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Caught in the Crossfire: 
Land Reform, Death Squad Violence, and Elections in El Salvador

A military coup in El Salvador in October 1979 brought to 
power a junta that announced a series of reforms: 
1. Elections in 1982 for a constituent assembly to write a new constitution

2. National elections under the new constitution in 1984

3. Three phase land reform to begin in 1980
a. Phase I: large estates

b. Phase II: medium estates (100-500 hectares)

c. Phase III: “land to the tiller



Purpose of land reform:

Land reform as counterinsurgency

• to “win the hearts and minds” of peasant cultivators

• Inoculate them against the appeals of FMLN rebels

Samuel Huntington (1968: 375)

• Where the conditions of land-ownership are equitable and provide a 
viable living for the peasant, revolution is unlikely. Where they are 
inequitable and where the peasant lives in poverty and suffering, 
revolution is likely, if not inevitable, unless the government takes 
prompt measures to remedy these conditions.



Land Reform as  Remedy for Rural Rebellion

Samuel Huntington (1968: 375)

 "government can . . . significantly affect the conditions in the 
countryside so as to reduce the propensity of peasants to revolt. While 
reforms may be the catalyst of revolution in the cities, they may be a 
substitute for revolution in the countryside. ... No social group is 
more conservative than a landowning peasantry, and none is 
more revolutionary than a peasantry that owns too little land or 
pays too high a rental.”



The Puzzle

If land reform is a remedy for rural insurgency, then 

• why the civil war last for more than a decade after the 
initiation of a three-phase land reform program in 1980?

• why did it end in a negotiated settlement rather than a 
decisive defeat of a rebel movement that should have lost its 
base of civilian support as a result of land reform?



The remedial effects of land reform can be undermined by a 
campaign of right-wing death squad violence

• to intimidate peasants into refraining for applying for land 
benefits

• to intimidate them into withholding their votes from pro-
reform parties in the 1982 and 1984 elections



Inequality, Insurgency, and Land Reform

Boix (2008): 

in nations where agriculture is the dominant sector of the economy, the 
land owning class has powerful incentives to resist democratization 
and repress reformist movements, 

• even if repression results in the escalation of non-violent protest 
to violent insurgency. 

• They would prefer civil war to democratization. 



Inequality, Insurgency, and Land Reform

Scott (1976): 

 it is not inequality in land tenure per se that makes peasants rebellious but the 
erosion of subsistence security that often -- but not always -- accompanies 
increasing inequality in land ownership.

Subsistence security mechanisms embedded in networks of patron-client 
dependency

 Terms of trade and distribution of the risks of agriculture vary depending on 
whether peasants operate as smallholders, tenants and sharecroppers, resident 
laborers on large estates, or landless laborers



Inequality, Insurgency, and Land Reform

Erosion of patron-client networks driven by:
• Population growth => land pressures (increasing person-to-land ratios)

• the shift in land use from subsistence crops for local markets to cash crops for export 

Results: 
• displacement of peasant households from the land => growing landless population

• Declining terms of trade and distribution of risks for those not displaced

• Increasing risk of subsistence crisis among larger shares of the peasant population

More peasants become more susceptible to the appeals of insurgent movements



Inequality, Insurgency, and Land Reform

land reform during an insurgency is adopted one dimension of a 
counterinsurgency strategy as to reverse the shift in popular support 
to the rebels

• To “win the hearts and minds” of peasants 

• induce them to withhold their support from the insurgency

• By giving them land, restoring their subsistence security

But few if any cases support this proposition 

• Vietnam, Peru, El Salvador, Colombia



The Salvadoran land reform program

One of the most extensive land reforms in Latin American history

• benefits to 21% of the economically active population engaged in agriculture. 

• redistributed 289,000 hectares of land: 14% of total land area and 20 % 
percent of all farmland. 

• The share of the total population that was landless declined from 15.8 
percent in 1971 to 10.4 percent in 1991, 

• the percent were land-poor tenants declined from 10.1 percent to 6.5 percent 
over the same period

Why didn’t it quell the insurgency?



Escalation of Repressive Violence

agrarian reform was accompanied by an escalation in repressive violence by the 
security forces and paramilitary death squads 

• To intimidate peasants into not applying for land reform benefits or abandon the land they 
received

Repressive violence became increasingly indiscriminate:
• Massacres at the Sumpul River (May 14-15, 1980), the Lempa River (October 20-29, 1981) 

and El Mozote (December 1981) 

"to be a victim ... it is enough to be a relative of a militant or to be suspected of 
having collaborated with the insurgents. The concept of collective responsibility is 
being progressively extended to the individual, the family, the town, even the 
province" (quoted in Shulz 1984: 214)



Death Squad Killings, 1980



Competing effects of land reform and 
political violence on peasant support

If land reform, death squad violence had their intended effects, those should be 
apparent in voting patterns for the 1982 and 1984 elections and in the 
implementation of the land reform program

• In districts with more land reform beneficiaries, there should be more votes 
for the reformist parties

• In districts with higher levels of death squad violence, there should be fewer 
land reform beneficiaries and lower vote shares for the reformist parties

• In districts with higher levels of rebel violence there should be fewer land 
reform beneficiaries and lower vote shares for reformist parties



Land Reform, Repression, and Support 
for the Regime vs. Rebels



Hypotheses: Support for the Regime

 H1:The larger the number of households receiving land reform 

benefits in a municipio, the larger the percent of votes for the PDC 

 H2: the higher the level of right wing violence, the lower the share 

of the vote for the PDC.

 H3: the higher the level of rebel violence, the lower the level of 

support for the PDC.



Hypotheses: Support for the Rebels

 H4:the higher the level of rebel violence in a municipio, the larger 

the share of blank or defaced ballots in that municipio.

 H5:the share of the votes that are blank or defaced should be 

lower in districts with more land reform beneficiaries.

 H6:the share of the votes that are blank or defaced should be 

higher in muncipios with higher levels of death squad violence.



Hypotheses: Land Reform Implementation

 H7: the higher the rate of right wing violence, the smaller 

the number of households receiving land reform benefits.

 H8: the higher the level of rebel violence, the lower the 

number of households receiving land reform benefits.



Research Design

Unit of analysis: municipio (n=262)

Dependent variables:

• Support for reform: % vote for PDC

• Support for FMLN: % votes blank or defaced

• Land reform: number of Phase I, Phase III beneficiaries

Independent variables:

• number of victims of rebel violence

• Number of victims of right wing violence

• Land reform beneficiaries

Controls: number of households in each land tenure category



Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

% PDC 1982
N 
262

Mean 
21.864

St. Dev. 
12.896

Min. 
0

Max. 
48.807

% PDC 1984-1 262 11.173 9.398 0 33.865

% PDC 1984-2 262 16.742 11.089 0 40.7

% INVALID 1982 262 27.262 18.258 0 92.92

% INVALID 1984-1 262 40.056 26.355 0 91.98

% INVALID 1984-2 262 43.969 22.644 0 89.64

Rebel Kills 79-82 262 1.752 3.481 0 30

Rebel Kills 82-84 262 1.676 2.719 0 21

Death Squad Victims 79-82 262 7.24 7.90 0 30

Death Squad Victims 82-84 262 3.985 5.052 0 28

Phase I 262 171.229 493.5648 0 3418

Phase III 262 100.21 181.4706 0 1301

Land Owners 262 412.248 415.278 0 3272

Lease Promise 262 16.8206 57.33616 0 502

Simple Lease 262 290.34 368.5123 0 2627

Mixed Own-lease 262 139.248 158.7831 0 1428

Colonos 262 64.256 158.512 0 1774

Mixed Free-rent 262 29.9 53.186 0 466

Free labor 261 80.183 139.564 0 1137

% Peasants 260 18.644 7.525 0.429 54.694



Table 2: Electoral Support for the Christian Democratic Party
DV: % PDC 1982 Model 1

1982 

Model 2 

1984-1 

Model 3

1984-2 

Rebel Kills 79-82 -0.567
(0.420)

Death Squad Victims 79-82 0.056

(0.154)
Rebel Kills 82-84 -0.888**

(0.312)

-0.948***

(0.3)

Death Squad Victims 82-84 0.503*

(2.44)

0.455**

(0.181)

Phase I Beneficiaries 0.001

(0.001)

0.154

(0.007)

-0.000

(0.001)

Phase III Beneficiaries 0.017**

(0.006)

0.015*

(0.007)

0.013*

(0.008)

Own Land  0.001
(0.002)

0.000
(0.002)

0.003
(0.002)

Lease Promise  0.026**

(0.012)

0.020

(0.012)

0.02*

(0.11)

Simple Lease  0.000

(0.004)

-0.001

(0.003)

0.001

(0.003)

Mixed Own-lease -0.026***

(0.027)

-0.017**

(0.005)

0.043***

(0.008)

Colonos -0.000
(0.007)

0.003
(0.007)

0.006
(0.006)

Mixed Free-rent 0.052*

(0.027)

0.02

(0.013)

0.043***

(0.008)

Others 0.000

(0.004)

-0.002

(0.003)

-0.000

(0.003)
% Peasants -0.192

(0.155)

-0.182*

(0.094)

-0.283***

(0.078)

% Literacy 0.478***

(0.139)

0.405**

(0.119)

0.653***

(0.111)

Constant 17.591***

(3.925)

7.6556**

(3.276)

9.932***

(2.82)

N 260 260 260

R2 0.2157 0.4064 0.4909

***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.10. Results are from OLS regression with robust and clustered

standard errors by department. 
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Table 3: Support for the Rebels  

DV: % Invalid Ballots Model 1
1982 

Model 2 
1984-1 

Model 3
1984-2 

Rebel Kills 79-82 -0.475

(0.376)
Death Squad Victims 79-82 0.345

(0.307)

Rebel Kills 82-84 -0.201

(1.140)

0.022

(0.941)
Death Squad Victims 82-84 0.256

(0.765)

-0.450

(0.519)

Phase I Beneficiaries -0.000
(0.002)

-0.001
(0.003)

0.000
(0.002)

Phase III Beneficiaries 0.007

(0.006)

0.016

(0.011)

0.004

(0.009)
Own Land  -0.003

(0.003)

-0.007

(0.007)

-0.001

(0.004)

Lease Promise  -0.020

(0.018)

0.033

(0.031)

0.005

(0.008)
Simple Lease  0.009

(0.007)

0.000

(0.01)

0.005

(0.008)

Mixed Own-lease 0.016
(0.017)

0.009
(0.014)

0.001
(0.013)

Colonos -0.004

(0.006)

0.015

(0.016)

-0.006

(0.01)
Mixed Free-rent 0.006

(0.046)

0.001

(0.058)

0.072*

(0.039)

Others 0.002

(0.005)

0.022

(0.015)

0.007

(0.011)
% Peasants -0.014

(0.204)

-0.246

(0.348)

-0.218

(0.301)

% Literacy 0.057
(0.354)

1.561***

(0.431)

1.376***

(0.396)

Constant 20.823**

(7.953)

15.608
(13.47

23.742**

(9.597)

N 260 260 260

R2 0.0910 0.1658 0.1387
***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.10. Results are from OLS regression with robust and clustered standard errors
by department. 
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Table 4: Land Reform
DV: Land Reform

Beneficiaries 

Model 1 

Phase I 

Model 2

Phase III

Rebel Kills 79-84 -1.909

(5.737)

-0.396

(3.074)
Death Squad Victims 79-84 0.810

(2.069)

-1.513**

(0.693)

Own Land  -0.294***

(0.070)

0.071

(0.075)

Lease Promise 0.904

(1.050)

 0.309

(0.326)

Simple Lease 0.284*

(0.147)

 0.098**

(0.040)

Mixed Own-lease 0.027
(0.301)

-0.109
(0.140)

Colonos 1.202***

(0.313)

0.567***

(0.070)

Mixed Free-rent 0.261

(1.133)

0.225

(0.393)
Others 0.370

(0.228)

0.137***

(0.040)

% Peasants -3.335

(2.720)

-0.665

(0.849)

% Literacy 7.640

(6.609)

-0.213

(1.875)
Constant 11.383

(116.87)

32.591

(35.126)

N 260 260

R2 0.2966 0.559

***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.10. Results are from OLS regression with robust and clustered

standard errors by department. 
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Conclusions

any remedial effects that land reform might have can be undermined by a program of 
counterinsurgent violence that caught those same peasant beneficiaries in the crossfire between 
rebels and government military forces.

• some evidence that land reform does generate support for reformist parties

• death squad violence increased support for reformist parties and reduced land reform 
beneficiaries

• Rebel violence reduced votes for reformist parties but had no effect on land reform 

• Our findings on support for the rebels were inconclusive: none of our hypotheses on this 
question were supported

We found evidence for our core qualification on Huntington’s claim: 

• while land reform can induce peasant support for the regime, that support is subject to 
erosion where peasants are subjected to violence designed to undermine both the reformist 
regime and the land reform program itself. 


