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Abstract:  In the context of political violence, the common assumption that 

the democratic electoral process guarantees accountability has increasingly come under 

fire. We argue that the aggregate evidence supporting this critique is, at times, 

incomplete. Instead, we contend that responsible parties are often held accountable at the 

polls, but only by those directly exposed to violence. In contrast, voters learning about 

violence from afar will punish governing parties only when they fail to curb the violence.  

To test our expectations we estimate reliable levels of provincial-level conflict violence 

and match the data with provincial-level presidential vote shares from two consecutive 

Peruvian elections held during the height of civil war.  The analysis supports our theory 

of discriminating electoral punishment, with important implications for our understanding 

of mobilization and political participation in conflicts. 
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Introduction 

Violence is almost always perpetrated in concentrated locations (Rustad et al., 

2011).  At the same time, within a country, voters experiencing violence from afar are 

much more numerous than those directly affected by it.  If local violence has a different 

effect on voter political expression in election than does violence experienced from afar, 

the effects are confounded at the national level.  For example, if voters only punish 

parties locally for violence committed by an associated perpetrator, then insurgent 

associated parties can increase their party’s national vote share while still being punished 

locally where the insurgents perpetrate violence.  Incumbent electoral punishment, in 

turn, can be hidden in the aggregate electoral outcome if the incumbent is simultaneously 

rewarded by voters far from the violence for successfully suppressing dissent, and only 

loses votes in the locality where the violence actually takes place.  Similarly, if voters 

reward parties locally for violence perpetrated by an associated perpetrator, any local 

rewards for violence are lost in the aggregate for parties loosing vote shares nationally.   

Without geographic disaggregation of violence and the vote, we cannot establish 

who was punished or rewarded for being associated with the perpetrators of violence and 

where they were punished.  This confounding effect has profound implications for our 

understanding of the relationship between violence and multiple electoral outcomes.  For 

example, the common assumption that the democratic process of holding free and fair 

elections guarantees accountability has increasingly come under fire in the context of 

political violence. Recent research studying aggregate election results suggests that this 

skepticism is warranted: incumbent regimes often retain their overall support while 

engaging in substantial violence (Davenport 2007; Mitchell 2012; Conrad and Moore 
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2010)1. Anecdotal evidence pertaining to fluctuations in electoral support for non-

incumbent insurgency associated parties tells a similar story (Polgreen 2006). In this 

paper, we argue that the aggregate evidence supporting this and other aggregate claims 

about the effect of violence on electoral outcomes is, at times, incomplete.  Possibly, 

parties associated with perpetrators of violence are punished or rewarded locally in 

elections, but these punishments and rewards may be hidden in current aggregate 

analysis.  

Only recently have scholars begun to examine the causal impact of conflict 

violence on subsequent political mobilization (see Wood 2003; Bellows and Miguel 

2009; Blattman and Miguel 2010), and on election outcomes specifically (see, e.g. 

Berrebi and Klor, 2008; Kibris, 2011; de la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca 2013).2  

None of the existing studies account for how spatial differences in the amount of 

violence across violent and non-violent regions3 affect the vote for insurgency-associated 

                                                
1 The victims of the violence in these cases are in most instances unknown to the voter 

and the government is often perceived as containing a possible threat, both of which are 

important determinants of electoral support as our theory explains.   

2 In contrast, the literature about elections and their effect on violence is abundant (see 

Geulke and Smyth, 1992; Guelke 2000; Snyder 2000; Rapoport and Weinberg 2000; 

Birnir 2007; Collier, Hoeffler and Soderbom 2008; Brancati and Snyder 2011; Danzell 

2011; Steele 2011; Gleditsch and Ruggeri 2008; Collier 2009; Cederman, Gleditsch and 

Hug 2012, to name but few.) 

3 de la Calle  and Sánchez-Cuenca do examine variation in support within a region in 
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parties or incumbent parties (in this paper, interchangeably called governing parties). 

Moreover, none address fluctuations in electoral support in national elections for non-

incumbent insurgency-associated parties. These fluctuations are substantially important, 

especially because these non-incumbent parties are often highly significant and 

influential regional parties. The conflicts they are associated with tend to be severe, in 

terms of lives lost and related economic costs, and even the threat they pose to the 

integrity of the state.  

The electoral outcomes of interest in this paper are vote shares of insurgent 

associated and incumbent parties.  However, the actors that move the mechanisms of our 

story are individual voters who, we argue are motivated by the identity of victims and 

perpetrators to express preferences in elections, conditional on geographic proximity to 

the violence.  Our argument has two implications. First, it offers important insights into 

the way in which electoral mobilization for parties in conflict situations is affected by the 

violence perpetrated both by associated insurgent movements and incumbents. Thus, our 

theory explains how violence can decrease or increase the overall aggregate electoral 

support of parties associated with insurgent movements, by way of localized vote loss or 

gain in those areas where violence is committed.4 The second implication of our 

                                                                                                                                            
regional elections for Basque nationalist parties. 

4, We also offer some insight into why local electoral fortunes may rise for movements 

that curb violence against members of the in-group during electoral mobilization, as 

arguably was the case with the IRA in Northern Ireland (O’Leary and McGarry 1996; 

Moloney 2007).  
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argument is that it adds to our understanding of the relationship between civilian support 

and insurgent violence (see Condra and Shapiro, 2011, Kalyvas, 2006), but in a more 

direct way via the votes cast by civilians caught in conflict. 

Because the nature of the problem mandates that we directly test the micro-

mechanism proposed in our theory at the sub-national level, we analyze the provincial-

level variation in electoral support for Peruvian parties in two presidential elections that 

were held in midst of the country’s civil war. In this context, we address the principal 

problem of incompleteness in violence data used in the empirical study of conflict by 

estimating reliable levels of conflict violence using the capture-recapture estimation 

technique (Davenport and Ball, 2002, Bishop et al., 2007). 

Our empirical analysis shows that in Peru, the leftist alliance most closely 

associated with the insurgency of the Sendero Luminoso only lost votes in provinces that 

suffered extensive violence.  This led to strong local variations in vote shares and an 

increased vote share for the left at the national level for reasons including, but not limited 

to, the violence.5  In turn, the parties in government during the 1980s unsuccessfully 

attempted to contain the insurgency by engaging in heavy violence themselves. 

Consequently, incumbent parties were punished both locally for the violence they 

perpetrated, and from afar in provinces where no violence was perpetrated for their 

failure to stem Sendero’s violent activities.      

                                                
5 The shift to the center and left in the 1985 election was in part likely spurred by dire 

economic conditions in the aftermath of El Niño in 1983. 
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The paper is organized as follows: first, we briefly outline the general literature on 

voting and violence, followed by our theory. The second part introduces the Peruvian 

conflict, while highlighting the principal scholarly insights of the story.  The third section 

describes the data preparation and empirical estimation strategy to test our hypotheses. 

We then present and discuss the results of the analysis of the effects of violence on 

provincial-level outcomes of the Presidential elections in 1985 and 1990. We investigate 

the robustness of our results to the alternative explanation that socio-economic 

differences between the indigenous and other Peruvian voters caused the variation in 

violence and consequently the electoral outcome. We also examine the issue of reverse 

causality and additional alternative explanations, such as the role of state propaganda in 

decreasing the electoral support for the leftist candidates. The conclusion highlights 

implications of our findings and future directions for research.  Specifically, it 

emphasizes that the particulars of the electoral accountability story likely vary 

significantly across cases, and require micro-level analysis on a case-by-case basis.  

Furthermore, our theory likely only applies where the scope conditions set out in this 

paper are strictly met.  At the same time, we note that examples of insurgent movements 

simultaneously engaging in electoral politics and perpetrating violence are multiple and 

diverse (Brancati, 2006; Weinberg et al, 2008).  Examination of the geo-spatial variation 

in votes as related to violence is, therefore, a promising venue for future study.  

 

Violence and voting    

Electoral parties with ties to violent organizations are common (Weinberg, 

Pedahzur and Perliger 2008; Brancati 2006; Guelke and Smyth 1992; Dietz, 1986-1987).  
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However, the bulk of literature that explicitly considers the causal effects of violence on 

political mobilization in general, and voting more specifically, is recent.  In addition to 

suggesting that violence motivates political agency, this literature highlights some 

important distinctions such as the differences between the effects of general conflict 

violence as opposed to election related violence on election outcomes. 

Individual political opinion is affected by violence, while also conditioned by 

context and pre-existing political attitudes (Sharvit et al. 2010).  Furthermore, violence in 

the case literature is generally described as motivating voters to support viable 

challengers, often to the detriment of the incumbent (Wood 2003; Bellows and Miguel 

2009; Blattman 2009; Balcells 2012). 

Speaking specifically to voting behavior, the literature is divided in its focus on 

the electoral effects of election violence as opposed to the effects of conflict violence 

more generally.  A number of studies focus on election violence that specifically targets 

the electoral process in that the violence is perpetrated immediately before or at the time 

of the election with the specific purpose of swaying the vote (Wilkinson 2004; Joshi and 

Mason 2008; Collier and Vicente 2008; Hafner-Burton et.al 2013). While insurgency 

related violence is frequently accompanied by some violence that has as its objective 

electoral coercion, our study seeks to examine the relationship of broader forms of 

political violence and electoral outcomes in democratic countries. Thus, the principal 

scope condition of our study is that the ballot be reasonably free and fair.  We discuss this 

scope condition in greater detail below and explore the implications of electoral 

intimidation in our empirical analysis of Peru.  
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Our study joins an emerging literature intent on examining how violence that is 

perpetrated at any point between two elections and against diverse targets affects 

outcomes in reasonably free and fair elections. While insurgents are likely aware of the 

electoral effects of the violence that they perpetrate (de la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca 

2013), only some of their targets are tied directly to the electoral process and/or voters. 

Specifically, this literature explores the effects of conflict violence on incumbent 

electoral punishment (Berrebi and Klor, 2008; Kibris, 2011; Conrad and Moore 2010; 

Lago and Montero, 2004) and on insurgent associated political fortunes (Criado, 2011; de 

la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca 2013), but the particulars vary.  

 

The link between conflict violence and electoral support 

Our theory aims to explain how electoral support for parties associated with 

insurgents fluctuates as a function of the violence the insurgents perpetrate against 

diverse targets at any time between two elections. We also hope to clarify the mechanism 

of how electoral support for the incumbent party (interchangeably called the governing 

party) relates to violence. Our theoretical considerations diverge from the literature in 

several important ways. Building on the common observation that violence motivates 

political agency, the cogs in our theory are individual voting preferences shaped by 

proximate as opposed to more distant exposure to violence.  Under conditions of 

proximate violence we propose that the main factor mediating the effect of violence on 

voting behavior is the identity of those perpetrating and those affected by violence.  

Specifically, we propose that, locally, voters distinguish victim and perpetrator identity to 
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selectively punish or reward parties associated with the perpetrators of violence against 

known victims.   

Voter motivations 

The reader will recall that the electoral outcomes of interest in this paper are vote 

shares for insurgent associated and incumbent parties, but the actors that move the 

mechanism of our theory are individual voters.  Locally both instrumental and expressive 

(Brennan and Buchanan 1984; Schuessler 2000) reasons likely account for the voter’s 

decision to electorally withdraw or support parties associated with perpetrators of local 

violence.  As an expression against violence we would expect a voter to withdraw 

support from parties associated with perpetrators of violence even when those parties are 

not office holders and are not clear contenders for the office contested. Withdrawing her 

vote instrumentally, a voter might declare distrust of the party’s handling of authority 

because of their association with the violent group and may want to prevent them from 

gaining further power. She might also think that the use of violence discredits the policy 

program of the party.  Alternatively, in settings where parties operate more in the realm 

of patronage, she may doubt the ability or intent of the party in delivering patronage 

benefits because of the punitive nature of violence.  Otherwise, voters may reward parties 

for expressive or instrumental reasons for local violence by associated perpetrators 

against groups that the voter finds threatening.     

In contrast, we suggest that for voters experiencing violence from afar, the 

identity of the perpetrator and the victim play a lesser role in their decision-making at the 

polls.  From afar, voters may not have sufficient information to deliver targeted electoral 

punishment.  Alternatively, from-afar voters are more concerned with their own safety 
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and that of the people around them than distant victims and perpetrators.  Thus from afar 

voters may be most interested in punishing the government for its inability to uphold law 

and order as the violence moves closer.  In contrast, when the government successfully 

contains insurgent violence the voter experiencing violence from afar may wish to reward 

the incumbent party.  

Electoral Preferences and Identity 

 Research shows that the location of violence is important, in that proximate 

violence in space and time has a substantially greater impact on civilians’ preferences 

than does violence farther afield (Weidmann and Zuercher, forthcoming).  Consequently, 

our first proposition is that within a country proximate violence motivates voting in 

different ways than violence experienced from afar. However, while violence that is 

directly observed by individuals is strongly correlated with increased political 

participation, violence that is experienced and perpetrated, and the length of suffering are 

not consistently correlated with changes in participation (Blattman 2009: 239). We 

therefore assume that individuals need not have personally experienced violence 

themselves.  Rather, we anticipate that geographical proximity to violence increases the 

likelihood of being personally affected by it, as individuals closer to scenes of violence 

are more likely to observe violations and be personally familiar with victimized civilians. 

Indeed, violence experienced by close relations appears to be a motivator in voting across 

divergent cases, where both perpetrator and target identity shape the vote choice.  For the 

case of Northern Ireland, for example, McAllister (2004: 139) notes that “Sinn Fein 

voters were more likely to have had friends or close relatives injured in the Troubles.”   
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Our second premise is that, conditional on geographic proximity of violence, 

voters distinguish perpetrator and victim identities locally to selectively deliver 

punishment and rewards in elections. Notably, the perpetrator of local violence is not 

always the government.  Insurgent groups themselves are often responsible for much and 

sometimes all of the violence perpetrated.  We suggest that voters note who is 

perpetrating the violence – insurgents or the government – and deliver their electoral 

punishment or reward of insurgent associated or government parties accordingly.  

Importantly, this implies that the perpetrator’s purported intention for violence is less 

important than the violence itself – even when the perpetrator claims it is serving the 

voters’ common good.  

With respect to victim identity, we propose that when violence is local, voters 

express discontent against parties associated with insurgents and incumbents who target 

members of their in-group. As such, we assume that the in-group may constitute the 

voter’s co-ethnics, but it could also be an identifiable warring faction.  Theoretically, this 

distinction is very important. While we do not test the following effect in this paper, we 

also propose that parties associated with insurgent groups may, indeed, be rewarded for 

violence that the insurgents perpetrate if their victims are not members of the voter’s in-

group, and include victims from an out-group that the voter perceives as threatening.  

Empirically, the proposition that voters discriminate with respect to the identity of the 

victim is crucial because it mandates that we classify victims as belonging to voters’ in 

and out-groups.  In the case of Peru, for example, the concentration of indigenous people 

in the Andes (see Birnir 2008), where the bulk of the violence took place, allows us to 

assume that victimized civilians most likely were indigenous and thus belonged to the 
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voter’s in-group.  In other conflicts, such as the former Yugoslav republics where in- and 

out-groups were geographically more integrated, the testing of this process is 

significantly more complex. 

These two propositions outline how proximity to violence conditions the effect of 

perpetrator and victim identity to motivate voters locally where violence is perpetrated.  

In contrast, voters experiencing violence from afar likely do not have the necessary 

information to distinguish between victim and perpetrator identity.  Alternatively, voters 

from afar are most interested in punishing the government for it’s inability to uphold law 

and order as the violence moves closer.  In either case we propose that, from afar, voters 

likely hold the incumbent electorally responsible for upholding law and order, rewarding 

successes and punishing failures.  Table 1 summarizes our expectations regarding voter 

behavior at the polls, as affected by the proximity of the voter to violence, as well as 

perpetrator and victim identities.  
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Perpetrator 
of violence 

 Local (in-
group) victim, 

known 
perpetrator 

Distant 
(unknown) 

victim, 
unknown 

perpetrator 

Local (out-
group) victim, 

known 
perpetrator 

 
 

Insurgency 

 
Party associated 
with insurgency 

punished in 
election 

 
Party associated 
with insurgency 
not punished 

in election 

Party associated 
with insurgency 
not punished 
and may be 
rewarded in 

election 
 
 

State 
(Incumbent) 

 
 

Incumbent 
party punished 

in election 

Incumbent 
party punished 

for failure to 
contain 

violence, 
rewarded for 

containing 
violence 

 
Incumbent 
party not 

punished and 
may be 

rewarded in 
election 

 

Table 1: Expected outcomes of individual electoral choice as a function of 
perpetrator and victim identity conditioned by proximity to violence. 
 
External constraints on the theory (scope conditions) 

The principal exogenous constraints that set the scope conditions of our theory are 

the fairness of the electoral process and the institutional context of the election. We 

address each in turn.  In order for preferences to be expressed at the ballot box, it is 

necessary for the government to control the territory where the elections are held and for 

the elections to be reasonably free and fair.  In particular, it is important that the ballot is 

reasonably secret and relatively un-coerced.  Importantly, while electoral fraud is almost 

twice as likely in countries affected by conflict than in non-conflict countries, the fact 

remains that over eighty percent of recent elections in conflict countries do not show 
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signs of electoral manipulation (see Weidman and Callen, forthcoming).6  It is also 

important that citizens turn out to vote despite the violence.  Given reasonably free and 

fair elections in which citizens turn out, we argue that the ballot box presents a relatively 

low-cost way of registering preferences – including preferences for or against parties 

associated with the insurgent group.  Notably, we do not assume perfect conditions – 

relatively free and fair elections still may include some voter intimidation and we address 

this empirically in our study of Peru.  

The second issue to consider when formulating expectations about the outcome of 

the vote is the institutional setting.  A priori, the number of parties seems like an 

important influence on expected outcomes.  In practice, however, we argue that as long 

as citizens have the option of turning in a blank ballot the number of parties does not 

constrain the expected outcomes from violence much.  Blank ballots should not be 

confused with spoiled ballots, as blank ballots only denote the percentage of ballots that 

were intentionally left blank.   

Specifically, in a multi-party setting where violence is being perpetrated and both 

parties associated with insurgent and incumbent perpetrators are punished for the 

violence they perpetrate, the winner is a non-violent third party not associated with the 

incumbent or the insurgent.  Alternatively, if a viable third party option is not available 

voters may choose to turn in a blank ballot.  In turn, in localities where no violence is 

                                                
6 According to Weidman and Callen “[o]ut of 1143 elections held between 1990 and 

2006, 182 took place in countries with ongoing violent conflict”; of those only “31 

exhibit signs of electoral manipulation” (Forthcoming: 1-2).   
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being perpetrated and only the incumbent is being punished for failure to stem the 

conflict, the winner is either a third party unrelated to either the incumbent or the 

insurgent, or the number of blank ballots increases.  Similarly, in a two-party system 

where the only contenders are the incumbent and the insurgency affiliate party, when one 

is punished voters can either reward the other or cast a blank ballot.  Clearly, therefore, in 

neither type of institutional setting (multi-party or two-party) does punishment of one 

imply reward of the other party and the winner may vary.  At the same time, casting a 

blank ballot is clearly a choice that must be accounted for.  To complicate matters, 

however, an increase in the number of blank ballots may also suggest voter intimidation 

if voters are to scared to cast the ballot for their preferred candidate but not scared enough 

to cast a ballot in favor of a coercer.  We account for this complication in our empirical 

analysis.  

Testable Expectations 

Based on the premises that perpetrator and victim identity as conditioned by 

proximity to violence motivate voters for political action, and specifically in reasonably 

free and fair elections where voters act locally upon instrumental and expressive 

concerns, we hypothesize that: 

 

H1: Parties associated with insurgent movements that perpetrate violence locally against 

members of the voter’s in-group will lose electoral support in the locality where the 

violence was perpetrated. 
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We also propose that voters selectively punish the incumbent for violence he 

perpetrates locally. Furthermore, the reader will recall that we expect voters experiencing 

violence from afar to believe containment falls under the jurisdiction of the elected 

officials that control the state means of coercion.  Consequently, with respect to the effect 

of violence on the incumbent vote we expect the null hypothesis to hold.  Specifically, 

when the incumbent is perceived as failing to stem the violence in civil conflict, the 

incumbent party will suffer vote loss across cases where the incumbent does and does not 

perpetrate violence.   

Taken together we expect both incumbents and insurgency associated parties to 

loose support in localities where they perpetrate violence against members of the voter’s 

in-group.  In contrast, we expect that only the incumbent loses support in localities where 

it is not perpetrating violence.  Insurgency associated parties, in turn, do not lose support 

on account of the conflict in localities where they are not perpetrating violence.  

Empirically, therefore, we generally expect that the effect of local violence is pronounced 

and localized for insurgent associated parties where they perpetrate violence only.  In 

contrast, because the incumbent is punished everywhere for violence – albeit for different 

reasons – empirically we do not expect incumbent punishment differs as significantly 

between areas of high and low violence. 

Our theory engenders a number of corollary expectations one of which we test in 

this paper and some of which we do not test in this paper because the pertinent testable 

outcomes vary from case to case.  Specifically, where voters want to punish both the 

insurgency affiliated party and the incumbent party but a third party alternative does not 
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exist (two party systems) or is deemed an unsatisfactory option (multi-party systems) we 

expect that: 

 

H2: In localities where both the incumbent and the insurgent movement perpetrate 

violence locally against members of the voter’s in-group the number of blank ballots will 

increase. 

 

In contrast, we would expect that where incumbent and/or insurgents target 

members of the voter’s out-group parties associated with perpetrators of that violence do 

not loose votes and may even be rewarded with an increasing vote share.  Furthermore, 

voters experiencing violence from afar may reward incumbents that successfully contain 

insurgent violence.  We do not test these last two expectations in this paper because they 

are not pertinent in the case of Peru where the incumbents examined were not successful 

at containing the violence and victims generally belonged to the voter’s in-group only.  

We suggest, however, that these expectations may be of importance in other cases such as 

the former Yugoslav republics where in- and out-groups were more mixed locally and in 

cases where incumbents are seen as successfully containing insurgent violence.   

 

Why a single country and why Peru? 

The theory dictates a within country research design for three principal reasons.  

First, the pertinent comparison is that of voters experiencing violence locally within a 

country to voters experiencing violence from a distance but in that same country, holding 

as much else constant as possible.  Second, between countries the story of voter’s 
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delivery of rewards or punishment varies with the victim and perpetrator identity and 

incumbent perceived success.  Where local victims belong to the voter’s in-group we 

expect the voter to punish parties associated with the perpetrators.  In cases where local 

victims belong to the voter’s out-group we do not expect voters to punish parties 

associated with the perpetrators.  Indeed, associated parties may even be rewarded if 

voters perceive members of the out-group as threatening.  Furthermore, where 

incumbents are perceived as successful in containing the violence they may be rewarded 

electorally by voters from afar but are punished by those same voters when failing to 

contain the violence.  Thus the pertinent testable electoral implications vary across cases.  

Third, as discussed in greater detail in the methods section correction of the violence data 

is important for accurate analysis and this can only be done case by case.   

The second question is why we chose to test on Peru.  Again, three reasons make 

Peru an especially attractive case for testing our theory and we discuss each in turn. First, 

the Peruvian general elections in 1985 and 1990 both turned over the executive, which 

has been termed a test of reliable electoral democracy (Przeworski 1991; Geddes 2003).  

Occurring at the same time as these electoral contests, Peru’s civil war presents one of the 

most extreme cases of large-scale violence, with an estimated 70,000 individuals killed 

and disappeared by insurgents and the government between 1980 and 2000 (see Ball et 

al. 2003).   

Second, the Peruvian conflict was fairly localized in the Andes, (Comisión de la 

Verdad y Reconciliación 2003) where the population is socioeconomically and ethnically 

quite distinct from the rest of the country (Birnir 2008).  The concentration of the 

indigenous population in the Andes allows us to assume that violence observed by a local 
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civilian voter was likely against members of the voter’s in-group.  This is important for 

our proposition that voters discriminate locally between victim identities, depending on 

whether they are part of the in-group or out-group, and punish parties associated with 

perpetrators of violence against members of the voter’s in-group.  

At the same time, poverty and geographic concentration of the indigenous 

potentially pose a problem to testing our theory if changes in voting behavior correlated 

with changing levels of violence are driven by regional differences in socio-economic 

status between the indigenous and other Peruvians.  Consequently, we also test the 

robustness of our results by controlling for departments with high numbers of native 

Quechua speakers.    

   The third reason for choosing Peru to test our expectations is that in both 

elections, voting in Peru was compulsory7 and non-participation was punished with 

denial of public and private services requiring official identification, until the voter paid a 

substantial fine, thereby ensuring consistently higher turnout (León 2012). Because of 

compulsory voting and associated penalties, the relatively impoverished indigenous 

population caught in the middle of the conflict likely turned out in higher numbers than 

they would have otherwise.  In this way, compulsory voting likely increased the pool of 

voters whose ballot choices are of interest in this paper.  To account for abstentions we 

control for turnout in our empirical analysis.  

                                                
7 All Peruvian citizens over 18 and mentally sound have the right to vote (Article 65, 

1979 Peruvian Constitution).  The vote is free, secret and mandatory until the age of 

seventy (congreso.gob.pe). 
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Conflict and electoral politics in Peru   

Peru presents one variation of the electoral conundrum we introduced at the 

beginning of the paper because the current aggregate electoral story shows incumbent 

punishment only and conceals any effect related to the insurgent associated party.  At the 

same time extensive qualitative scholarship on the Peruvian conflict suggests that 

aggregate incumbent punishment only tells a partial story that obscures more nuanced 

local dynamics.  Specifically, the part of the story left out of the aggregate account is that 

of the indigenous campesinos living in the Peruvian Andres, who were initially recruited 

to form a support base for the insurgency, but then turned against the organization in the 

late 1980s when they found themselves in the midst of heavy violence (see Degregori, 

1999, 2004; Palmer 1995; McClintock 1998; Fumerton 2001, 2003; Yashar 2005; 

Chernick 2007).8  

The 'classical' story of incumbent punishment in favor of a third party challenger 

– not associated with the insurgency – holds well at the aggregate level across the 

country.  Hence the incumbent Acción Popular, which was responsible for large-scale 

indiscriminate state violence in the early 1980s, was replaced in 1985 by center-left 

APRA (Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana), who had no ties to the insurgent 

group and received 53.1 % of valid votes.  The Communist Party of Peru (PCP), from 

which Sendero Luminoso broke away, was not an independent contender for the 

executive, instead running in the coalition of the United Left (Izquierda Unida IU) in both 

                                                
8 See also Starn, Degregori and Kirk (1995); Stern (1995); Stern (1998); Taylor (2006).  
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1985 and 1990.  In 1985 the IU substantially increased its aggregate vote share from just 

over 8 % in 1980 to over 24 % at the national level (Tuesta Soldevilla 1994).   

In 1990, traditional ruling parties were thought to have demonstrated great 

incompetence, both with respect to the conflict and the economic crisis, and the leading 

parties in the election were two newcomers: FREDEMO (Frente Democrático), with 

32.6% of valid votes in the first round, and Cambio 90, with 29.1% of valid votes.9 The 

incumbent, APRA, was voted out of office with only 22.5 %, and the once again 

fragmented left parties received 12.9 % of the aggregate vote (Tuesta Soldevilla 1994).  

The story of Sendero Luminoso associated parties in Peru represents a common 

trajectory in which a party faction breaks away and creates a violent organization 

(Weinberg and Pedahzur 2003: 29 and 49-52). As is also common for violent factions 

and their electoral counterpoints, Sendero Luminoso and the Peruvian Communist Party 

took great care to distance themselves rhetorically from each other.   

Others suggest that the electoral left and Sendero were not associated because 

Sendero engaged in extensive targeted assassinations of some 300 “Prominent Leftist 

Leaders” between 1980 and 1990, (Ron 2001 using DESCO data).10  Importantly, 

however, the primary political affiliation of these “Leftist Leaders” was the center –left 

APRA, which was the ruling party after 1985, whose members were indeed 

disproportionately targeted by Sendero (DESCO 1989).  Thus we concur that Sendero did 

                                                
9 Alberto Fujimori, of Cambio 90, won the presidency in a runoff against FREDEMO’s 

Mario Vargas Llosa.  

10 In this analysis the perpetrator identity is not always known. 
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target the center-left, especially after APRA came to power.  In contrast, before the 1985 

election, Sendero killed only one elected official belonging to the PCP, and before the 

1990 election Sendero killed another two known members of the PCP (DESCO 1989, 

PCP 2013).  The Sendero also targeted a handful of people belonging to the IU more 

generally – particularly, before the 1990 election.  However, a cursory survey of political 

affiliation of those assassinated (DESCO 1989) suggest that this number was, indeed, 

very low compared to victims with other political affiliations, APRA especially.  

Furthermore, the message associated with Sendero violence was sometimes in support of 

the radical left.11 It seems, therefore, that the radical left was not a significant target of 

Sendero violence before the 1985 election and not a relatively significant one before the 

1990 election when the center-left (including APRA) was clearly targeted.  

Consequently, our assumption that voters did associate Sendero with radical left parties 

is warranted.   To verify the conjecture that only the radical left is punished at the polls 

for violence perpetrated by Sendero our empirical analysis also distinguishes between the 

IU and a more moderate break-off the Izquierda Socialista (IS) in the 1990 election to test 

whether only the IU was affected by violence.  

                                                
11 For example in 1984 when a bomb attempt in the Municipality of Callao was diffused, 

a note was found proclaiming long life to the IU.  In another instance an assassination 

attempt was made against the Secretary General of the Workers Union in Lima, allegedly 

for attacking the PCP-UN, which was the original Communist Party Organization 

(author’s translation DESCO 1989).   
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Moreover, while Sendero’s secondary objective was to disrupt elections, its first 

objective was to depose the government.  To this end, Sendero likely welcomed general 

opposition to the state, even if that opposition was electoral and at the expense of the 

radical leftist electoral coalition in constituencies experiencing violence. Victimizing the 

local population was, we suggest, a gamble that paid off for Sendero in the short run, 

with decreasing support for the government everywhere and only local damage to the 

radical leftist movement.  The long-term consequences, however, likely maimed the 

movement.  

At the national level, support of the radical left (IU) actually increased in 1985 

when compared to the 1980 election, and merely returned to the baseline in 1990.  

Consequently, our test of the expectations that voters will punish the parties associated 

with the insurgency at the local level is subjected to a very tough test, since the aggregate 

picture suggests the opposite.  Indeed, it is akin to a “least likely” case (Gerring 2007)12, 

because confirmation of our principal hypothesis requires that locally voters defied 

Sendero directives against the electoral process, to expressively or instrumentally oppose 

the electoral party they plausibly associated with violence.   

 

Data and Methods 

                                                
12 In a classic least-likely case “Confirmations should count only if they are the result of 

risky predictions.” (Gerring 2007:334 (paraphrasing Popper 1963)) 
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Our unit of analysis is the Peruvian province. Out of 194 provinces, 174 returned 

electoral results in 1985 and 183 produced results in 1990.13 We were concerned that 

high levels of violence hindered reporting and collection of electoral outcomes, but we 

found no correlation between the intensity of violence and the absence of electoral 

results. Our dependent variables are the vote shares for each party in each of the 

provinces in each election.  Our explanatory variable is the intensity of violence in each 

Peruvian province in the five years prior to the national elections. To address the problem 

of incompleteness in data on violence, we use capture re-capture estimation to account 

for more reliable levels of violence at the provincial level. Finally, we control for both 

turnout and blank ballots.  

 

The Dependent Variable: Vote Shares 

We use provincial level vote shares from the first round of presidential elections 

in 1985 and 1990 (Sulmont 2008). In these elections the Peruvian president, deputies, and 

senators were elected on a single ballot, but voters could cast three votes and split their 

ticket (Tuesta Soldevilla 1994: 27-28).  Consequently, the resulting numbers of votes for 

each office sometimes differ within a district.  Since the hypothesized effect is 

withdrawal of votes from the party associated with the perpetrator of violence for 

                                                
13 The Sendero did disrupt elections in a few provinces.  From those provinces, no 

results were returned or the results returned were not sufficiently reliable for inclusion in 

the official tally (Fernando Tuesta-Soldevilla former head of the Peruvian National 

Office of Electoral Processes (ONPE), personal conversation with author).   
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expressive or instrumental reasons, we would expect to see the effect in both presidential 

and legislative elections.  However, because Peru is a presidential democracy, we focus 

on presidential elections in this paper. 

 

The Principal Explanatory Variable: The number of killed and disappeared in Peru 

Our main explanatory variable is the intensity of violence perpetrated over five 

years between elections (1980 to 1984 and 1985 to 1989) in each Peruvian province, 

measured as the bias-corrected crude number of killings and disappearances in each 

province, per 1000 capita, as registered in the 1993 census.14 The levels of violence 

varied substantially between provinces in both periods under consideration; in the first 

period the most violent province lost over 61 civilians per 1000 inhabitants and in the 

second period the number in the worst affected provinces was more than 77. A 

considerable number of provinces did not experience any lethal violence. 

Thus far, extant analyses have relied on conflict data sources that are not 

representative of actual numbers of people killed and disappeared by the army and the 

insurgency (see Davenport and Ball 2002).  Such data run the risk of leading to entirely 

incorrect inferences.  Specifically, uncorrected observed patterns of violence might 

actually reflect conflict patterns that are contrary to actual events. In Guatemala, for 

                                                
14 Between the 1981 and 1993 censuses the Andean population in Peru declined slightly 

(INEI, 2012).  This decline probably happened early on, when the violence was greatest.  

Consequently, the 1993 census likely captures the population numbers by locale around 

the time of the elections more accurately than the 1981 census. 
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example, journalistic sources reported the lowest incidences of killings in 1981, precisely 

during the period where the government was committing genocidal crimes against the 

civilian population (see Davenport and Ball, 2002). For the Sierra Leonese civil war, 

different incomplete sources displayed strong differences in terms of geographic 

distribution, magnitude, and timing of violence, which means that every sample produced 

different conclusions about the nature of the conflict (Gohdes, 2010).  Similarly, Peruvian 

conflict sources differ substantially in their recorded numbers of casualties.  It is therefore 

imperative that we bias correct the data prior to executing our analysis. 

To this end, we make use of information on casualties collected during and after 

the conflict by the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission (CVR), the 

Ombudsman Office (Defensiora del Pueblo), and a combined list from the National 

Coalition of Human Rights, the Agricultural Development Center and the Human Rights 

Commission (see Ball, 2003) shown in Maps 1-3.  

 Each of these lists represents an incomplete snapshot of the conflict that – taken 

alone – is neither complete nor representative. To ameliorate these biases, we use 

capture-recapture estimation, which has been used in epidemiology and demography, to 

estimate the size of an unknown, closed population.  

 The Truth Commission data accounts for 18,397 uniquely identifiable individuals 

alone, whereas the other two sources added approximately 6,000 unique cases, adding up 

to a total 24,692 identified victims. In the original study for the Peruvian Truth 

Commission, Ball et al. used capture-recapture to estimate that approximately 70,000 

people were killed and disappeared during the entire conflict. Their findings suggest that 
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an analysis merely based on the recorded data of 25,000 killed would provide inaccurate 

results and lead to invalid conclusions. 

However, Ball et al. did not account for temporal and provincial variation in the 

number of people killed. To test our theory, we use capture re-capture estimation to 

obtain a more reliable number of people killed for each province where at least some 

form of lethal violence occurred.15 We do so for the two five-year time periods prior to 

the 1985 and 1990 elections. One observation thus represents one province over a five-

year period (the first from 1980-84, and the second from 1985-89). 

More specifically, to estimate the total number of killings in each province, we 

use the overlap between different datasets as the basis for estimating cases that were not 

included in any of the datasets. Since we have three lists16{1,2,3} on individuals who 

were killed or disappeared, where each list includes certain characteristics such as the 

name, age, and sex, and the location of the killing, we can assess which individual was 

‘captured’ by just one, by two, or even by all three lists. The Peruvian data on victims are 

                                                
15 According to multiple case accounts (Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación, 2003; 

Degregori, 1999, 2004; Palmer 1995; McClintock 1998; Fumerton 2001, 2003; Chernick 

2007; DESCO 1989) violence was unevenly distributed through the country throughout 

the conflict.  Thus, we are fairly confident that the provinces with no reports of violence 

likely had low fatalities.  

16 For two lists, a simple two-systems estimation is possible. For three or more lists, 

multiple systems estimation allows for accounting of heterogeneity and inter-list 

dependencies. 
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matched by their name, age, and other characteristics across the three different lists (Ball 

et al. 2003), which means we can establish seven different capture histories:  those that 

were captured by list 1, but not by 2 and 3, those in 2, but not in 1 and 3, and so on. In 

mathematical notation, we distinguish between Y100, Y110, Y001, Y101, Y010, Y111, and 

Y011. This leaves us with the question of how many individuals where not captured by 

any of the lists, which we would denote as Y000.  We thus use the capture information 

about the individuals who were included to infer the number of individuals who were not 

included in any list. Figure 1 offers a basic intuition of capture-recapture in a situation 

where three matched lists on casualties in a conflict are available.17  

 

                                                
17 Figure A1.2 is based on Diagram 1 in Ball et al., 2003, p.19. To obtain an estimate of 

the number of victims not captured in any of the three lists (m0), we fit a log-linear 

Poisson model, where the expected cell count (the size of the overlap) is modeled by the 

capture history (dummy variables determining whether these victims were included in 

each dataset or not), and where the m0=exp(α), where α is the intercept of the Poisson 

model (see Baillargeon and Rivest 2007). To control for capture heterogeneity and 

dependencies between the three different datasets, we estimated seven models for each 

stratum: the first one assuming independence between the list; the next three assuming 

that two lists were dependent; and the final three assuming two types of dependencies 

between the lists. The estimated number of killed and disappeared was taken from the 

model with the best model fit, determined through the Bayesian Information Criteria 

(BIC).  
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Figure 1: A basic intuition of capture-recapture 

 

Maps 1 to 3 display the number of killed and disappeared individuals captured by 

the three different lists in each of the most violent provinces. Map 4 presents the 

estimated level of violence for these provinces. The maps clearly show that the patterns 

of killings vary substantially between the observed and the estimated number of killings 

and the higher numbers displayed in Map 4 are not merely proportional to the numbers in 

Maps 1 and 3.18 Apparently the level of reported violence vs. non-reported violence 

fluctuated substantively by location.  

At the aggregate national level, Sendero Luminoso committed more violations 

than the state. Sub-nationally, there was some difference between the magnitude of 

                                                
18  If this were the case, then we could conclude that a separate analysis of all three lists 

would yield the same pattern of violence as the estimated numbers.   
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violence perpetrated by the Sendero and the state by location, but in provinces where one 

committed substantial violence; the other generally did as well. We therefore tested our 

theory in three different ways: only accounting for Sendero Luminoso violence, only 

accounting for state violence, and accounting for all violations, regardless of the identity 

of the perpetrator. The results for all three models are substantively the same. Because the 

variables accounting for Sendero Luminoso and state violence are highly collinear, we 

cannot include both as separate variables in one empirical model. Instead, we report the 

effect of total violence on the electoral outcome, thereby testing our theoretical 

expectations about both state and insurgent perpetrated violence. 

Maps 1-4: Data sources for the most violent Peruvian Provinces: 1980-1989 
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Estimating The Effect of Violence on Vote Shares  

The reader will recall, our theory predicts that in violent localities, voters will use 

their ballot locally to punish parties associated with the perpetrators of that violence – 

including insurgent and incumbent groups.  Furthermore, we posit that incumbent parties 

will be punished in peaceful areas for failure to contain the conflict.  We posit that 

relatively free and fair elections (here benchmarked with executive turnover) present a 

low-cost way of registering expressive and instrumental preferences in an environment 

where alternate options for political expression are more limited.  To be clear, we assume 

that elections in Peru were likely contaminated by fear – especially in the midst of the 

violence - and we examine this in our empirical analysis controlling for blank ballots and 

turnout.  At the same time we believe that executive turnover at polls in government-

controlled areas suggests that electoral manipulation likely occurred at the margins of the 

process and did not fundamentally change the substance of the results in favor of either 

incumbent or insurgent associated parties.   

 The political landscape in Peru in the 1980s displayed strong fluctuations, with 

parties forming, merging, and splitting in almost every election.  Therefore, we could not 

estimate changes in vote shares between elections.  Instead we analyze results from the 

two consecutive elections separately, following Tomz, Tucker and Wittenberg’s (2002) 

method of using seemingly unrelated regression (SUR) to directly estimate vote shares of 

the different parties and the blank ballots in the different elections.19  Since vote shares of 

                                                
19 Seemingly unrelated regression (SUR) is a multi-equation version of conventional 

linear regression.  
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different parties are inherently dependent on each other, SUR assumes that the dependent 

variables of our equations share a common (multivariate) distribution, allowing the error 

terms to be correlated across the different regressions.20   

In the 1985 elections, the Communist Party (PCP) ran with the united left 

coalition, the ‘Izquierda Unida’ (IU).  Therefore, in the 1985 election we examine the 

vote shares received by the IU, as our indicator of support of the more radical leftist 

parties likely associated with Sendero Luminoso.  In the 1990 elections, we distinguish 

between two left parties; the vote shares received by the IU and the ‘Izquierda Socialista’, 

(IS, the Socialist Left), because the IS split from the IU. The Communist Party continued 

its alignment with the united left IU.  

To establish whether the incumbent was systematically punished for perpetrating 

local violence in more violent areas, we examine the vote shares received by the 

incumbents - AP in 1985 and APRA in 1990.  We also examine the vote share of the 

principal challengers to the executive (APRA in 1985 and Cambio 90 in 1990) to see if 

these challengers were rewarded for not being party to any of the violence.   

 We also argued that blank ballots might be a measure of voter intimidation where 

voter’s are too scared to cast their vote sincerely but not scared enough to cast their ballot 

for the intimidator.  To account for this and turnout, the other most important 

                                                
20 We calculate the natural log of each party’s i share of the votes, relative to that of the 

reference party J. Our reference party is the second challenger to the incumbent that was 

not associated with the left; in 1985 the Democratic Convergence (CODE), and in 1990 

the Democratic Coalition (FREDEMO).   
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confounding factor of electoral intimidation that might affect the vote shares of the 

competing parties, we add control variables for blank ballots and voter turnout to our 

regressions.  The turnout variable denotes the proportion of registered voters in the 

province that turned out to cast a ballot.21  

 At the same time our second hypothesis suggested that blank ballots are a choice 

affected by levels of violence.  Therefore, in a separate regression we also examine the 

effect of conflict violence on blank ballots. (See Appendix for summary statistics.)  

  

Results  

 According to our principal hypothesis, in elections voters punish associated 

parties locally for violence perpetrated by insurgent groups against members of the 

voter’s in-group.  In contrast our expectation of incumbent electoral fortunes were that 

the incumbent party would suffer vote loss across cases where the government did and 

did not commit violence, albeit for different reasons.  Empirically, we therefore expect 

that the effect of local violence is pronounced and localized for insurgent associated 

parties only where they perpetrate violence.  In contrast, we do not expect to distinguish 

as pronounced a local effect of incumbent violence on electoral performance because the 

                                                
21 We follow Achen’s ART (A Rule of Three) rule, which states that  “[a] statistical 

specification with more than three explanatory variables is meaningless (Achen, 2002: 

446).” Only including two control variables into our model of violence and vote shares 

assures that we can investigate the relationship between the individual factors in 

sufficient detail. 
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incumbent is punished everywhere, either for failure to stem the conflict or for violence 

they perpetrate.   

In both the 1985 and 1990 elections, our results offer clear support for these 

expectations: the vote share of the IU is systematically significantly lower in high-

violence provinces while the incumbent is punished more similarly across cases with low 

and high violence.22  The number of blank ballots is also significantly higher in violent 

areas in the 1985 election but this difference is not significant in the 1990 election.  

Below we describe the results in greater detail for each election separately, considering 

also the effect of violence on voter intimidation as measured through turnout and blank 

ballots.   

 To facilitate an intuitive interpretation of the results, we follow King et al. (2000) 

and simulate expected values23 for the vote shares of each party as affected by the level of 

killings in each province. The expected values allow us to interpret the effect of changing 

                                                
22 Tables A2 and A3 report the regression results for the 1985 and 1990 elections, 

including the 95% bootstrapped confidence interval for each coefficient. For both 

elections, the bootstrapped confidence interval of effect of violence on left vote shares is 

negative, which offers further support to the robustness of our results. 

23 We opted for expected instead of predicted values, since we are substantively 

interested in the effect of violence on vote shares and not in perfectly explaining election 

outcomes. 
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levels of violence, holding other factors constant,24 while accounting for estimation 

uncertainty.  

 Figure 1 presents the changes in expected vote shares at the provincial level in the 

1985 election, between areas of low and high violence, including 95% confidence 

intervals around each estimate. We see that in provinces that were peaceful and did not 

experience any violence, the leftist IU receives its highest vote share, and that in areas of 

high violence, electoral support for the IU is significantly depressed.  In the aggregate the 

overall IU vote share in Peru increased between the 1980 and 1985 elections.  In 1985, 

however, the party lost votes locally because of Sendero violence and only in provinces 

where the violence was perpetrated.   

 The average expected difference in vote share for the incumbent AP and 

challenger APRA indicates that increased violence depressed the vote share of all 

contenders examined, although as expected the confidence intervals are too large to make 

any definitive statement about this relationship. Local violence seems to have the most 

definitive effect on the electoral fortune of the left IU whereas the incumbent was 

punished in areas of both high and low violence.  

                                                
24 Other variables were held at their mean. The level of violence on the Figures’ x-axes 

reflects dispersion in the level of violence in the data. The percentage of blank ballots is 

also adapted to the elections: in the 1985 election, the number of blank ballots was about 

10% lower than in 1990.  
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 Figure 2 looks at the 1990 elections and provides information on actual expected 

levels of vote shares at the provincial level, given increasing levels of violence. Again, 

the vote share of the more radical left (IU) is significantly lower – at the 95% level - in 

provinces where violence is greater.  The fact that the change in expected vote shares as a 

result of violence is not as large as in the 1985 election can be attributed to the fact that 

the left split in the 1990 election and received less votes overall, which naturally affects 

the possible decline in vote shares as a result of violence. Supporting our conjecture that 

voters associated Sendero violence with the radical left only (in particular the PCP), 

violence did not have any discernible effect on the vote share of the Izquierda Socialista 

(IS), which was a moderate break-off from the more radical left IU in the 1990 election.25  

                                                
25 Another explanation might be more statistical: Tomz, Tucker and Wittenberg find that 

their proposed model (adopted here), identifies parties with large vote shares well, but 

does less well at identifying small parties’ vote shares (2002: 72). 
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Consistent with conventional wisdom and our expectation that voters everywhere punish 

the incumbent for the violence, the incumbent party (center- left APRA) lost the elections 

but unexpectedly this time party’s vote share is also significantly lower in areas of high 

violence.  Because of the substantial uncertainty around the vote share estimate for the 

principal challenger not associated with violence, Fujimori’s Cambio 90, we cannot be 

sure how much this party systematically benefitted from higher levels of violence.  

However, the trend is obviously positive and significantly different from the effect on the 

left IU and the incumbent.  

 

 

Blank ballots as a measure of intimidation and choice 

 In examining the effects of violence on vote shares above we account for both 

turnout and the percentage of blank ballots cast in each province, as we assume that these 

might be confounding factors of electoral intimidation. Some voters may not turn out for 

fear of retribution.  Some voters who turn out may be too intimidated to cast a vote for 

IU (insurgency affiliated) IS APRA (incumbent) C 90 (challenger)

●

●
●●

●

●

●

●

0

20

40

60

high viol no viol high viol no viol high viol no viol high viol no viol

Ex
pe

ct
ed

 V
ot

e 
Sh

ar
e

The expected effect of violence on provincial shares, 1990



 37 

their preferred candidate but not scared enough to vote for the intimidator and, therefore, 

cast a blank ballot.  Importantly the main results, in Figures 1 and 2, control for both 

turnout and blank ballots.  Consequently, it is safe to conclude that while electoral 

intimidation likely affected both turnout and vote choice in both the 1985 and 1990 

elections, there is no reason to believe lower turnout or casting of blank ballots 

systematically affected only the vote for insurgent associated or incumbent parties. Even 

when holding turnout and blank ballots constant, insurgent associated parties were 

punished electorally in areas of high violence for reasons other than electoral 

intimidation. 

 Furthermore, bivariate correlation matrices (not shown here) suggest that in 1985 

blank ballots are positively correlated with the vote share of the insurgent associated IU 

and negatively correlated with the vote share of the incumbent.  In 1990 blank ballots are 

positively correlated with the vote share of the IU but not correlated with the vote share 

of the incumbent APRA.  Turnout, in turn, is only correlated positively with vote share of 

the incumbent APRA and only in 1990.  Seemingly, therefore, party penetration in the 

province was at times related to the number of blank ballots and turnout.  In strongholds 

of the IU more people cast blank ballots, and in strongholds of the incumbent more 

people turned out and less cast blank ballots. This suggests that electoral intimidation 

likely featured in the vote in both elections.  

 At the same time our second hypothesis suggests that voters may in the absence of 

palatable third party options choose to cast a blank ballot to register punishment of both 

the insurgency associated and the incumbent parties.  To investigate this idea, Figures 3 
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presents the expected effect of violence on blank ballots, controlling also for turnout.26 

The figures suggest that in areas of high violence the number of blank ballots does indeed 

increase as a result of violence.  However, only in the 1985 election is this effect 

significant.  

 

  

 

                                                
26 Since the percentage of blank ballots and turnout are correlated in both elections, we 

control for turnout when estimating the effect of violence on blank ballots, and vice versa 

control for blank ballots when estimating the effect of violence on turnout. 
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Robustness of the results27    

 Our principal remaining concern regarding the robustness of our results centers on 

the socio-demographic differences between departments (the administrative unit above 

provinces) that experienced high and low levels of violence, because departments with 

high levels of violence were primarily located in the Andes, which have a large 

population of impoverished indigenous.  To examine the robustness of our results to 

departmental socio-demographic differences we ran additional SUR regressions where 

we also controlled for the percentage of native Quechua speakers by department.  Using 

population data from the 1993 census, we experimented with different cutoff points for 

classifying departments as highly indigenous, but the results remained substantively the 

same.  The results for counting as indigenous departments where at least 30 percent of the 

population reports being native Quechua speakers are reported in the Appendix.  In short, 

we find no substantive differences with respect to the effect of violence on the radical left 

vote shares when controlling for socio-economic differences between high and low 

violence departments by way of controlling for the department share of native Quechua 

speakers.  Voters in more indigenous departments did, however, defect in 1985 from the 

incumbent party (AP) at higher rates than did voters in other departments and in 1990 

voted at higher rates for the left (IU and IS) and for Fujimori’s Cambio 90.  At the same 

time voters in highly violent areas defected from the left (IU).    

                                                
27 We also probed our results for robustness with respect to the alternative estimation 

method of Ordinary Least Squares Regression and found substantively the same results 

(see appendix).   
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The substantive effect      

 Map 5 demonstrates the substantive impact of mobilization against the left in the 

1990 election for the region where Sendero Luminoso committed the most atrocious 

violence in general. Specifically, the map demonstrates the difference between the actual 

vote share obtained by the left and the counterfactual expected vote share in the absence 

of violence. To obtain the counterfactual vote measure, we use our regression parameters 

to simulate the expected vote share the united left would have received in the 1990 

election, had there been no violence in these provinces, and then calculate the difference 

of these counterfactual shares to the actual provincial vote shares.28 Clearly, we see 

strong variation within this region, and when compared to Map 4, we can see that the 

dramatic loss in votes is mostly confined to those provinces that directly experienced 

high levels of violence.  

                                                
28 Negative losses (i.e. gains in votes because of violence) are shown as zero loss in the 

map. 
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 What explains the above results? Notably, our findings cast light on the 

discrepancy between the Peruvian electoral story at the aggregate and local levels.   

Locally, voters heavily punished the party associated with the insurgent group – the 

radical left IU - in areas where Sendero committed substantial violence. At the same time, 

in the 1985 election the IU gained votes nationally because it won more votes in areas 

where violence was low.  In provinces with high Sendero violence, however, the radical 

left lost or gained much less than it would have in the absence of violence in both the 
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1985 and 1990 election. As expected, the vote loss resulting from violence was quite 

localized.  Thus, while votes were lost in high violence provinces in the Andes, the left 

IU sometimes gained votes in nearby provinces within the same department - the 

administrative unit above provinces - where violence was lower.  

 Furthermore, it seems that voters punished the left in a sophisticated manner. In 

the 1990 election, the Peruvian Communist Party (PCP) was still represented by the 

united left IU, but the IS was comprised of parties that represented more moderate 

factions that had been included in the IU in the 1985 election but that then broke away 

from it before the 1990 election. While voters who suffered violence punished the IU, the 

IS was not similarly affected.  

Consistent with conventional wisdom about incumbent punishment, we also see 

that voters punished the incumbent for the conflict.  As we expected, in 1985 incumbent 

punishment was not significantly different between areas of low and high violence 

because the incumbent was being punished everywhere – both from afar for failing to 

uphold law and order and locally for perpetrating killings against members of the voter’s 

in-group.  In the 1990 election, however, the incumbent was punished significantly more 

in areas of high violence.  Our interpretation of this result is that in 1985 APRA’s Alan 

García came to power with a platform that emphasized “respect for human rights” 

(Palmer, 1995: 295). In practice, however, “reports of disappearances and other human 

rights violations increased more than tenfold between the first two and the last two years 

of the García administration” (Palmer 1995:297-299).  Possibly, therefore a greater 

number of voters in high-violence areas were persuaded in 1985 to vote for the party but 
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when the level of abuses remained and increased, those same voters abandoned the party 

en masse. 

Because both the State and Sendero committed extensive violence, our second 

hypothesis suggested that some voters would opt to punish both incumbent parties and 

parties associated with the insurgency by casting a blank ballot.  In 1985 the number of 

blank ballots was indeed greater in areas of more intense violence.  In the 1990 election, 

however, this difference is not statistically significant.  A likely explanation is that in 

1985 all third parties that could have benefited from votes not cast for either the 

incumbent or insurgency affiliated parties were long established parties that many voters 

did not trust for change.  Instead, voters in high violence areas likely opted to cast blank 

ballots as a general commentary about their distrust of the entire system.  In contrast, the 

1990 election featured two unknown newcomers to the system whose electoral 

campaigns held much hope.  Therefore, some voters who otherwise might have cast a 

blank ballot likely cast their ballot for Fujimori instead.      

 

Alternative explanations: propaganda, coercion, and reverse causality  

 An alternative explanation for the above results is that people in the Andes, were 

coerced by the government to abandon the IU and vote for the incumbent party. While 

fear of government retribution likely played some role, it is unlikely that this explains all 

of our results. First, there is little reason to believe that government propaganda and 

intimidation of voters varied systematically between Andean provinces.  This is 

particularly true in the regression where we control for Andean departments with high 

violence where the population share of native Quechua speakers is substantial. Second, 
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between 1980 and 1985, the aggregate vote shares of the IU in the three most violent 

departments increased, which is an unlikely outcome if individuals feared government 

retribution for their left vote.  Third, the elected challenger in 1990, Fujimori, was an 

outsider to the establishment. This should not have happened if the government had been 

successful in deterring all votes for non-conventional challengers. 

Another interpretation is that the decrease in votes for the IU is explained by 

differences in baseline vote shares between violent and non-violent regions. That is, if the 

IU had only received support in violent regions in 1980 voters in non-violent regions 

(such as Lima) could not have defected from the party in 1985 at the same rates as voters 

in violent regions, irrespective of the cause.  Importantly, between democratization in 

1980 and the 1985 election, the overall vote share of the IU increased in the three most 

violent departments under study and in Lima. This shift in electoral support from the 

center right – represented by AP – after the 1980 election to the left - resulting in the 

election of center-left APRA in 1985 and increased aggregate support for the left IU - 

likely constituted a general shift in political and economic ideology from right-leaning 

centrism to left-leaning centrism.  This shift was probably a response to dire economic 

conditions in the aftermath of El Niño in 1983, as well as general dissatisfaction with the 

government’s handling of the violence. Contrary to this trend, however, people caught in 

the center of violence defected from the IU - or voted for it at a lower rate than elsewhere 

in the country. Between the 1985 and the 1990 elections, the overall vote share of the 

more radical left (IU and IS in 1990) regressed to where it had been in 1980 (Tuesta-

Soldevilla 1994). However, while support for the more radical left decreased everywhere 
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in Peru between 1985 and 1990, it decreased systematically more where violence was 

perpetrated.   

To explore the possible reverse causation of the relationship – the idea that votes 

for particular parties drove violence after elections – we attempted to predict subsequent 

violence in a province with vote shares for the various parties. We were not able to 

uncover any significant relationships in these regression analyses. 

 

Conclusion  

 In this paper, we argued that perpetrators of violence would be systematically and 

selectively punished electorally in localities where they committed violence.  In general, 

our results confirm this relationship and provide some additional insights. From our 

results, we conclude that current theories about Peruvian electoral dynamics in the 

context of conflict leave out an important part of the story regarding how the local 

population submerged in the conflict reacted to it when voting. Rather than simply 

punishing the incumbents, the story is more complex. At least in the presidential 

competition, the real loser in the elections were the leftist coalitions including the party 

most credibly associated with the insurgent Sendero Luminoso - the Communist Party.  

Furthermore, we suggest a more nuanced story of incumbent punishment.  Like parties 

associated with insurgencies, we believe that the incumbent is punished locally for 

violence he commits.  Empirically, we suggested this effect is obscured because the 

incumbent is also punished from afar for failing to stem the conflict.  However, in the 

1990 elections, while the incumbent did lose votes everywhere, this vote loss was also 

significantly and unexpectedly more pronounced in areas of high violence.  Finally, we 
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show that the option of blank ballots is an important choice in elections held under 

conditions of violence.  When both the incumbent and insurgent committed high levels of 

violence and third party options were limited in 1985 the number of blank ballots rose 

sharply in highly violent areas.  In contrast, in 1990 when viable third party options were 

available the number of blank ballots was not significantly affected by higher levels of 

violence. 

The Peruvian story clearly shows the importance of disaggregating the study of 

conflict, as aggregate outcomes may obscure local processes and sometimes result in an 

ecological inference error as discussed in the introduction.  Furthermore, our analysis 

seems to suggest that voters are independent agents that evaluate and respond to 

incumbent and insurgent activity in complex and sometimes unexpected ways.  

At the same time, we have cast some light on the puzzle of why insurgent groups 

with associated electoral parties continue to perpetrate violence.  Apparently, while 

extreme violence has negative results on the electoral party’s returns, the effect is quite 

localized and – from the perspective of the insurgency - carries the positive externality of 

incumbent punishment from afar.  It would be interesting to examine whether the same is 

true in other cases. At any rate, the results indicate that there is good reason to 

theoretically delineate and empirically test further expectations about voter’s private and 

public activity as influenced by the various configurations of participants in a conflict.      

The argument about insurgent localized loss of political support in areas where 

they perpetrate violence and the counterintuitive reason for why they would still choose 

this path is novel in the literature.  The empirical support for this theory opens up several 

avenues for further research.  Some questions remaining include: does local violence 
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perpetrated by insurgent groups help explain the wildly fluctuating electoral fortunes of 

parties associated with insurgents elsewhere?  In addition to Peru, other cases potentially 

include Kurds in Turkey, Basques in Spain, Tamils in Sri Lanka, Hezbollah in Lebanon, 

Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland, and Assamese and Sikhs in India, to name 

but few. It cannot be overemphasized, however, that a generalization of the theory must 

be conducted with great attention to the details of each case, one country and group at a 

time.29  For example, one expectation derived from our theory – but not tested here 

because the Peruvian conflict story does not feature this sequence of events during the 

time we examine – is that from-afar voters reward incumbents for containing violence.  It 

would be interesting to examine whether this idea potentially explains the perceived lack 

of democratic accountability discussed in the introduction.  

Turning back to the question of how violence affects the support of insurgency 

associated parties, this topic is particularly important because these parties are likely 

smaller parties that are not viable contenders for the national executive, and therefore 

have garnered far less attention in the literature focusing on who wins the election.  These 

                                                
29 For example, insurgent coercion at the polls disqualifies the case (see Kashmir www-

cgi.cnn.com/ASIANOW/asiaweek/magazine/99/1224/nat.india.html).  Similarly, 

intermittent incumbency likely confounds the effect (see Hamas in Palestine or the 

Montoneros and the Argentinian Justicialista Party), as does halting violence during 

democratization (see Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) in El 

Salvador).  
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smaller parties are often quite important at the regional level and may support an agenda 

that threatens the integrity of the state.  At the same time the electoral party agenda to win 

votes may be at odds with the agenda of the associated insurgent group because our 

argument implies that when associated with electoral parties, insurgents have an incentive 

to perpetrate extreme and widely publicized, but localized violence to minimize their 

national vote loss. The expected effects of localized, extreme violence are a general 

mobilization against the incumbent for failure to stem the violence, but only localized 

mobilization against parties associated with the insurgency, led by those actually caught 

in the midst of the violence.  Incumbent incentives, in turn, are to contain the spread and 

escalation of violence by violently targeting dissidents locally, and thus to trade general 

vote loss for localized vote loss only.  In other cases voters do not punish violent parties, 

and may even reward them for violence perpetrated against members of out-groups that 

are perceived as threatening.  These implications open up a pool of questions regarding 

when and why parties choose to associate with violent groups. Here again we emphasize 

the importance of scope conditions and local context, as the precise dynamics of how this 

plays out likely differs significantly between cases.   

Finally, in the most general terms fluctuating electoral support for parties 

associated with insurgent groups likely taps into broader underlying political sentiment 

towards the insurgent movement.  Clearly, we have only just begun to investigate the 

relationship between civilian populations and insurgent groups, and how variations in this 

relationship play out in the conflict at large. 

  



 49 

Appendix:  

Table A1: Summary Statistics. 

Variables Mean min Max std. dev. N 
1980-85 crude killings 1.75 0 61.04 8.63 174 
APRA 1985 53.14 25.6 85.66 11.92 174 
AP 1985 11.45 2.11 34.48 7.66 174 
IU 1985 25.18 6.72 57.92 10.74 174 
Blank Votes 1985 11.66 2.09 31.81 6.44 174 
Turnout 1985 87.09 63.48 100 6.76 174 
1985-89 crude killings 2.1 0 77.25 8.45 183 
Cambio 90 1990 21.88 1 63.42 16.28 183 
APRA 1990 25.14 3.97 76.51 15.28 183 
IU 1990 14.6 2.09 43.1 9.65 183 
IS 1990 4.95 0.49 46.6 4.4 183 
Blank Votes 1990 14.44 1.83 42.62 7.25 183 
Turnout 1990 69.21 3.89 99.5 14.51 183 
Note: Crude killings: Number of killed per 1000 inhabitants 

Table A2 (underlying Figure 1): Violence and Vote Shares, 1985. 

 IU (Left Coalition 
including PCP) AP (incumbent) APRA (main challenger) 

Constant 1.388 2.933
*
 2.980

**
 

 (3.734, -1.348) (5.911, -0.140) (5.294, 0.677) 
Crude Killings -0.018

**
 -0.016 -0.010 

 (-0.002, -0.039) (0.019, -0.051) (0.005, -0.028) 
Blank Votes 0.061

***
 0.018 0.035

**
 

 (0.083 , 0.039) (0.051, -0.013) (0.059, 0.011) 
Turnout -0.005 -0.027

·
 -0.010 

 (0.025, -0.030) (0.005, -0.059) (0.014, -0.035) 
R

2
 0.217 0.056 0.087 

Adj. R
2
 0.203 0.039 0.071 

N 522 522 522 
*Note: Estimated as Seemingly Unrelated Regression Model.  
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, †p < 0.1,  Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals in brackets 
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Table A3 (underlying Figure 2): Violence and Vote Shares, 1990. 

 
IU 

(Left coalition 
including PCP) 

IS 
(moderate 

Left) 

APRA 
(incumbent) 

Cambio 90 
(main 

challenger) 
Constant -2.863

***
 -3.897

***
 -2.039

***
 -2.439

***
 

 (-2.017, -3.872) (3.168, -4.964) (-1.072, -3.234) (-1.108, -3.557) 

Crude Killings -0.016
*
 -0.001 -0.015

*
 0.014 

(-0.005, -0.033) (0.015, -0.012) (-0.003, -0.032) (0.038, -0.002) 

Blank Votes 0.090
***

 0.055
***

 0.030
***

 0.014 
(0.114, 0.069) (0.077, 0.037) (0.054, 0.010) (0.040, -0.012) 

Turnout 0.012
**

 0.018
***

 0.021
***

 0.024
**

 
 (0.023, 0.003) (0.030, 0.010) (0.034, 0.010) (0.036, 0.010) 
R

2
 0.348 0.143 0.158 0.059 

Adj. R
2
 0.337 0.128 0.144 0.044 

Num. obs. 732 732 732 732 
Note: Estimated as Seemingly Unrelated Regression Model.  
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, †p < 0.1,  Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals in brackets 
 
Table A4 OLS Results for vote shares 1985 Elections. 

 IU (Left Coalition 
Including PCP) AP (incumbent) APRA (main challenger) 

Constant 16.888 33.987*** 59.726*** 
 (12.755) (9.303) (14.860) 
Crude Killings -0.209* 0.000 0.019 
 (0.095) (0.069) (0.111) 
Blank Votes 0.548*** -0.338** -0.207 
 (0.143) (0.105) (0.167) 
Turnout 0.026 -0.213* -0.048 
 (0.136) (0.099) (0.158) 
R2 0.102 0.061 0.010 
Adj. R2 0.086 0.045 -0.008 
N 174 174 174 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, †p < 0.1, Standard errors in brackets. 
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Table A5 OLS Results for vote shares in 1990 Elections. 

 
IU 

(Left coalition 
including PCP) 

IS 
(moderate 

Left) 

APRA 
(incumbent) 

Cambio 90 
(main 

challenger) 
Constant 1.304 1.130 15.598* 20.138* 
 (3.943) (2.192) (7.517) (8.039) 
Crude Killings -0.147* 0.005 -0.223 0.243 
 (0.073) (0.040) (0.139) (0.148) 
Blank Votes 0.834*** 0.121* -0.074 -0.394* 
 (0.091) (0.051) (0.174) (0.186) 
Turnout 0.022 0.030 0.160 0.100 
 (0.046) (0.025) (0.087) (0.093) 
R2 0.350 0.032 0.057 0.050 
Adj. R2 0.339 0.016 0.042 0.034 
N 183 183 183 183 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, †p < 0.1, Standard errors in brackets. 
 
 
Table A6: Robustness Check, 1985 Election. Controlling for Socio-Economic 
Differences between Higher and Lower Violence Departments. 
 

 
IU 

(Left coalition  
including PCP) 

AP 
(incumbent) 

APRA 
(main  

challenger) 
Constant 1.556 2.538· 2.901** 
 (0.951) (1.308) (1.046) 
Crude Killings -0.019** -0.013 -0.009 
 (0.007) (0.010) (0.008) 
Blank Votes 0.049*** 0.048* 0.041** 
 (0.013) (0.018) (0.015) 
Turnout -0.006 -0.024· -0.010 
 (0.010) (0.014) (0.011) 
Native Quechua  
Speakers > 30% 

0.244 
(0.158) 

-0.575** -0.115 
(0.218) (0.174) 

R2 0.228 0.093 0.089 
Adj. R2 0.210 0.072 0.068 
Num. obs. 522 522 522 
***

p < 0.001, 
**

p < 0.01, 
*
p < 0.05, 

·
p < 0.1, Standard errors in brackets. 
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Table A7: Robustness Check, 1990 Election. Controlling for Socio-Economic 
Differences between Higher and Lower Violence Departments. 
 

 
IU 

(Left coalition 
including PCP) 

IS 
(moderate 

Left) 
APRA 

(incumbent) 
Cambio 90 

(main 
challenger) 

Constant -2.747*** -3.790*** -2.024*** -2.228*** 
 (0.354) (0.419) (0.379) (0.530) 
Crude 
Killings -0.022** -0.006 -0.016* 0.004 

 (0.007) (0.008) (0.007) (0.010) 
Blank Votes 0.057*** 0.024* 0.026* -0.046** 
 (0.009) (0.011) (0.010) (0.014) 
Turnout 0.012** 0.018*** 0.021*** 0.024*** 
 (0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.006) 
Native 
Quechua  
Speakers > 
30% 

0.914*** 0.840*** 0.119 1.669*** 

(0.128) (0.151) (0.137) (0.191) 

R2 0.494 0.270 0.162 0.342 
Adj. R2 0.483 0.253 0.143 0.327 
Num. obs. 732 732 732 732 
***

p < 0.001, 
**

p < 0.01, 
*
p < 0.05, 

·
p < 0.1, Standard errors in brackets. 
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