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Abstract: 
This paper investigates the legacies of growing up in a country with large-scale armed conflict on indi-
viduals’ emancipative values. We used a most-similar case research design to analyze these consequenc-
es of armed conflict. We selected Mexico and Colombia as cases to compare, because they were similar 
in variables related to emancipative value preferences at the onset of our comparison. These two cases, 
however, varied, later on, in the level to which individuals of similar age-cohorts were exposed to large-
scale political violence. The results show that individuals who have grown up in a country with high lev-
els of armed conflict tend to endorse less emancipative values in adulthood. 
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Introduction 

Research on armed conflict has recently begun to examine the legacies of armed conflict 
in relation to a vast array of societal beliefs: attitudes regarding peace efforts and political 
compromise, social and institutional trust, political tolerance, political participation / col-
lective action, ethnic prejudices and authoritarian values (Blattman, 2009; Canetti et al., 
2017; Gilligan, Pasquale and Samii, 2014; Grosjean, 2014; De Luca and Verpoorten, 
2015; Peffley, Hutchison and Shamir, 2015; Dyrstad, 2013; Strabac and Ringdal, 2008). 
Such research, however, has paid relatively little attention to whether the destructive pow-
er of armed conflict can lead to variation in value preferences between societies with, oth-
erwise, a similar socioeconomic structure and political regime.  

We argue that focusing on the legacies of armed conflict in terms of values is relevant 
for two reasons. Firstly, values function as people’s touchstone to classify, prefer and 
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evaluate other human beings and things (Rokeach, 1973; Feather, 1975). Secondly, unlike 
other kinds of societal beliefs, values are relatively enduring and do not change easily 
over time. In this text, we focus on examining the legacy of armed conflict in relation to 
emancipative values. The study of the specific consequences of war on emancipative val-
ues, we argue, is relevant for societies with past and/or ongoing war. Emancipative values 
signal a higher preference for autonomy, equality of opportunities, freedom of choice and 
the voice of the people. Overall, they provide a more tolerant and libertarian orientation, 
important in conflict termination, reconciliation and peace preservation contexts (Eche-
verria et al., 2019).  

A theoretical framework relevant to the study of how value preferences are constitut-
ed is Ronald Inglehart’s theory of modernization, and its latest formulation in Christian 
Welzel’s evolutionary theory of emancipation (Inglehart, 1977; Inglehart and Welzel, 
2005; Welzel, 2013a). This framework theorizes how people’s values are shaped by the 
conditions in which they have lived. These researchers argue that contexts with existential 
constraints, such as growing up in countries with low economic and institutional devel-
opment but also armed conflicts, are related to the content of values. In this article, we in-
vestigate the legacies of armed conflict on values. We evaluate Inglehart and Welzel’s 
modernization theory in its latest version, focused on emancipative values. We test, in a 
novel way, the theoretical expectation that contexts of existential constraint ‒ measured as 
armed conflict – are related to a lower disposition to emancipative values (Welzel, 2013a, 
2014).  

For this purpose, we reconstructed individual histories of exposure to armed conflict. 
By individual histories, we mean the extent to which an individual lived in a country with 
large-scale armed conflict during his/her formative years. We included major episodes of 
political violence caused by state and non-state actors. We used a “most-similar” case de-
sign (Gerring, 2007) to compare the cases of Mexico and Colombia. Both are located in 
the same geographical region; and, at the beginning of our comparison, they had similar 
levels in variables which effect emancipative values: socioeconomic development (action 
resources) and political regime (democracy/autocracy). These two cases, however, vary in 
the extent to which individuals were exposed to armed conflict in their formative years 
and later endorse emancipative values.  

The following section outlines the contextual background. Later, we will review the 
literature that has investigated the societal legacies of armed conflict in the countries un-
der analysis. Afterwards, we will discuss the theoretical framework that supports the 
study. We will then describe the data and methodology of the empirical study. After as-
sessing the results, we will end with a discussion and conclusion. 

Background. Armed conflict in Colombia and Mexico  

Latin American countries share a politically violent past. Throughout the 19th century, pe-
riodic armed conflict was linked to state formation and competition between ruling elites 
(Deas, 1997; Centeno, 2002). In Mexico and Colombia, this was manifested in recurrent 
disputes to settle power arrangements (see Aguilar and Meyer, 1989; Moncayo, 2015; 
Sánchez, Solimano and Formisano, 2005). By the middle of the 20th century, both coun-
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tries achieved a relatively stable political regime, characterized by periodic rotation of 
power through regular elections and an enduring party system (Ocampo, 2005; Mainwar-
ing and Scully, 1995; Sánchez, Solimano and Formisano, 2005; Gutiérrez Sanín, Acevedo 
and Viatela, 2007; Meyer, 1976b; Hamnett, 2002). As exceptional cases in Latin America, 
neither Colombia nor Mexico had long periods of military rule, but were mostly ruled by 
civilian governments after the Second World War. However, as the situation in Latin 
America became more peaceful, the Colombian social context began to polarize and there 
were violent political confrontations, giving rise to the Colombian “paradox”: a formal 
democracy with endemic political violence (Tuft, 1997).  

Colombia faced a protracted internal armed conflict that endured for more than six 
decades. The recent history of armed conflict in Colombia can be roughly divided into 
two stages. The first was the episode of “La Violencia”. This erupted by 1948 into a ten-
year armed confrontation between the two major political parties, each wanting to control 
the state. The second is related to unequal distribution of land in the Colombian country-
side; this triggered rural conflicts from 1975 and was further ignited by the formation of 
guerrilla groups. Later, it was fuelled by drug-trafficking activities and the formation of 
paramilitary groups (see Restrepo, Spagat and Vargas, 2004; LeGrand, 2003), leading to 
an escalation of violence and criminal activities against civilians (homicide, extortion, 
kidnapping) (Gutiérrez Sanín, 2003). This situation lasted until 2016, when a peace deal 
was signed between the government and the guerrilla groups. The protracted nature of the 
armed conflict has meant that the Colombian population has grown up in a highly violent 
environment (Richani, 2005; Rochlin, 2003). 

Large-scale armed conflict started in Mexico at a much later point in time. Ethnic vio-
lence in Chiapas only erupted in 1994-1997, and drug-related violence peaked in 2006, 
dramatically increasing homicide rates in the country (Shirk and Wallman, 2015). The 
first episode of armed conflict was more localized, while the second was (and continues 
to be) more geographically widespread, involving drug-trafficking organizations and state 
officials in turf wars. Competition between drug cartels has significantly increased other 
criminal activities that directly target civilians, such as extortion, kidnapping and theft 
(Guerrero, 2011, 2012). The last decade has been one of the most violent in the history of 
modern Mexico. 

Literature review  

Studies aiming to understand the legacies of violence in countries with past armed conflict 
focus on whether and how the experience of large-scale political violence shapes a society’s 
economy, political regime, beliefs and attitudes. In this study, we aimed to understand the 
legacies of armed conflict on societal beliefs, particularly emancipative values. 

Research discussing the consequences of the armed conflict in Colombia is vast. Most 
of the discussion, however, centers on the diminishing/destruction of material and intel-
lectual resources rather than on examining the societal beliefs of the Colombian popula-
tion. Previous research, for example, has documented that material resources, such as the 
growth rate of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), total factor productivity, investment deci-
sions of firms, have been negatively impacted by the violence (Cárdenas, 2007; Riascos 
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and Vargas, 2011; Camacho and Rodríguez, 2012). Connective resources have diminished 
due to armed attacks that targeted infrastructure (roads, lines of communication, industry 
and oil facilities) (Cortés and Montolio, 2014). Educational indicators have shown a 
shrinking of enrolment rates in those municipalities with higher levels of violence (Barre-
ra and Ibáñez, 2004; Rodríguez and Sánchez, 2012). Armed conflict, moreover, has indi-
rectly affected the intellectual resources of the country, due to the destruction of schools, 
the recruiting of school age children in armed groups, the internal displacement of people 
and the reduction in educational investment due to the contraction of household income 
(Barrera and Ibáñez, 2004).  

Fewer studies focus on the consequences of the Colombian armed conflict on societal 
beliefs. These studies highlight the relevance of cultural factors, such as values and 
norms, for the persistence of violence in societies faced with armed conflict. Waldmann 
(2007), for instance, developed the concept of “culture of violence” to describe the preva-
lence of societal beliefs that endorse and sustain the use of violence in Colombia. Mcll-
waine and Moser (2001) used focus groups to analyse social capital in Colombia and 
Guatemala. They found that violence in Colombia has diminished trust and collaboration, 
has enhanced perverse forms of social capital that benefit members of criminal organi-
zations but not the wider community, and has eroded trust in institutions dealing with vio-
lence, such as the police, the military and the judicial system. These findings support the 
literature that has found negative consequences of armed conflict on societal beliefs (see 
Canetti et al., 2017; Dyrstad, 2013; Grosjean, 2014; Peffley, Hutchison and Shamir, 2015; 
Strabac and Ringdal, 2008) and echo the general perception that the armed conflict has 
eroded trust and solidarity in Colombian society (Gutiérrez, 2015; Estrada, 2015).  

More recent studies have quantitatively assessed the effects of violence on societal 
beliefs. Using a 2012 representative survey of the Colombian population, Nussio, Rett-
berg and Ugarriza (2015) found that the Colombian people generally support transitional 
justice efforts (receiving reparations, punishing perpetrators, seeking truth and remem-
bering human rights violations), and there is no significant difference in these attitudes 
between victims and non-victims. Taylor, Nilsson and Amezquita-Castro (2015), studying 
the Caribbean region of Colombia, found that a higher experience of violence is related to 
higher participation in reconciliation initiatives. People who join those initiatives also 
tend to be more civically engaged. These findings give support to past studies that found 
resilient features in people exposed to armed conflict (See Bauer et al. 2016; Blattman, 
2009; Gilligan et al., 2014; De Luca and Verpoorten, 2015). 

In the case of Mexico, large-scale drug-related violence has peaked relatively recently. 
A growing number of studies, nonetheless, have aimed to quantify the short-term conse-
quences of drug violence on material and intellectual resources. On the one hand, increasing 
drug violence since 2006 is associated with lower levels of economic activity in municipali-
ties with spikes of violence (Robles, Calderon and Magaloni, 2015). Intellectual resources 
have diminished because a greater number of people migrate towards the United States due 
to drug violence (Rios, 2014); academic achievement decreases due to teacher and pupils’ 
absenteeism (Jarillo et al., 2016); early educational achievement drops (Caudillo and 
Torche, 2014); and educational attainment of young adults shrinks due to household finan-
cial hardship (Brown and Velásquez, 2017). On the other hand, rising homicide rates associ-
ated with the Mexican war on drugs did not affect human capital formation measured as ed-
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