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A B S T R A C T

This paper explores the causes of displacement during civil wars. Recent scholarship has shown that con-
ventional civil wars – those in which forces are relatively balanced – and irregular civil wars – those in
which one side is substantially stronger than the other – exhibit different patterns of violence. We hy-
pothesize that, while the mode of violence differs, the form of displacement should be consistent across
the wars: displacement is a tactic of war that armed groups use to conquer new territories. By expelling
civilians associated with rivals, armed groups improve their odds of gaining control of contested terri-
tory. This implies that members of a group are targeted for displacement because of their identity and
presumed loyalties. We test the theory using two fine-grained datasets on individuals displaced during
a conventional civil war, in Spain (1936–1939), and an irregular civil war, in Colombia (1964–). In both
cases, the war cleavage was ideological and reflected in national elections: the locations where political
parties received support indicated which populations were sympathetic to rivals. In both civil wars, we
observe higher levels of displacement in locations where more sympathizers of rival armed groups reside.
The article is the first comparison to our knowledge of the sub-national dynamics of displacement within
two different civil wars and it shows that the microfoundations of displacement are similar across types.
Finally, the article explains macro-level differences with a coherent micro-level framework.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Since WWII, tens of millions of people have left their homes,
regions, and countries during war. The United Nations High Com-
mission for Refugees (UNHCR) recently estimated that nearly 60
million people are currently displaced – more than any other time
in history (UNHCR, 2015). Displacement – civilian migration during
war that is provoked, directly or indirectly, by the actions of one
or several armed groups (Steele, 2010) – is a serious humanitarian
and political challenge for countries undergoing conflict, as well as
for their neighbors (Salehyan & Gleditsch, 2006). Understandably,
media and advocacy groups tend to focus on how many people flee
violence, and potential interventions to address the problem – often
leaving the underlying causes of displacement unexplored. Refu-
gees are perceived as victims of violence, but unrelated to it. For
example, Azam and Hoeffler argue that the displaced population
“can be regarded as the natural fall-out of the damage inflicted by
each army to the opposing group” (2002, p. 473). Yet, refugees are

also political actors, whose identities and loyalties, we argue, are
crucial to their displacement.

The existing refugee literature has tended to focus on factors that
lead civilians to leave their homes, ranging from violence to house-
hold characteristics.1 However, recent sub-national studies of ethnic
cleansing have explored the conditions under which armed groups
seek to expel members of rival ethnic groups and have found sub-
stantial variation in the timing and location of cleansing (Bulutgil,
2009; Ron, 2003; Weidmann, 2011). Variation in armed group be-
havior in non-ethnic civil wars has received comparatively little
attention. However, armed groups target civilians associated with
their rivals based on ethnic group, sect, tribe, profession, or polit-
ical affiliation – whatever indicates loyalties to one side or the other
engaged in fighting. Abbey Steele (2009) has called this “collec-
tive targeting”.2 Collective targeting should account for an important
component of overall displacement, even in non-ethnic civil wars.

This paper advances the literature by testing the hypothesis that
displacement follows collective targeting even in non-ethnic civil
wars. To do so, we use local-level electoral results from two very
different civil wars and exploit intra-country variation in combi-
nation with a small-n comparison of the cases: Spain (1936–
1939) and Colombia (1964–). This approach allows us to capture
the micro-foundations of displacement across two wars that display
distinct characteristics, but that are similar in that they are both non-
ethnic civil wars and both present important levels of displacement.
The Spanish Civil War was possibly the first contemporary civil war
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witnessing mass displacement as a war tactic (Prada, 2010). His-
torians have estimated that over 440,000 people left Spain during
the conflict and right after its end (Marrus, 2002). The decades-
long irregular civil war in Colombia has produced one of the largest
populations of internally displaced people (IDPs) in the world, es-
timated at roughly 6 million (IDMC, 2014). Importantly, elections
were held in both cases that indicated civilians’ political loyalties.

While both wars involve political loyalties rather than ethnic iden-
tities, they display different forms of warfare, or “technologies of
rebellion” (Kalyvas & Balcells, 2010). Scholars have found that
lethal violence follows different patterns depending on war type
(Balcells, 2010; Kalyvas, 2006); we expect, in contrast, that dis-
placement across these wars will share similarities. In addition, while
the micro-foundations of displacement are consistent across war
types, we reason that warfare type influences the timing and lo-
cation of displacement, leading to different expectations in irregular
and conventional civil wars. We argue that in irregular civil wars
such as the Colombian one, characterized by fluid frontlines and frag-
mented military control, displacement will be provoked by armed
groups (and, mostly, incumbents) anywhere that contestation takes
place, and where “rival” civilians are identified. In conventional civil
wars such as the Spanish one, displacement will instead be related
to changes in the frontline, where fully controlled areas become con-
tested ones. In conventional wars, frontlines are overall more stable
and less fluid than in irregular one: for this reason, we expect dis-
placement to be more territorially and temporally concentrated in
areas and phases of conquest. We argue that in both cases, cleans-
ing territories of suspected enemies will be instrumental for groups
attempting to conquer them. The study of the Spanish and Colom-
bian civil wars allows us to show that dynamics of cleansing are
not restricted to ethnic conflicts, but also take place in the context
of civil wars fought along ideological lines.

To test the implications of the theory, we use microlevel data
on displacement and electoral results within the Spanish and Co-
lombian civil wars and integrate qualitative evidence as well. The
quantitative analyses account for spatial dependence among units
within the cases and indicate strong support for our hypothesis: dis-
placement was higher in scale where electoral results indicated
higher proportions of political rivals at the municipal level.

The next section of the paper presents the theoretical frame-
work and our main hypothesis. We then present the cases and test
the hypothesis using novel sub-national data from Spain and Co-
lombia. The following section discusses the results and their
implications for the timing and scale of wartime displacement. The
last section concludes.

Theory

The timing and scale of civilian displacement varies within and
across wars. What explains the patterns? The literature on dis-
placement has focused on macro-level factors that influence refugee
flows cross-nationally. Despite its relevance, a drawback of the ex-
isting literature is that violence is an exogenous factor, with the main
conclusion being that more violence leads to higher levels of dis-
placement (e.g., Davenport, Moore, & Poe, 2003; Moore & Shellman,
2006; Schmeidl, 1997; Weiner, 1998). Moving the analyses to the
micro level, Ibáñez (2008) and Adhikari (2012) consider how house-
holds’ characteristics within Colombia and Nepal, respectively,
produce variation in displacement; Lozano-Garcia, Piras, Ibáñez, and
Hewings (2010) also analyze displacement in Colombia and argue
that violence is the main determinant of what they call the journey
to safety. Although the theoretical conclusions are consistent with
the earlier cross-national analyses, the micro-level approach con-
stitutes an advance in the precision of the analyses.

The literature on ethnic cleansing has considered an additional
type of variation: not just the timing and scale, but also what types

of civilians are displaced. It differs from the displacement litera-
ture because elites’ and armed groups’ behavior, rather than civilians’,
is the focus of explanation. Some works emphasize the conditions
under which ethnic cleansing can emerge (Bulutgil, 2015; Mann,
2005). Others such as Ron (2003), Bulutgil (2009) and Weidmann
(2011)focus on variation within the Balkan wars and find that
community-level and political factors shape the likelihood that the
targeted ethnic group will in fact be cleansed. The focus on within-
war variation in targeting constitutes an important analytical and
empirical advance.

Bridging the literatures on displacement and ethnic cleansing,
we argue that armed groups use violence to expel civilians they per-
ceive to be disloyal in order to conquer a territory.3 Like ascriptive
traits such as those associated with ethnic groups, we argue that
political identities can also be used to infer where people’s loyal-
ties lie. Most people hold multiple identities, but during conflict some
identities become more salient than others; the identities corre-
sponding to the macro-cleavage of the war are those that become
relevant for armed groups’ identification of potential threats. People
may collaborate with an armed group because of their political
beliefs, or they may do so because it is safer given their associa-
tion with a political party, group, or identity (Kalyvas & Kocher, 2007).
Either way, armed groups and fellow civilians often infer who is going
to collaborate with whom based on group identities like political
affiliation. And targeting follows these identities.

When armed groups target members of the disloyal group, the
safety of individuals who share a targeted trait depends on every-
one else similarly targeted (Steele, 2009). Given sustained violence
directed at their group, individuals have strong incentives to leave,
which only increase if others begin to do so: that is, it creates a
cascade effect. Importantly, the violence and accompanying group
dynamic can trigger a range of individual-level mechanisms leading
people to leave their homes. Some individuals will fear the possi-
bility of violence more than others, and opt to leave before shots
are even fired. Others may wait for a more immediate threat to their
safety, or leave only when they have made arrangements to stay
with relatives elsewhere. We do not aim to parse these possible
mechanisms among individuals. Instead, we assume that armed
groups anticipate that segments of a targeted group are likely to
leave given threats and violence, and will implement collective tar-
geting to generate displacement of a subset of the community for
a strategic advantage. The tactics that armed groups employ range
from lethal violence directed at members of a group to threats of
lethal violence if people do not leave, such as graffiti warnings and
leaflet distribution.

Given the tactics of collective targeting, we argue that violence
is often employed in order to produce displacement, rather than
independent of it. The logic applies to irregular civil wars because
insurgents depend on civilians for survival, and targeting them is
an effective way to target insurgents (Kalyvas, 2006; Valentino, Huth,
& Balch-Lindsay, 2004). At the same time, the logic also applies to
non-irregular wars, but only when territory is militarily con-
tested. In this context civilians can be particularly helpful to their
group (they can provide much-needed intelligence, and run inter-
ference with the rival armed group), and thus we can expect
cleansing dynamics to emerge. When the territory is not militari-
ly contested, that is in rearguard territories of conventional civil wars,
individuals are unlikely to be targeted for short-term tactical reasons
because they are not integral to which armed group wins. Further-
more, when an armed group has full control of a territory, it can
selectively kill supporters of the enemy, which is safer than dis-
placing because an expelled person could provide valuable
intelligence to the enemy.

But, in a context of military contestation, why would groups resort
to displacement instead of mass killing? We argue that given
the goal of the armed group to gain territorial control, strategic
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displacement is less costly than mass killing for two reasons. First,
at least in contemporary civil wars, mass killing invites condem-
nation that could lead to intervention, and jeopardize an armed
group’s ability to control a territory. Second, because displace-
ment is frequently perceived to be a by-product of violence, armed
groups, especially state armed forces, can deny responsibility more
easily than when using lethal violence.

In short, we argue that in civil wars displacement is likely to be
used as a cleansing tactic where and when there is military con-
testation, and that this is the case in both ethnic and non-ethnic
civil wars, and in both irregular and conventional civil wars. From
this framework, we derive the following observable implication:
during civil war, displacement will be highest in areas where resi-
dents are perceived to be loyal to an armed group, when a rival group
contests the territory.

Empirics

We use novel empirical evidence from Spain and Colombia in
order to test our argument. These are two useful cases for compar-
ing sub-national patterns of displacement because, while they are
both ideological civil wars, they are quite different in terms of warfare
technology. Spain was a conventional civil war, while Colombia is
an irregular one. Additionally, the time span between them is sub-
stantial: the Spanish civil war took place between 1936 and 1939,
while the Colombian one started in 1964 and continues today. If
we find evidence of similar displacement patterns within these wars
despite these differences, it will constitute strong support for the
argument. A final advantage to using these cases is that elections
were held in both cases, previous to events of violence and dis-
placement, and electoral results constitute a good proxy for the
political composition of localities.4

The Spanish Civil War began as a military coup against a legally
constituted democratic government. It lasted for almost three years
(18 July 1936–1 April 1939) and generated around 800,000 deaths
(including civilians and combatants). Two main political blocs fought
the war: the army of the Republican government, the Loyalists, which
also included militias of political parties, trade unions, and the In-
ternational Brigades; and the army of the rebels, the Francoists or
Nationalists, which also included factions of the regular army and
various militias.5 The Nationalists won the war, and Spain became
a military dictatorship led by General Francisco Franco that lasted
until 1975, when Franco died and a successful transition process
to democracy began.

The main cleavage of the civil war in Spain was a left–right cleav-
age that reflected the electoral contestation of the February 1936
elections, in which two coalitions grouping left- and right-wing can-
didates competed (the Popular Front, on the left, and the CEDA, on
the right). The religious cleavage fully overlapped with the left–
right cleavage: traditional Catholics were aligned with the right. In
Catalonia and the Basque Country ethnic cleavages cross-cut po-
litical ones, but ideology (and not ethnicity) was the master cleavage
before and after the civil war outbreak within these regions.6 High
levels of political mobilization, which revealed political identities
at the local level, preceded the February 1936 elections in Spain.

In Spain, there is evidence showing that indirect violence (i.e.
bombings) was perpetrated based on political identities, and that
groups intentionally targeted enclaves of the enemy (Balcells, 2016)
in territories they did not control militarily. These bombings were
an example of collective targeting, which we argue produced dis-
placement. As armed groups entered new territories, they targeted
enemies’ enclaves, spread fear (Preston, 2011), and promoted dis-
placement to gain control of these territories.

The civil war in Colombia has a long history featuring many or-
ganizations aligning roughly along a left–right cleavage. The two
largest leftist guerrilla groups that still exist today, the Revolutionary

Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Co-
lombia – FARC) and the National Liberation Army (Ejército de
Liberación Nacional – ELN), emerged in the 1960s following a civil
war along partisan lines known simply as The Violence.7 In the early
1980s, a few military officers started to support regional paramili-
tary groups, operating in areas of the country where local elites and
narco-traffickers sought to combat insurgents (Romero, 2000). After
an intensification of violence between the “left” (i.e., insurgent or-
ganizations) and the “right” (i.e., paramilitary groups and the
military) throughout the 1990s and early 2000s,8 the majority of
the paramilitary blocs agreed to demobilize between 2003 and 2006.
Since then, groups known as BACRIM (“criminal bands”) compete
for abandoned territory and drug trafficking routes, and in some
cases engage in political violence against victims’ rights leaders.
While insurgents’ strength has declined from its peak in the 1990s,
they remain viable through access to narcotics and extortion revenue.
The FARC entered peace talks with the Santos administration (2010–),
and the ELN continues informal talks with the government. An es-
timated 200,000 people have been killed in Colombia since the 1960s
(Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, 2012).

As with many irregular civil wars that do not feature an ethnic
cleavage, in Colombia it is impossible to directly observe insur-
gent supporters. Colombia’s democratic institutions have persisted
in spite of the civil war, with the armed groups variously on the side-
lines, influencing turnout and outcomes (López, 2010), and creating
political parties. As part of a negotiated agreement with the gov-
ernment, in 1985 the FARC formed the Unión Patriótica (UP), a
political party that contested the presidential election in 1986, and
participated in local mayoral (alcalde) elections when they began
in 1988. Beginning in May 1985, all fronts of the FARC were ordered
to organize the UP in their area through “Juntas Patrióticas” (JPs)
(Dudley, 2006, p. 60). When party members and candidates became
targets of assassins starting in 1986, the leaders of the UP dis-
tanced themselves from the FARC, questioning the so-called “war
on all fronts.” The rift, however, did not alter the perception that
the UP’s supporters were FARC sympathizers (Giraldo, 2001). Para-
military groups used the information revealed by local elections,
and provided by local elites threatened by the success of the UP,
to undertake the conquest of FARC-influenced areas. While indi-
viduals’ votes were secret, local candidates were elected to represent
specific neighborhoods or rural communities (Dudley, 2006; Reiniciar,
2006). As a result, it was straightforward to infer which areas sup-
ported the UP. We argue that these areas were more likely to be
targeted than others by paramilitaries seeking to gain control of the
territory.9

Analyses

We now turn to tests of our hypothesis with econometric anal-
yses to explore the determinants of variation in displacement across
localities for both Spain and Colombia. We present each case in-
dependently and return to the implications of both sets of results
in the discussion section. In the analyses, displacement is the de-
pendent variable, which is measured by the number of people who
leave a locality. Our main independent variable is the percent of per-
ceived supporters of the rival armed group at the local level. As a
proxy for this, we use percent electoral support for a bloc in both
cases (percent support for the left-wing coalition in the prewar 1936
elections in Spain; average percent support for UP in the 1990, 1992,
1994 and 1997 elections in Colombia – the period before displace-
ment was registered). This is an adequate proxy in these two cases
because the political cleavages match the war cleavages. In both
cases, we use a similar set of control variables, but the indicators
vary slightly due to data collection constraints.10 We use Latitude
and Longitude of the centroids of the localities to test for spatial
autocorrelation and – because we find that there is spatial
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autocorrelation in the data – we run spatial lag and spatial error
models to test our hypothesis.

Spain

Despite the importance of the phenomenon, data on the dis-
placed during the Spanish Civil War are still fragmentary. Most
studies on refugees within Spain have used unsystematic, patchy
data at the county level or they simply are local case studies; partly
as a consequence of the scarcity of data, no systematic study of dis-
placement has been done to date. In this paper, we focus on
Catalonia, the only region for which we could obtain reliable esti-
mates of displacement at the local level. Catalonia was a rearguard
territory under Republican control during a relatively long period
of the civil war, before the Nationalist army eventually conquered
the territory. Lethal violence against civilians took place in Catalo-
nia in two stages: first (from July 1936 to 1938/39), violence was
perpetrated by leftist militias and the Republican army; later, the
Nationalist army and right-wing militias perpetrated violence during
the period of conquest and after it. The Nationalists also perpe-
trated strategic aerial bombings in across most of the Catalan
territory since 1937 and until they occupied the region in Febru-
ary 1939. A high number of people were displaced in the region,
and the scale varied across the territory. The region also presents
variation in variables such as urbanization, political support for the
right/left and geographical characteristics. Because of this wide vari-
ation in the independent and dependent variables, the results
obtained in this region are likely to travel well to other regions of
Spain.

For the purposes of this paper, we will focus on the displace-
ment that took place at the end of the war in Catalonia, which was
the most significant in terms of quantity: what we call 1939 Dis-
placement. We do not have good estimates of the displacement that
took place in 1936, which was less significant in numbers (see
below). To estimate 1939 Displacement, we generate an index based
on the difference in the local population censuses of 1940 and 1936,
from which all those people who disappeared for reasons other than
migration/exile and natural death are subtracted.11 The displacement

index covers 654 municipalities;12 the minimum value is 0, the
maximum is 2094, and the median is 34 individuals. The total es-
timated displaced in Catalonia is 56,520, which represents 2.4% of
the 1936 population census of the region. The index has the ad-
vantage of being the first estimate of displaced people in the Spanish
Civil War for a significant number of localities; it has the disad-
vantage of being based on census data which have inevitable
problems because of biases related to wartime, and which have an
important number of missing cases.13 Fig. 1 shows the distribu-
tion of this estimate across Catalan localities, which shows the
significant variation in displacement within counties and provinces.

We expect leftist support at the local level to have a positive
impact on collective targeting by the right, and therefore on dis-
placement. The main independent variable in the models is Support
left 1936, which is the percent support for the Popular Front in the
1936 general elections (Vilanova, 2005), at the local level. This cap-
tures in a precise way the relative number of leftist supporters in
a locality. Fig. 2 is a scatterplot of the 1939 Displacement (in percent
inhabitants of the locality) and Support Left, for all Catalan locali-
ties. The graph depicts a positive relationship between the proportion
of leftists in a locality and local percent of displacement, which is
consistent with our hypothesis.

We use two additional proxies for leftist supporters: CNT Affil-
iation, which is the proportion of inhabitants affiliated with the CNT
in a locality (CNT, 1936; Cucó Giner, 1970) and captures the pres-
ence of anarcho-syndicalists, and UGT Affiliation, which is the
proportion of inhabitants affiliated with the UGT, a socialist trade
union, in a locality (UGT, 1931a, 1931b). Catholic Center is a dummy
variable, with value 1 if the municipality had an archbishop in 1936,
and 0 otherwise (Conferencia Episcopal Española), which mea-
sures the extent to which rightist supporters lived in a locality.
Locations with archbishops had significantly more members of the
clergy living in them than other localities, and active Catholics and
members of the clergy sided with the Nationalists. Competition is
an index from 0 (minimum parity) to 1 (maximum parity), mea-
sured with quadratic formula: 1 − [(%Vote Left36 − %Vote Right/
100)].2 It captures the extent to which the locality was divided across
the right–left cleavage line. We will include it in Model 2 to test

Fig. 1. Estimated displacement in Catalonia (Spain), 1939.
(For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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the alternative hypothesis that parity between groups, which ac-
counts for violence in conventional civil wars (Balcells, 2010), also
explains displacement.

Additionally, we include in all models Elevation of the munici-
pality, in meters, as a control variable (Institut Cartogràfic de
Catalunya). Higher altitude localities were less accessible (i.e. further
away from major roads), but they were also safer during wartime
because they were less strategic from a military point of view. In
the case of Catalonia, higher altitude also means increased oppor-
tunities to escape because the Pyrenees border France. Finally, we
include Population, the number of inhabitants of the municipality
in 1936 (SGE, Generalitat de Catalunya). This captures size of the mu-
nicipality, which we expect to have a positive impact on the total
number of refugees.

In addition to the independent variables measuring perceived
disloyalty in a municipality, we include, in different models, mea-
sures of lethal violence at the local level in order to account for
the potential relationship between killings and displacement. Ex-
ecuted Left is the total number of people executed by the left in a
locality in the 1936–39 period (Solé i Sabaté & Villarroya, 1989). It
captures the extent to which the locality was violent during the
period of Republican control. People in localities where the left
had perpetrated violence could be more fearful of retaliation by
the incoming right-wing forces and therefore could be more prone
to flee. Clergy Killed is a dummy variable coded as 1 if any member
of the clergy (e.g. priest, nun, bishop) was killed in the locality in
the 1936–39 period, 0 if not (Solé i Sabaté & Villarroya, 1989).
This also measures the extent to which the locality was violent in
the Republican period and, more specifically, it captures anti-
clerical violence, which was usually publicized and very visible to
the inhabitants of the locality (De la Cueva, 1998). Bombings capture
the extent to which the locality experienced indirect violence
(Solé i Sabaté, 1986), which prompted displacement, as we have
explained above.14 We do not include executions by the National-
ists because, in Catalonia, most of these killings took place when
the war was already over and were therefore posterior to
displacement.

Spatial autocorrelation can bias analyses with geographical data
(Anselin et al, 2004). We check for spatial autocorrelation in our de-
pendent variable and the I-Moran’s statistic (0.023, significant at
the 99% level – both in one-tail and two-tail tests) indicates that
there is significant spatial autocorrelation that could bias naive re-
gression results. We thus run two sets of spatial regression models:
spatial lag models that take into account the neighbors’ values of

the dependent variable, and spatial error models that take into
account spatial correlation in the error term. We have point data
and we run different sets of spatial regression models; here we
present the results of analyses with distance-based (inverse dis-
tance) weight matrix (distance band: 0.0 < d ≤ 4.0), row-standardized.
As robustness checks, we have also run k-nearest neighbors anal-
yses (k = 2, 3, and 4) and the results are consistent.

Table 1 displays the results of the spatial lag regressions on the
1939 Displacement; Table 2 displays the results of the spatial error
models. They are both consistent and supportive of our main hy-
pothesis: Support Left 1936 has a positive impact on displacement
in all the models. In other words, the number of displaced people
leaving a locality increases with support to the leftist bloc in the
prewar elections. Specifically, a 10 point increase in vote for the left
is associated with an average increase of 9 individuals in the number
of displaced in a locality.

In both spatial regression models, CNT affiliation also has a very
significant impact on levels of displacement, which implies that
places with an anarchist presence observed higher displacement;
this is also consistent with our hypothesis because CNT affiliates
were leftists. In addition to collective targeting, there is an alter-
native mechanism that might account for this: places with CNT
affiliation observed high levels of violence against right-wing sup-
porters in the previous period, and many militants and their families
left out of fear of reprisals as the frontline began to shift. UGT af-
filiation is not significant, and neither is Catholic Center, which
proxies for right-wing support. This is unexpected, as these vari-
ables proxy presence of left and right wing supporters; yet, Support
Left might be already capturing their effect. Elevation is negative
and significant in some of the models (indicating that displace-
ment was greater in lower places). Neither Competition nor Executed
by the Left are significant. Clergy Killed has a strong and signifi-
cant effect, indicating that places where there was anti-clerical
violence had more displacement, which is intuitive, as we would

0
2

0
4

0
6

0

0 20 40 60 80 100
Support Left 1936

% Exile 1939 Fitted values

Fig. 2. Estimated percent displaced (1939) and percent support left (1936), Catalonia.

Table 1
Spatial lag regression for the 1939 Displaced in Catalonia.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Support_left36 0.94*** 0.97*** 0.91*** 0.94***
(0.29) (0.29) (0.28) (0.27)

CNT Affiliation 13.2*** 13.3*** 12.6*** 11.8*** 13.3***
(3.87) (3.93) (3.64) (3.53) (3.86)

UGT Affiliation 0.013 0.23 −1.69 −1.35 −0.046
(7.88) (7.92) (7.45) (7.58) (7.93)

Population
(thousands)

−0.17 −0.15 −5.06 −0.16 −0.23
(0.26) (0.26) (5.11) (0.24) (1.22)

Elevation
(thousand
meters)

−27.8 −34.9* −25.6 −10.5 −27.6
(18.5) (19.5) (18.5) (18.4) (18.1)

Catholic Center −4.35 −9.24 −35.6 −7.98
(85.7) (82.4) (82.9) (111.5)

Competition 49.9
(34.0)

Executed
by the Left

1.34
(1.41)

Clergy Killed 66.6***
(11.3)

Total Bombs 0.21
(3.77)

Constant −34.6** −26.3 −39.0** −66.5*** −34.5**
(17.1) (36.0) (17.5) (17.6) (17.0)

rho
Constant 0.87*** 0.87*** 0.86*** 0.84*** 0.87***

(0.12) (0.12) (0.13) (0.14) (0.12)
sigma
Constant 160.1*** 160.7*** 158.7*** 156.9*** 160.1***

(19.1) (19.3) (17.8) (19.0) (19.2)
Observations 654 654 654 654 654

Standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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expect the perpetrators of this violence to flee out of fear of repri-
sals. Finally, total number of bombings in a locality does not have
a positive impact on displacement, contrary to our expectations. This
might be because bombings generated temporary refugees, who re-
turned to their homes once the bombings ended.

The results in Tables 1 and 2 are robust to differently specified
dependent variable (e.g. absent people in the locality, percentage
of displaced population in the locality) and to non-spatial regres-
sion models (e.g. OLS, negative binomial). Also, we run robustness
checks with imputed displacement data for Catalonia, which allows
us to work with 1052 cases, and the results are consistent. Finally,
we generate a dummy for municipalities where the left obtained
more than 50% of the vote and match the municipalities on the main
covariates in the regressions above (using nearest neighbor match-
ing), as well as on Latitude, Longitude and Percent Literate in the
locality. The Average Treatment Effect for the Treated (ATT) is 34,
which shows that being a municipality with a majority of support
for the left (the treatment in this case) has a very significant and
positive effect on the number of individuals displaced (leading to
34 more individuals displaced, on average). The results of the match-
ing estimators are included in the Appendix.15

Colombia

In Colombia, the Catholic Church and the Bogotá-based NGO
CODHES (Consultancy for Human Rights and Displacement) have
documented displacement since the mid-1980s. The state began reg-
istering internally displaced people (IDPs) about a decade later, in
1998.16 The registry, known as SUR, the Sistema Único de Registro,
contains 2,169,874 registrations between 1998 and June 2007.17

CODHES, which approximates the arrival of IDPs to municipalities
based on its local contacts, estimates that between 1986 and 2007,

over 3.8 million people were displaced. Fig. A1 compares the scale
of displacement as registered by the government and CODHES
between 1998 and 2006.

To test our hypothesis in Colombia, we compare local electoral
results for the UP during the 1990s across municipalities with
displacement in those municipalities in subsequent years. The
cross-sectional dataset includes 1056 observations – for each mu-
nicipality in Colombia that existed in 1998. The data on displacement
come from the SUR.18 Each registration includes the municipality
of origin and resettlement.19 We use the database put together by
Steele (2010), who aggregates the individual-level SUR displace-
ment registrations by municipality of origin between 1998 and
2006 to create IDPs. Fig. 3 shows the municipal-level variation
across the country, including pre-1998, retroactive IDP registra-
tions back to 1990.

Although the data on the displaced in Colombia are among the
best in the world, one concern with using observational data such
as these is that biases may be systematic over time, or across space.
While the Colombian Supreme Court found the SUR does not ad-
equately count all of the displaced, a study has found that under-
counting appears to be unsystematic (Ibáñez & Velásquez, 2006).
The data represent a vast improvement over data available at the
cross-national level.

To measure perceived disloyalty in Colombia, we use the local-
level electoral share for Unión Patriótica (UP). Concejos, or councils,
manage the affairs of municipalities as the local legislative body.
The local electoral outcomes are accurate indicators of our primary
independent variable and have the added advantage of being sys-
tematically collected across the country.20 UP Vote Share: To indicate
the presence of UP supporters, we take the average UP vote share
from the 1990, 1992, 1994 and 1997 elections, by municipality. We
also use an alternative indicator – a dummy variable equal to 1 if
the UP won votes in any of these elections (UP Dummy). The UP won
some percentage of the council vote in 205 municipalities, and won
at least one seat in 141. In other words, the party established some
kind of presence in roughly 20% of the municipalities of the country,
but had actual political representation at the local level in about
15% of the country. The average UP vote share across all munici-
palities is 1%.

Another political variable we include, Third Party Vote Share, is
the average third party vote share between 1990 and 1997 – a
variable similar to the indicator that Acemoglu, Robinson, and
Santos (2013) employ to proxy for paramilitary presence.21 We
constructed the variable by taking the average vote share for all
non-traditional, non-leftist, non-Christian parties for concejo elec-
tions, based on the same data from the Registraduría Nacional
used to calculate the UP vote share. We expect displacement to be
negatively associated with this variable, because in this period,
paramilitaries were expanding and would not target their own
supporters. A final variable we include to indicate leftist presence
is Strikes: the total number of labor strikes between 1982 and
1997 in the municipality. These data were collected by CINEP, a
Bogotá-based NGO.

As we did for Spain, we include a series of controls that may have
an impact on the levels of displacement across Colombia: Eleva-
tion, in meters (CEDE) to control for accessibility of the location;
municipal population in 1993 (1993 Population), based on the census
(obtained from the Departamento Administrativo Nacional de
Estadística – DANE; National Administrative Department of Statis-
tics), to control for size.22

We also include data on violence by each of the groups:23 Para-
military Victims is the aggregate of victims of lethal violence
attributed to paramilitary groups by municipality between 1998 and
2006; FARC Victims is the same, but for those victims attributed to
the FARC (Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad (Administra-
tive Department of Security – DAS)).24

Table 2
Spatial error regression for the 1939 Displaced in Catalonia.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Support_left36 0.94*** 0.97*** 0.91*** 0.94***
(0.29) (0.30) (0.29) (0.28)

CNT Affiliation 13.3*** 13.3*** 12.6*** 11.8*** 13.3***
(3.87) (3.93) (3.64) (3.53) (3.87)

UGT Affiliation 0.042 0.29 −1.56 −1.31 −0.011
(7.97) (7.99) (7.56) (7.66) (7.99)

Population
(thousands)

−0.14 −0.12 −4.79 −0.14 −0.20
(0.26) (0.26) (5.08) (0.24) (1.21)

Elevation
(thousand
meters)

−43.0* −50.7** −39.5 −24.5 −42.9*
(24.4) (25.1) (24.5) (24.0) (23.8)

Catholic Center −10.9 −15.2 −37.1 −14.4
(85.9) (82.6) (81.6) (112.0)

Competition 51.4
(33.2)

Executed by
the Left

1.27
(1.40)

Clergy Killed 64.2***
(11.4)

Total bombs 0.21
(3.77)

Constant 77.0 90.5 67.9 33.6 77.1
(58.8) (74.4) (52.4) (41.9) (58.9)

lambda
Constant 0.87*** 0.88*** 0.86*** 0.83*** 0.87***

(0.12) (0.11) (0.13) (0.16) (0.12)
sigma
Constant 160.1*** 160.6*** 158.9*** 157.3*** 160.1***

(19.2) (19.4) (18.0) (19.1) (19.3)
Observations 654 654 654 654 654

Standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Fig. 4 shows the bivariate relationship between the average
share of votes that the UP won in four local elections between 1990
and 1997 and the total number of individuals displaced from a
municipality between 1998 and 2006. The graph displays a posi-
tive and linear relationship, consistent with our hypothesis, and it
is consistent with Fig. 2, which depicted a similar relationship in
Catalonia.

We check for spatial autocorrelation in our dependent variable
and the I-Moran’s statistic (0.061, significant at the 99% level – both
in one-tail and two-tail tests) indicates that there is significant spatial
autocorrelation in the data. Like we did with the Spanish data, we
run spatial regression models to test our hypothesis. Table 3, which
is an approximation of Table 1, shows the results of the spatial lag
regression in Colombia, and it shows that UP vote share has a pos-
itive and significant effect on the level of displacement from a
municipality. The results of the spatial error model (Table 4) are also
consistent. Model 1 indicates that an increase in one percentage point
in average support for UP candidates between 1990 and 1997 cor-
responds to an increase in over 9000 additional displaced individuals
between 1998 and 2006. The effect is thus quite substantial.

Fig. 3. Displacement from municipalities in Colombia, 1990–2006.

Fig. 4. UP average % vote share in local elections, 1990–1997 and cumulative IDPs,
1998–2006.
(For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is re-
ferred to the web version of this article.)
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Several other variables in the model are also significant. The only
one that is as substantively comparable to UP vote share is the
average third party vote share. Surprisingly, the effect is also positive.
We expected that communities with high third party vote share
would be more likely to support paramilitaries (or to be areas that
the paramilitaries already control). As such, residents there would
be less likely to be displaced; however, it is plausible that insur-
gents retaliated against paramilitary incursion during the second
period (1998–2006). This finding needs further investigation. Para-
military violence – proxied by the total number of victims between
1998 and 2006 – is positively correlated with displacement. Yet, it
has a much smaller effect than UP vote share. Total labor strikes
between 1982 and 1997, an additional indicator for leftist pres-
ence, also has a positive effect on displacement, although it falls short
of statistical significance in Models 1 and 2.

Table 4 shows the results from a spatial error model, which are
consistent with the findings in Table 3. The findings are robust to
different specifications and additional control variables (see Tables
A3–A5). In addition, we also match our data (like we did for Cat-
alonia, using nearest neighbors matching) and estimate for the effect
of a UP “treatment”, which in this case measures all the localities
with UP presence. The results show that UP municipalities suffer
much more displacement than others. The ATT is 1577, which in-
dicates that municipalities with UP presence have on average 1577
more individuals displaced than those municipalities without UP
presence. All of the above constitutes strong evidence in favor of
the hypothesis that UP municipalities seem to have been specifi-
cally targeted for displacement by the paramilitaries.

Discussion

The quantitative evidence above is supportive of our hypothe-
sis: in both Colombia and Spain, we find that displacement is more

prevalent in localities where a rival’s political base exists and is re-
vealed in elections. In the case of Spain, we have observed that the
number of displaced at the local level when the right enters the lo-
calities (in 1939) increases with the proportion of support for the
left in the 1936 elections – and thus, with the number of left-
wing supporters. This is consistent with our microfoundations:
leftists were collectively targeted by the Francoists, and thus they
were more likely to leave as the Francoist army was conquering the
territory. Not all those people who voted for the left in the 1936
elections fled, but those who were more strongly identified with
the left-wing political parties and trade unions did: for example,
displacement was highest in places where an anarchist trade union
was present before the war. In Colombia, we also observe that dis-
placement is positively associated with support for the UP – the
political party associated with the FARC.

There are important differences between the two cases: in Co-
lombia, the proportion of displaced over the population was higher
than in Catalonia (6.8% versus 2.4%); in Catalonia, the average
vote share for the left was about 53%, while the vote share for the
UP in Colombia was around 6%. But displacement seems to be
following the same logic. Indeed, the political variables are highly
significant in both cases, controlling for the available indicators
on economic inequality, wartime violence, urbanization and geo-
graphical location. If displacement were simply a by-product of
two warring parties, or an unintended consequence of lethal vio-
lence, political factors would not be statistically significant, and
they would not be as robust as they are in our analyses, across
both cases.

Mechanisms

In this subsection, we present qualitative evidence that illus-
trates that collective targeting against civilians by armed groups led

Table 3
Spatial lag regression: Colombia (IDPs 1998–2006).

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

UP vote share
avg 90–97

9156.1*** 9967.3*** 5916.8***
(1794.9) (2129.2) (1886.2)

Total
paramilitary
victims
1998–2006

4.91*** 5.00*** 2.47**
(0.78) (0.80) (0.98)

Total labor
strikes,
1982–1997

117.8 121.5 184.9* 179.7* 134.9*
(93.4) (93.4) (100.6) (100.4) (79.2)

1993
population
(thousands)

−4.14 −4.37 −6.25 −5.97 −5.62
(4.08) (4.05) (4.47) (4.50) (3.48)

Elevation
(meters)

−0.35** −0.42*** −0.53*** −0.46*** −0.34***
(0.14) (0.15) (0.19) (0.17) (0.13)

3rd party
vote share
avg 90–97

1265.0** 1603.9*** 1933.9*** 1558.7**
(530.3) (561.6) (746.8) (738.1)

Total FARC
victims
1998–2006

1.06***
(0.28)

Constant −16.6 154.0 536.5* 362.8 71.3
(261.6) (272.8) (318.7) (306.0) (233.4)

lambda
Constant 0.92*** 0.92*** 0.91*** 0.91*** 0.93***

(0.051) (0.050) (0.059) (0.060) (0.047)
sigma
Constant 3652.0*** 3712.6*** 4030.1*** 3963.7*** 3261.4***

(407.4) (397.5) (404.3) (412.3) (388.0)
Observations 1120 1120 1120 1120 1120

Standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table 4
Spatial error Colombia (IDPs 1998–2006).

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

UP vote share
avg 90–97

9056.8*** 9887.9*** 6118.6***
(1817.1) (2180.7) (1883.4)

Total
paramilitary
victims
1998–2006

4.94*** 5.02*** 2.48**
(0.79) (0.81) (0.99)

Total labor
strikes,
1982–1997

119.1 123.5 184.9* 178.9* 133.2*
(93.1) (93.0) (100.0) (99.9) (79.1)

1993
population
(*1000)

−4.17 −4.42 −6.18 −5.88 −5.52
(4.08) (4.05) (4.48) (4.50) (3.49)

Elevation −0.37** −0.44** −0.57** −0.50** −0.36**
(0.18) (0.20) (0.27) (0.24) (0.17)

3rd party
vote share
avg 90–97

1059.0* 1333.1** 1774.5** 1466.2*
(557.6) (585.2) (791.5) (782.1)

Total FARC
victims
1998–2006

1.06***
(0.29)

Constant 4019.2* 4743.1* 5046.8** 4302.2** 3663.2*
(2295.5) (2672.2) (2560.3) (2180.2) (1952.5)

lambda
Constant 0.93*** 0.93*** 0.92*** 0.92*** 0.93***

(0.048) (0.046) (0.053) (0.056) (0.049)
sigma
Constant 3665.2*** 3724.2*** 4038.6*** 3973.6*** 3288.3***

(409.3) (401.1) (409.0) (415.1) (389.0)
Observations 1120 1120 1120 1120 1120

Standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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to displacement in these two civil wars. In addition, we discuss and
discard alternative possibilities. In Spain, both sides targeted groups
that were suspected of disloyalty, but this was particularly salient
in conquest phases, such as during the conquest of Catalonia by the
Francoist army, which we have explored above. In other areas of
Spain displacement also took place as armed groups were conquering
new territory. Displacement was simultaneous to terrorizing cam-
paigns of violence, which often accompanied conquest by the
Francoist army (Preston, 2011, p. 19). That was the case, for example,
of the Nationalist “Death column” that conquered Andalusia and
Extremadura: this military column made widespread use of col-
lective violence against alleged leftists, which was public in many
occasions (i.e. leaving the corpses in the open for the neighbors to
collect). After this violence “many people opted to leave towards
Republican territory, hide in the mountains, or hide in the most un-
believable places” (Prada, 2010, p. 120). The people fleeing were
sympathizers and/or militants of leftist political parties: in other
words, those targeted by the Nationalists (Preston, 2011, p. 412).
In the mountainous county of the Pallars Sobirà, when the front-
line stabilized near the town of Sort, the Francoist general Sagardía
employed collective targeting in order to “cleanse” the area from
leftist supporters, who were perceived as extremely unreliable in
this rough terrain area, in which the Republicans employed guer-
rilla tactics. The general sent three police troops to the villages in
order to pursue tasks of vigilancia y limpieza (surveillance and cleans-
ing), and he argued that suspicious inhabitants of the villages had
to be evacuated.25 A civil war testimony from this county told one
of the authors that “When the Francoists arrived, militants of left-
wing parties left because they were scared”.26

Collective violence was also employed by leftists in the Spanish
Civil War. Even if on a smaller scale, the anarchists and socialists
were also targeting collectively in phases of conquest. In localities
close to the Ebro’s frontline (in Aragon), which were contested
between the Francoists and anarchist and communist columns for
several months, suspected right-wingers were threatened and killed.
Many of those who feared for their lives because they did not share
the views of the anarchists fled toward Catalonia, Francoist Aragon,
or France (Ledesma, 2003; Maldonado, 2007). In Madrid, the tar-
geting of suspected Francoist supporters intensified after the fall
of Toledo and the frontline moved toward Madrid. Collective tar-
geting boosted as the fear of the existence of a fifth column within
Madrid and the need to expel Francoist supporters became more
salient (Ruiz, 2012, pp. 233–235).

In Colombia, the descriptions of displacement beginning in 1986
– only after the UP was formed – linked it to paramilitaries and nar-
cotraffickers targeting the UP and those accused of being
collaborators of the guerrilla (Pastoral Social, 2001, p. 15). A brutal
example took place in the municipality of Segovia in 1988. A group
of paramilitaries arrived in Segovia where “names of people were
replaced by names of blocks” that displayed yellow and green
banners – the colors of the UP (Dudley, 2006, pp. 123–124). Pam-
phlets were circulated, warning citizens to leave or die. The violence
was targeted to known areas where UP sympathizers gathered or
lived: paramilitaries lobbed grenades and opened fire. In all, 43
people were killed (Dudley, 2006, p. 124). The key is that pam-
phlets were circulated, which indicates that the aim was not to kill
all inhabitants of the neighborhood, but to expel them. Steele (2011)
also finds that paramilitaries cleansed the city of Apartadó between
1994 and 1996, using lethal violence and tactics like graffiti to compel
residents of UP-associated neighborhoods to leave. Paraphrasing
Mao’s famous dictum, a priest from the region said that para-
militaries’ strategy at the time was “to push the guerrillas into the
mountains…to repel them so they would lose contact with the
people, and lose their power. To carry out their strategy, the tactic
they used was the perverse one of draining the water from the fish.
A barbarous method.”27

Regarding the alternative hypotheses, the first possibility is that
people flee in anticipation of the violence, and that armed groups
do not in fact use collective targeting to provoke flight. However,
instances of pamphlets warning residents to leave targeted neigh-
borhoods and towns abound. Why would armed groups distribute
such threats if they did not aim to expel suspect groups? The second
alternative is that in fact armed groups are targeting their rival armed
group, not the civilians who live in these territories. This alterna-
tive is a possibility for irregular civil wars, but not for conventional
ones, in which soldiers are distinct from civilians. Thus collective
violence in locations with no military garrisons is aimed at target-
ing civilians. In irregular wars, some people do become “part-
time” combatants and remain in their neighborhoods and villages,
and some combatants do hide among civilians. These insurgents
could be targeted by incoming challengers that do not aim to dis-
place the civilians they live among. However, such a form of targeting
would be likely to be accompanied by overtures to the civilians to
remain in their homes in spite of the violence directed at the com-
batants. However, in the case of Colombia, we have not found any
evidence that armed groups seek to expel combatants but retain
civilians – the pamphlets and graffiti used were directed against UP
members – not the FARC only.

Implications

We presented evidence that armed groups employ displace-
ment under similar circumstances across very different civil wars.
Nonetheless, given the diverging characteristics of civil wars dis-
playing different technologies of rebellion, we expect the underlying
logic to produce different aggregate patterns. We briefly consider
the implications in conventional and irregular civil wars for two di-
mensions: timing and scale of displacement.

With regard to the timing, we argue that displacement is asso-
ciated with the conquest of territories; in conventional wars,
displacement is likely to be concentrated in waves, following phases
of conquest in which the frontline moves. In irregular wars, when
loyalties are identified, displacement is likely to occur in a more
uneven, sporadic way throughout the war. In Spain, we do indeed
observe waves of displacement that were connected to conquest.
For example, in Catalonia, there were two main phases of displace-
ment: the so-called Exile of 1936 affected mostly people identified
with right-wing political parties, landlords and members of the bour-
geoisie, members of the clergy, and even people identified with left-
wing political parties that were threatened by the anarchist militias.
This took place early on in the war, until the frontlines were es-
tablished. The second phase was the so-called Exile of 1939, which
we have analyzed above, and which affected mostly people who
identified as supporters of leftist political parties or trade unions.28

This wave of displacement corresponds to the moment in which the
frontline was moving and the Nationalist army was conquering Cat-
alonia. Historical accounts overwhelmingly indicate that these people
were moving toward the North, as the frontline was advancing and
the Republican army was withdrawing. In another paradigmatic case
of a conventional civil war, the American one, refugees fled from
battles and areas occupied by the Union army (Hacker, 2011, p. 326).

In Colombia, displacement was not a major feature of the low-
grade insurgency until the late 1980s. Once the UP contested local
elections and its supporters revealed where they lived, displace-
ment became a tactic that armed groups could employ to challenge
insurgents for territorial control. As the counterinsurgent para-
militaries expanded, they displaced people who they perceived to
be disloyal – and displacement continued to increase steadily over
time and across space. Because of the nature of contestation in ir-
regular war, displacement took place in a scattered way throughout
the Colombian territory, wherever UP supporters were.29
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The scale of displacement in both types of civil war depends, ob-
viously, on how well identified the likely insurgent sympathizers
are, and the proportion of the population they represent. Follow-
ing our theoretical framework, the scale of displacement in
conventional civil wars is also likely to depend on the amount of
times the frontlines shift between actors – with each shift likely to
lead to additional displacement. Similarly, the scale in irregular wars
is likely to depend on how unstable territorial control is: the more
stable the territorial control, the lower the displacement. Finally,
given all this, since irregular civil wars are typically significantly
longer than conventional ones, we can expect the former to gen-
erate an overall greater number of refugees. Indeed, although the
Spanish civil war generated a large number of refugees, the Co-
lombian war has significantly surpassed it (by a factor of 10), and
this is partly due to the much longer duration of the latter.

Finally, this paper also has implications for the distinction
between ethnic and non-ethnic civil wars, which are often assumed
to feature different dynamics of violence and displacement
(Kaufmann, 1996). As authors such as Kalyvas (2006), Christia (2012),
and Lyall (2010) have shown, wartime dynamics do not necessar-
ily follow ethnic lines, even in wars labeled as “ethnic.” Furthermore,
dynamics of lethal violence in ideological civil wars are not differ-
ent from those in ethnic civil wars (Balcells, 2016). By providing
evidence on displacement from two ideological civil wars that follow
similar patterns and resemble the goals and tactics of ethnic cleans-
ing, we find additional support for the claim that ethnic cleansing
is one type of a broader category: political cleansing.

Conclusions

The paper makes several contributions. First, it shows that the
logic of displacement is indeed similar across types of civil wars.
Even in non-ethnic civil wars, armed groups employ “cleansing”
against civilians. An important area for further research is on va-
rieties of displacement in ethnic and non-ethnic civil wars in addition
to cleansing, to continue to identify overlaps and divergence between
them. Second, the mechanisms underlying collective targeting and
displacement are consistent across civil wars with different forms
of warfare or “Technologies of Rebellion”, in contrast to the evi-
dence on lethal violence. Third, it highlights the risks of electoral
politics preceding or during a civil war: they may reveal political
identities that are integral to competing armed groups in the war.
Fourth, this paper is the first small-n comparison of displacement
at the sub-national level. Our design has the advantage of compar-
ing two very different cases that display similar outcomes; following
Mill’s method of difference, this should provide generalizability. At
the same time, the two-case comparison allows us to connect micro-
level processes to macro-level ones; indeed, the paper has advanced
the understanding of displacement at the macro-level from a micro-
level framework (Balcells & Justino, 2014). Specifically, the nature
of warfare shapes the conditions under which displacement is used
as a war tactic. Thus, our approach has clear implications concern-
ing why displacement is more prevalent in some wars than in others,
and why displacement is spread throughout conflict areas and time
periods in some wars (i.e. irregular, as in Colombia, El Salvador or
the current conflict in Afghanistan), and more concentrated in areas
and time periods in other wars (i.e. conventional, as in the recent
wars in Ivory Coast or Libya). These insights shed light on broad pat-
terns of displacement in civil wars.
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Appendix

Fig. A1. Estimated displacement – Colombian Government (AS) and CODHES,
1985–2006.

Table A1
OLS on estimated displacement in Catalonia, 1939.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Support_Left 36 1.02** 1.05*** 1.01** 1.02**
(0.39) (0.39) (0.38) (0.40)

CNT Affiliation 13.5*** 13.7*** 12.9*** 14.0*** 13.5***
(3.11) (3.17) (3.04) (3.13) (3.10)

UGT Affiliation 0.032 0.28 −1.74 0.40 0.057
(8.00) (7.98) (7.66) (8.07) (7.93)

Population
(*1000)

−0.14 −0.12 −5.22 1.08 −0.12
(0.33) (0.33) (5.30) (0.90) (1.49)

Elevation
(*1000)

−27.8 −35.6 −25.5 −29.1 −27.9
(22.2) (23.9) (21.8) (22.6) (23.4)

Catholic Center −5.78 −11.0 75.2 −4.26
(86.9) (83.6) (96.7) (113.6)

Competition 50.4
(41.3)

Executed by
the Left

1.39
(1.47)

Clergy executed −2.01
(1.28)

Total bombs −0.089
(4.51)

Constant 36.7 49.6 31.7 38.8 36.7
(26.3) (34.5) (26.3) (26.4) (26.2)

Observations 654 654 654 654 654
R2 0.117 0.11 0.133 0.12 0.117

Standard errors in parentheses, clustered at the county level.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Colombia Analyses with Additional Controls

The following tables include additional controls in the analy-
ses for Colombia (for the OLS, spatial lag, and spatial error models).
Here we justify the inclusion of these controls in the specific case
of Colombia, and we discuss the results of these additional
analyses.

Homicide Rate is a measure of the average homicide rate for each
municipality over the 1998–2006 time period (the data were obtained
from the DANE); these data do not include FARC or Paramilitary victims,
but they capture lethal violence in the locality. Municipalities that are
poorer may be more likely to produce displacement because there
are fewer incentives for civilians to risk violence and stay (Ibáñez,
2008). It could be that poorer peasants are likelier to be targeted or

Table A2
OLS on registered displacement within Colombia, 1998–2006.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

UP vote share avg 90–97 9281.4*** 9982.1*** 5925.9**
(2166.9) (2354.3) (2291.2)

Total paramilitary victims 1998–2006 4.84*** 4.92*** 2.35*
(1.47) (1.52) (1.27)

Total labor strikes, 1982–1997 120.6 124.6 187.2** 181.8** 137.7*
(87.8) (86.8) (86.5) (86.8) (71.7)

1993 population (*1000) −4.21 −4.45 −6.32 −6.03 −5.74*
(3.70) (3.65) (3.80) (3.85) (3.07)

Elevation −0.67** −0.74** −0.86** −0.79** −0.67**
(0.30) (0.33) (0.37) (0.34) (0.30)

3rd party vote share avg 90–97 843.1 1100.2 1264.7 985.5
(922.6) (1030.6) (1232.8) (1151.3)

Total FARC victims 1998–2006 1.08***
(0.28)

Constant 2076.9*** 2293.2*** 2735.0*** 2494.9*** 2087.7***
(484.4) (489.3) (543.9) (535.2) (443.4)

Observations 1046 1046 1046 1046 1046
R2 0.250 0.225 0.100 0.130 0.398

Standard errors in parentheses, clustered at the department level.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table A3
OLS on registered displacement within Colombia, 1998–2006 with additional controls.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

UP vote share avg 90–97 4651.6** 4790.3** 2789.6
(2000.8) (2007.3) (2194.3)

Total paramilitary victims 1998–2006 3.84*** 3.85*** 1.78
(1.31) (1.32) (1.09)

Total labor strikes, 1982–1997 117.7 121.8 153.3 149.0 110.0*
(92.7) (91.7) (94.5) (95.1) (58.9)

1993 population (*1000) −7.38 −7.29 −11.5 −11.6 −11.9
(10.6) (10.6) (9.14) (9.19) (9.42)

Elevation −0.21* −0.22* −0.26** −0.25* −0.26**
(0.11) (0.12) (0.13) (0.12) (0.12)

3rd party vote share avg 90–97 204.5 262.5 418.2 358.0 −505.0
(768.3) (789.0) (1045.5) (1033.1) (689.5)

Avg homicide rate 1998–2006 7.13*** 7.41*** 10.4*** 10.1*** 3.42*
(1.57) (1.52) (1.85) (1.88) (1.97)

Municipal GDP 0.00099 0.00091 0.0020 0.0021 0.0023
(0.0041) (0.0041) (0.0038) (0.0038) (0.0035)

Rural indicator −25.1*** −24.7*** −25.8*** −26.3*** −25.9***
(7.18) (7.14) (7.64) (7.74) (7.15)

Area, km squared 0.16* 0.17* 0.19* 0.18* 0.089
(0.091) (0.094) (0.096) (0.093) (0.082)

Paved roads, km 1995 0.35 0.33 0.58* 0.59* 0.39
(0.25) (0.25) (0.32) (0.31) (0.24)

Coca dummy 2185.4*** 2353.5*** 2502.9*** 2329.5*** 1811.8***
(743.9) (755.9) (749.5) (738.3) (614.8)

Poverty 1995 42.7*** 44.5*** 45.5*** 43.7*** 39.2***
(10.9) (11.2) (11.6) (11.3) (8.97)

Soil quality indicator −91.9 −65.2 −71.4 −98.9 −88.8
(84.7) (86.4) (89.7) (87.5) (76.9)

Total FARC victims 1998–2006 0.98***
(0.27)

Constant 247.9 101.7 40.5 191.1 883.3
(709.5) (727.3) (816.5) (810.1) (721.7)

Observations 1033 1033 1033 1033 1033
R2 0.366 0.360 0.291 0.298 0.478

Standard errors in parentheses, clustered at the department level.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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displaced because they do not have titles, so their land is more easily
usurped (Reyes, 2009). For these reasons we include Municipal GDP, cal-
culated by the CEDE, and Poverty 1995, an indicator of the proportion
of the population whose basic needs go unmet in a given municipal-
ity. We also include Soil Aptitude because some authors suggest that
areas with mineral deposits or particular value for crops such as African
palm attracted paramilitaries that in turn displaced residents in order
to gain access to the lucrative land (see, e.g., Reyes, 2009). (Data on mu-
nicipal GDP and soil aptitude were provided by the CEDE.) The presence
of coca has also been linked to displacement because people have left
areas fumigated by the government. It might also capture presence of
illegal armed groups, and disputes over territory. Although such dis-
placement should not be registered in the SUR, we include a dummy
indicating if any coca was detected in the municipality, Coca Dummy
(the data were also provided by the CEDE, and originally collected by
the UNODC.) Rurality (calculated by the percentage of the rural pop-
ulation over the size of the municipality), and Roads (the presence of
roads in 1995) are also included as controls for accessibility (the data
were provided by CEDE).

The analyses with additional control variables show that the
effect of UP share remains quite substantial. In addition, average
homicide rates are positively associated with higher levels of dis-
placement, unless FARC victims between 1998 and 2006 are taken
into account. The rural indicator is weakly negatively associated
with displacement, suggesting that more urban (and thus more
densely populated) municipalities suffer higher levels of displace-
ment. Kilometers of roads within the municipality in 1995 is
positively associated with displacement, suggesting that especial-
ly difficult-to-reach communities were relatively safer; or that it
was simply harder for community members to leave the munici-
pality. Coca has a substantive positive effect on displacement, as
well as poverty. Finally, displacement is negatively associated with
the 2002 soil aptitude index – a somewhat surprising finding, given
the popular and scholarly perception that displacement was a
byproduct of paramilitary expropriation of land for industrial ag-
riculture projects (Reyes, 2009). The effect of soil aptitude is however
significant in only some of the models, and it disappears when
FARC victims are taken into account.

Table A4
Spatial lag regression with additional controls, Colombia.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

UP vote share avg 90–97 5372.7*** 5591.2*** 3330.9*
(1769.3) (1898.2) (1764.3)

Total paramilitary victims 1998–2006 4.01*** 4.03*** 1.92**
(0.79) (0.79) (0.89)

Total labor strikes, 1982–1997 112.3 116.5 149.4 144.9 106.5*
(95.7) (95.3) (99.2) (99.4) (62.5)

1993 population (*1000) −7.13 −7.00 −11.4 −11.5 −11.6
(9.73) (9.68) (8.06) (8.12) (8.46)

Elevation −0.12** −0.14** −0.18*** −0.16** −0.15***
(0.054) (0.058) (0.070) (0.065) (0.056)

3rd party vote share avg 90–97 589.4 673.8 842.4 753.6 −17.7
(529.7) (543.8) (726.5) (718.7) (522.2)

Avg homicide rate 1998–2006 6.72*** 7.05*** 10.2*** 9.82*** 3.25*
(1.53) (1.52) (2.14) (2.09) (1.75)

Municipal GDP 0.0010 0.00091 0.0020 0.0021 0.0023
(0.0037) (0.0037) (0.0033) (0.0033) (0.0030)

Rural indicator −12.5*** −12.5** −14.6*** −14.5*** −11.5**
(4.81) (4.88) (5.25) (5.18) (4.50)

Area, km squared 0.078 0.083 0.096 0.090 0.029
(0.063) (0.066) (0.069) (0.066) (0.048)

Paved roads, km 1995 0.33* 0.31* 0.58** 0.59*** 0.38**
(0.19) (0.19) (0.23) (0.23) (0.18)

Coca dummy 2055.5*** 2250.9*** 2418.6*** 2214.4*** 1674.3***
(385.6) (374.4) (388.7) (396.9) (350.7)

Poverty 1995 24.1*** 25.6*** 27.3*** 25.6*** 22.0***
(6.59) (6.58) (6.88) (6.88) (5.98)

Soil quality indicator −100.9 −81.1 −93.0 −113.5 −64.8
(65.5) (65.4) (70.6) (70.8) (57.8)

Total FARC victims 1998–2006 0.98***
(0.26)

Constant −1101.6*** −1169.7*** −1115.7*** −1045.4*** −832.6***
(307.2) (309.8) (352.3) (349.2) (306.9)

lambda
Constant 0.85*** 0.85*** 0.81*** 0.81*** 0.86***

(0.086) (0.087) (0.10) (0.10) (0.080)
sigma
Constant 3437.9*** 3460.1*** 3663.2*** 3640.5*** 3109.1***

(414.8) (409.3) (416.2) (421.3) (393.9)
Observations 1120 1120 1120 1120 1120

Standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table A5
Spatial error model with additional controls, Colombia.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

UP vote share avg 90–97 5087.1*** 5335.8*** 3304.4*
(1814.3) (1965.5) (1788.0)

Total paramilitary victims 1998–2006 4.01*** 4.02*** 1.93**
(0.80) (0.80) (0.90)

Total labor strikes, 1982–1997 112.9 117.4 159.2 144.4 104.8*
(94.2) (93.6) (97.6) (98.0) (61.6)

1993 population (*1000) −7.46 −7.35 −11.6 −11.7 −11.8
(9.74) (9.71) (8.14) (8.13) (8.46)

Elevation −0.16** −0.18** −0.24** −0.22** −0.19**
(0.073) (0.080) (0.10) (0.097) (0.086)

3rd party vote share avg 90–97 458.8 519.2 780.2 715.3 −103.6
(549.3) (560.5) (754.4) (748.4) (545.4)

Avg homicide rate 1998–2006 6.65*** 6.87*** 9.98*** 9.73*** 3.35*
(1.59) (1.59) (2.29) (2.23) (1.81)

Municipal GDP 0.0011 0.001 0.0021 0.0022 0.0024
(0.0037) (0.0037) (0.0033) (0.0033) (0.0030)

Rural indicator −13.4*** −13.8*** −16.6*** −16.1*** −12.4***
(4.96) (5.08) (5.55) (5.54) (4.71)

Area, km squared 0.15* 0.15* 0.17* 0.16** 0.097*
(0.08) (0.083) (0.088) (0.084) (0.058)

Paved roads, km 1995 0.32* 0.30 0.56** 0.58** 0.36*
(0.19) (0.19) (0.23) (0.23) (0.18)

Coca dummy 2247.0*** 2419.6*** 2584.5*** 2402.4*** 1830.6***
(404.8) (393.4) (406.4) (414.9) (370.0)

Poverty 1995 26.4*** 28.6*** 30.6*** 28.3*** 24.1***
(6.62) (6.58) (6.97) (7.02) (6.12)

Soil quality indicator −131.1* −116.8* −122.3* −137.5* −91.8
(68.0) (67.8) (73.0) (73.4) (60.5)

Total FARC victims 1998–2006 0.96***
(0.26)

Constant 996.9 1022.5 872.4 864.4 1147.1
(1034.3) (1062.9) (871.9) (852.3) (899.3)

lambda
Constant 0.91*** 0.91*** 0.88*** 0.88*** 0.91***

(0.061) (0.061) (0.072) (0.072) (0.065)
sigma
Constant 3424.2*** 3443.1*** 3643.7*** 3624.1*** 3112.7***

(417.8) (413.1) (419.9) (424.2) (397.9)
Observations 1120 1120 1120 1120 1120

Standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table A6
Descriptive statistics. Spain dataset.

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

1939 Displacement 750 84.93 164.89 0 2,094
Absent people 1940 750 99.01 182.04 0 2,329
Support Left 1936 1,058 52.27 16.94 2.2 100
CNT Affiliation 1,062 0.6 3.38 0 71.92
UGT Affiliation 1,058 0.09 1.02 0 20.36
Population (thousands) 1,058 1.64 19.72 0.05 637.84
Elevation (thousand meters) 875 0.36 0.32 0.003 1.53
Catholic Center 1,062 0.007 0.08 0 1
Competition 1,058 0.883 0.16 0 1
Executed Left 1,062 7.68 73.66 0 2,328
Clergy Killed 1,062 0.44 0.50 0 1
N 1,062
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Endnotes

1For example, Adhikari (2012); Davenport et al. (2003); Ibáñez (2008); Melander
and Oberg (2006); Moore and Shellman (2006); Schmeidl (1997); Salehyan, 2008;
see Lubkemann (2008) for an exception.
2See also Elisabeth Wood (2010) and Fjelde and Hultman (2014).
3When armed groups already have military control of a territory, they do not need
to target civilians collectively because they have more information to target defec-
tors selectively, and they can generate incentives for civilians to comply (see Kalyvas,
2006).
4The civil war began two decades earlier in Colombia than the introduction of a po-
litical party associated with insurgents (i.e. the FARC) and local-level elections.
5Fascist Italian and Nazi German armed forces intervened in favor of the Francoists.

6There were some individuals targeted because of their ethnic identity during the
civil war, but they were not the majority. Peripheral nationalists were however re-
pressed severely during the Francoist dictatorship that followed the civil war.

7Other groups include the Popular Liberation Army (EPL) and the M-19, which formed
from FARC defectors in 1974 and demobilized in 1989.
8As in Spain, these were not unified fronts – groups within them frequently fought
one another as well.
9We do not consider FARC-induced displacement. Although insurgents also dis-
place civilians, it is usually not a tactic of conquest in irregular wars because insurgents
are weaker than the incumbents in an irregular conflict and so typically cannot

conquer territories by force. Rather, they use tactics such as evasion, attrition and
state-building: see Kalyvas (2006).
10Because of the differences between these two civil wars and the nature of the avail-
able data, we use different indicators in each of the cases. For example, while in both
cases we rely on electoral results to measure the proportion of supporters for armed
groups at the local level, the data are slightly different: In Spain, we used municipal
level results of one pre-war national election (that of February 16, 1936); in Co-
lombia, we used data of wartime municipal elections (the average results from several
that took place in the 1990s). Similarly, we also used different proxies for some of
the control variables in the regressions: while theoretically justified, their inclu-
sion depends on the data available in each of the cases. Our dependent variable is
also slightly different in each of the cases: while for Colombia we have fine-
grained data on displaced people at the municipal level for the totality of the country,
for Spain we have only been able to obtain an estimate of local-level displacement
for one region (Catalonia). All of this is conditioned by the problematic nature of
data on wartime indicators and on displacement, which is even more salient in a
civil war that was fought in the 1930s. Overall, our objective has been to use the
best data available at the finest level of detail.
11To construct this index, mortality is assumed to cancel birth rate in a context of a
civil war where there was no natural population growth. Only non-natural deaths
(i.e. people killed in combat, executions, bombings, and war-related accidents) are
subtracted from the index. The sources for these variables are multiple, and they
are detailed in Balcells (2016). In the displacement index, we are coding as 0 all the
cases in which the local population growth is positive.
12The reason that cases are lost is that there are no data from the 1940 census for
these localities. We have checked empirically, and there are no systematic expla-
nations for the missing cases in these census data.
13During wartime, there is both a problem of under-registering of births and deaths,
and of a delay in inscribing: see Gil and Garcia (2009, p. 54). At the same time, despite
concerns raised regarding the validity of the Spanish 1940 census, recent research
has shown that this is reliable regarding total population figures: see Gil and Garcia
(2009, p. 63).
14For example, after the bombing of the railroad station in Puigcerdà, around one
thousand people fled to Bourg-Madame (France) to seek refuge (Solé i Sabaté & Pous,
1988).
15Some of the robustness checks are included in the Appendix; all of them are in-
cluded in the replication files and they are available upon request.
16The overwhelming majority of the displaced in Colombia do not cross interna-
tional borders, so are not refugees but IDPs.
17The government registers IDPs when they arrive to a state agency office, and groups
of households when they are displaced together. Displaced individuals must respond
to a questionnaire; officials in regional offices then review the questionnaire to assess
if the claim of displacement is credible. If the application is deemed plausible, then
the IDP enters into the database and becomes eligible for humanitarian assistance
from the government (three months of rent and groceries). Groups of 10 house-
holds or 50 individuals constitute “mass displacement,” and a state representative
is supposed to register them.
18The database was provided to the Center for the Study of Development Econom-
ics (CEDE) at the Universidad de los Andes in Bogotá.
19It is important to note that although both units in Spain and Colombia are re-
ferred to as “municipalities,” in Spain, municipalities are communities, while in
Colombia, they are more similar to counties in the US, comprising several rural com-
munities and typically a town or city similar to a county seat (cabecera).
20Data on electoral outcomes come from the Registraduría Nacional in Bogotá – the
institution responsible for administering and monitoring elections in Colombia. We
thank Fabio Sánchez for sharing the data. Elections for council are closed
list, proportional representation. The data include the vote share for each party in

Table A7
Descriptive statistics. Colombia dataset.

Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max

IDPs 1998–2006 1,104 2,000.42 4,419.61 1 56,926
UP vote share avg 90–97 1,120 0.02 0.08 0 0.726
Total FARC victims

1998–2006
1,118 409.03 1,752.72 0 32,542

Total paramilitary victims
1988–1997

1,118 0.30 2.78 0 63

Total paramilitary victims
1998–2006

1,118 70.26 322.59 0 4,994

Average homicide rate 1998–2006 1,119 62.76 82.85 0 1,063.7
1993 population (thousands) 1,111 33.16 188.08 0 5,413.3
Municipal GDP 1,097 71,852.31 603,574.15 0 16,455,590
Poverty indicator 1,060 51.38 20.30 8.490 105.3
Rural indicator 1,082 61.95 23.44 0.231 100
Area, kilometers squared 1,061 1,003.01 2,809.62 15 42,178
Elevation 1,061 1,180.26 1,162.33 2 25,221
Total labor strikes, 82–97 1,119 1.36 9.94 0 227
Kilometers of paved roads in 1995 1,061 664.98 874.87 0 9,626.0
Coca dummy 1,061 0.20 0.40 0 1
3rd party vote share avg 90–97 1,120 0.23 0.14 0 0.800
N 1,120

Table A8
Matching results, Catalonia.

Matching estimator: Average Treatment Effect for the Treated
Weighting matrix: Inverse variance
Number of observations = 622
Number of matches (m) = 1
Number of matches, robust std. err. (h) = 1

Coef. Std. Err. z P > |z| [95% Conf. Interval]
SATT 33.93 11.31 3.00 0.003 11.77–56.11
Matching variables and Bias-adj variables: CNT Affiliation, UGT Affiliation,

Latitude, Longitude, Population, Percent Literate, Elevation, Catholic Center.

Table A9
Matching results, Colombia.

Matching estimator: Average Treatment Effect for the Treated
Weighting matrix: Inverse variance
Number of observations =1034
Number of matches (m) = 1
Number of matches, robust std. err. (h) = 1

Coef. Std. Err. z P > |z| [95% Conf. Interval]
SATT 1577.78 441.9 3.57 0 711.65–2443.9
Matching variables and Bias-adj variables: Paramilitary victims, Labor strikes,

Latitude, Longitude, 1993 Population (normalized), Elevation, Third party
vote share, Homicide rate, Municipal GDP, Rural indicator.
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the election and the number of municipal council seats won by party. Data on local
elections were not available for Spain, which is why we use higher-level elections.
21The logic is that paramilitaries formed new, local parties in areas where they had
influence: see Acemoglu et al. (2013) and López (2010).
22In the Appendix, we include tables with additional controls.
23We thank Ana María Ibáñez for sharing the data.
24These data were compiled by Fabio Sánchez, based on the reports issued by
the Observatorio de Derechos Humanos in the office of the Vice President of
Colombia. Events-based data by type of event are also available. For consistency with
the data available for Catalonia, we use only the victims data for Colombia as well.
25Antonio Sagardía, Diario de Operaciones, cited in Armengou and Belis (2004, p. 128).
26Testimony #55 (Balcells, 2016).
27Interview with Steele, 29 June 2007, Apartadó, Colombia.
28Among these refugees, there were also a large number of combatants of the Re-
publican army that fled after the military defeats.
29There is also evidence that the FARC displaced during conquest attempts by the
paramilitaries, but this was as a reactive measure to attempt to retain control of their
territories.
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