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Abstract: Military theorists and practitioners have long argued that training shapes how 
combatants treat civilians during war. Yet there is little systematic evidence regarding 
the impact of training on wartime behavior, and almost none for non-state armed 
groups, despite that fact that such groups intensively train their fighters in order to 
shape their behavior towards civilian populations. This article argues that among 
insurgent groups that emphasize the strategic and tactical importance of restraint 
towards civilian populations, political training can reduce civilian killings. We test the 
observable implications of our theory in the case of Colombia, using survey data on 
former FARC insurgents and sub-national data on civilian killings. We find support for 
our hypothesis, with results that are robust to a range of model specifications and 
controls, including alternate sources of combatant discipline and obedience, such as 
military training and punishment. 
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Training is a crucial determinant of military behavior in wartime. It influences 

not only internal governance practices, but also how military organizations relate to 
civilian populations, including how, where, and against whom they employ violence. 
While some armed groups use training to direct violence against specific civilian 
groups, in many contexts training is used to restrain the accidental or deliberate 
targeting of civilians by foot soldiers in ways that might undermine broader strategic 
goals.1 Military doctrine suggests that training should have larger violence-reducing 
effects in irregular wars in which armed group units operate among civilian 
populations.2    

Despite a growing literature on the internal organization of armed groups,3 there 
has been only limited research on combatant training and indoctrination and the 
consequences such processes have on the conduct of war.4 This is particularly 
noteworthy given that across the world, armed groups with widely differing motives 
and structures generally place great emphasis upon training and indoctrination.5 These 
processes are fundamental mechanisms through which armed groups attempt to shape 
the behavior of individual combatants.6  

This article explores the relationship between political training and the 
propensity for armed groups to kill civilians. We argue that the political content of 
training matters. The function of political training is not just to discipline combatants to 
follow orders, but to reshape combatants’ beliefs in order to serve the aims of the group.7 
Given imperfect monitoring of soldiers' behavior, indoctrination and training are 
essential to transforming the preferences of fighters, reducing the need for punishment.8 
In cases where armed groups view civilian abuse as counterproductive to the war effort, 
and where combatants are trained and indoctrinated accordingly, we should expect to 
see more restraint exercised towards civilian populations.  

In order to empirically evaluate the impact of training on civilian victimization, 
we examine patterns of armed group training and civilian killings in Colombia. We use 
data gleaned from a survey of demobilized guerrilla fighters from the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), and use survey respondents' answers about their 
training to calculate training intensity across geographic departments. We then match 
this information to violent events data to estimate the effect that different levels of 
FARC training intensity have on civilian killings, after controlling for potential 
confounders.  

Our findings suggest that the content of training matters greatly for the conduct 
of soldiers and carries implications for civilian killings. Political training strongly 
decreases FARC’s killing of civilians. Our statistical results are robust to the inclusion of 
a battery of control variables, including levels of territorial contestation, group 
disciplinary measures (another mechanism often considered crucial to mitigating 
civilian abuse), as well as the intensity of military training. 
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This study makes several contributions. First, by focusing on training, we 
identify and begin to theorize an important dimension of the internal organization and 
functioning of armed groups that has been largely overlooked in contemporary 
empirical research. Second, we empirically test the relationship between political 
training and other forms of group socialization and control on the incidence of civilian 
killings in one of the world's most protracted and still ongoing conflicts. Finally, we 
underline the potential contribution of individual-level survey data to our 
understanding of the dynamics of civil war. Few studies use survey data of former 
combatants to systematically assess the correlates of wartime behavior, even though 
such data provide a powerful opportunity to explore factors that motivate or mitigate 
outcomes such as the killing of civilians.  

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section theorizes training of combatants 
in armed conflict. It identifies the causal mechanisms through which political training 
might impact combatant behavior, especially regarding civilian victimization. The third 
section describes our survey data and explains the research design. The fourth section 
presents the statistical results and an extensive battery of robustness checks, which 
present additional statistical evidence to evaluate the impact of alternate sources of 
combatant discipline on civilian killings. The final section discusses the implications of 
our findings. 
 

LEARNING HOW NOT TO FIRE A GUN 
 
Training is the bedrock of military organization. Recruits to formal and non-state armed 
forces spend significant time drilling, practicing, and absorbing information.9 This 
process has two basic functions: the socialization of recruits into the norms and 
operating procedures of the organization, and the inculcation of specific skills that 
allow recruits to fight effectively.10 The goal of training is to turn ordinary individuals 
into soldiers: as Morris Janowitz argues, “professional socialization—that is, education 
and training—is considered essential to fashion and refashion the military man.”11 

The process and content of training varies widely within and across military 
organizations. However, it is possible, and we argue critical, to distinguish between two 
broad dimensions of warfighting, each of which requires a distinct form of training: the 
production and application of coercive force, on the one hand, and the management of 
force, or decisions regarding where and how violence and coercion should be utilized, 
on the other.12 The production of force is developed through military and operational 
training, the management of force through exposure to political training and doctrine. 
We expand on this distinction below, before drawing out a testable proposition 
regarding the impact of political training on combatants' behavior towards civilians in 
irregular war. 
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The production and application of force requires a range of mechanical, 
technical, and organizational skills. The content of this sort of training—which we 
shorthand as “military training”—is correspondingly broad and diverse: soldiers are 
taught to effectively use weapons, maintain their physical condition, work with 
equipment, execute a wide range of tactics and maneuvers, operate on varying forms of 
terrain, and to function smoothly within larger units. Military training is designed to 
accustom soldiers to conditions and challenges that they might expect to encounter in 
battle, so as to mitigate the potential for confusion in combat.13  

Military training is typically routinized and intense. Recruits are put through 
periods of extreme physical and mental stress, typically via taxing physical tasks, sleep 
deprivation, and psychological pressure (or according to many accounts, abuse) from 
trainers.14 These processes are thought to serve an equally important set of latent 
functions: to acclimate soldiers to follow orders and maintain discipline, and to build a 
sense of shared identity, trust, cohesion, and coordination within and among small 
group units.15 Importantly, training is not a one-off treatment that prepares a soldier for 
combat, but is typically an ongoing process that begins prior to deployment and 
continues in the field.16 

A second dimension of training—which we focus on in this paper—concerns the 
purpose and management of force. In both formal state and insurgent forces, recruits 
undergo training and indoctrination processes that steep them in the political ideology 
of their organization, stressing the righteousness of the use of force when sanctioned by 
the leadership. These abstract principles, however, are formalized in military doctrine. 
Doctrine, in Deborah Avant’s definition “falls between the technical details of tactics 
and the broad outline of grand strategy. Whereas tactics deals with issues about how 
battles are fought, doctrine encompasses the broader set of issues about how one wages 
war.”17 Doctrine is not designed to tightly script the actions of soldiers, but instead 
provides a body of knowledge, principles, and policies in order to inform the decision-
making of soldiers in the field.18 

Political training and exposure to doctrine are designed to re-shape the 
preferences of individual combatants. As opposed to punishment and disciplinary 
measures, which condition combatants to sublimate their preferences to avoid an 
undesired effect, indoctrination is designed to alter preferences and introduce new 
ones. Herbert C. Kelman notes that through processes such as training, an agent moves 
from compliance (based on obtaining rewards or avoiding punishment), to identification 
(based on the desire for social affirmation), to internalization of the rules of the group, 
when “an individual accepts influence because the content of the induced behavior—
the ideas and actions of which it is composed—is intrinsically rewarding.”19  
 
a. Political training and the principal-agent problem 
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We begin with several first principles at the micro-level about what drives 
individual combatants in armed groups to engage in abuse of civilians, despite the 
existence of group-level incentives to refrain from targeting innocent civilians.20 We 
conceptualize the relationship between combatants and commanders as a principal-
agent problem. Principal-agent models are useful to describe relationships in which 
preferences between principals and agents diverge and there are informational 
asymmetries between those parties.21  

Preferences between commanders and combatants might diverge for a number 
of reasons. Lower-level combatants often have different backgrounds than 
commanders—including lower levels of education, and lower socioeconomic status—
and therefore are likely to have joined their armed group for different reasons than 
commanders.22 These differing incentives are coupled with informational asymmetries, 
which make it difficult for commanders to perfectly monitor the behavior of 
combatants. This occurs when it is difficult or impossible to establish verification 
mechanisms for the completion of particular tasks, providing combatants with 
opportunities to cheat, engage in self-enrichment, use violence against targets not 
sanctioned by commanders, or refrain from engaging in violent acts ordered by 
commanders.23 In view of these dynamics, commanders rely on a range of tools—
including training regimes and punishment of combatants for infractions—to ensure 
that combatants will engage in behaviors to advance their groups’ interest. 

The relationship between indoctrination and other forms of social control, 
notably discipline and punishment, has received attention in the literature on armed 
group behavior.24 Amelia Hoover Green, for example, argues that indoctrination and 
political education programs help solve the “commander's dilemma”: combatants must 
be ready to engage in violence, yet commanders must be able to control violence to 
reduce wanton and indiscriminate attacks against civilians that could hurt the group's 
chances of success. Well-institutionalized attempts to control violence through political 
indoctrination are often an efficient and effective way to restrain the production of 
violence,25 as are bureaucratic procedures to increase monitoring of agent behavior.26  

In civil wars, the principal-agent problem is compounded by the fact that 
combatants are surrounded by civilian populations with uncertain loyalties. This 
uncertainty presents risks for both sides, but particularly for civilians, as it often drives 
combatants and groups to selectively eliminate civilians who are suspected to 
collaborate with rival groups.27 Insurgents are also threatened by information leakage 
that can expose them to violence from stronger opponents.28 Even where the majority of 
civilians support a given faction, information provided by a single outlier may be 
sufficient to expose combatants to risk. Front-line combatants will bear the brunt of 
failure to resolve each dimension of the information problem and thus are more likely 
to default to using violence against civilians rather than opting for restraint that might 
benefit the group. It is important to note here that combatants do not necessarily 
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rationally calculate where and how to deploy violence against (potential) enemies: they 
are driven by the uncertainty, stress and fear of potential betrayal by civilians, and may 
as a result engage in civilian abuse rather than careful assessment and restraint. 

We are also not making the claim that combatants are sadistic savages who, 
without the moderating influences of training and punishment, would abuse civilian 
populations. We are making the more modest claim that given the uncertainty and 
fluidity of civil war, some fraction of combatants will engage in civilian abuse when 
their commanders have not convinced them through political training to tolerate more 
risk for the greater good. The theory that we advance in the following section is 
sociological: it is about how variation in the institutionalized rules and practices of 
armed groups govern how combatants within small groups assess the risks and benefits 
of violence against the civilian populations that surround them.  
 
b. Varieties of political training and civilian abuse 

Commanders of armed groups recognize the benefits of political training: groups 
around the globe extensively employ political training and indoctrination. Christopher 
Clapham, reviewing a range of insurgent groups, notes “recruits, or indeed officers or 
their equivalents, may receive formalized training not simply on military technicalities, 
but on the organization, aims and ideology of the movement.”29 The clearest evidence 
comes from Marxist groups in which ideological motivations play a central role in both 
recruiting and mobilizing troops. For instance, the Eritrean People's Liberation Front 
(EPLF) “was marked...by an intense commitment to inculcating all of its members with 
an official 'history' which constituted the ideological charter of the movement, together 
with formalized structures for self-criticism and thorough training in the theory of 
liberation war derived from Mao Tse Tung.”30 Maoist forces in Nepal have explicitly 
and successfully used ideology and political education programs to both generate and 
retain recruits.31 Indeed, as Che Guevara indicated, “[t]he important thing, that which 
must never be neglected in a school for recruits, is indoctrination; this is important 
because the men arrive without a clear conception as to why they come, with nothing 
more than very diffuse concepts about liberty, freedom of the press, etc. without any 
clear foundation whatever. Therefore, the indoctrination should be carried out with 
maximum dedication and for the maximum amount of time possible.”32 

While Maoist and Marxist groups may be most likely to carry out regular 
political indoctrination, the practice is also widely employed by religiously-motivated 
and ethnic irredentist movements. Salafist Jihadi and other violent Islamist movements, 
including Al Qaeda and the Taliban, employ indoctrination in order to cultivate 
recruits, prepare rank-and-file fighters, and develop new leaders within the 
movement.33 Rohan Gunaratna, in his analysis of Al Qaeda, notes that the movement 
placed great emphasis on political-religious indoctrination, considering it “far more 
important than battlefield or terrorist-combat training.”34 Political indoctrination is also 
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known to be widespread in ethnic insurgent movements, including Sri Lanka's 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), and among the many ethnic minority 
insurgent groups along Burma’s frontiers.35 

In civil wars in which combatants and populations are intermingled, political 
beliefs (why groups fight) are closely linked to doctrine (how they fight), particularly 
with respect to the treatment of civilians.  

In some cases, political beliefs and doctrine will emphasize restraint against 
civilians. For instance, some Marxist insurgent groups’ political narratives center upon 
the liberation of the peasantry, stressing the importance of popular support from 
cultivators to wage effective guerrilla war. Variation in elite support for Marxist-
Leninist political ideology, which stressed the importance of refraining from 
indiscriminate violence against civilians, appears to explain patterns of abuse in the 
Mozambican and Angolan civil wars.36 Relatedly, evidence from the terrorism literature 
suggests that leftist and other non-religious ideological commitments explain why some 
terrorist groups choose to carry out non-lethal as opposed to deadly attacks.37 

In other cases, political ideologies will identify some civilian populations as 
legitimate and justifiable targets of violence. Examples include the extreme case of 
Rwandan Hutu genocidaire beliefs and violence. More generally, recent research on 
violence against civilians in ethnic armed conflicts has found evidence that both rebel 
groups and governments direct violence against each others’ ethnic bases.38 In Latin 
American civil wars such as those in Guatemala and El Salvador, right-wing 
governments and paramilitary groups were motivated by an anti-communist doctrine 
that emphasized the removal of potential political enemies; in these cases, governments 
carried use significant indiscriminate violence against civilians, enabled by a doctrine 
that permitted the large-scale “mistaken” killing of innocent civilians suspected of being 
sympathizers or guerrillas.39 Similarly, some Marxist/Leninist groups sanctioned 
violence against “class enemies.” Massacres of suspected Communist supporters in 
Indonesia in the mid 1960s by "gangster" militias followed similar patterns.40 

It is important to note that political ideology and doctrine are not always 
coterminous: groups may employ doctrine that appears to be at odds with their political 
beliefs and agenda. For instance, in Peru the Maoist insurgent group Sendero Luminoso 
perpetrated horrific atrocities against the population it was dedicated to "liberating." 
That said, different armed groups define and identify civilian (non-combatant) 
populations according to different terms (or different degrees of consistency), and 
groups sometimes readily identify some segments of the population as enemies and 
legitimate targets. In some cases, doctrine will clearly map onto political beliefs, but this 
should be rigorously examined and tested rather than assumed.  

We derive the following testable proposition regarding the impact of political 
training and indoctrination on the killing of civilians by armed groups: greater exposure 
to political training and indoctrination that prohibits civilian abuse should lead to decreased 
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civilian killings. This argument comes with scope conditions: we expect this proposition 
to hold in cases where the armed group’s doctrine emphasizes restraint towards 
civilians 
 

VIOLENCE AND THE TRAINING OF ARMED GROUPS IN COLOMBIA 
Theory and doctrine suggest that training should matter most in irregular wars, which 
now comprise the majority of armed conflicts around the globe.41 Colombia provides 
fertile ground for testing theory related to training and civilian victimization in 
irregular wars, given the consistency and intensity of armed group indoctrination 
systems, and the unusually long duration of the conflict.  

One of the longest-running insurgencies in the world, the Colombian conflict has 
featured a constellation of leftist insurgent groups, rightist armed “self-defense” and 
paramilitary organizations. The ongoing conflict has its roots in La Violencia, a civil war 
that lasted from 1948 until the installation in 1958 of a rotating presidency among the 
Conservative and Liberal parties, called the Frente Nacional, intended to stop the 
bloodshed.42 Two of the left-wing armed groups that exist today—the Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN)—
emerged as La Violencia was ending.43  

The primary insurgent organization, the FARC, was founded in 1964.44 The 
FARC was founded on Marxist ideology, and its explicit goals include large-scale land 
redistribution to counter historic economic inequalities, as well as the Colombian 
government's overthrow.45 Many contend that the FARC’s ideology has drifted over 
time, particularly as the group has become enmeshed in narco-trafficking, with some 
positing that the FARC have become nothing more than criminals, representative of the 
“rebels as criminals” hypothesis.46 However, we agree with Gutiérrez Sanin's argument 
(2004) that despite the FARC's engagement in illicit activities, including the drug trade, 
the group is much more than a criminal organization. Rather, only its deep ideological, 
Marxist roots can help explain a number of behaviors in which it engages on a daily 
basis.47  

While FARC's strength has varied over time - due to changing levels of 
international support, the group's ability to extract rents from civilians and recruit 
combatants, as well as its efficacy in maximizing profits from the trade in narcotics - it 
remained a relatively small fighting force of a few thousand until the early 1980s, when 
it began a geographical expansion, buoyed by profits from taxing coca. By the early 
2000s, FARC numbered between 16,000 and 20,000 combatants, with approximately half 
of those fighters killed or captured during Álvaro Uribe’s administration, which lasted 
from 2002-2010. Two rounds of peace negotiations with the FARC failed: one in 1982 
under the Belisario Betancur administration and another in 1998 under the Andrés 
Pastrana administration.48  A current round of negotiations is near completion, and 
widely expected to lead to a peace agreement by March 2016. 
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Training of new recruits to the FARC includes military training, such as weapons 
handling, cleaning, and assembly, physical exercise, operating in formation, and combat 
tactics, as well as ideological instruction, consisting of lectures on Marxism and 
Colombian history.49 In terms of military training, demobilized combatants report that 
training consisted of “two-month training sessions, which included learning how to 
handle AK-47 and M-16 rifles and adapting to living in harsh jungle environments.”50 In 
addition to such military training, however, “indoctrination was also high on the 
agenda.”  

Indoctrination activities included daily lessons on “FARC's political ideology and 
discipline, [and] absorbing the many rules that make up life in a FARC camp.” Training 
focused on doctrine, including regulations on the treatment of civilian populations. One 
former fighter interviewed by Human Rights Watch noted that “[t]hey taught us how to 
obtain the support of the civilian population and the right conduct, like not to go into 
the population and take their animals and behave badly and trick them with words. 
That's forbidden. There are rules for all of that.”51 As Alberto de Jesus Morales (alias 
“Pajaro”) describes, “[t]hey gave us training for something like 20 days, teaching the 
laws and the rules and what are the rules you have to follow when you're in there, the 
discipline you're supposed to have...”52 Such training has not, of course, prevented 
FARC from killing civilians: both group-sanctioned, targeted attacks against civilians, 
as well as more “opportunistic” killings by individual fighters. However, the group’s 
goals and training processes clearly emphasize and inculcate general restraint against 
civilian populations. 

How much training does the average FARC recruit receive? From journalistic 
accounts and interviews with ex-combatants, we know that FARC combatants "study 
Lenin and Marx everyday,"53 and from interviews with scholars that ideological 
instruction consists of daily, mandatory lectures, evening readings, and discussion 
groups. 54 Topics for instruction and group discussion involve Colombian history, and 
political economy. There is variation across individuals: some testify to an even more 
intense process of indoctrination:  

 
For four hours a day, they are taught FARC ideology: The Colombian 
government is corrupt; the American government is imperialistic; FARC is the 
people's army; the FARC and the poor are persecuted by the state. With the 
FARC's form of limited Marxism having changed little in forty years, there is 
hardly more rhetoric to absorb.55 
 
Another combatant reports that she “studied reading, writing, FARC ideology, 

and weapons for at least two hours a day” and in the evenings, “all FARC camps had a 
'cultural hour,' when they would discuss the news and politics or sing and play 
music.”56 However, it is important to note that while the content and process of training 
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is dictated from the top-down, each commander has some scope for its application in 
the field. One account from a FARC captive notes that “Indoctrination was one of the 
commander's responsibilities. Each camp was built on the same model, and each 
featured a classroom where the commander communicated and explained his 
orders….”57 In short, political training is generally frequent and intensive in the FARC, 
but varies by locality.  

We can also derive an understanding of the content of the group’s political 
training from the jobs performed by political officers. The survey instrument we use for 
our statistical analysis—introduced in the next section—included a question that asked 
respondents their rank and to describe the main functions they performed. Respondents 
who self-identified as political officers described key functions, including meeting with 
and organizing the local public, mediating local disputes, ensuring the good 
comportment of their troops with the local population, and providing ideological 
instruction for combatants.   

In sum, based on the FARC’s ideology, its emphasis on liberating the peasantry, 
and the group's strong doctrinal emphasis on winning over civilians, we expect that 
FARC units with more political training should kill fewer civilians. 

Note that the theory and empirical analysis in this paper do not focus on the 
right-wing, anti-guerrilla paramilitary organizations that have been an important 
feature of the Colombian conflict. Paramilitaries have accounted for a large proportion 
of Colombia's civilian casualties over the last two and a half decades, mainly because 
paramilitary ideology emphasized the importance of eradicating support for the 
guerrilla among civilian populations through collective targeting.58 While intuitively 
this could imply a positive relationship between training and civilian killings within the 
paramilitaries, we do not focus on these groups here for a few reasons. First, following a 
demobilization process in the mid-2000s, many former paramilitary fighters 
reconstituted themselves into apolitical criminal gangs known as bandas criminales 
(BACRIM) that did not possess the same anti-guerrilla political project as earlier 
iterations of paramilitaries. Including them would introduce significant measurement 
error. There is also evidence that the AUC’s ideological position towards civilians 
shifted over time, as the group attempted to moderate its indiscriminate violence and 
attract greater civilian support.59 The survey data we use in this research do not capture 
this type of variation in political training. 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN 

 
We draw upon a survey of 476 former FARC combatants to test our hypothesis. The 
data were collected in 2008 by Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), a Colombian non-
governmental organization. Between 2003 and July 2014, more than 25,000 combatants 
from leftist groups in Colombia disarmed, demobilized, and reintegrated into civilian 
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life.60 They have done through a slow, individual process of defection in the context of 
an escalation of government counterinsurgency initiatives following the election of 
President Álvaro Uribe in 2002.  

The FIP survey was administered using a stratified random sample of 
demobilized combatants between February 5, 2008 and May 31, 2008 in various regions 
across Colombia. More specifically, interviewers conducted the survey on the 
Caribbean Coast,61 in Antioquia,62 Valle del Cauca, Nariño, and Bogotá. The sample was 
randomly drawn from the full list of guerilla ex-combatants processed through the 
Colombian government’s reintegration program. The difficulties of constructing a truly 
representative sample of ex-combatants is well known, especially in the context of an 
ongoing conflict: some combatants desert without participating in a demobilization 
process,63 some leave their armed groups but make their way into the ranks of criminal 
gangs, while still others may be unwilling to speak to enumerators for fear of 
retribution from former groups. The first two problems are structural and our survey, 
like nearly all others, is unable overcome these.64 Yet the survey implementation was 
designed to mitigate respondents' fear of participation. Reintegration program staff 
who were acquainted with sampled respondents initiated contact to introduce the 
survey and the enumerator, facilitating an atmosphere of trust. Additionally, the survey 
questions on which we rely do not require admissions of guilt for any behavior that 
could be seen to be objectionable, thereby mitigating concerns about untruthful 
responses. 

The survey includes information on ex-combatants' modes of training and their 
locations across time. To test our hypothesis regarding the effect of training on civilian 
casualties, we build the key independent variable from a question that asked, “What 
type of training did you receive?”65 with possible responses including military and 
political training. Respondents could answer “yes” to all, some, or none of these 
options. Political training is constructed by calculating the percent of respondents from 
each group active in a given department-year who answered “yes” to having received 
political training. That is, if 15 of 20 FARC ex-combatants active in the department of 
Antioquia in 1998 reported having received political training, then Political training 
takes a value of 0.75 in that department-year. 

We might be concerned about how representative demobilized FARC fighters 
are of the larger universe of active insurgent combatants. Those who left the FARC 
might differ systematically from those who carried on the fight, including having been 
trained in systematically different ways. As such, although the survey sample is 
representative of the entire population of demobilized fighters, insurgent combatants 
who demobilized individually may have received less political training than those who 
remained in the field, rendering them less likely to remain in the armed group, 
particularly when under military pressure.  
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To test for this source of bias, we examine a sample of insurgent combatants who 
were captured by the Colombian armed forces (N=49) and subsequently processed 
through the government reintegration program alongside other demobilized 
combatants. To rule out potential selection effects, we compare captured and 
demobilized insurgents across a range of dimensions, including distributions of training 
and indoctrination, experiences of punishment and discipline within the group, reasons 
for joining the armed group, and age at time of recruitment.  

The results are presented in Table 1. We find no statistically significant difference 
between captured and demobilized combatants in terms of training, as well as other 
theoretically salient factors.66 We also test for other potential confounds that might bias 
our estimates of “baseline” FARC combatants. If our sample of captured combatants is 
spatially clustered, its characteristics might reflect the idiosyncrasies of a single unit or 
front. We conduct a Kolmogorov-Smirnof nonparametric test to determine whether the 
distribution of combatants’ primary area of operations differed across captured and 
individually demobilized combatants, and find no evidence of spatial clustering.67  

---- 
Table 1 

---- 
We merge survey data on training and combatants' location and time in the 

armed group to department-level data on FARC killings of civilians, which span the 
temporal period 1988-2005.68 We use measures of civilian killings because we concur 
with Kalyvas that although homicide “does not exhaust the range of violence...it is an 
unambiguous form that can be measured more reliably than other forms,” and that 
“homicide crosses a line: it ‘is an irreversible direct, immediate and unambiguous 
method of annihilation’...”69  

The data we use to construct the dependent variable identify the number of 
civilians killed by the FARC in each year in each department. The data were collected 
by the Human Rights Observatory of the Vice Presidency of Colombia. The process of 
collecting the Human Rights Observatory violence data proceeded as follows. Members 
of the national police in the field radioed incident reports to police brigades. This 
information was reviewed by the brigade and, once its accuracy was verified, it was 
subsequently sent up to the division level, which verified information on a daily basis. 
Violent events were then entered into a national database and also provided to the 
General Command in hard copy. The General Command again reviewed information 
for accuracy and brought together reports from the various branches of the armed 
forces. Once all of these verification steps had been undertaken, the data were then 
provided to civilian officials in the Colombian Ministry of Defense for inclusion in the 
dataset. 

One concern about government mortality data is the potential for political 
influence to bias civilian mortality estimates; specifically, we would be concerned that 
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the data would over-count killings by guerrilla, and undercount killings by the 
Colombian military and right-wing paramilitary actors. Albertus and Kaplan (2013) 
have compared these government data to other datasets of Colombian violence during 
specific periods of time. Two findings bear repeating. First, the government data are 
highly correlated with data collected by a Colombian non-governmental organization, 
the Center for Research and Popular Education/Peace Program (CINEP/PPP), a Jesuit 
think tank that codes press reports from twenty national and regional sources, which 
are then subsequently verified with an extensive network of local church officials. The 
added benefit of checking the government data against the CINEP data is that the 
church has sources of reporting in hard-to-reach locations, helping to mitigate potential 
problems of unintentional under-reporting of events in hard-to-reach locations. More 
specifically, in comparing the government dataset to the CINEP dataset Albertus and 
Kaplan (2013: 225) find that "[a] full 88 percent of municipality-years differ by at most 
one guerrilla action, and 96 percent differ by three or fewer actions." Second, they find 
that estimates of guerrilla presence in the government dataset are also very similar to 
those found in estimates conducted by Personerías, local government functionaries 
whose job is, in part, to monitor citizen's rights, receive complaints from citizens about 
violations of their human rights, and to report on those violations to other state 
agencies. For these reasons, and due to the strict coding procedures adopted by the 
government, we can be reasonably satisfied that the data used in the manuscript are 
minimally biased when compared to existing alternatives.  

All this said, it is important to note that observational data on civilian mortality 
is not necessarily representative of the population of conflict events or killings,70 owing 
to biases in the degree to which events are reported by victims, communities, or 
observers; geographic variation in reporting capacity or access; or political biases.71 
Validation against additional datasets whose biases and reporting emphases are likely 
to cut in different directions than those of the Human Rights Observatory provides a 
useful check against potential bias in the data. We acknowledge, however, that these 
sources may “agree” on an incorrect pattern of lethal violence if many cases remain 
unknown to all these convenience sources. As such, it is important to note that it cannot 
be assumed (or demonstrated) that our violence data are representative of the true 
population of episodes of lethal violence in Colombia. In some cases, scholars have used 
Multiple Systems Estimation (MSE) to rigorously assess levels of missingness in 
violence data.72 Although recent efforts have attempted to reconcile differing counts of 
homicides across datasets in Colombia, to our knowledge MSE has only been used to 
forensically analyze violence data in one department, Casanare.73  

It is also important to note that the dependent variable may capture multiple 
types of civilian killings by the FARC. The variable therefore includes civilians killed in 
clashes, in indiscriminate attacks by the FARC, or in acts of selective violence. In 
contexts of irregular war such as the Colombian conflict, most victims are civilians. One 



14 

estimate from the Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica - one that has been 
controversial - holds that approximately 80% of all deaths in the conflict have been 
civilians, and most are not killed amidst clashes in pitched battles along frontlines.74 
Rather, given the irregularity of the fighting, most are killed in "takeovers" of towns or 
in selective killings. 

In estimating our models, we control for a variety of department level variables 
that are likely to confound the unbiased estimation of the effect of training on civilian 
casualties. The department level controls, described in detail below, are grouped into 
four broad categories: endogenous conflict dynamics, geographic characteristics, 
economic attributes of the area, and, finally, a population variable to provide for scale 
control.  

We begin by controlling for endogenous conflict dynamics. We do so for a 
number of reasons. First, there are opportunity costs to engaging in political training: 
time spent indoctrinating combatants is time away from imparting military training and 
tactics that might keep both combatants and commanders alive during military 
operations. A key implication of this argument is that we would expect to see less 
training in highly competitive regions, where the tempo of combat with rival groups 
precludes intensive training. 

Second, there are tactical repercussions to choosing not to politically train one's 
combatants that are related to the competitiveness of particular regions. If an area of 
operations is non-competitive - that is, an armed group has achieved complete 
territorial control - the baseline probability of civilian abuse is likely to be lower.75 When 
not engaged in ongoing combat operations, commanders will be better able to monitor 
combatants to determine whether their own fighters engaged in civilian abuse, thereby 
deterring abuses from occurring in the first place.  

Third, competitive environments may provide commanders incentives to train 
their combatants: if civilians prefer to collaborate with less abusive armed groups, and 
if training is capable of limiting abuses against civilians, commanders should find it 
most useful to politically train combatants in highly competitive locales and would 
therefore be willing to absorb the potential costs of doing so. Given that there are strong 
theoretical reasons to believe each of the aforementioned claims, and given the lack of 
prior empirical studies on this question, this is ultimately an empirical matter and as 
such we test these relationships statistically.  

To do so, we include the number of clashes between the FARC and paramilitary 
groups (Guerrilla-Paramilitary Clashes), between government and guerrilla groups 
(Government-Guerrilla Clashes) and between government and paramilitary groups 
(Government-Paramilitary Clashes). Each clash variable is lagged by one year to prevent 
measuring on the right hand side what we aim to explain on the left hand side. These 
data are all drawn from the Observatory dataset described above. 
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Next, we include geographic variables to be sure that civilian casualties are not 
being driven by topological, geological, or climactic characteristics of individual 
departments. These variables include the department's area, average elevation, average 
rainfall, soil quality and erosion, and an index of water availability. Area is the total 
surface area of a department, measured in square hectares and provided by the 
National Statistics Bureau. Altitude measures the average number of meters above sea 
level for each department, taken from the Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi (IGAC). 
Rainfall captures the average rainfall in a given department, measured in 1995 and 
provided by the Centro de Estudios sobre Desarrollo Económico (CEDE) at the 
Universidad de los Andes. Soil is an index, constructed by CEDE based on data 
gathered by the IGAC, that captures conditions such as topography, drainage, climate, 
and other factors. The measurement was constructed taking into account area, among 
other features, and was standardized with a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 
one. Erosion, constructed by CEDE based on data gathered by the IGAC, provides an 
index of erosion. It is derived from an ordinal scale that codes whether areas are 
characterized by inundation, light erosion, moderate erosion, severe erosion, very 
severe erosion, and no erosion, and was then modified to take into account area. To 
facilitate interpretation, it has been standardized with a mean of zero and a standard 
deviation of one. Water is an index of the availability of water at the department level, 
constructed from georeferenced data on the coverage of local aqueducts. The 
continuous measurement was developed by CEDE, based on data gathered by IGAC. 
All of these factors likely shape agricultural production and, therefore, armed group 
tactics and state repression. 

Third, we use two economic variables that might drive armed group activity and 
civilian targeting. Poverty is the average of the Unsatisfied Basic Needs poverty index 
(NBI) at the department level from the 1993 census, provided by the National Statistics 
Bureau. Gini is a measure of income inequality, calculated as the Gini coefficient for 
each department in Colombia and taken from the National Statistics Bureau and the 
Ministry of Social Development. Finally, we include Population, which equals the total 
number of residents in a given department, as reported in the 1993 census by the 
National Statistics Bureau.  
 

 
EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

 
All of the results from models reported below use a negative binomial estimator with 
fixed effects at the department level, to account for unmeasured time-invariant 
characteristics. We use a negative binomial estimator because the dependent variable is 
a count of events, and is overdispersed: the variance of the count is much greater than 
its mean (however, results are also robust to estimation using OLS.)76 The unit of 
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analysis is the department-year. Coefficients are presented as Incident Rate Ratios 
(IRRs): similar to odds ratios, an IRR of 1.5 indicates a 50% increase in the dependent 
variable for every unit change in a given independent variable, while an IRR of 0.5 
indicates a 50% decrease in the dependent variable. 

We begin with baseline models, shown in Table 2, which estimate the effect of 
political training on civilians killed by the FARC, conditional on covariates.  

---- 

Table 2 
---- 

Model 1 estimates the bivariate relationship between political training and civilian 
killings; Model 2 includes a full vector of control variables. The results for both models 
show strong support for our hypothesis. Higher intensities of political training among 
FARC combatants are correlated with substantively and statistically significant declines 
in civilian killings: FARC units that have 100% of their combatants have reported 
political training are estimated to kill 68% fewer civilians than those with no political 
training at all.77 Importantly, the relationship between political training and reduced 
civilian mortality is robust to the inclusion of variables measuring armed group clashes 
(Model 2). Training and indoctrination have clear, independent and substantial effects 
on armed group behavior towards civilians. This finding provides support for 
institutionalist accounts of armed group behavior: violence is not solely driven by 
localized strategic pressures and incentives, but instead reflects group norms and 
processes.     
 
We now turn to several theoretically salient control variables. Model 2 provides little 
evidence that clashes between armed groups have a substantial direct impact on civilian 
populations: greater numbers of clashes between the government and insurgents are 
associated with small increases in the rate of civilian casualties, while there is no 
statistically significant relationship between guerrilla-paramilitary clashes and civilian 
casualties nor government-paramilitary clashes. While violence against civilians in the 
Colombian civil war has been substantial, it largely reflects direct targeting of civilians 
by armed groups rather than “collateral damage.” We also find no link between 
variables tracking economic deprivation (Poverty) and inequality (Gini) and intensities 
of FARC attacks against civilians: while economic deprivation and inequality have been 
tied to FARC recruitment and community support, they do not motivate detectable 
levels of civilian killings.   
 
Robustness checks 
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With these preliminary results in mind, we now turn to several robustness 
checks, to confront potential threats to inference. These address alternative mechanisms 
through which commanders generate compliance - punishment and military training -
and address whether these mechanisms allow for independent decision-making at the 
unit level. 

 
a. Training and obedience 

The dominant argument regarding the impact of training simply suggests that it 
re-shapes the goals of individual soldiers. A second, highly plausible account implies 
more drastic effects: training may instead simply lead to conditioned obedience, 
rendering soldiers compliant to orders from superiors. If this were true, then individual 
combatants and small group units deliberately kill civilians only as much (or as little) as 
their superiors believe they should. If the result of indoctrination is conditioned 
obedience to orders, then training should have no independent effect. Given the 
potential threat to inference this poses, we address this relationship both theoretically 
and empirically.  

Military jurisprudence on civilian killings runs counter to the idea that soldiers 
simply and consistently implement their commander’s will.78 One reason is that there is 
no a priori reason to expect that norm of obedience should erode all other norms of 
behavior, including those operative in the soldier’s society: thus, “murder, rape, pillage 
or torture... [are] clearly criminal because [they violate] common-sense rules of decency, 
social conduct, and morality.”79 A stronger claim suggests that soldiers retain their own 
preferences even in the face of training: “military training may attempt to make 
obedience totally automatic, but it cannot, simply because of human nature.”80 Plus, the 
literature on principal-agent problems in military organizations demonstrates that 
while preference alignment is a goal, monitoring and sanctioning processes exist 
precisely because foot soldiers may not perfectly implement their commander’s will. 
For these reasons, we argue that training is not merely a proxy for the preferences of 
officers: as armed forces clearly recognize, it has independent effects.  

We assess the impact of training on obedience empirically, by returning to our 
survey data, which include information on the provision (and severity) of disciplinary 
measures within the armed group. It is implausible that training would lead to total 
social control, such that small infractions by combatants would never occur. However, 
if training does create conditioned obedience, we should expect that it would reduce the 
number of severe infractions requiring punishment. To test this proposition, we create a 
new variable, Severe Punishment, which records the percentage of combatants in each 
unit who report having been disciplined with corporal punishment. Empirically, this 
form of punishment is unusual, and minor forms of discipline (additional guard duties 
or hard labor) are more common.  

---- 
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Table 3 
---- 

 
Severe Punishment is correlated only weakly (and positively) with political 

training (0.152).81 Models 3 and 4 in Table 3 take the provision of punishment of 
combatants as a dependent variable, to test whether soldiers continue to engage in 
behaviors that violate commanders' preferences and are subsequently punished for 
doing so. Model 3 estimates the bivariate relationship, while Model 4 controls for a 
range of department-level confounders.  Both models show that there is no statistically 
significant relationship between political training and punishment.  

We can conclude from these results that training does not simply induce 
compliance. Combatants are still being punished for transgressive actions, and it is 
unlikely that combatants are wholesale adopting their commanders' preferences. 
Training, therefore, is likely exerting an independent effect. However, the results raise a 
new concern: punishment or other discipline-enhancing factors could be used as a 
complement for political training: political training might be necessary but insufficient 
absent other reinforcement. We address this in the following sub-section. 
 
b. Alternate sources of discipline: punishment and military training 

Armed groups inculcate adherence to group rules and control over foot soldiers 
using both punishment and training.82 Theoretically, punishment and training have 
been conceptualized as substitutes. Kelman suggests that effective indoctrination 
should lead to internalization of group norms, eliminating the need for commanders to 
police combatant behavior.83 Scott Gates and Ragnhild Nordås likewise argue that the 
“level of direct observation of all activities of the agent (soldiers) by the principal 
(commanders) can therefore be relaxed in situations where recruits have been trained 
(or indoctrinated) to the point of full internalization.”84 In addition to re-shaping 
individual preferences, training improves group efficiency by reducing the need for 
surveillance and sanctions. Intense political training may be a less costly form of 
exerting social control over combatants than resorting to disciplinary measures that 
might backfire, leading combatants to defect or desert.85  

While it is true that both punishment and training alter the behavior of 
individual combatants, they do so through distinct mechanisms. Punishment alters 
preference ordering by encouraging agents to sublimate their own desires, while training 
introduces new preferences, which are ranked above prior desires. To test this 
possibility we include a variable that codes the percent of ex-combatants active in a 
given department-year who reported having received punishment.86 If the provision of 
political training and punishment is highly correlated, it is possible that due to 
multicollinearity political training would be rendered insignificant in our models once 
we control for the deployment of punishment. Empirical tests of this relationship find 
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that political training remains statistically significant and negative even after controlling 
for punishment.87  

Punishment, however, is not the only other source of discipline. Military training 
is also a key component of structuring activities and controlling combatants. The 
literature on military training presents a mixed picture of its impact on soldiers’ 
behavior towards civilians. One perspective suggests that by conditioning soldiers to 
follow orders, and by inculcating greater discipline, military training should lead to 
both greater battlefield effectiveness and restraint in the use of force.88  

Similar to punishment, military training could be an omitted variable that is 
highly correlated with political training; its omission from our empirical analysis might 
bias the results, and its inclusion (if highly collinear) might render the effects of political 
training insignificant. We test for this in a final battery of models. 

---- 
Table 4 

---- 
Table 4 systematically examines these relationships, using a negative binomial 

estimator with department-level fixed effects. Model 5 shows that military training is 
not significantly correlated with FARC killings and Model 6 shows that political 
training remains significant and negatively correlated with civilian killings, even after 
controlling for military training. Political indoctrination has an independent and robust 
effect on civilian abuse.  

Commanders of armed groups shape combatant behavior through military and 
political training and punishment. Our results show that punishment alone is 
insufficient to shape behavior towards civilians, and is not necessary to do so. The same 
holds for military training. Political training, on the hand, is both necessary and 
sufficient to reduce civilian killings. 

 
CONCLUSION 

This paper contributes to a growing literature that looks within non-state armed groups 
to explain variation in their behavior, and assesses the impacts that the organization, 
rules, and operations of armed groups have on their behavior towards civilian 
populations. Until now, there has been much conventional wisdom on the impact of 
training, informed by the experiences of practitioners and military officers, working 
both within the militaries of advanced industrial powers and in post-conflict and 
transitional contexts. Yet scholars of civil war have surprisingly ignored training, to the 
detriment of understanding how and whether it shapes armed groups' treatment of 
civilian populations. 

This paper provides one of the first empirical analyses in the field of the impact 
of training on civilian killings. Our research suggests that political training helps 
explain variation in the use of deadly force against civilians. The empirical findings 
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suggest that political training and indoctrination—processes that inform how, when, 
and why force should be utilized—have great impact on the extent to which armed 
groups kill civilians. It appears that important tactical decisions by armed groups are 
not simply products of their strategic environment, but instead reflect sociological and 
institutional factors: rules, norms, and beliefs about proper conduct that are passed onto 
combatants. 

The abuse of civilians in civil war is a pressing policy issue due to the human 
costs borne by civilians. This study demonstrates the importance of harnessing micro-
level data in conflict zones, especially from demobilized combatants, to better 
understand the mechanisms driving wartime behavior, especially across groups within 
individual conflict zones and across subunits within armed groups. Studying training, 
indoctrination, and codes of conduct internal to armed groups holds great promise for 
advancing our understanding of conflict processes in civil war. 
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