
VOTING FOR VICTORS
Why Violent Actors Win Postwar Elections

By SARAH ZUKERMAN DALY 

abstract
Why do citizens elect political actors who have perpetrated violence against the civilian 
population? Despite their use of atrocities, political parties with deep roots in the belliger-
ent organizations of the past win postwar democratic elections in countries around the 
world. This article uses new, cross-national data on postwar elections globally between 
1970 and 2010, as well as voting, survey, archival, and interview data from El Salvador. 
It finds that belligerents’ varied electoral success after wars can be explained not by their 
wartime levels of violence or use of electoral coercion, but by the distribution of military 
power at the end of conflict. It argues that militarily stronger belligerents are able to 
claim credit for peace, which translates into a reputation for competence on the provi-
sion of security. This enables them to own the security valence issue, which tends to 
crosscut cleavages, and to appeal to swing voters. The stronger belligerents’ provision of 
security serves to offset and justify their use of atrocities, rendering their election ratio-
nal. This article sheds light on political life after episodes of violence. It also contributes 
to understanding security voting and offers insights into why people vote in seemingly 
counterintuitive ways. 

IntroductIon

AROUND the world, one and a half billion people face threats of 
violence. Peace brings hope for an end to violence and coercive 

governance. However, a defining feature of postconflict environments 
is the large number of citizens who vote for political parties with deep 
roots in the violent organizations of the past. Indeed, despite their use 
of violence, civil war successor parties emerge from nearly every war 
termination and remain central figures in the politics of countries tran-
sitioning from conflict to peace, on average capturing a majority of the 
electorate’s votes. They win elections in all regions of the world and 
across a variety of political contexts: in the aftermath of wars both long 
and short, in countries rich and poor, in ethnic and nonethnic societies, 
and in the presence and absence of peacekeepers. At times, voters cast 
their ballots in favor of parties with atrocious pasts from the incumbent 
side and from the side of the rebels; from the right and left of the politi-
cal spectrum. This behavior raises theoretically provocative questions: 
Why, after episodes of mass violence, do citizens elect belligerent ac-
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2 world polItIcs 

1 Balcells 2012; Elster Forthcoming; Lupu and Peisakhin 2017; Petersen and Daly 2010; Rozenas, 
Schutte, and Zhukov 2017; Zhukov and Talibova 2018.

2 On variation in the intensity and repertoires of violence, see, for example, Kalyvas 2006; Stanton 
2016; Weinstein 2006; and Wood 2009.

3 Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000, 183. 
4 Valence issues are issues on which there is consensus on the ends of the policies, such as lower 

crime, economic growth, or in this case, enhanced security. They stand in contrast to position issues on 
which voters have different ideal points and parties stake out specific positions on a policy spectrum. 
Petrocik 1996, 826.

tors, including those who used violence against the civilian population? 
How do violent actors win votes? 

Although many factors influence postwar voting, psychology and 
recent findings in political science would lead us to expect that past 
victimization should have lasting political legacies, and that at the polls, 
the electorate should punish belligerents for this victimization.1 At the 
same time, civil war actors vary in their use of atrocities,2 so we should 
expect that the parties garnering postwar electoral support were re-
strained rather than indiscriminate in their wartime use of violence. I 
test these hypotheses using cross-national, subnational, and individual-
level data. Surprisingly, I find that indiscriminately violent actors per-
formed, on average, just as well in postwar elections as those who were 
restrained in their use of violence against civilians. Terrorized regions 
voted for belligerents’ successor parties in equal measure to regions un-
scathed by the belligerents’ wartime campaigns. And victims as well as 
nonvictims voted for the belligerents who carried out violence against 
the population. Wartime violence does not chiefly guide postwar elec-
toral outcomes in the founding elections, nor does coercion. I find that 
despite irregularities in the first set of postwar elections, these votes are 
often cast voluntarily, freely, and fairly.

I argue that it is not the least bloodstained or most fraudulent rebel 
and incumbent parties that emerge victorious in these elections. In-
stead, belligerent parties’ electoral success depends on the military 
balance of power at war’s end. Military strength translates into votes 
through two mechanisms that I call “security voting” and “mitigating 
the violent past.” The consolidation of security proves highly salient 
for voters after war, and they electorally reward the militarily stronger 
belligerent for bringing gains in security. This follows a variant of the 
canonical retrospective voting logic. However, rather than economics 
dominating voters’ strategic calculations, security plays an important 
role: “Good times [that is, security and peace get] parties [into] of-
fice; bad times cast them out.”3 Belligerents’ relative military strength 
at war’s end further signals prospective credibility and competence on 
security issues, enabling them to own the security valence issue.4 These 
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 votIng for vIctors 3

safety concerns cross classes, regions, ethnicities, and sectors. Winning 
the security vote therefore enables successor parties to reach beyond 
their hardcore supporters and appeal to significant swing and contested 
voters.

Critically, the security gains attributed to the stronger belligerent 
offsets the belligerent’s use of atrocities, allowing it largely to evade 
culpability for violence. In deciding whether to give their vote to politi-
cal actors who, at times, committed atrocious crimes against humanity, 
citizens act like any judge or jury and consider mitigating circumstanc-
es. Provision of security, peace, and order ranks high among these cir-
cumstances. The attribution of responsibility for wartime violence and 
credit for peace does not happen in a vacuum, however; it takes place in 
a propaganda crossfire between the former warring parties over the nar-
rative of the war. I propose that armed with a story that resonates and a 
superior propaganda machine, the stronger belligerent tends to control 
the writing of this history. The insight that perceived, spun violence—
as opposed to objective, factual violence—matters for the attribution of 
blame enables us to understand voting for violent actors as consistent 
with individual and collective rationality. 

To demonstrate the relationship between relative military strength 
at war’s end and postwar electoral outcomes, I use new cross-national 
data that I collected on all belligerents who transitioned from civil war 
in 1970 to 2010. I evaluate the theory’s mechanisms of security voting 
and mitigating the violent past with rich interview, archival, and survey 
data from El Salvador. I tease out whether belligerents’ electoral success 
follows alternative pathways. In particular, I demonstrate empirically, 
with quantitative and qualitative evidence, that it is not belligerents’ 
incumbency status, wartime popular support, provision of public goods, 
organizational cohesion, financing, or use of intimidation that drives 
postwar votes or the strong link between wartime fighting capacity and 
postwar electoral success. 

postwar polItIcs, legacIes of vIolence, and  
counterIntuItIve votIng

In addressing the question of why people elect candidates who used vi-
olence against the civilian population, this article contributes to several 
literatures. First, it adds to the literature on postwar politics. We know 
surprisingly little about the strategic landscape of parties and voters in 
the aftermath of civil war. Exciting literatures exist on armed electoral 
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4 world polItIcs 

politics5 and the transition to democracy after wars,6 and there is a vast 
body of scholarship on mainstream, nonviolent political behavior, but 
almost nothing bridges the gap between these subjects.7 This article 
picks up where the postwar democratization literature lets off, and of-
fers an argument to understand and predict who is likely to dominate 
the postwar electoral arena, how parties campaign and voters cast their 
ballots in this arena, and when political power is likely to remain in the 
hands of formerly coercive actors.8 First postwar elections prove foun-
dational, setting nations on path-dependent courses. Most civil war 
successor parties remain key players on the political stage decades after 
terminating their wars. This article considers not only the postwar par-
ties that represent the ideological and organizational characteristics9 of 
the rebel side, as is the trend in the literature,10 but also those born from 
the government side of the conflict. The sole theory we have on the 
latter comes from scholarship on authoritarian successor parties,11 of 
which only a minority emerge from civil war.12 Equipped with knowl-
edge of postwar elections, future analyses can explore how having these 
types of formerly coercive politicians in office can affect the quality of 
democracy and governance.

By theorizing about politics after war, this article extends a new body 
of literature on political legacies of violence that examines whether vic-
timization increases political participation.13 I explore how victimized 
populations participate, whom they reject or endorse, and when vio-
lence influences political behavior. Rather than look at intergeneration-
al effects, as recent scholarship does,14 I look at the founding postwar 
elections. 

5 On wartime armed politics, see, for example, Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos 2013; Dunning 
2011; and Matanock and Staniland 2018. On violent elections, see Arias 2017; Hafner-Burton, Hyde, 
and Jablonski 2014; and Wilkinson 2004.

6 See, for example, Dresden 2017; Fortna and Huang 2012; Gurses and Mason 2008; Toft 2009; 
Wantchekon and Neeman 2002; and Wood 2000b.

7 For exceptions, see Ishiyama and Widmeier 2013; Manning 2008. 
8 This is not to suggest that coercive actors have immutable characters, that they do not moderate as 

they compete electorally, or that they all lean into their violent pasts equally; rather, significant variation 
exists. Wood 2000b’s exceptional work on El Salvador and South Africa reveals the changes that war 
induces in elite (coercive) parties, and how moderates may break with their parties’ coercive factions. I 
discuss these dynamics in the case study of El Salvador. 

9 Jhee 2008.
10 For examples, see Allison 2010; De Zeeuw 2008; Ishiyama and Widmeier 2013; Manning 2008; 

Sindre 2016; and Söderberg 2007. 
11 Grzymala-Busse 2002; Loxton and Mainwaring 2018.
12 On these cases, see Levitsky and Way 2012; Wood 2000a; and Wood 2000b.
13 Bateson 2012; Bellows and Miguel 2009; Blattman 2009; Dorff 2017.
14 Balcells 2012; Lupu and Peisakhin 2017; Rozenas, Schutte, and Zhukov 2017; Zhukov and 

Talibova 2018. 
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 votIng for vIctors 5

The article also adds to our understanding of why people vote in coun-
terintuitive ways, seemingly against their self-interest. Existing studies fo-
cus predominantly on why people behave electorally against their mate-
rial self-interest.15 For example, lower-class voters in the United States 
support Republican candidates who advocate policies that benefit the 
rich.16 In India, poor Dalits vote for the Bharatiya Janata Party, whose 
elite agenda blocks redistributive programmatic policies.17 John Huber 
and Piero Stanig find that large proportions of voters around the world 
support the “wrong” party from an income perspective.18 Others vote 
against their ostensible self-interest defined more broadly. Immigrants 
voted for Donald Trump despite his anti-immigrant agenda.19 Brazilian 
candidate Jair Bolsonaro won votes even among groups he had insult-
ed.20 This article extends the research agenda on seemingly irrational 
voting by shedding light on why, once populations victimized by civil 
war belligerents manage to gain peace, they vote for these very same ac-
tors to govern their countries. It adds to the growing literature on why 
voters elect candidates with known ties to criminals in India,21 militias 
in Colombia and Brazil,22 warlords in Central Asia and Africa,23 and 
corruption in Latin America.24 And it helps to explain when and why 
electorates might prefer security to justice.25 In the conclusion, I turn to 
additional implications of the findings for existing and future research. 

explaInIng the success of cIvIl war successor partIes

After suffering wartime violence and winning peace, why do millions 
of people around the world elect to live under the rule of political actors 
with violent pasts? 

wartIme vIctImIzatIon 
Insights from psychology and political science would lead us to expect 
that a population plagued by massacres, kidnapping, rape, and extor-

15 Holland 2018; Roemer 1998; Walsh 2012.
16 Frank 2004; Taub 2017. 
17 Thachil 2014.
18 Huber and Stanig 2009.
19 Bierman 2016.
20 Faiola and Lopes 2018.
21 Vaishnav 2017.
22 Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos 2013; Daly 2016; Fergusson, Vargas, and Vela 2013; Hidalgo 

and Lessing 2015.
23 Marten 2006/07; Mukhopadhyay 2014; Reno 1998.
24 Arias et al. 2018; de Figueiredo, Hidalgo, and Kasahara 2012.
25 Samii 2013. 
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6 world polItIcs 

tion should vote against rather than for the actors who carried out the 
atrocities. Tortured by direct and indirect violence, citizens should feel 
anger and indignation. These emotions should, in turn, fuel a desire for 
punitive action against the perpetrators, and should increase prejudice, 
blame, and exclusionist attitudes.26 

The relationship between violence and wartime civilian response has 
been well studied. For example, Stathis Kalyvas27 and Luke Condra and 
Jacob Shapiro28 demonstrate theoretically and empirically that indis-
criminate violence backfires, with citizens turning against the violent 
group. Similarly, Daphna Canetti and colleagues29 and Claude Berrebi 
and Esteban Klor30 show how terrorist violence has created a civilian 
backlash against perpetrators of violence in Israel. Extending this anal-
ysis to the postconflict environment, Laia Balcells illustrates how war-
time victimization in Spain triggered revenge, leading to long-lasting 
electoral nonsupport for political parties associated with the perpetra-
tors and support for parties with rival identities.31 In their recent work 
on Ukraine, Noam Lupu and Leonid Peisakhin32 and Arturas Rozenas, 
Sebastian Schutte, and Yuri Zhukov33 affirm these legacies, revealing 
that the descendants of those who suffered intensely from indiscrimi-
nate Soviet violence hold more hostile attitudes toward Russia. 

Of course, not all civil war belligerents perpetrate the same high lev-
els of atrocity. It follows that the most intuitive explanation for the 
puzzle of post civil–war party success would offer that those victorious 
electorally must have been (more) restrained in their use of indiscrimi-
nate violence and that the votes they won must have come from those 
who were not victims of that violence. The vengeful voting logic yields 
the following hypotheses:

hypotheses on natIonal-level dynamIcs 
—H1.1. The electoral success of belligerent successor parties should 

be greater following conflicts in which the belligerents carried out only 
restrained violence.

—H1.2. The electoral success of belligerent successor parties should be 
greater following conflicts in which the opposition carried out indiscrimi-
nate atrocities.

26 Beber, Roessler, and Scacco 2014; Elster Forthcoming; Newhagen 1998.
27 Kalyvas 2006.
28 Condra and Shapiro 2012.
29 Canetti et al. 2013.
30 Berrebi and Klor 2008. See Kibris 2011 for similar dynamics in Turkey.
31 Balcells 2012. See Hong and Kang 2017 on comparable long-term effects of violence on attitudes 

in the South Korean context. 
32 Lupu and Peisakhin 2017.
33 Rozenas, Schutte, and Zhukov 2017.
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 votIng for vIctors 7

—H1.3. The electoral success of belligerent successor parties should be 
greater following conflicts in which the opposition carried out a greater 
share of atrocities than the belligerents. 

hypotheses on subnatIonal-level dynamIcs 
—H1.4. The electoral success of belligerent successor parties should be 

greater in regions where the belligerent carried out only restrained vio- 
lence.

—H1.5. The electoral success of belligerent successor parties should be 
greater in regions where the opposition carried out indiscriminate atroci-
ties.

—H1.6. The electoral success of belligerent successor parties should 
be greater in regions where the opposition carried out a greater share of 
atrocities than the belligerents. 

hypotheses on IndIvIdual-level dynamIcs 
—H1.7. Victims should vote against their perpetrators’ successor par-

ties.
—H1.8. Victims should vote for political actors with identities that 

rival those of their perpetrators.

Surely populations, and victims in particular, may feel extreme in-
dignation, anger, and even hatred about the violence perpetrated. But 
sometimes they do not.34 This article challenges the automatic trans-
lation of victimization into vengeful voting, denying not the critical 
impact of violence on politics, but the fact that the violence is objec-
tively understood, processed, and perceived, especially in the immedi-
ate aftermath of war. It argues instead that military war outcomes pro-
duce asymmetry in the attribution of blame for the violence—whom 
the victimized populations will punish, and why—and that therefore, 
perceptions of culpability do not track with the intensity of the crimes 
committed.35 

coercIon 
The literature on the political legacies of violence seeks to explain vol-
untary political reactions. But a second framework holds that voters 
might support politicians with unsavory pasts not out of affinity, but 
out of coercion—with guns to their heads—rendering their electoral 
behavior unsurprising.36 Although there is limited scholarship on the 

34 See, for example, Bonanno et al. 2006.
35 On attribution of blame, see Condra and Shapiro 2012; Gibson and Gouws 1999; Kalyvas 2006; 

Lyall, Blair, and Imai 2013; and Silverman 2018.
36 Fergusson, Vargas, and Vela 2013.
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8 world polItIcs 

dynamics of coerced voting in postwar contexts, during war,37 and in 
nonconflict environments,38 scholars demonstrate that electoral intimi-
dation has a powerful ability to sway voters.39 Daron Acemoglu, James 
Robinson, and Rafael Santos, for example, reveal how parties exploited 
paramilitaries to win elections in Colombia.40 Paul Collier and Pedro 
Vicente41 formally model how violence marred a Nigerian election, and 
Robinson and Ragnar Torvik42 determine that parties in Zimbabwe 
used repression to exclude swing voters.43 The implication of this lit-
erature would be that coercion drives the puzzling votes for civil war 
successor parties, suggesting the following observable implications: 

hypothesIs on natIonal-level dynamIcs

—H2.1. The vote share of civil war successor parties should correlate 
with their use of electoral intimidation, violence, and fraud. 

hypothesIs on subnatIonal-level dynamIcs

—H2.2. Belligerent successor parties should perform better electorally 
in regions with high levels of electoral intimidation, violence, and fraud. 

hypothesIs on IndIvIdual-level dynamIcs

—H2.3. Individuals subject to voter intimidation, violence, and fraud 
should be more likely to vote for civil war successor parties. 

Electoral coercion can no doubt account for some of the empirical 
regularity of votes for victimizers.44 War does not become peace over-
night,45 and postwar democracies often remain partial and poorly in-
stitutionalized. But parties with violent pasts win elections even where 
violence has ended and political contests are deemed free and fair. They 
win not only the votes of the vulnerable but also those of the least vul-
nerable, who are casting their ballots freely. They win over time, even as 
the memory of coercion fades, and they receive voters’ ballots and their 
attitudinal support. This article does not deny the existence of coerced 

37 See, for example, Staniland 2015 and Steele 2011. 
38 For examples, see Arias 2017; Hidalgo and Lessing 2015; Kasara 2016; and Trejo and Ley 2018.
39 Mares and Young 2016.
40 Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos 2013.
41 Collier and Vicente 2014.
42 Robinson and Torvik 2009.
43 García-Ponce, Zeitzoff, and Wantchekon 2018 show how exposure to criminal violence may 

increase tolerance for corruption and erode democratic norms. A similar tolerance for atrocities may 
emerge. 

44 Wantchekon 1999 and Lyons 2002 cogently argue that voters fear that were they not to vote for 
the former belligerents, the belligerents would carry out retribution or return to war.

45 Daly 2016.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

19
00

00
91

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 C

ol
um

bi
a 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 - 

La
w

 L
ib

ra
ry

, o
n 

29
 A

ug
 2

01
9 

at
 2

1:
16

:3
3,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

://
w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e/

te
rm

s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887119000091
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


 votIng for vIctors 9

votes in postwar elections, but seeks to explain the puzzling, abundant, 
voluntary votes for actors with violent legacies. 

argument: votIng for vIctors

normal polItIcs In abnormal tImes

I start with the premise that to understand political life after violence, 
we must understand belligerent successors as parties who seek to prove 
their competence to the electorate, own salient issues, create party 
brands, and sway voters through propaganda. We must also understand 
victims and nonvictims as voters who rationally engage in retrospec-
tive and prospective assessments46 and respond to programmatic and 
nonprogrammatic appeals. And we must see the two—belligerent par-
ties and war-affected voters—as engaged in strategic interaction to cull 
votes and seek representation.47 However, I depart from the mainstream 
politics approach by arguing that the issues dominating this transition-
al period differ from those salient during normal times.48 In particular, 
security—concern for personal safety, political stability, law and order, 
and the absence of violence—is critical. As former Burundian Presi-
dent Domitien Ndayizeye summarized, “The people [are] desperate for 
peace.”49 In emotional terms, if “fear prepares the individual to satisfy 
safety concerns” and “heightens the desire for security,”50 the provision 
of such security reduces fear, and citizens seek to insulate themselves 
from its potential return. To explain postwar election results therefore 
requires an understanding of which party can own the salient security 
valence issue.

credIt for securIty Improvements

I argue that voters credit and electorally reward the militarily stronger 
actor at the end of the war for bringing order and stability. If the war 
ends in a decisive military outcome, conflict termination is attributed to 
the stronger—in this case victorious—belligerent: it defeated its adver-
sary and thereby brought an end to the conflict and violence. If the war 
ends in stalemate, but with one actor relatively stronger, that actor will 
be credited with peace: it was in a better position to continue fighting, 
but did not, opting instead to end its violence. 

46 Fiorina 1981. See Healy and Malhotra 2013 for the steps in the retrospective voting process.
47 Calvo and Murillo 2019; Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007; Stokes et al. 2013.
48 The literature on economic voting far surpasses that on noneconomic voting (Kiewiet and Riv-

ers 1984). Exceptions include works on the effects on voting of US involvement in high-casualty wars 
(Vietnam and Iraq) (Karol and Miguel 2007; Mueller 1973) and the effects of terrorism on voting in 
Israel (Berrebi and Klor 2008). 

49 Quoted in Watt 2008, 81–83. 
50 Petersen 2002, 19, 25.
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10 world polItIcs 

securIty votIng: ownIng the securIty Issue

Security constitutes a valence issue—as coined by Donald Stokes,51 a 
consensual issue for which parties are judged not on “the ultimate ob-
jective of policy” but “on proving competence around the issue.”52 At-
tributed with gains in security, militarily stronger belligerents signal a 
positive reputation for expertise53 and credibility on peace and order is-
sues, rendering their violent past a “competency advantage.”54 They are 
deemed able to provide security in a way that the weaker belligerents 
and parties without roots in the civil war cannot.55 Thus the stronger 
belligerent successor party owns the security valence issue during the 
highly uncertain time of political transition. 

Importantly, safety issues often crosscut social cleavages like class, 
region, and ethnicity, and appeal to the undecided and weakly aligned 
voters in postwar environments who worry about the implementation 
of peace. Owning this issue therefore enables the stronger belligerent to 
cull votes not only from core constituencies, but also from independent 
or contested voters. This is significant because belligerents’ social bases 
tend to be more extreme than the “prototypical” voter is,56 so achieving 
electoral success depends on their ability to reach beyond their wartime 
hardcore constituencies, and to build a multisector coalition.57 

Where belligerents used violence only in a restrained fashion, secu-
rity voting operates as the sole mechanism by which military strength 
translates into electoral success. But in cases where the stronger bellig-
erents committed indiscriminate violence against civilians, their violent 
past not only wins them security votes, but also punishes them with 
vengeful votes. Understanding why the former trumps the latter, caus-
ing the militarily strong belligerents to win elections, requires an inter-
pretation of how citizens attribute responsibility for wartime violence.58 

51 Stokes 1963.
52 Bleck and van de Walle 2012.
53 Egan 2008.
54 Petrocik 1996. See also Grzymala-Busse 2002 on leveraging the past. 
55 See Teigen 2013. This argument is consistent with findings in the American politics literature that 

military background is one heuristic that affects vote decisions (McDermott and Panagopoulos 2015).
56 Lupu 2016, 3.
57 Many civil wars leave populations polarized in their wake. Nonetheless, evidence suggests that 

swing voters do exist and allegiances may be fluid even after polarizing wars. In El Salvador and 
Guatemala, 62 percent and 88 percent of the respective electorates had no party affiliation before the 
founding postwar elections (lapop 1995, lapop 1999). In Nicaragua, 30–50 percent were undecided 
voters (Anderson and Dodd 2005). Even in ethnic contexts, citizens seemingly vote across ethnic lines. 
In Burundi, nearly half the Tutsi population voted for the Hutu party (Nindorera 2012). In Iraq, the 
Da’wa Shia sectarian party received almost 30 percent of its votes from Sunnis (Kaltenthaler 2018). 

58 Entman 2004. Attributing wartime violence is complicated by the complexity of intrastate con-
flicts (often involving more than one armed actor), as well as the often ambiguous role of the govern-
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 votIng for vIctors 11

mItIgatIng the vIolent past 
I argue that the stronger belligerent’s provision of peace alters the 
cognitive process by which individuals attribute blame. I treat post-
war voters as “intuitive prosecutors”59 who engage in a “sense-making 
process” to interpret the violent past and “how their offenders should 
be viewed and treated.”60 Voters consider not only the crimes commit-
ted, but also the mitigating circumstances surrounding those crimes. 
Provision of security ranks top among the extenuating factors. Vio-
lence elicits “the cognition that [the belligerent] has committed a bad 
action against one’s self or group”61 and produces anger and a desire 
for revenge. However, security—relief from the negative emotion of 
fear—moderates that cognition, as the belligerent has also committed 
a good action by reducing fear. This may render the cognition neutral, 
short-circuiting the revenge mechanism. Thus the stronger belliger-
ent—attributed with bringing security—can largely evade culpability. 
As a result, victimized populations and even victims themselves vote 
for the perpetrators of violence against them. Meanwhile, the weak-
er belligerent lacks recognition for security gains, so the atrocities its 
forces committed remain unmitigated. In voters’ eyes, this belligerent’s 
violence brought no peace, but only death and destruction. The weaker 
belligerent therefore is blamed for the war in general. 

spIn and propaganda

These biased and asymmetrical attributions do not happen in a vac-
uum. Rather, they take place in a propaganda crossfire between the 
former warring parties. I argue that the stronger belligerent’s version 
of history tends to win this battle, both because its version resonates 
with the citizenry, which credits it with security that mitigates blame 
for the atrocities (“stories that confirm what we already know are the 
ones most likely to take root”),62 and because the stronger belligerent 
tends to possess a more powerful media machine to amplify its narra-
tive.63 Using rhetoric, framing, and marketing, the stronger belligerent 

ment (Christia 2012; Daly 2016). Examples of the intentional use of proxy forces by government ac-
tors for plausible deniability abound ( Jentzsch 2014). Wartime propaganda and the experiences of 
particular communities and social groups also shape the attribution process, and truth commissions 
may report after the founding elections. 

59 Goldberg, Lerner, and Tetlock 1999.
60 Fehr, Gelfand, and Nag 2010.
61 Petersen and Daly 2010.
62 McGrattan 2013.
63 Bleck and Michelitch 2017; Boas and Hidalgo 2011; Enikolopov, Petrova, and Zhuravskaya 

2011; Stockmann and Gallagher 2011.
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12 world polItIcs 

captures and harnesses the power of propaganda to mediate the rela-
tionship between atrocity and political reaction, thus swaying citizens’ 
behavior in its favor.64

 This article’s logic helps to explain why, even though the army and 
paramilitaries carried out violence equal to that perpetrated by the 
farc65 rebels in Colombia,66 the militarily defeated farc bore the brunt 
of citizens’ anger, and why President Álvaro Uribe, credited with bring-
ing security gains, avoided blame for atrocities committed during his 
administration’s successful military campaigns.67 It also helps to explain 
why, despite carrying out genocide in Guatemala’s Western highlands, 
Efraín Rios Montt’s militarily victorious Guatemalan Republican Front 
was viewed as the “great pacifier” in these same areas68 and why his “vic-
tims voted for his party in droves.”69 The logic holds true even in ethnic 
contexts. At the end of the war in Burundi, many Tutsis crossed ethnic 
lines to vote for the Hutu party best able to offer security.70 In Rwanda, 
the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front was “credited by many Rwan-
dans—Hutu and Tutsi alike—with having ended the 1994 genocide,” 
and was seen as best able to “guarantee” security.71 The party thereby 
won by a landslide, with a vast majority of its votes coming from Hu-
tus. In Iraq’s 2018 election, large numbers of Sunnis voted for Shiite 
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr’s political list Sa’iroun (Moving Forward) and 
the Da’wa Shia sectarian party, in part because of their effective fight 
against IsIs.72 

From my framework, I derive the following observable implications: 

hypothesIs on natIonal-level dynamIcs 
—H3.1. The electoral success of belligerent successor parties in the 

founding national elections should correlate with their relative military 
strength at the end of the war.

hypotheses on party dynamIcs 
—H3.2. Successor parties should aim to claim credit for peace and to 

own the security valence issue. 
64 Lasswell 1938; Somers 1994.
65 Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia.
66 According to Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, the paramilitaries and state carried out a 

combined 68 percent of the massacres, 69 percent of assassinations, and 68 percent of forced disappear-
ances. They trailed the farc in antipersonnel mines, kidnappings, and child recruitment. 

67 Author interviews with Paloma Valencia, Humberto de la Calle, Clara López, and Pastor Alape, 
Bogotá, Colombia, February 2019. 

68 Research assistant interview with Ricardo Saenz de Tejada, Guatemala City, Guatemala, August 
2018. 

69 Bateson 2015.
70 Nindorera 2012.
71 Kinzer 2008. 
72 Coker 2018; Kaltenthaler 2018.
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 votIng for vIctors 13

—H3.3. Successor parties should seek to spin their own past violence 
and cast blame for the war on their adversaries.

hypotheses on IndIvIdual-level dynamIcs 
—H3.4. Individuals should credit the militarily stronger party at war’s 

end with peace. 
—H3.5. Individuals should deem the militarily stronger party as most 

competent on the maintenance of security going forward. 
—H3.6. Swing voters should vote for the militarily stronger party.
—H3.7. Individuals should attribute responsibility for past violence in 

a biased and asymmetrical fashion, blaming the militarily weaker party 
disproportionately for the war.

research desIgn

The puzzle I seek to explain and the observable implications of the 
different explanations vary across violent actors, across regions within 
countries, and across voters. Moreover, they prove amenable to test-
ing with different methodologies. I therefore adopt a multilevel, multi-
method research design. 

I constructed an original, cross-national data set of postwar politics 
from 1970 to 2010 to establish the universe of cases and broad corre-
lates of postwar electoral success globally. To my knowledge, this is the 
first data set to study postwar electoral outcomes. It traces the successor 
parties of both the rebel side and the government side of the conflict, 
and identifies the vote share for parties without a violent past. 

Victimization, coercion, and voting, however, are not evenly distrib-
uted across regions of countries. I therefore examine subnational data 
on postwar elections in El Salvador. I chose this case because (1) war-
time violence was extremely asymmetric, offering a sharp test of the 
vengeful voting theory; (2) the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(trc) reported in 1993, before the founding election, so voters could 
have known the “facts” of the violence before casting their votes; and 
(3) the conflict ended in military stalemate, but with one side relative-
ly stronger, offering a harder case for my military strength argument, 
which should be most pronounced in cases of military victory/defeat. 

Because the theory has implications for individuals’ voting behavior 
and political attitudes, I explore survey data from the Latin American 
Public Opinion Project (lapop), Instituto Universitario de Opinión 
Pública (Iudop), and Consultoría Interdisciplinaria en Desarrollo (cId–
Gallup) to understand issue salience, perceived issue ownership, and 
differential voting patterns among core versus swing voters and victims 
versus nonvictims. 
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14 world polItIcs 

My theoretical expectations tell the story of a process, so I need to 
understand if the party and voter protagonists spoke and acted as the 
theory would predict. Moreover, the mechanisms of security voting and 
mitigating the violent past are best tested with rich qualitative data. I 
therefore conducted fieldwork in El Salvador, interviewing key players 
on the government and rebel sides, including former presidents, presi-
dential candidates, senators, mayors, military commanders, party cam-
paign strategists, and peace negotiators, as well as victims and United 
Nations officers, academics, civil society leaders, and journalists. I also 
collected newspaper, radio, television, and campaign data from multiple 
archives, including those of the Salvadoran newspaper, El Diario de 
Hoy; the Salvadoran National Museum of Anthropology archive of La 
Prensa Gráfica; the archives of Sebastián Alejos, 1994 campaign man-
ager for the Farabundo Martí Liberation Front (fmln); the archives 
of the Nationalist Republican Alliance (arena)’s campaign strategist 
Manuel Melendez; the archives of the Centro de Información, Docu-
mentación y Apoyo a la Investigación (cIdaI); the Museo de la Palabra 
e Imagen archives of historical interviews with candidates and fmln 
radio transcripts; and the Archivos Perdidos, which include 250 hours 
of broadcast material. These interview and archival records revealed the 
platforms on which the parties ran, how strong versus weak belligerents 
dealt with their pasts, how victims perceived the violence, who con-
trolled the media and how it was harnessed, and whether the successor 
parties succeeded or failed at political framing. 

I first describe the cross-national data and results, and then I turn 
to the subnational- and individual-level data and qualitative case evi-
dence. 

cross-natIonal data set

I constructed a new, cross-national data set of all belligerents who tran-
sitioned from civil war in the years 1970 to 2010. The database sets 
the belligerent in a specific conflict episode as the unit of observation, 
allowing for multiparty civil wars. It draws on the ucdp/prIo73 Armed 
Conflicts Dataset, which defines civil war as any armed and organized 
confrontation between government troops and rebel organizations that 

73 Uppsala Conflict Data Program (ucdp) at the department of Peace and Conflict Research, Up-
psala University, and Center for the Study of Civil War at the Peace Research Institute Oslo (prIo).
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 votIng for vIctors 15

reaches an annual battle death threshold of twenty-five.74 I restrict the 
data set to conflicts that exceeded one thousand battle-related deaths 
over their duration, according to the ucdp cumulative intensity vari-
able. I use the ucdp Conflict Termination Dataset as a first check as to 
whether the conflicts have ended.75 This data set defines termination 
as an active year “followed by a year in which there are fewer than 25 
battle-related deaths.” Some conflicts, though deemed ended by these 
criteria, did not even briefly demilitarize; the groups were merely un-
able to cross the violence threshold for a period. I therefore use the 
ucdp Encyclopedia and extensive qualitative sources to verify that each 
belligerent had transitioned from violence. The coding decisions of 
each case may be found in the supplementary material.76 

selectIon

Selection issues might bias the picture I paint of postwar politics. My 
universe of cases consists of all conflicts that ended and were followed by 
elections. I examine the full set of cases in this universe. Of course, the 
electoral success of groups who chose not to end their fighting and of 
former belligerents who did not run for office are unobservable. It may 
be that groups who believed they would perform dismally in founding 
elections chose not to disarm or not to participate in elections. 

Several pieces of evidence moderate these selection concerns. Many 
groups in the sample that did run gained less than 1 percent of the vote. 
It is possible that these groups misestimated their electoral success, but 
it is hard to believe they could have done so by such large margins, 
which suggests that unpopular groups still do try their hand at the polls. 
Additionally, only eight groups in the sample boycotted the elections. 
I code these results as 0 and as a robustness check, drop them from 
the sample.77 Elections took place in the vast majority of postconflict 
countries78 and only four groups were banned from running, indicating 
that electoral runs by successor parties were widespread; nearly every 
case of civil war that ended in the period 1970 to 2010 had belligerents 
participating in postwar elections. Dawn Brancati and Jack Snyder find 
only three cases in which postwar elections did not occur.79 Moreover, 
the norm of democratic contestation has become so strong internation- 

74 Gleditsch et al. 2002.
75 Kreutz 2010.
76 Daly 2019b. 
77 See Table A.2 in the supplementary material; Daly 2019b.
78 Flores and Nooruddin 2012.
79 Brancati and Snyder 2011.
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16 world polItIcs 

ally80 that it leads belligerents to trade bullets for ballots, even when 
doing so may not be a rational strategy.81

Nonetheless, because war termination and elections are nonran-
domly assigned and sound instrumental variables are unlikely, I seek to 
properly specify control variables to account for the potential selection 
bias.82 To accurately assess the explanatory leverage of military strength 
on elections, I pay great attention to factors that might affect both rela-
tive strength at war’s end and electoral performance in the founding 
elections. The literature on conflict and peace suggests five variables 
that might confound this relationship, bias the estimated coefficient, 
and influence the likelihood of conflict termination, specific terms of 
termination, and elections: external guarantees, power sharing, veto 
players, conflict type, and war duration.83 

I include a UN intervention variable, derived from Brancati and Sny-
der,84 which captures whether the UN intervened through mediation, 
observation, peacekeeping, or enforcement. Such intervention should 
both provide external guarantees, enabling the actors to end their 
armed struggles,85 and also render elections and successor parties more 
likely because belligerents’ participation in politics has become part of 
the UN’s peace-building recipe.86 Power sharing should similarly facili-
tate conflict termination by enabling internal guarantees of the peace 
terms.87 I use the Peace Agreement Dataset’s shagov variable,88 indicat-
ing the presence of power-sharing provisions. This variable also helps 
control for the nature of the electoral system, and may influence wheth-
er independent truth and reconciliation efforts exist and whether both 
sides are able to define subjective violence independently. I include the 
number of veto players (belligerents who were clearly autonomous, co-
hesive, and viable), which David Cunningham has demonstrated ren-
ders bargaining more challenging and war longer.89 The number of civil 
war players may also affect relative strength, the number of parties in 
the system, the civil war successors’ decision to run in the elections, 
and their vote shares. It may also influence the challenge of attributing 

80 Paris 2004.
81 Author interview with Alvaro de Soto, New York, N.Y., September 2018. 
82 Flores and Nooruddin 2012.
83 Wood 2000b advances an additional factor, which I unfortunately cannot capture cross-nation-

ally: war-induced transformations in the economic interests of the elites that divide the elite and create 
opportunities for insurgent-elite alliances that push for democracy. 

84 Brancati and Snyder 2012.
85 Fortna 2008; Walter 2002.
86 United Nations Peacebuilding Commission 2009.
87 Walter 2002.
88 Högbladh 2011.
89 Cunningham 2006.
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 votIng for vIctors 17

blame. Finally, from the ucdp data set, I include a variable capturing 
war duration and another indicating the nature of the incompatibility, 
because longer-lasting conflicts and those fought over territory tend to 
be harder to resolve.90 

outcome varIable

Electoral data are collected for the founding elections, that is, the first 
postconflict legislative and presidential elections after each episode of 
civil war.91 I also collected data on the second postconflict legislative 
and presidential elections and regional elections. As the dependent 
variable, this research uses the valid vote share of a successor party. In-
formation about the electoral vote share is collected from various print 
and electronic sources.92 

On average, rebel successor parties gained approximately 19 percent 
of the valid votes in the founding postconflict elections; incumbent 
successor parties won 36 percent of the votes; and belligerent parties 
outperformed opposition parties that had no blood on their hands.93 
Electoral success varied significantly. 

explanatory varIables

mIlItary strength

Testing the article’s key cross-national hypothesis (H3.1) requires that 
I capture military outcomes and the distribution of relative military 
strength at the end of the war. To do so, I first employ data from the 
ucdp termination data set on whether the conflict ended in victory and 
for which side. I construct an indicator, military strength, which as-
sumes a value of 0 if the belligerent was defeated and 6 if the belligerent 
was victorious. For the cases in which the conflict did not end in deci-
sive victory, I use the indicator rebstrength from the Non-State Actor 
(nsa) data set on the strength of the rebels relative to the government at 
war’s end.94 I reverse the values for the incumbent observations. I code 
the military strength indicator as 1 if the belligerent was much weaker, 2 
if weaker, 3 if at parity, 4 if stronger, and 5 if much stronger.95 Figure 1 

90 Fearon 2004.
91 I define postconflict at the dyad rather than country level. I focus on the legislative elections, 

which presented lower barriers to participation, gauged support better, and took place in nearly all cases. 
92 See the supplementary material for the list of sources; Daly 2019b.
93 If I exclude cases of boycott, rebels won 21 percent of the vote.
94 Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2013.
95 As a robustness check, for the eighty-one cases for which data are available, I analyze Gromes and 

Ranft 2016’s Post-Civil War Power and Compromise data set’s variables victory and rebfight at war’s 
end; see Figure A.2 in the supplementary material; Daly 2019b.
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18 world polItIcs 

shows the distribution of relative military strength in the sample, rang-
ing from outright defeat (0) to outright victory (6). 

vengeful votIng

To operationalize atrocities and evaluate H1.1 and H1.2, I construct 
two dummy variables—belligerent’s atrocities and adversary’s atrocities—
which capture whether the belligerent or its opponent used the most 
severe forms of civilian abuse or restrained from this behavior by en-
gaging in “deliberate efforts to avoid attacking civilian targets.” To con-
struct these variables, I rely on the coding criteria and data of Jessica 
Stanton, who defines indiscriminate violence against civilians as “mas-
sacres; scorched earth campaigns; cleansing of a particular ethnic or re-
ligious group; or deliberate bombing and shelling of civilian targets.”96 
If a belligerent did not engage in any of these four forms of violence, 
it is coded as restrained. Forty-four percent of rebels and 36 percent 
of incumbent actors exhibited restraint in their use of atrocities. To 
evaluate H1.3, I construct a relative atrocities variable, which assumes a 
value of 1 if the belligerent was restrained in its use of violence while its 
adversary carried out indiscriminate violence, 2 if both actors exercised 
restraint, 3 if both sides carried out indiscriminate violence, and 4 if the 
adversary exercised restraint while the belligerent conducted campaigns 
of indiscriminate brutality. Table 1 shows the distribution across these 
values of relative atrocity.

96 Stanton 2016.

fIgure 1 
relatIve mIlItary strength at war’s end
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coercIon 
To determine whether the puzzling regularity of votes for actors with 
violent pasts can be explained by coercion in an environment in which 
the elections were neither free nor fair (H2.1), I test several indicators. 
I use the Varieties of Democracy indicator, v2xel_frefair, a clean elec-
tion index capturing the extent to which there was an absence of regis-
tration fraud, systematic irregularities, government intimidation of the 
opposition, vote buying, and election violence.97 This index ranges from 
0 to 1, with a mean of 0.4 in the sample. In the supplementary material, 
I separately look at whether government electoral coercion can account 
for incumbent successor party performance, and whether rebel electoral 
coercion can explain rebel party vote share.98

estImatIon

To test the cross-national hypotheses, H1.1–H1.3, H2.1, and H3.1, 
I consider a series of regression models.99 My main specifications use 
ordinary least squares. A number of countries in the data set have ex-
perienced multiple civil wars. I account for the nonindependence of 
these observations within countries by presenting robust standard er-
rors clustered on the country unit.100 

Model 1 in Table 2 tests H3.1, the influence of relative military 
strength; model 2 analyzes H1.1, the effect of the belligerent’s atrocities; 
model 3 tests H1.2, the impact of its adversary’s atrocities; model 4 tests 
H1.3, the effect of relative atrocities; and model 5 tests H2.1, the ef-
fect of free and fair elections. Model 6 evaluates the combined equation 
using the belligerent’s atrocities operationalization of victimization.101 

97 Lindberg et al. 2014.
98 See Table A.3 in the supplementary material; Daly 2019b. I find null results in both analyses.
99 Table A.1 in the supplementary material presents summary statistics; Daly 2019b.
100 There are more than fifty clusters in the data. Nonetheless, as a robustness check, I follow Cam-

eron, Gelbach, and Miller 2008’s recommendations and use a wild bootstrap to estimate clustered 
standard errors. See Table A.6 in the supplementary material; Daly 2019b.

101 The alternative operationalizations can be found in Table A.5 in the supplementary material; 
Daly 2019b.

table 1
relatIve atrocItIes

   Belligerent’s Use of Violence

  Restrained Indiscriminate

Adversary’s Use of Violence Restrained 24% 15%
 Indiscriminate 17% 44%
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After presenting the main results, I engage in additional analyses to 
unpack the findings. 

results: cross-natIonal data

The first central finding of the cross-national analysis is that the dis-
tribution of military power at war’s end proves a powerful predictor of 
the first postwar elections. Consistent with H3.1, the measure of the 
military balance of power is highly correlated with electoral outcomes 
across all specifications of the model. Cross-nationally, belligerents 
who are militarily strong, relatively, at war’s end perform significantly 
better in postwar voting than do militarily weak ones. Figure 2 illus-
trates this result. 

table 2
correlates of cIvIl war successor party success

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

Military strength 9.88***     9.90***
 (1.02)     (1.03) 
Belligerent’s atrocities  –0.46    –1.06
  (5.20)    (4.30)
Adversary’s atrocities   6.00   
   (4.94)   
Relative atrocities    –2.04  
    (3.17)  
Free and fair elections      –7.31 –8.84
     (8.00) (7.73)
UN intervention –4.23 –7.61 –7.71 –7.81 –8.13 –4.92
 (4.07) (4.57) (4.74) (4.64) (4.67) (4.20)
Power sharing 1.17 4.76 4.05 5.60 4.74 1.60
 (4.69) (5.24) (4.76) (5.13) (4.93) (5.36)
Number of vetoes –1.51 –3.74 –3.76 –3.79 –3.77 –1.56
 (2.19) (2.39) (2.82) (2.36) (2.48) (2.28)
Incompatibility 10.21* 9.40* 9.93* 9.28* 8.08* 8.49*
 (3.95) (3.73) (3.74) (3.69) (3.36) (3.70)
War duration –0.21 –0.04 –0.09 –0.02 –0.03 –0.19
 (0.16) (0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.15)
Constant –13.75 21.31* 17.07* 26.37* 26.62** –6.35
 (8.95) (8.13) (8.27) (11.26) (9.78) (11.10)
Observations 126 126 126 126 126 126

Standard errors in parentheses; robust standard errors account for country clustering; 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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 votIng for vIctors 21

The cross-national analysis further reveals that rebel and incum-
bents’ wartime use of atrocities and electoral coercion cannot account 
for citizens’ decisions of whether to vote for these belligerents’ succes-
sor parties. Figure 3 illustrates the overall null result of wartime victim-
ization on post civil–war party success. The right-hand panel displays 
the average vote share for parties derived from belligerents who com-
mitted indiscriminate mass atrocities, while the left-hand panel shows 
the vote share for parties with roots in organizations that exercised only 
restrained violence. We can see that despite the great variance in their 
wartime execution of brutality, these parties performed identically in 
postwar elections. Figure 4 demonstrates the statistically insignificant 
difference between the average vote share for successor parties compet-
ing in relatively more free and fair elections (above 0.5 on the clean 
elections index) and for those competing in relatively less free and fair 
elections (below 0.5 on the index).100 

unpackIng the results

Incumbents versus rebels

The analyses thus far combine observations on incumbents and rebels. 
On average, however, incumbents outperformed rebels electorally. It is 
worth breaking up the sample to see if the correlates of electoral suc-
cess for parties derived from the government side diverge from those 
from the rebel side. Incumbents, for example, enjoy institutionalized 

100 Figure A.9 in the supplementary material shows that the relationship between military and elec-
tion outcomes holds in both less clean and cleaner elections; Daly 2019b. 

fIgure 2  
relatIve mIlItary strength at war’s end and vote shares In  

foundIng electIons
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advantages through their control of the state apparatus and their ex-
perience in government. In Table 3, model 1 examines the correlates 
of incumbent successor-party vote share and model 2 explores those 
of rebel successor-party success. Model 3 adds an interaction term for 
incumbency and military strength. Consistent with my argument, the 
findings suggest that the results mirror each other for the government 
and opposition sides.103 Figure A.1 in the supplementary material il-
lustrates this symmetry.104 

103 The cases of rebel victory or great rebel strength, including the Sandinistas (Nicaragua), the 
National Resistance Movement (Uganda), the Rwandan Patriotic Front, the Ethiopian People’s Revo-
lutionary Democratic Front, and the National Patriotic Front of Liberia, illustrate this symmetry.

104 Note that also consistent with my argument, the relationship between military outcomes and 
electoral performance holds across ethnic and nonethnic wars. See Table A.4 in the supplementary 
material; Daly 2019b.

fIgure 3  
wartIme vIctImIzatIon and successor party vote shares
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InteractIng atrocItIes and mIlItary strength 
The theory posits that military strength should offset the belligerents’ 
use of atrocities. But the extent of the belligerents’ atrocities should not 
matter. Consistent with this, Table 3, model 4, reveals an insignificant 
interaction term between the use of atrocities and military strength. I 
also break down the analysis and explore whether, as anticipated, the 
relationship between military strength and vote share holds under the 
four conditions captured by the relative atrocities indicator. In contexts 
in which both actors were restrained in their use of violence, military 

table 3
correlates of cIvIl war successor party success: unpackIng  

the results

 Incumbent Rebel 
 Vote  Vote Vote Vote 
 Share Share Share Share 
 (1) (2) (3) (4)

Military strength 9.53*** 12.49*** 11.37*** 8.41***
 (1.61) (1.82) (1.76) (1.57)
Belligerent’s atrocities 5.98 –1.14  –8.65
 (6.57) (–5.28)  (6.95)
Free and fair elections  –23.36 11.24  
 (15.01) (11.99)  
Incumbent   10.23 
   (7.85) 
Military strength * Incumbent   –3.34 
   (2.43) 
Military strength * Atrocities    2.78
    (2.14)
UN intervention –5.62 –6.29 –5.09 –4.37
 (7.75) (5.33) (4.26) (4.10)
Power sharing 9.76 –4.85 0.04 2.65
 (10.58) (5.40) (4.88) (5.44)
Number of vetoes 2.12 –2.05 –0.75 –1.76
 (5.91) (2.22) (2.26) (2.30)
Incompatibility 2.77 13.91** 10.14* 9.71*
 (5.69) (4.98) (3.97) (4.12)
War duration –0.20 0.56 –0.17 –0.23
 (0.23) (0.21) (0.17) (0.16)
Constant –2.00 –25.12 –18.08 –7.85
 (19.41) (16.27) (10.19) (11.33)
Observations 56 70 126 126 

Standard errors in parentheses; robust standard errors account for country clustering; 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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strength should guide voting only through the security voting mecha-
nism. In contexts in which one or both actors used indiscriminate vio-
lence, military strength should operate both through the security vot-
ing mechanism and through the one mitigating the violent past. 

Figures 5 and 6 show that the relationship between military strength 
and electoral success holds when there is asymmetry in the use of atroc-
ities.105 Figure 7 shows that the relationship holds when both parties 
engaged in indiscriminate violence. And Figure 8 shows that even in 

105 Figure 5 illustrates the vote share for cases in which the belligerent exercised restrained violence 
and its adversary carried out indiscriminate violence. Figure 6 illustrates the cases in which the adver-
sary exercised restraint while the belligerent carried out indiscriminate atrocities.

fIgure 5  
asymmetrIc vIolence by adversary: mIlItary strength and votes

fIgure 6  
 asymmetrIc vIolence by bellIgerent: mIlItary strength and votes
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cases in which both parties exercised restraint, there is a relationship 
between military strength and electoral success.106 

alternatIve mechanIsms lInkIng mIlItary strength at war’s 
end and postwar electoral success

I propose a logic in which militarily effective belligerents leverage their 
strength to gain credit for peace, win the security valence issue, and spin 
and disseminate a story of the violent past. However, military strength 

106 Although the samples become very small when I further break up the observations into the in-
cumbent and rebel subsamples with varying levels of relative abuse, the relationship between military 
strength and electoral success holds.

fIgure 7  
symmetrIc atrocItIes: mIlItary strength and votes

fIgure 8  
symmetrIc restraInt: mIlItary strength and votes
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could also work through a variety of alternative mechanisms to affect 
postwar voting patterns. I engage these alternatives using the cross-
national data, and then explore them with evidence from El Salvador 
below. 

Relatively stronger belligerents could be better positioned to engage 
in electoral coercion or better able to restrain their use of atrocities. In 
this sense, coercion and atrocities would operate as intervening vari-
ables. If this were the case, we would still expect to observe a rela-
tionship between coercion and vote share and between atrocities and vote 
share, but Table 2 (models 2–6) does not provide it. Nonetheless, it is 
worth exploring whether military strength might be capturing these 
alternative variables. I explore these relationships in Table 4, models 
1 and 2, and find no significant results, suggesting that actors who are 
relatively strong militarily are just as likely to be indiscriminately vio-
lent as relatively weak ones, and that winning the war does not render 
belligerents more likely to rig or coerce the elections.107 

It might also be that popular wartime support, rebel governance, and 
the extent to which belligerents claim to represent excluded subsets of 
the population can account for the robust relationship between military 
power and electoral success in the cross-national data.108 To explore this 
possibility I use mobcap, the nsa data set indicator for rebel mobiliza-
tion capacity, rated relative to the government.109 According to Reed 
Wood, “This variable represents a crude accounting of the popularity 
of the organization among the population of the conflict state and re-
flects the size of the constituency from which the organization can po-
tentially draw support and resources.”110 I reverse the indicator for the 
incumbent observations. I also use Reyko Huang’s dummy variable for 
rebel public goods provision,111 which assumes a value of 1 if the rebels 
provided education or created their own schools, if they offered health 
care, built hospitals, or founded clinics, or if they engaged in relief op-
erations to address war-related humanitarian issues; and 0 otherwise. 
Model 3 regresses popular wartime support on military strength and 

107 I test whether electoral coercion does not correlate with the balance of power because the re-
lationship is nonlinear; with strong government victory and strong rebel victory—but not negotiated 
settlements—predicting coercion (Figure A.8 in the supplementary material; Daly 2019b).

108 Huang 2016; Mampilly 2011; Stewart 2018. Popular support could explain exceptions to the 
argument, particularly in South Africa, where the incumbent party lost dramatically despite an over-
whelming military advantage. This case underscores that popular support and military advantage do 
not necessarily correlate, but it also shows how military strength may have less leverage over voting 
decisions in places where there are few swing voters and little flexibility in allegiances. 

109 Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009.
110 Wood 2014.
111 Huang 2016.
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model 4 analyzes the relationship between rebel governance and rebel 
military strength. The insignificant coefficients provide little support 
for this alternative mechanism. 

Another alternative mechanism linking fighting capacity and elec-
toral performance centers on organizational weapons: unity and financ-

table 4
alternatIve mechanIsms lInkIng mIlItary and electoral success a

  Free and     Rebel 
 Belligerent’s Fair Popular Rebel Rebel Rebel Vote 
 Atrocities Elections Support Governance Cohesion Finances Share 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Military strength 0.03  0.00 0.27 –0.18 0.16 –0.07 13.36***
 (0.11) (0.00) (0.22) (0.24) (0.15) (0.19) (1.95)
Belligerent’s atrocities       –8.60
       (5.35)
Free and fair elections        8.02
       (13.68)
Popular support       5.77
       (4.12)
Rebel governance       8.79
       (4.73)
Rebel cohesion       2.96
       (4.14)
Rebel finances       2.02
       (5.85)
UN intervention       –7.99
       (7.09)
Power sharing       –4.17
       (4.84)
Number of vetoes       –0.37
       (2.59)
Incompatibility       20.68**
       (6.88)
War duration       0.06
       (0.22)
Constant 0.23 0.42***  0.23  0.99 –50.85*
 (0.41) (0.04)  (0.65)  (0.61) (18.77)
cut1   –0.18  –1.65**  
   (0.64)  (0.52)  
cut2   2.11**  1.22**  
   (0.73)  (0.44)  
Observations 129 129 124 69 65 70 61

Standard errors in parentheses; robust standard errors account for country clustering; 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
 a Models 1, 4, and 6 use logit regression; models 3 and 5 use ordinal logit; models 2 and 7 use 
ordinary least squares. 
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28 world polItIcs 

ing.112 Relatively strong belligerents may just be better at organizing, 
which is why they win elections. Stronger belligerents, for example, 
might exhibit higher levels of cohesion, built through a history of “sus-
tained, violent, and ideologically driven conflict.”113 From conflict, the 
movements would derive hardened identities, solidarity networks, and 
military-style internal discipline, which serve their successor parties 
well in postwar elections.114 It is likely that stronger belligerents also 
enjoy more robust financing. Such wartime funding may be fungible 
and also used to bankroll postwar clientelism and campaigns, boost-
ing electoral performance. For cohesion, I employ an indicator from 
the nsa data set, strengthcent, measuring the extent to which a central 
command exercises control over the constituent groups of an insur-
gent movement. For rebels’ access to resources I use Huang’s variable,115 
which assumes a value of 1 if the rebel group systematically depended 
on profits from the extraction, sale, or trade of natural resources, such 
as diamonds, minerals, timber, and metals; or from illicit activities, such 
as narcotics trading and other contraband.116 In Table 4, models 5 and 
6, I find that rebel cohesion and finances are unrelated to rebel military 
strength using conventional levels of significance. 

Table 4, model 7, uses as the outcome the vote share for rebel suc-
cessor parties and demonstrates that the relationship between military 
strength at war’s end and electoral performance in the founding post-
war election is robust to controlling for these potentially confounding 
variables: electoral coercion, atrocities, popular support, rebel gover-
nance, cohesion, and financing.117 The analysis casts doubt on the abil-
ity of these alternative mechanisms to account for variation in postwar 
electoral success. Each of the coefficients’ 95 percent confidence inter-
vals includes the possibility of no effect. 

These cross-national analyses have potential limitations: they may 
present ecological inference issues, the null effects could be explained 
by classical measurement error, and the correlational analyses do not 
lend themselves to mechanism testing. Additionally, evaluating my 
theory’s key mechanisms—security voting and mitigating the violent 
past—requires detailed analysis of political party and electoral behav-

112 These mechanisms are advanced by Loxton and Mainwaring 2018 and Loxton 2014 for au-
thoritarian successor parties.

113 Levitsky and Way 2012, p. 869.
114 Levitsky and Way 2012.
115 Huang 2016.
116 For missing values, I use data from Rustad and Binningsbø 2012 and Fearon 2004.
117 Unfortunately, comparable indicators do not exist for wartime incumbents.
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ior. The next section seeks to overcome these challenges, and to trace 
the process through which military strength translates into voting pat-
terns. I do so by scouring archival records, studying party propaganda, 
tracking public opinion, and interviewing politicians and voters in El 
Salvador.

vIolence and votIng In el salvador

Civil war ravaged El Salvador from 1979 to 1992. The war’s origins 
lie in the escalating grievances of the preceding decades. Rural land-
lessness grew from 12 percent in 1961 to 41 percent in 1975. Urban 
unemployment increased, shantytowns grew, living conditions deterio-
rated, and fraudulent elections in 1972 undermined the peaceful route 
to political change. The response was a mass mobilization to press the 
government for reform. Rather than enact reform, the state engaged 
in indiscriminate repression.118 It did so through its security forces and 
through large-scale, organized death squads and militias.119 This re-
pression turned a divided, apolitical, peaceful social movement into a 
united, revolutionary, and violent one in the form of the leftist fmln 
guerrillas.120 It drove recruits into the arms of the rebels and afforded 
them popular support, camouflage from the government, and the re-
sources to fund their high-risk insurgency.121 Violence escalated. 

The civil war finally ended in a negotiated settlement, the Chapulte-
pec Accords, in 1992; founding elections were held two years later. In 
these elections, the arena party, derived from the counterinsurgent 
death squads and the National Conciliation Party (pcn) of the military 
dictatorship,122 won 49.3 percent of the presidential vote in the first 
round, 68.3 percent in the second round, and thirty-nine of the eighty-
four legislative seats. The fmln, successor to the guerrilla armies, won 
25.6 percent of the electorate’s votes in the first round, 31.7 percent in 
the second round, and twenty-one of the legislative seats. Using di-
verse data, I seek to understand why these parties with violent pasts 
performed well electorally, and why arena outperformed the fmln.123

118 Author interview with Paolo Luers, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
119 Stanley 1996.
120 Daly 2011.
121 Wood 2003.
122 Author interview with arena party strategist Mauricio Sandoval, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 

2018. Interviews confirmed that arena drew heavily from pcn’s ranks, robbed it of its constituency, 
hollowed its organizational capacity, and, as such, effectively supplanted the pcn. I therefore focus the 
analysis on arena as the incumbent successor party.

123 It should be noted that voters had an alternative in the Christian Democratic party (pdc).
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wartIme vIctImIzatIon and postwar votIng

The Salvadoran civil war took the lives of at least 70,000 in a country 
of 4.6 million and left more than a million refugees.124 The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission revealed the highly asymmetrical nature 
of the atrocities. The fmln “assassinated opposition mayors, forcibly 
recruited civilians to fight on its behalf, kidnapped wealthy business-
men for ransom, and engaged in widespread acts of economic terror-
ism.”125 But the government’s atrocities far outnumbered those of the 
fmln. The trc estimated that the incumbent side was responsible for 
95 percent of the political killings, the guerrillas only 5 percent.126 In 
1980 alone, some 12,000 people were killed, most “either captured and 
executed by the death squads or killed in wholesale massacres carried 
out by government forces in rural areas.”127 These massacres began to 
assume huge proportions, with death tolls for each massacre climbing 
to one thousand individuals. State-sponsored forces left the bodies of 
their abducted, tortured, and murdered victims “in designated locations 
that became so commonplace that they inspired a neologism: ‘body 
dumps.’”128 By the vengeful voting hypothesis, one would expect that 
the fmln and arena, both with blood on their hands, would have been 
punished in the postwar elections, and that the fmln party, derived 
from the relatively restrained rebels, should have easily beaten arena, 
which was originally tied to the indiscriminately repressive state. 

Outside observers also held these expectations. They “were initially 
skeptical about arena’s prospects. In the US Embassy, for example, 
the consensus was reportedly that ‘[arena’s leader, Major Roberto 
D’Aubuisson, is] just a right-wing extremist. He can’t get any sup-
port.’”129 Even the successor parties themselves were certain that re-
venge would drive voting. For example, “in many towns that served as 
military outposts on the edges of fmln zones of control, town residents 
suffered from the guerrilla attacks; so, in the 1994 election, fmln cam-
paigners acknowledged that ‘naturally we have to pay a political cost 
for the war damage.’ ”130 Instead, despite the “damage” caused by the 
fmln, it gained a sizable share of the electorate’s votes, and despite the 
incumbent’s large-scale atrocities, arena won nearly half the votes. 

124 Stanley 1996.
125 Allison 2010.
126 United Nations Commission on the Truth for El Salvador 1993.
127 Stanley 1996.
128 Loxton 2014.
129 Quoted in Loxton 2014, 423. 
130 Quoted in Stahler-Sholk 1994, 20. 
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understandIng the null results of vengeful votIng

It could be that the electorate did not know of the successor parties’ 
ties to the violent organizations of the past. But this explanation rests 
on shaky ground. As mentioned above, the trc revealed its findings 
before the election, and these were reported in the national media. Ac-
cording to arena peace negotiator David Escobar Galindo, “The truth 
commission was accepted and was seen as neutral by all because it was 
done by foreigners.”131 The fmln party ran known guerrilla military 
commanders as candidates, and was widely recognized as the direct 
inheritor of the rebel movement.132 The arena party, “was the ‘aboveg-
round alter ego’ of El Salvador’s notorious ‘death squad’ networks.”133 
arena founder and party leader D’Aubuisson was closely associated 
with the death squad violence; a former US ambassador described him 
as a “pathological killer.”134 At the same time, we know from the work 
of Elisabeth Wood135 that arena modernized as the conflict dramati-
cally transformed the country’s reliance on agricultural exports. By the 
end of the war, arena represented modern, conservative business elites, 
though it maintained a hardline faction and continued to deploy im-
ages evoking its violent founder.136 Despite these changes in arena, 
according to Galindo, “It’s not as if people didn’t know what had hap-
pened. Everyone knew.”137 

It could be that the national-level patterns mask subnational ones in 
which victimized regions voted against the perpetrators, while nonvic-
timized regions accounted for the puzzling vote share for the civil war 
belligerents. Michael Allison finds that conflict zones were more likely 
to vote for the fmln than were nonconflict zones.138 However, his study 
does not disaggregate the violence by perpetrator. Anecdotally, the civil 
war primarily ravaged communities in the north and east of the coun-
try. And yet arena swept these areas most victimized by the war.139

To better estimate these subnational patterns and test H1.4–H1.6, 
I analyze municipal-level election results and break down the atroci-
ties by perpetrator—government or rebel—using data from the trc.140 

131 Author interview with David Escobar Galindo, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
132 Wolf 2009.
133 Pyes 1983.
134 Robert White, quoted in Paige 1997, 34. 
135 Wood 2000b.
136 Johnson 1993; Paige 1997.
137 Author interview with David Escobar Galindo, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
138 Allison 2010.
139 Vickers, Spence, and Huff 1994.
140 I am extremely grateful to Michael Allison for sharing these election data and to the University 

of North Texas for digitalizing the trc data. 
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I find that the relative atrocities (disappearances, homicides, kidnap-
pings, torture, and rapes) committed by the government versus rebels 
had no relationship with postwar electoral success. arena’s vote share 
remained constant whether the government was responsible for 0 per-
cent of the atrocities in the municipality or 100 percent. Figure 9 il-
lustrates this result.141 

It could be that the puzzling national and subnational pattern of 
voting for victimizers reflects the ballots of nonvictims, and that vic-
tims voted as anticipated, that is, fmln victims voted for arena and 
government victims voted for the fmln.142 This is especially important 
to assess given the massive displacement in El Salvador, which meant 
that the most victimized population might not have still lived where 
the violence occurred. To test H1.7–H1.8, I use the lapop survey from 
1995, which asked respondents whether they had lost a family member 
or close relative as a result of the armed conflict. The question does not 
ask the political identity of the perpetrator. But given that the survey 
was administered on a representative sample of Salvadorans, and that 
the government committed 95 percent of atrocities and the fmln 5 
percent, we should anticipate that 5 percent of reported victims in the 
survey would support arena and 95 percent would support the fmln. 
Instead, we find the following electoral dynamics: 40 percent of victims 
voted for arena, and 24 percent cast votes for the fmln (Figure 10).143

141 Figures A.3–A.4 in the supplementary material show that the government’s level of atrocities only 
slightly dampened arena votes, and that surprisingly, fmln atrocities raised fmln votes. Figure A.5 shows 
no relationship between the fmln’s share of violence and its electoral success; Daly 2019b. This is consistent 
with my analyses of subnational violence and voting in twenty founding elections in seventeen countries.

142 Author interview with Andrés Suster, New York, N.Y., June 2018. 
143 If I include the victims who voted for the Democratic Convergence (cd) and National Revolu-

tionary Movement (mnr) coalition, this vote share rises by 24 percent. The war prompted significant

fIgure 9 
relatIve atrocItIes and arena votes at the munIcIpal level
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coercIon 
It could also be that the votes in these territories were forced rather 
than voluntary. But evidence suggests that the 1994 elections in El 
Salvador were “deemed to be free and fair.”144 The international com-
munity spent more than $20 million and deployed three thousand ob-
servers in support of these elections. The International Foundation for 
Electoral Systems reports that the voting process was conducted in an 
“orderly, peaceful, and transparent fashion which permitted the popular 
will of the Salvadoran people to be expressed . . . without fear of violent 
incidents.”145 Even the fmln presidential candidate, Rubén Zamora, 
defended the elections, describing, “There were no irregularities.”146 In-
deed, the results were “accepted by contenders and observers alike.”147

transformations in demographic structures. At least 750,000 citizens were displaced during the war, of-
ten to urban areas, and more than one million Salvadorans migrated abroad (Zamora 1998). This com-
plicates the assumption underlying the subnational analysis that votes in 1994 reflect the local history 
of violence. Municipal-level data on displacement are not available for El Salvador. In Colombia, I find 
that political homogenization through displacement cannot explain the puzzling votes for victimizers. 
I use lapop 1995 data to explore whether individuals reporting displacement voted for arena, and find 
that 40 percent did. It also merits mention that the Salvadoran trc’s documentation of wartime vio-
lence suffered from bias. Participation by rural victims reflected whether the locally dominant insurgent 
faction urged residents to come forward. As a result, testimonies of wartime abuse were quite uneven 
across El Salvador. I seek to follow the approach of Allison and use data on whether any family member 
died during the war, taken from a survey reported in Seligson and McElhinny 1996. But these data 
are available only at the department level and do not disaggregate by perpetrator. See Allison 2010.

144 Wade 2008.
145 International Foundation for Electoral Systems 1994.
146 Author interview with Rubén Zamora, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
147 Wolf 2009.

fIgure 10 
perpetrators’ atrocItIes and vIctIms’ votes

     Share of                Share of  
     Violence            Victims’ Votes

1

.8

.6

.4

.2

0

Government violence Victims’ vote share, ARENA

Rebel violence  Victims’ vote share, FMLN
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34 world polItIcs 

To further test for the fear of reprisals explanation subnationally 
(H2.2), I supplement the focus on valid vote shares with an analysis of 
nonvalid votes, and find no relationship between blank and null votes 
and arena’s electoral success (see figures A.6 and A.7 in the supple-
mentary material).148 I analyze 1995 lapop survey data and find that 
victims and nonvictims abstained in equal proportions (33.2 percent 
versus 33.5 percent, respectively). While the public opinion data may 
be subject to bias, they reveal that 91 percent of the electorate reported 
never having been influenced to vote for a specific party. Those who 
pointed to voter pressure were significantly more likely to vote for the 
fmln than arena, casting doubt on H2.3. Only 1 percent of respon-
dents said they had not voted in the 1994 election because of violence 
or lack of security.149 Additionally, even as arena’s coercive threat erod-
ed over time, its electoral success remained relatively constant. As I 
develop below, arena sought to sell itself as the party of peace and 
protection, rather than using the threat of reprisals, coercion, or remili-
tarization as a centerpiece of its campaign. 

While anger and fear undoubtedly influenced the ballots of many 
Salvadorans, the national, subnational, and individual voting patterns 
in El Salvador do not directly follow the patterns of vengeful and co-
erced voting, which echoes my findings at the cross-national level. 

relatIve mIlItary strength at war’s end and postwar votIng

As in the cross-national data, it seems that the military balance of pow-
er guided electoral results in El Salvador. The fmln was locked in a 
stalemate with the Salvadoran military.150 The Salvadoran state was un-
likely to be able to “defeat the insurgents militarily,”151 and military vic-
tory was “similarly out of the [fmln’s] own reach.”152 While stalemated, 
the government was stronger relative to the fmln.153 The vote share 
reflected this distribution of military power. I find that both arena 
and the fmln sought to win credit for peace, craft and propagate the 
dominant version of El Salvador’s violent past, and own the salient se-
curity valence issue. In this political fight, the militarily stronger arena 
emerged victorious, enabling it to win the founding elections. 

148 Daly 2019b.
149 The Iudop 1994 postelection survey reveal that only 5 percent believed that citizens had voted 

for arena out of fear of a return to war.
150 Wood 2003.
151 Montgomery 1982.
152 Manning 2008.
153 Note that this perception was widely held (lapop 1991). 
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the stronger bellIgerent successor party’s behavIor

placIng blame (h3.3)
According to Galindo, arena’s peace negotiator, “Victors get to write 
history; here we had neither victor nor vanquished, so both sides were 
involved in the narrative.”154 Former fmln commander and presidential 
candidate Facundo Guardado explained, “In 1994, the election was all 
about the rewriting of what each side had done during the war … it 
was a ‘war’ over the causes of the war . . . and who were the constructors 
of peace. . . . It was two big rewritings [of history].”155 

arena scripted a narrative in which “any blame for the war and its 
destruction was laid squarely on the fmln.”156 As arena party strategist 
Manuel Melendez explained, “arena used testimonies from people af-
fected by the war, by fmln attacks.”157 arena’s 1994 campaign archives 
reveal, “We [arena] have to position . . . [the fmln presidential candi-
date] as ‘a Judas’ who has betrayed his country.”158 Before the elections 
arena frequently ran anonymous ads on Salvadoran television, such as 
this: 

The camera focuses close-up on drawing paper and a small hand with a crayon 
sketching a female figure. A child’s voice-over says “this is mommy,” and goes 
on to draw a second male figure identified as “daddy.” The hand then sketches a 
third smaller figure identified as “me.” The drawing of “me” has only one leg, and 
the small voice says that this is the result of a [fmln] terrorist mine. The child’s 
soft voice tells viewers that the [fmln] terrorists are hoping people will forget, 
but the child doesn’t think mommy and daddy will forget.159 

arena painted the fmln candidates as responsible for the horrific 
and “vivid memories of the war,” warning that a fmln government 
would rule as it had during the war: violently.160 Campaign ads showed 
photos of child soldiers to emphasize that the fmln had recruited thou-
sands of children during the war. A series of arena ads featured maps 
of El Salvador showing the number of fmln violent incidents in each 
region.161 The text read, “The terrorist [fmln’s] destruction of 2,698 

154 Author interview with David Escobar Galindo, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
155 Author interview with Facundo Guardado, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
156 Wolf 2009.
157 Author interview with Manuel Melendez, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
158 arena internal document, “Puntos de Copy Para Posicionar al Dr. Calderon Sol Como El Presi-

dente En Quien Todos Confiamos,” June 1993. 
159 Vickers, Spence, and Huff 1994. Also referenced in author interview with Manuel Melendez, 

San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
160 Author interview with Manuel Melendez, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
161 See the supplementary material; Daly 2019b.
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36 world polItIcs 

towers and electrical structures impoverished people, ruined small busi-
nesses, and caused unemployment. Is that acting for the good of the 
people?” Another ad read. “The destruction of 678 schools is the con-
tribution of [fmln] terrorism to the education of our children. Is this 
putting our children first?”162 El Diario de Hoy published, “More than 
70,000 dead—the vast majority of them civilians—was the balance of 
[the fmln’s] onslaught against the defenseless population.”163 In other 
words, arena used the victimization narrative, conjuring up images of 
the fmln’s violent past. However, rather than doing so objectively, ac-
knowledging the government’s own role in perpetrating 95 percent of 
the cited 70,000 deaths, arena spun a version of history in which the 
“terrorist” fmln had unleashed all wartime violence.164 

Consistent with my theory’s predictions, arena explicitly sought 
to spread its story, aiming for its subjective version to be internalized 
by the population as objective fact. In 1993, for example, according 
to internal party records, arena strategized to create an “educational 
program that [would] show the last ten years of our history . . . that 
reminds the population daily, who the [fmln] people are who are now 
asking for [their] vote . . . Saying to the undecided voter, ‘before giv-
ing your vote, think about the future without forgetting the past.’”165 
arena’s campaign sought to have this “educational program” on the 
arena version of history be “placed apart from [its] formal campaign,” 
disseminated, and “sponsored by some democratic institution”166 so that 
it would be accepted by the population not as spun history but as fact. 

claImIng credIt for peace and mItIgatIng Its own vIolent 
past (h3.2, h3.3)

While painting the fmln as responsible for all wartime violence, arena 
tried to distance itself from the war, spinning its own past use of violence 
as justified by its ultimate achievement of peace and order: a net positive 
balance.167 “During electoral campaigning, references to D’Aubuisson 
and his ‘invaluable services’ to the fatherland permeate[d] party propa-
ganda.”168 arena comprised not “death squad” members but “warriors 

162 El Diario de Hoy, March 9, 1994, p. 49. See Figures A.10–A.11 in the supplementary material; 
Daly 2019b. 

163 El Diario de Hoy, February 28, 1994, p. 84. Emphasis added. 
164 cIdaI 2004.
165 arena internal document, “arena Estratégia de Comunicaciones Campaña ’94.” Emphasis 

added. 
166 arena internal document, “arena Estratégia de Comunicaciones Campaña ’94.”
167 Author interview with General Mauricio Vargas, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
168 Sprenkels 2011.
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of liberty,” to quote the title of a book by one arena founder.169 Anoth-
er arena founder justified the violent means by saying, “Nothing done 
to defend your country is against the law.”170 arena members narrated, 
“Before arena’s political struggle, there was chaos, demagogy, decep-
tion, [and] disrespect for life and all values.” arena “[fought] to see 
our country in peace, progress, and freedom.”171 Rather than referring 
to the conflict as a two-sided civil war, pro-arena newspaper articles 
called the violence “the war of communism against our country.”172 As 
the relatively stronger actor militarily, arena sought credit for ending 
the conflict. One arena advertisement showed only arena signing the 
peace accords, with a graph in the background depicting the economic 
growth that accompanied the implementation of order.173

seekIng to own the securIty Issue (h3.2)
arena also sought to leverage its military strength to signal competence 
and credibility on security issues and the implementation of peace.174 
Its ads all carried the arena messages: “Let’s build a future in peace, 
rejecting violence”175 and “arena will guarantee the implementation 
of the peace accords, continue with peace, reconstruct the country.”176 
According to Salvadoran President Alfredo Cristiani (arena party), 
in the 1994 campaign, “there was a lot of ‘remember these [fmln] 
guys . . . They know how to destroy things, not build things.’ . . . [This 
campaign strategy] worked [for arena] because it was accompanied 
by ‘We [arena] are going to solve your problems.’”177 arena framed 
itself not as the party of wartime violence, stuck in the past, but as the 
party of peace, enabling it to modernize and move on to other issues 
 concerning the electorate for which its past would prove an advantage. 
arena not only sought to advance its own reputation on security is-
sues, but also to undermine the fmln’s ability to own these issues. For 
example, arena ran a cartoon ad showing the fmln candidate dressed 
as a bandit, with the caption, “We will [be able to] fight crime since we 
have the experience” … as criminals.178

169 Panamá Sandoval 2005.
170 Loxton 2014.
171 Archived interview with Calderon Sol, November 8, 1993. 
172 El Diario de Hoy, March 14, 1994, p. 57. 
173 El Diario de Hoy, March 9, 1994, p. 39. See Figure A.12 in the supplementary material; Daly 

2019b.
174 Author interview with Manuel Melendez, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
175 La Prensa Gráfica archives, January 1994. 
176 Author interview with Mauricio Sandoval, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
177 Author interview with President Alfredo Cristiani, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
178 See Figure A.13 in the supplementary material; Daly 2019b.
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the weaker bellIgerent successor party’s behavIor  
(h3.2–h3.3)

Of course, the fmln also sought to spin itself in a positive light.179 As 
fmln campaign strategist Sebastian Alejos describes it, the fmln sought 
“to convey a new image, signaling a new beginning.” The fmln “had 
to refresh its logo . . . with lowercase letters (fmln) to make it more 
friendly . . . Most of the campaign material was done with cartoons, to 
show a friendlier image.”180 fmln also claimed credit for peace, arguing 
that it had “fought a war to win peace.” At the same time, according 
to Alejos, “It was important for us [the fmln] to face the accusation 
. . . that we were children-eaters.” But “if we answered saying that they 
[arena] were death squads, etc., it did not suit us.”181 Zamora con-
firmed this, acknowledging, “We could not point to arena’s crimes be-
cause [the narrative of the war] was their territory.”182 Attacks against 
the arena party claiming “that they were associates of the death squads, 
etc. . . . did not work.”183 

dIssemInatIng the narratIve 
I argue that part of the reason arena’s story gained traction in El Sal-
vador in a way that the fmln’s did not is because it resonated with 
the public’s own attribution of credit and blame, and their assessment 
of competence. arena’s story also took hold because, as the militarily 
stronger actor, arena gained not only control of the content of history, 
but also access to propaganda and mobilization machines to amplify 
and spread that history.

arena controlled the state apparatus, including the media access af-
forded by such an apparatus.184 It also had greater resources to devote to 
campaign financing. It was estimated that arena spent approximately 
us$12 million on the founding postwar campaign, compared to only 
$270,000 by the fmln.185 A study by Hemisphere Initiatives conducted 
midway through the founding postwar campaign found that arena’s 
advertising time on television and radio averaged five to fourteen times 
that of the fmln.186 This broadcasting advantage allowed arena to run 

179 Author interview with Salvador Samoyoa, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
180 See Figure A.14 in the supplementary material; Daly 2019b. 
181 Author interview with Sebastian Alejos, San Salvador, El Salvador, August 2018. 
182 Author interview with Rúben Zamora, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
183 Author interview with Manuel Melendez, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
184 Note that militarily stronger rebels also tend to have more powerful propaganda machines. For 

example, Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (npfl) controlled the media in Liberia. 
See Lyons 2002.

185 Quoted in Stahler-Sholk 1994, 24. 
186 Stahler-Sholk 1994.
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a variety of ads and to run them often.187 Moreover, the organization 
of former Nationalist Democratic Organization militias, which under-
pinned arena, had a massive membership and wide geographic reach 
to transmit arena’s narrative.188

Internal fmln party documents confirm fmln’s relative poverty 
in dissemination platforms: “We have a great disadvantage . . . Our 
ideas are worth nothing if there are no ways to transmit them or if the  
inequality in communication is very large . . . We cannot stay with 
methods of traditional protestors and with pamphlets.”189 As Zamora 
summarized: 

They had more propaganda than we did . . . a powerful media apparatus . . . The 
political lesson is: never lie, but also never say truths that are going to play into 
the other’s hands. They committed most of the crimes, but it didn’t matter. Be-
cause . . . they controlled all of the media, they could control the story.190

In the postwar “marketplace of ideas,”191 the militarily stronger arena 
had the upper hand.192 

voters’ polItIcal attItudes and behavIor (h3.4–h3.7)
I turn now to voters’ perceptions and voting behavior to see if voters 
felt and acted as my theory predicts. In particular, I look for evidence 
of whether they disproportionately blamed the militarily weaker party 
for the war and the violence, and credited the militarily stronger party 
with peace, deeming it the most competent on security going forward. 

Consistent with these predictions, the polls reveal that at least 51 
percent of the electorate viewed the fmln with some degree of hostil-

187 Vickers, Spence, and Huff 1994. This broadcasting advantage proved especially helpful to are-
na’s strategy to target swing voters. By contrast, the fmln proved unable to “adequately target specific 
campaign messages to key sectors of the electorate, in particular women, youth, and rural voters, in 
which it knew its support was weak.” (Vickers, Spence, and Huff 1994, 10). 

188 Loxton 2014; Wood 2000a.
189 fmln internal document, June 5, 1992.
190 Author interview with Rúben Zamora, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
191 Snyder and Ballentine 1996. 
192 Author interview with Shafik Handal, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. El Salvador is a 

small country of some eight thousand square miles. Therefore, subnational narratives vary less there 
than in large countries with rough terrain, ethnolinguistic cleavages, and segmented media markets. 
Accordingly, national postconflict political discourse affected citizens’ attitudes about subjective vio-
lence across the country. It is likely that the fmln was better able to control the narrative in its strong-
holds, which might have contributed to its superior performance (10 percentage points) in these areas 
(author interview with Facundo Guardado, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018). See also Allison 
2010. Understanding when and how citizens respond to localized versus national power and narra-
tives is an important area of future research. For example, after the US Civil War, the North’s narra-
tive was the dominant one nationally because of its military victory. In the South, however, where the 
Confederate Army was relatively strong, its narrative of the War of Northern Aggression persisted 
(Rothstein 2011).
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193 lapop 1991. 
194 Vickers, Spence, and Huff 1994.
195 lapop 1991.
196 Eight percent of the population perceived the left this way; lapop 1991. 
197 Author interview with President Alfredo Cristiani, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
198 Author interview with Facundo Guardado, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
199 Iudop 1994. Those who perceived security improvements were much more likely to vote for 

arena than those who did not (57 percent as opposed to 23 percent) (lapop 1991).
200 Author interview with President Alfredo Cristiani, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
201 Author interview with Giovanni Galeas, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
202 Author interview with President Alfredo Cristiani, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018.

ity,193 blaming it, rather than arena, for the war and economic destruc-
tion (H3.7). The rebels were held accountable for national economic 
conditions. In the 1991 lapop survey, 50 percent of the population 
blamed the war for limiting economic growth and causing low levels 
of employment, and more than twice as many blamed the “guerrillas’ 
destruction” as blamed the government’s public policies for these eco-
nomic woes, such as pervasive electricity outages.

Moreover, polls indicate that more Salvadorans gave credit to are-
na than to the fmln, for the years of peace preceding the elections 
(H3.4).194 Problems with the peace accords were blamed on the fmln 
(47 percent, compared with 23 percent on arena).195 arena was viewed 
by half the population as the party that “most favors the pursuit of 
peace.”196 As President Cristiani explained, “When you look at it ob-
jectively, it had to be both sides that wanted peace . . . but politically 
speaking . . . the population felt that the government, this government 
[arena] really brought peace.”197 fmln’s Guardado confirmed this ob-
servation. In the public’s perception, he said, “It was arena that signed 
the peace.”198 

And the peace accords, in the citizens’ estimation, were bringing 
gains in security on which the arena “peace” party could capitalize.199 
According to Cristiani, “The national feeling in 1994 was that the war 
was over, all this violence and destruction and all that was over . . . and 
all of a sudden, now we have peace, there’s prosperity and everybody’s 
free to run around . . . We [arena] promised peace, prosperity, and lib-
erty, and we came through.”200

Perhaps most remarkably, arena’s provision of peace and its narra-
tive managed to repaint the blame for the wartime atrocities (H3.7).201 
As Cristiani corroborated, “It really depends on why the violence is 
done, and how it is done; and violence by one side is not necessarily 
the same as violence by the other side.”202 Whereas the trc found the 
state-sponsored forces responsible for 95 percent of the violence and 
the rebels for 5 percent, the 1991 lapop survey showed that 32 percent 
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203 This survey, conducted before the end of the war in 1992, likely exhibits bias. Indeed, nonre-
sponse and “do not know” answers were high. Unfortunately, no similar data exist for the post-1992 
period. My in-depth interviews were consistent with this poll, expressing a divergence between objec-
tive and subjective violence. Given that conditions in 1991 were insufficient for an unbiased statement 
of political opinions, I draw on later data wherever possible. 

204 Support for arena was eight percentage points higher, and intent to vote for arena was fifteen 
points higher, among individuals who considered crime the most pressing national problem (Iudop 
1994; lapop 1995). 

205 Iudop 1994.

of the population believed the fmln had exhibited less respect for hu-
man rights and abused the Salvadoran population more than had the 
government. Only 17 percent believed that the government side had 
shown less respect for human rights and been more abusive (see Figure 
11).203 This divergence between the objective accounting and subjec-
tive understanding of the violence points to the powerful ability of the 
stronger belligerent to transform perceptions of wartime atrocities and 
bias the attribution of blame.

arena further translated its fighting strength into a party brand of 
security, succeeding in painting itself as the best provider of security, 
peace, and order going forward (H3.5). A majority of the population 
viewed arena as the party best able to fulfill the peace accords and 
fight crime.204 Moreover, the electorate seemed to value these security 
credentials greatly in their selection of an executive. When asked in 
1992 what characteristics the next Salvadoran president must have, 
respondents answered, “Watching over the population.” Surprisingly, 
they placed little weight on leaders being capable or democratic, help-
ing the poor, or creating jobs.205 According to Cristiani, “A sense of 

fIgure 11  
objectIve versus subjectIve vIolence

     Share of                Perceived Share  
     Violence                   of Violence

1

.8

.6

.4

.2

0

Government violence Perceived government violence

Rebel violence  Perceived rebel violence
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206 Author interview with President Alfredo Cristiani, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
207 Holland 2013.
208 In 1994, the homicide rate in El Salvador was 138 per 100,000 inhabitants, exceeding the rate 

at the height of the war in 1982 of 55.3 per 100,000 (Cruz and González 1997). Security issues con-
cerned socioeconomic groups in roughly equal proportions (Iudop 1994; lapop 1995). Forty-eight 
percent of unaligned voters stated that crime was the most salient issue facing the country (Iudop 
1994). See Yashar 2018.

209 Iudop 1994.
210 McElhinny 2006; Cienfuegos 1982. 
211 Author interview with President Alfredo Cristiani, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018.
212 Forty-nine percent of swing voters said that if they had to choose a party, they would choose 

arena; 12 percent said they would choose the left (lapop 1991). 
213 Wood 2000a.
214 Loxton 2014.

security . . . is one of the ingredients of feeling fine, not scared, ‘I have 
a bright future’ …. The idea of a better future really helped arena.”206

 Important to the power of arena’s narrative was that both the ret-
rospective and prospective security stories were nonideological and  
non-sector-specific. Rather, they aimed to make programmatic link-
ages.207 In this way, the narrative enabled arena to appeal beyond its 
core wartime constituencies and to shift swing voters concerned with a 
valence issue that tends to transcend class and ideology cleavages and 
to be highly salient following war: security and peace.208 
 Cristiani concluded, “The swing vote is what made arena win.” In 
October 1992, 62 percent of the Salvadoran electorate was unaligned. 
In October 1993, 51 percent remained undecided, and neither the in-
cumbent party nor the rebel one commanded a partisan majority.209 
Based on information on rebel and incumbent territorial control from 
Vincent McElhinny and Fermán Cienfuegos, at war’s end, 65 percent 
of Salvadoran municipalities constituted “contested” territory.210 The 
story arena spun of the past—that providing peace offset the govern-
ment’s past violence—resonated with this broader swing and unaligned 
electorate. Cristiani explained, “Because of the fact that we had brought 
about peace . . . the swing voters remained with arena” (H3.6).211 arena 
won 49 percent of the vote in disputed municipalities, compared to 
fmln’s 16 percent. It won the contested voters212 and a multisector elec-
toral coalition “across regions and classes.”213 With this coalition, it won 
the postwar elections. 

alternatIve mechanIsms

It is worth exploring whether the distribution of military strength 
brought arena this electoral victory through alternative mechanisms of 
popular support or organizational assets.214 
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215 For example, author interviews with arena President Alfredo Cristiani and fmln presidential 
candidate Facundo Guardado, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 

216 Wood 2000a. See also Loxton 2014.
217 Author interview with Francisco de Sola, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
218 Vickers, Spence, and Huff 1994, 8.
219 Wade 2008.

popular support

Can we rule out that the founding postwar election was simply a by-
product of underlying popular sentiments that rendered arena rela-
tively stronger than the fmln at war’s end? There are several pieces of 
evidence that cast doubt on the ability of popular wartime support to 
explain arena’s showing in the founding election. According to my in-
terviews with arena and fmln leaders, the fmln was seen as the party 
of “el pueblo” (the people) and arena as the party of the rich.215 lapop 
survey evidence suggests that the population leaned more to the politi-
cal left (60 percent) than the right (40 percent), and that arena won 40 
percent of center-left to left voters. The popular support logic can help 
to explain why the belligerent parties won their core constituencies. But 
the founding elections were won by securing swing voters and contest-
ed territories. The wartime popular support logic offers little analytic 
leverage for these undecided voters at the end of the war. Finally, if the 
votes were at least partially voluntary, as I argue above, it becomes tau-
tological to argue that popular support dictated votes. Instead, we have 
to explain why citizens supported arena. I argue that it is because they 
attributed arena with peace and security.

organIzatIonal assets 
Evidence from El Salvador similarly reinforces the null results of the 
organizational assets mechanism at the cross-national level. arena was 
deemed “capable of managing internal tensions without significant 
schisms . . . [and] broadly united.”216 Nonetheless, the party was built 
on the foundation of hundreds of militias, and it is unclear how cen-
tralized and unified these militias really were. Moreover, it had both 
moderate and hardline factions.217 As quoted by George Vickers, Jack 
Spence, and Melrose Huff, “To talk about the cohesiveness of arena 
is an overstatement. There is very, very serious internal fighting within 
the arena party.”218 Despite these divisions, arena remained a unitary 
party throughout the period under examination. It also had experience, 
having competed in the demonstration elections of the 1980s. 

By contrast, the fmln lacked electoral experience and comprised 
five different organizations that “maintained their own leadership and 
organizational structure throughout the war.”219 “fmln’s Achilles’ heel 
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220 Vickers, Spence, and Huff 1994. Author interview with Shafik Handal, San Salvador, El Sal-
vador, July 2018. 

221 Author interviews with fmln leaders, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
222 Author interview with Giovanni Galeas, San Salvador, El Salvador, July 2018. 
223 Bateson 2012; Carreras 2013; Fernandez and Kuenzi 2010; Gutiérrez-Romero 2014; Pérez 

2003. 

. . . has been lack of unity.”220 The fmln splintered in the aftermath of 
the peace accords and shed its more moderate elements.221 

Although cohesion can help explain arena’s stronger electoral 
showing, the lack of unity among fmln’s factions should have doomed 
it electorally.222 Cohesion cannot account for its positive electoral per-
formance. Differential cohesion is insufficient to explain the election 
results. But as highlighted above, certain assets, particularly financing, 
proved important to the differential capacities of the two sides to spread 
their versions of the past. 

conclusIon

This article offers a way to make sense of the seemingly counterin-
tuitive voting patterns of populations victimized by war at the cross- 
national, subnational, and individual levels. It asserts that relative  
military strength at the end of the conflict allows belligerents to claim 
credit for bringing order, which enables them to mitigate and spin their 
past violence, and to credibly promise to implement security, a valence 
issue for voters. 

The article has several implications for existing and future schol-
arship. First, it sheds light on elections of candidates with unsavory 
pasts. While some belligerents studied were restrained in their use of 
violence, others conducted campaigns of indiscriminate atrocities. Un-
derstanding the political success of these actors contributes to our grasp 
of democratic politics. 

By emphasizing the security dimensions of these voting patterns, 
this article offers intuitions into a broad phenomenon: citizens often 
favor security at any cost, especially during waves of criminality or per-
ceived spikes in other forms of insecurity. This helps us to understand 
why victims tend to support authoritarianism, reject democracy, and 
approve of repressive measures, displaying a willingness to tolerate co-
ercive actors in office if the coercive credentials of these politicians af-
ford them competence in establishing law and order.223 Contemporary 
examples include voter support of the merciless “punisher” President 
Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines—a bombastic firebrand deemed 
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224 Jenkins 2016.
225 Londoño and Andreoni 2018.
226 Samii 2013. See also Stover and Weinstein 2004.
227 Lyall, Blair, and Imai 2013; Daly 2016.
228 Gutiérrez Sanín and Wood 2014.
229 Beath, Christia, and Enikolopov 2012. See also Berman, Shapiro, and Felter 2011.
230 Brancati and Snyder 2012. 
231 Wood 2000a and Wood 2000b demonstrate how participation in elections in interaction with 

changes in economic interests may transform political actors. Further research should continue this 
agenda to understand how these transformations are reinforced or altered after war. See also Bermeo 
2016; Yashar 2012.

232 Somers 1994.

able to clean up a crime-riddled nation;224 endorsement of the ex- 
military dictator Muhammadu Buhari in Nigeria; citizen preferences 
for a return to military dictatorship in Egypt; and Brazilian votes for 
an iron-fisted candidate who “speaks with admiration and nostalgia for 
Brazil’s military dictatorship, during which 434 people were killed or 
disappeared and thousands were tortured.”225 Future research should 
seek to reveal specifically what renders candidates credible on security 
issues for voters.

The security logic also helps us to understand why victims do not 
always seek transitional justice. At times, they wish to get on with their 
lives, “forgive and forget” the past, and focus on other concerns like 
power, security, and jobs.226 How different mitigating factors serve to 
offset atrocities in the minds of victims and nonvictims is a topic wor-
thy of future inquiry. For example, it merits exploring how the offset-
ting effect of security compares to that of in-group membership, as  
explored by Jason Lyall, Graeme Blair, and Kosuke Imai, and by myself 
in earlier work;227 shared ideology, as established by Francisco Gutíer-
rez Sanín and Wood;228 and provision of material benefits, as docu-
mented by Andrew Beath, Fotini Christia, and Ruben Enikolopov.229 

This article examines postwar election outcomes. A logical next step 
in the research agenda would be to ask whether parties with violent 
pasts really return to war if they lose the postwar elections.230 If they win 
the elections, how do they govern? Once they join the realm of electoral 
politics, do belligerents change their ways and deepen democracy?231 

Or do they maintain a coercive character and perpetuate authoritarian 
legacies? Does it undermine democracy to have violent undemocratic 
actors win by democratic electoral means?

I argue that the relationship between atrocity and political reaction 
is mediated by the framing of the past violence and of the victimizers. 
In this sense, the findings confirm Margaret Somers’s observation that 
“which kinds of narratives will socially predominate . . . will depend in 
large part on the distribution of power.”232 By underscoring the critical 
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233 Grzymala-Busse 2002.
234 Mares and Young 2016.
235 On transitional justice, see Bass 2002.
236 Weyland 2000.
237 Balcells 2012; Lupu and Peisakhin 2017; Rozenas, Schutte, and Zhukov 2017.
238 Brancati and Snyder 2012; Flores and Nooruddin 2012.

role played by subjective narratives, and by propaganda and media in 
spreading these narratives, this article speaks to contemporary debates 
about fake news, spinning of facts, and when political messaging works. 
Future researchers should pay specific attention to how national and 
subnational narratives interact, and why belligerents opt to spin their 
past through contrition, distancing, deflection, scapegoating, or obfus-
cation, and with what electoral implications.233 This article highlights 
how the military balance of power at the end of a war may undermine 
the pluralism of the media, with important implications for multiparty 
democracy. Future research should seek to understand when and how 
new information treatments about the past could alter victims’ and 
nonvictims’ attribution of blame. 

This article enhances our knowledge of the path from wartime to 
mainstream politics. Retrospective and prospective votes, the hallmarks 
of normal elections, take hold quite quickly after war. However, rather 
than economics dominating this voting, security plays an important 
role. Often seen as an aberration, such security voting is likely much 
more prevalent than is commonly believed. More than one and a half 
billion people face violence in conflict-affected areas. Many more face 
threats of insecurity, crime, and terrorism in nonconflict areas and dur-
ing political transitions. Understanding the underpinnings of security 
voting may enhance the canonical voting models’ leverage in these set-
tings. Last, the cross-national data suggest a great deal of path de-
pendency between first and second postwar elections. The longer-term 
electoral politics of postconflict environments and specifically, the tim-
ing of the return of material voting should be a subject of future in-
quiry.234 As peace solidifies and citizens start taking the provision of 
order for granted, the mitigating effect of peace on judgments of atroci-
ties should diminish, and the possibilities for transitional justice should 
expand.235 These eventualities could weaken the narrative spun by the 
more powerful actor, and possibly align subjective and objective vio-
lence over time. This would render my findings consistent with schol-
arship on the short half-life of counterinsurgency success on voting,236 
accounts of the long-term intergenerational effects of violence on po-
litical attitudes,237 and evidence of the advantages of delaying founding 
postwar elections.238 
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supplementary materIal

Supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017 
/S0043887119000091.

data

Replication data for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN 
/IGIJGG.
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Supplementary Material 

The supplementary material contains the following additional results, summary statistics, and 
qualitative materials for “Voting for Victors: Why Violent Actors Win Postwar Elections”: 

• S1 presents the list of sources for the election data. 

• Table A.1 provides summary statistics for the cross-national variables.  

• Table A.2 shows the military strength and vote share results when boycotted elections are 

excluded. 

• Table A.3 uses the alternative government and opposition electoral coercion variables instead 

of the free and fair election measure. 

• Table A.4 disaggregates the findings by ethnic and non-ethnic wars. 

• Table A.5 provides alternative operationalizations of belligerents’ wartime atrocities.  

• Table A.6 tests the robustness of the results to a wild bootstrap to estimate clustered standard 

errors. 

• Figure A.1 shows the relationship between military strength and vote share by belligerent. 

• Figure A.2 uses the Post-Civil War Order Data measures of military strength. 

• Figure A.3 illustrates the relationship between ARENA atrocities and vote share in El 

Salvador. 

• Figure A.4 shows how FMLN atrocities correlate with the FMLN vote share in El Salvador. 

• Figure A.5 presents the FMLN share of atrocities and vote share in El Salvador. 

• Figure A.6 illustrates coerced voting in El Salvador using blank votes. 

• Figure A.7 shows coerced voting in El Salvador using null and blank votes. 

• Figure A.8 evaluates non-linearity in the relationship between electoral coercion and military 

strength. 
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• Figure A.9 shows the relationship between military and election outcomes in less clean and 

cleaner elections. 

• Figure A.10 depicts an ARENA campagin ad spinning FMLN’s violent past. 

• Figure A.11 shows an ARENA campagin ad blaming wartime violence on the FMLN. 

• Figure A.12 provides an ARENA campaign ad claiming credit for peace.  

• Figure A.13 presents an ARENA ad undermining FMLN’s ownership of the security issue. 

• Figure A.14 shows a FMLN campaign ad spinning FMLN in a positive light. 
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S1. List of Election Sources 
 
 
Information about electoral vote shares was collected from various print and electronic sources 

including Birch 2003, Grotz, Hartmann, and Nohlen 2001, Nohlen 2005a, b, Nohlen, Krennerich, 

and Thibaut 1999, Nohlen and Stöver 2010, Political Handbook of the World 1999, African 

Elections Database, Political Database of the Americas, and Parties and Elections in Europe. I also 

consulted Keesing’s Record of World Events; Lexis-Nexis Academic; Pro-Quest Historical 

Newspaper Databases;  CIA World Factbook; US State Department Reports; Library of Congress 

Country Reports; BBC Country Profiles, Latin American Election Statistics; and Economist 

Intelligence Unit Country Profiles. 
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Table A.1. Summary Statistics, Civil War Successor Party Dataset 

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. N 
      
Vote Share 25.76 25.77 0 88.14 127 
Military strength 2.86 1.54 0 6 129 
Belligerent’s atrocities 0.58 0.49 0 1 130 
Adversary’s atrocities 0.60 0.49 0 1 130 
Relative atrocities 2.57 0.91 1 4 130 
Free and fair elections 0.41 0.22 0.07 0.92 130 
UN 0.52 0.50 0 1 130 
Power-sharing 0.18 0.39 0 1 130 
Number of vetoes 2.28 0.61 2 4 129 
Incompatibility 1.72 0.45 1 2 130 
War duration 7.36 10.76 0 50 129 
Incumbent electoral coercion (V-Dem) -0.45 1.04 -2.57 1.91 130 
Incumbent electoral coercion (Nelda) 0.22 0.41 0 1 110 
Opposition electoral coercion (V-Dem) -0.86 1.17 -3.16 1.69 130 
Opposition electoral coercion (Nelda) 0.50 0.50 0 1 108 
Rebel governance 0.46 0.50 0 1 69 
Rebel cohesion 1.17 0.63 0 2 65 
Rebel finances 0.70 0.46 0 1 70 
Popular support 0.94 0.71 0 2 124 
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Table A.2 tests whether military strength is robustly predictive of vote share when excluding cases 

in which belligerent successor parties boycotted the elections. As model 1 shows, relative military 

strength remains a robust predictor even after the exclusion of these cases.  

  
 
Table A.2. Robustness Check, Boycotted Elections Excluded 

 (1) 

 Vote share 
 

Military strength 9.87*** 
 (1.08) 
Belligerent’s atrocities -1.06 
 (4.57) 
Free and fair elections  -12.22 
 (7.89) 
UN -2.93 
 (4.13) 
Power-sharing -0.68 
 (5.08) 
Number of vetoes 0.42 
 (2.05) 
Incompatibility 7.67* 
 (3.29) 
War duration -0.11 
 (0.19) 
Constant -7.85 
 (10.99) 
Observations 118 

Standard errors in parentheses 
Robust standard errors account for country clustering. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
 
 
  



 

 6 

Table A.3 looks separately at whether government electoral coercion can account for incumbent 

successor-party performance and rebel electoral coercion can explain rebel party vote share, using 

variables from the V-Dem and NELDA projects (Hyde and Marinov 2012, Lindberg et al. 2014). 

Note that the V-Dem measures – v2elintim and v2elpeace – are decreasing in electoral intimidation 

and violence whereas the NELDA ones – nelda15 and nelda33 – are increasing in electoral 

intimidation and violence. While the signs on the coefficients are consistent with the expectations, 

models 1-4 confirm the null results for electoral coercion found in Tables 2-4.  

 
 
Table A.3. Government and Opposition Electoral Coercion and Vote Shares 

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

 
Incumbent 
Vote share 

 

Incumbent 
Vote share 

 

Rebel 
Vote share 

 

Rebel 
Vote share 

 
Incumbent Electoral Coercion (V-Dem) -5.05    
 (3.21)    
Incumbent Electoral Coercion (NELDA)  9.68   
  (12.88)   
Opposition Electoral Coercion (V-Dem)   -0.76  
   (2.21)  
Opposition Electoral Coercion (NELDA)    8.04 
    (5.82) 
UN -10.70 -12.79 -2.61 -2.26 
 (8.42) (9.19) (6.35) (7.17) 
Power-sharing 3.99 9.37 5.01 -1.60 
 (12.08) (15.48) (8.23) (7.29) 
Number of vetoes 4.66 0.51 -8.72* -5.34 
 (6.47) (6.15) (4.46) (3.48) 
Incompatibility 1.94 7.71 12.45** 18.26** 
 (6.17) (7.09) (5.51) (5.38) 
War duration -0.03 -0.15 -0.45* -0.43 
 (0.23) (0.24) (0.25) (0.29) 
Constant 23.73 25.07 18.99 -3.28** 
 (17.90) (16.78) (12.92) (10.18) 
Observations 56 47 70 58 

Standard errors in parentheses 
Robust standard errors account for country clustering. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table A.4 tests whether the relationship between military outcomes and electoral performance 

holds across ethnic and nonethnic wars, as anticipated by the theory. I follow Cederman, Wimmer, 

and Min 2010 and classify conflicts based on the aims of the armed organizations, their recruitment 

and their alliance structures. I define ethnic wars as those seeking ethnic aims, which 

predominantly recruit fighters among their leaders’ own ethnic group and which forge alliances 

on the basis of ethnic affiliation.  

The results in models 1 and 2 suggest that military outcomes drive voting patterns across 

ethnic and non-ethnic wars. The findings also casts doubt on the prediction that citizens vote for 

co-ethnics irrespective of their atrocities, but that in non-ethnically divided societies, victims 

punish perpetrators as anticipated by the vengeful voting thesis. The results indicate that the lack 

of a relationship between atrocities and ballots is not being driven by identity conflicts. 

 
 
Table A.4. Correlates of Successor Party Success in Ethnic and Non-Ethnic Wars  

 (1) (2) 

 Vote share 
(Non-Ethnic Wars) 

Vote share 
(Ethnic Wars) 

Military strength 6.88*** 10.88*** 
 (1.65) (1.25) 
Belligerent’s atrocities -5.85 -0.17 
 (13.94) (4.13) 
Free and fair elections  11.80 -13.14 
 (10.82) (8.39) 
UN 4.92 -10.12 
 (9.72) (5.60) 
Power-sharing -14.46 6.85 
 (13.20) (6.13) 
Number of vetoes 1.51 -5.06 
 (3.19) (2.90) 
Incompatibility 20.29 9.15* 
 (7.76) (4.31) 
War duration -0.11 -0.28 
 (1.02) (0.16) 
Constant -40.66 3.22 
 (14.57) (11.52) 
Observations 29 97 

Standard errors in parentheses 
Robust standard errors account for country clustering. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table A.5 shows that the results presented in Table 2, model 6 are robust to alternative measures 

of atrocities – adversary’s atrocities and relative atrocities. In Table A.5, models 1 and 2, atrocities 

remain an insignificant predictor of successor party vote share.   

 
A.5. Alternative Operationalizations of Atrocities (Adversary’s Atrocities & Relative Atrocities) 

 (1) (2) 

 Vote share 
 

Vote share 
 

Military strength 9.86*** 9.89*** 
 (1.02) (1.03) 
Adversary’s atrocities 4.97  
 (4.53)  
Relative atrocities  -2.05 
  (2.20) 
Free and fair elections  -6.52 -9.17 
 (8.32) (7.60) 
UN -4.82 -5.12 
 (4.36) (4.18) 
Power-sharing 0.80 2.29 
 (4.71) (5.16) 
Number of vetoes -1.57 -1.61 
 (2.53) (2.26) 
Incompatibility 9.41* 8.36* 
 (3.75) (3.66) 
War duration -0.23 -0.17 
 (0.15) (0.15) 
Constant -11.94 -1.37 
 (10.62) (12.55) 
Observations 126 126 

Standard errors in parentheses 
Robust standard errors account for country clustering. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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In Table A.6, I replicate the results in Table 2. There are more than 50 clusters in the data. 

Nonetheless, as a robustness check, I follow Cameron, Gelbach, and Miller 2008’s 

recommendations and use a wild bootstrap to estimate clustered standard errors. I implement the 

method based on Roodman et al. 2018. The results, as shown in Table A.6, models 1-6, do not 

change.  

 
Table A.6. Correlates of Civil War Successor Party Success, Wild Bootstrap 

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

 Vote share 
 

Vote share 
 

Vote share 
 

Vote share 
 

Vote share 
 

Vote share 
 

Military strength 9.88***     9.90*** 
 (1.06)     (1.09) 
Belligerent’s atrocities  -0.46    -1.06 
  (5.59)    (4.65) 
Adversary’s atrocities   6.00    
   (5.42)    
Relative atrocities    -2.04   
    (3.32)   
Free and fair elections      -7.31 -8.84 
     (8.31) (7.94) 
UN -4.23 -7.61 -7.71 -7.81 -8.13 -4.92 
 (4.39) (4.70) (5.23) (5.09) (5.19) (4.68) 
Power-sharing 1.17 4.76 4.05 5.60 4.74 1.60 
 (5.56) (6.18) (5.60) (5.93) (5.74) (6.17) 
Number of vetoes -1.51 -3.74 -3.76 -3.79 -3.77 -1.56 
 (3.44) (3.52) (4.60) (3.50) (3.71) (3.45) 
Incompatibility 10.21* 9.40* 9.93* 9.28* 8.08* 8.49* 
 (4.23) (4.11) (4.14) (4.16) (3.55) (4.02) 
War duration -0.21 -0.04 -0.09 -0.02 -0.03 -0.19 
 (0.20) (0.13) (0.12) (0.14) (0.12) (0.20) 
Constant -13.75 21.31* 17.07* 26.37* 26.62** -6.35 
 (8.95) (8.13) (8.27) (11.26) (9.78) (11.10) 
Observations 126 126 126 126 126 126 

Standard errors in parentheses 
Robust clustered bootstrap standard errors account for country clustering. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Figure A.1 shows the symmetry between the correlates of incumbent successor-party vote share 

and those of rebel successor-party vote share.  

 

 
Figure A.1. Relative Military Strength and Successor Party Vote Share, by Belligerent 
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Figure A.2 shows the relationship between military strength and electoral success using an 

alternative measure of relative military strength  at war’s end derived from the Gromes and Ranft 

2016 Dataset on Post‐Civil War Power and Compromise variables victory and rebfight. 

Unfortunately, these data are available only for eighty-one cases in my Civil War Successor Party 

(CWSP) data set.  

 

 
Figure A.2. Post-Civil War Power and Compromise Data  
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Figures A.3-A.5 evaluate whether victimized regions voted against the perpetrators, while 

nonvictimized regions accounted for the puzzling vote share for the civil war belligerents in El 

Salvador. I find that a higher number of incumbent atrocities – disappearances, homicides, 

kidnappings, torture, and rapes – was associated with dampened ballots for the ARENA party 

(Figure A.3). However, the substantive effect of additional atrocities is small. Meanwhile, 

surprisingly, greater levels of FMLN victimization, on average, was associated with higher vote 

shares for the guerrilla successor party (Figure A.4). As in Figure 9, which shows that ARENA’s 

vote share remained constant whether the government was responsible for 0 percent of the 

atrocities in the municipality or 100 percent, in Figure A.5, there is no relationship between the 

rebels’ share of atrocities and the FMLN’s vote share. This is consistent with my analyses of 

subnational violence and voting in twenty founding elections in seventeen countries. I find that 

belligerents’ share of violence at the municipal or provincial levels proves unrelated to successor 

parties’ disaggregated vote shares in these elections.  

 

 
Figure A.3. ARENA Atrocities and Vote Share 
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Figure A.4. FMLN Atrocities and Vote Share 
 
 

 
Figure A.5. FMLN Share of Atrocities and Vote Share 
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To test for the fear of reprisals explanation subnationally, Figures A.6 and A.7 supplement the 

focus on valid vote shares with an analysis of nonvalid votes in El Salvador. The figures illustrate 

no relationship between blank and null votes and ARENA’s electoral success.  

 

 
Figure A.6. Coerced Voting in El Salvador (Blank Votes) 
 

 
Figure A.7. Coerced Voting in El Salvador (Null and Blank Votes) 
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In Figure A.8, I test whether electoral coercion does not correlate with the relative balance of 

power because the relationship is non-linear, with strong government victory and strong rebel 

victory predicting coercion, but not negotiated settlements. I do not find evidence that this is the 

case. 

 

 
 
Figure A.8. Electoral Coercion and Military Strength 
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Figure A.9 illustrates that the relationship between military and election outcomes holds in both 

cleaner (above 0.5 on the free and fair election index) and less clean elections (below 0.5 on the 

index).  

 

 
Figure A.9. Military Strength and Vote Share in Less Clean and Cleaner Elections  
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Figures A.10-A.13 exhibit examples of ARENA advertisements in which ARENA aims to spin 

the violent past, place blame on the FMLN, own the security valence issue, and deny the FLMN 

this issue ownership. Figure A.14 shows an example of a FMLN advertisement seeking to spin 

the rebel successor party in a positive light.  

 

  
Figure A.10. Placing Blame on the FMLN    Figure A.11. ARENA Blaming the FMLN1  
 

 
1 El Diario de Hoy, March 9, 1994, p. 49.  
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Figure A.12. Owning the Security Issue2           Figure A.13. Denying FMLN the Security Issue  
  

 
2 El Diario de Hoy, March 9, 1994, p. 39. 
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Figure A.14. FMLN Spinning Itself in a Positive light3 
  

 
3 Archives of Sebastian Alejos, campaign manager for the FMLN, 1994 election.  
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