4925 -2%

Direct effect of Land Dispossessions α4 -0.03 0.306 -5%

Total Effect α12 0.62 0.000
This table presents the results of the system of seven equations using a Generalized Method of Moments GMM. The table decomposes the
indirect effects and the direct effect. Column 1 presents the coefficients estimated of the equations presented and explained in Appendix
A, equations 1a to 7a. Column 2 presents the values of column 2.
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Figure 1: Distribution of Land Dispossessions 1914-1946
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Figure 2: Number of Land Dispossessions 1914-1946
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Figure 3: Land Dispossessions 1914-1946
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Figure 4: FARC Armed Actions 1964-1985
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Figure 5: Mediation Analysis
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Appendix A The Empirical Model

A.1 The Setting of the System of Equations

The system of seven equations to be estimated is the following:

We decompose the total effect of land dispossessions (desp) on FARC rebel activity
(FARC) into a direct and indirect effect. The direct effect is the effect of desp on FARC.
The indirect effect of desp on FARC is through the two mediators: Political ideology
(ideol) and military feasibility (mili).

We estimate the following two-stage model. For simplicity we drop the subindices from
the variables. Equation (1a) estimates the effect of the mediators -military feasibility
(mili) and political ideology (ideol)- and land dispossessions (desp) on FARC activities
(1964-1985). We add the control variables x described previously and neighbor-pair fixed
effects δ. In this equation we instrument ideol with floods (1914-1946). Thus,

FARC = α1 + α2mili+ α3ideol + α4desp+ βx+ δ + µ (1a)

Second, equation (2a) estimates the effect of the first mediator (mili) instrumented
with floods (1914-1946) on FARC, controlling for land dispossessions (desp):

FARC = α5 + α6mili+ α7desp+ βx+ δ + µd (2a)

Third, equation (3a) estimates the effect of the second mediator (ideol) instrumented
with floods (1914-1946) on FARC, controlling for land dispossessions (desp) :

FARC = α8 + α9ideol + α10desp+ βx+ δ + µ (3a)

Fourth, equation (4a) estimates the total effect of land dispossessions (desp) instru-
mented with floods (1914-1946) on rebel activity FARC:

FARC = α11 + α12desp+ βx+ δ + µ (4a)

Fifth, equation (5a) estimates the effect of political ideology (ideol) instrumented with
floods (1914-1946) on military feasibility (mili), controlling for land dispossessions desp:

mili = α13 + α14ideol + α15desp+ βx+ δ + µ (5a)

Finally, equations (6a) and (7a) estimate the total effect of land dispossessions desp
instrumented with floods (1914-1946) on both mediators-military feasibility mili and
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political ideology ideol:

mili = α16 + α17desp+ βx+ δ + µ (6a)

ideol = α18 + α19desp+ βx+ δ + µ (7a)

The system of seven equations is estimated using a Generalized Method of Moments
GMM. Omitting the control variables, the fixed effect and the error term in these cal-
culations and replacing (7a) in (5a), we obtain the following expression:

mili = α13 + α14(α18 + α19desp) + α15desp (5b)

mili = α13 + (α14 ∗ α18) + (α14 ∗ α19 + α15)desp (5b)

Therefore, it must be true that:

α16 = α13 + (α14 ∗ α18)

α17 = (α14 + α19) + α15

Now, replacing (7a) in (3a), we obtain the following expression:

FARC = α8 + α9(α18 + α19desp) + α10desp (3b)

FARC = α8 + α9 ∗ α18 + desp(α19 ∗ α9 + α10) (3b)

Therefore, it must be true that:

α11 = α8 + α9 ∗ α18

α12 = α19 ∗ α9 + α10

Finally, replacing (5b) and (7a) in (1a), we obtain the following equation (1b):

FARC = α1+α2(α13+(α14∗α18)+(α14∗α19+α15)desp)+α2(α18+α19desp)+α4 (1b)

FARC = α1+α2(α14 ∗α18)+(α3 ∗α18)+desp(α2(α14 ∗α19+α15)+(α3 ∗α19)+α4) (1b)
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Therefore, it must be true that:

α11 = α1 + α2(α13 + (α14 ∗ α18) + (α3 ∗ α19))

α12 = α2(α14 ∗ α19) + α2 ∗ α15 + (α3 ∗ α19) + α4

When we combine all the equations, we can estimate the direct and indirect effect of
desp on FARC as the following:

• Indirect effect of desp on FARC through ideol and of ideol throughmili = α2(α14∗
α19)

• Indirect effect of desp on FARC through mili = α2 ∗ α15

• Indirect effect of desp on FARC through ideol = α3 ∗ α19

• Direct effect of desp on FARC = α4

The main variables are defined in the Data Section. Equations include controls xd

such as geographical variables, land reform and floods in the period (1947-1985) and
δd,nd is the neighbour-pair fixed effect. The first stage is the same for both estimations.
The estimated coefficients are displayed in column 2 in Table 9.

52



Table 9: Estimated Coefficients of GMM Model.

Model GMM - 7 equations

Coefficient Std. err. z p-value [95% conf interval]

α1 -5.91 0.0099096 -0.00 1.000 -0.0194225 0.0194225
α2 0.94 0,1711266 5.48 0.000 0.6018662 1,27267
α3 -0.06 0.0826205 -0.69 0.490 -0.2189441 0.1049222
α4 -0.03 0.0289443 -1,02 0.306 -0.0863364 0.0271231
α5 -3.75 0.0096985 -0.00 1.000 -0.0190088 0.0190088
α6 0.91 0.1626368 5.59 0.000 0.5903105 1,227835
α7 -0.03 0.0283107 -1.07 0.285 -0.0857865 0.0251895
α8 2.97 0.0114003 0.00 1.000 -0.0223441 0.0223441
α9 3.32 0.6924249 4.79 0.000 1,961062 4,675318
α10 -0.15 0.0538879 -2.87 0.004 -0.2602552 -0.0490183
α11 -1.76 0.0085008 -0.00 1.000 -0.0166612 0.0166612
α12 0.62 0.0865796 7.13 0.000 0.4477809 0.07871668
α13 3.23 0.0140170 0.00 1.000 -0.274728 0.0274728
α14 3.60 0.8513595 4.23 0.000 1,932471 5,269739
α15 -0.13 0.0662570 -2,01 0.044 -0.2632598 -0.003537
α16 -1.83 0.0115003 -0.00 1.000 -0.225402 0.225402
α17 0.70 0.1171298 6.02 0.000 0.4749736 0.9341139
α18 -9.49 0.0034421 -0.00 1.000 -0.0067464 0.0067464
α19 0.23 0.0350576 6,64 0.000 0.01639786 0.03014019
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