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MEASURING POLITICAL VIOLENCE AND LAND INEQUALITY IN 
CENTRAL AMERICA 
CHARLES D. BROCKETT University of the South 

T 'he value of cross-national quantitative studies of the relationship between mass political 
violence and land inequality is challenged along three lines. First, gross and systematic errors 
in the political violence data of the World Handbook of Political and Social Indicators (the 

usual data source for empirical studies) render them worthless for Central America at least and 
probably much of the Third World as well. Second, conceptualizations of land inequality have been too 
simplistic to be of much theoretical value. Third, the temporal nature of this relationship has been 
inadequately considered. Responding to such deficiencies, I elaborate a broader understanding of land 
inequality and provide a fuller discussion of the temporal nature of its relationship to political violence. 
Throughout, the five nations of Central America are utilized for appropriate case material. 

Land is the most important resource in rural 
societies, and access to sufficient land is invari- 
ably the fundamental desire of most peasants. 

Accordingly, it has long been thought that the mal- 
distribution of land is the key determinant of rural 
unrest, particularly unrest in its most dramatic forms, 
rebellion and revolution. Land maldistribution can 
have different manifestations. The most common 
aspects cited are landholding patterns so concen- 
trated that either (1) many peasants are left with 
minifundios too small for family support (the minifun- 
dizacion hypothesis) or (2) that many peasants own no 
land at all (the landlessness hypothesis). In the most 
current literature the first position is argued by Mid- 
larsky (1988) and the second by Prosterman and 
Riedinger (1987). 

However, Muller and Seligson claim that this con- 
ventional wisdom is wrong (1987, 433-34). Their 
cross-national longitudinal data analysis of 85 states 
finds both that landlessness is irrelevant as an expla- 
nation for political violence and that land inequality 
(as measured by the Gini index) has only weak 
predictive value. Instead, they discover a stronger 
relationship for mass political violence with national 
income inequality (again measured by the Gini in- 
dex).1 They conclude, therefore, that agrarian ine- 
quality is relevant to mass political violence "only to 
the extent that it is associated with inequality in the 
nationwide distribution of income" (p. 443). 

This controversy has important policy ramifica- 
tions, as the various authors point out. Land redis- 
tribution (and associated support programs) is often 
promoted as a prophylactic against rural disorder and 
instability.2 Muller and Seligson's sophisticated anal- 
ysis appears compelling, thereby questioning the 
adequacy and wisdom of land redistribution. How- 
ever, in reality, their study is flawed because of the 
meaningless data used to measure their dependent 
variable, mass political violence. The same flaw also 
negates Midlarsky's analysis, as in fact it does most 
empirical data analyses on this subject.3 Their shared 
deficiency is their reliance on the grossly inaccurate 

data set provided by the World Handbook of Political 
and Social Indicators (Taylor and Jodice 1983). In addi- 
tion, I shall also argue that previous studies are 
inadequate in their conceptualization of the indepen- 
dent variable. Land inequality cannot be adequately 
captured in a single dimension no matter how sophis- 
ticated the measure but must be understood instead 
as multidimensional in nature.4 It is my argument, 
then, that the empirical relationship between land 
inequality and political violence remains undeter- 
mined. 

MEASURING MASS 
POLITICAL VIOLENCE 

February [1977] An army base is set up near San Juan 
Cotzal [Guatemala]. Since 1976, killings have included 68 
cooperative leaders in the Ixcan, 40 community leaders in 
Chajul, 28 in Cotzal, and 32 in Nebaj. In one community, 
the presidents of Catholic Action, Caritas and the local 
cooperative and community development committee, as 
well as five sacristans and four bilingual teachers, have 
been killed. (Davis and Hodson 1982, 47) 

Guatemalan deaths from political violence, 1976-77, ac- 
cording to the World Handbook: 0. 

The most complete and most widely used cross- 
national longitudinal data set on political protest and 
violence is provided by the World Handbook of Political 
and Social Indicators (Taylor and Jodice 1983). A pro- 
digious undertaking, providing annual events data 
for 1948-77, it is not good enough. The data are 
mortally flawed for Central America and (I suspect) 
for the rest of Latin America and the Third World 
more generally. 

The primary source for the data set is the New York 
Times Index, supplemented for Latin America by 
Keesing's Contemporary Archives. Taylor and Jodice 
point out (p. 12) that Keesing's draws from nine basic 
sources (all European, with the exception of the New 
York Times), supplemented, for Latin America, with 
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six additional sources-again, not located in Latin 
America itself. 

Taylor and Jodice give some consideration to the 
accuracy of their data set, but this attention is mini- 
mal.5 They do mention the alternative of utilizing 
national newspapers, which would, of course, be 
inordinately expensive (1983, 11, 181). Their defense 
rests largely on a study by Jackman and Boyd (1979) 
of the costs and benefits of using multiple sources to 
measure political conflict. Jackman and Boyd's sam- 
ple is 30 African countries during the 1960-67 peri- 
od.6 Jackman and Boyd conclude that their "results 
provide good support of [the 1972 Handbook's] claim 
that increasing coverage beyond two sources is not 
likely to result in substantial changes in the 'overall 
picture"' (p. 457). 

Well, yes and no. It depends on whether overall 
picture refers to the accurate measurement of what 
happened in African (or Central American) country X 
or to the score obtained from using additional sources 
of the type already used for these data sets. Jackman 
and Boyd's "multiple sources" for Africa are (in 
addition to the primary source of the New York Times 
Index), Keesing's, Facts on File, Africa Diary, and African 
Recorder. The latter two are claimed as "regional 
sources," but both are published in New Dehli. None 
of their "multiple sources" are African.7 It is not 
surprising, therefore, that Jackman and Boyd dis- 
cover "that the cost-benefit ratio from using multiple 
sources may be unnecessarily high" (1979, 456).8 

Obviously, cost factors cannot be ignored; it is 
certain that to incorporate truly regional-if not na- 
tional-sources into the Handbook would present tre- 
mendous, and perhaps insurmountable, difficulties. 
However, the validity of the data set rests not on 
financial considerations but on accuracy. In response 
to criticisms of "imprecision" in the 1972 edition of 
this data set (as well as in others), Gurr has argued 
that "the kinds of inferences drawn in quantitative 
macropolitics are not likely to be affected by anything 
less than gross and systematic error" (1974, 250). And 
that is precisely the charge. If valid, this claim has 
serious implications. As Lichbach has noted, the 
World Handbook's indicator has been settled upon by 
scholars as the common dependent variable in cross- 
national statistical studies of political conflict (1989, 
451). 

On November 23, 1974, National Guard troops with 
tanks and bazookas attacked a group of peasants in La 
Cayetana, San Vicente, [El Salvador,] killing six and 
arresting twenty-six (later thirteen were found to have 
disappeared).9 These peasants had occupied sixty man- 
zanas of idle land belonging to an absentee owner, after 
repeated attempts to rent the land had failed.... By 
some accounts, the military met . . . and decided that to 
allow the land occupation would be setting a dangerous 
precedent, and so they decided to attack the area. 
(Berryman 1984, 110) 

New York Times and Keesing's: event not reported. 

The Handbook grossly understates Central Ameri- 
can deaths from political violence. For example, 

standard estimates for deaths and disappearances 
from political violence in Guatemala for 1966-68 are 3 
thousand to 8 thousand, with another 15 thousand 
for 1970-75 (Brockett 1988, 106-7); the Handbook gives 
only 207 deaths for the overall period.10 Similarly, for 
Nicaragua, it has been estimated that over a thousand 
peasants were killed during the 33 months of martial 
law beginning at the end of 1974 (Brockett 1988, 168); 
the Handbook gives only 59 deaths for the encom- 
passing five-year period. Although the death toll in 
El Salvador was far less for the period under exami- 
nation than in the first two countries, those ac- 
quainted with Salvadoran events will agree that the 
22 deaths reported by the Handbook for 1973-77 sub- 
stantially underreports the tragic reality.11 Even al- 
lowing for wild exaggerations in the "standard" 
estimates for these countries, the Handbook is clearly 
in gross error.12 

Probably the most striking anomaly in the data set 
is that the Handbook reports political deaths in Hon- 
duras during the mid-1970s as twice as numerous as 
in either El Salvador or Guatemala! In reality, Hon- 
duras would rank fourth with Guatemala far ahead 
for all five. The unavoidable conclusion, then, is not 
just that the Handbook scores seriously underreport 
various countries but, more seriously, that a more 
accurate reporting would alter both the rankings 
between countries and the magnitude of the intervals 
between country scores, thereby substantially alter- 
ing quantitative analyses utilizing this data set. 

There are undoubtedly systematic factors at work 
producing the gross errors in the data reported by the 
Handbook's sources. Political violence directed at peas- 
ants in remote sections of countries without perma- 
nently stationed New York Times correspondents is 
much less likely to be reported than urban violence in 
countries with permanent correspondents. Simply 
said, remote rural disappearances are harder to tab- 
ulate than assassinations in city streets. Other factors 
are at work, as well. The Handbook's Honduran data 
for 1975 are surprisingly complete.13 This was prob- 
ably a coincidence, however, resulting from a system- 
atic bias. The Honduran "bananagate" scandal of 
1975 reached right into Wall Street, generating unpar- 
alleled coverage of Honduran affairs in the U.S. 
press.14 As a result, the six people killed in June of 
that year at a peasant training center received men- 
tion by the New York Times, although the six peasants 
killed in 1972 in La Tlanquera were missed, their 
deaths having preceded the scandal. 

Finally, there can be discrepancies between the 
New York Times Index and the news story itself: 

While a worldwide television audience saw El Salvador's 
sunny beaches before the "Miss Universe" finals July 19 
[1975], off-camera heavily armed troops were called out 
to halt demonstrations by students protesting the Gov- 
ernment's expenditure of $4-million on the contest.... 

Then on July 30 about 3,000 students demonstrating in 
San Salvador against repression of . . . earlier marches 
were stopped by machine-gun and automatic-rifle fire 
from soldiers. 

According to the military Government, which con- 
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Land Inequality and Disruption Potential 

MEASURES OF LAND 
INEQUALITY COSTA RICA EL SALVADOR GUATEMALA HONDURAS NICARAGUA 

1. Gini index of land concentration .81 .81 .82 .78 .80 
2. Smallholdersa as % of all 

operators 43 74 87 64 51 
3. Average size of smallholder 

farm (hectares) 1.7 1.2 1.8 1.9 2.6 
4. Minifundizaci6n scoreb 25 62 48 34 20 
5. % of all land in largest farms' 54 64 69 56 54 
6. Landless score 20 36 32 32 27 
7. Inequality scored 99 162 149 122 101 
8. % rural population 59 62 66 72 51 
9. Relative rural disruption 

potential 59 100 99 87 52 

Sources: 
Row 1: Muller and Seligson 1987, Table A-1 for early 1970s except Guatemala (1964) and Nicaragua (1963). 
Rows 2-3: Muller, Seligson, and Fu 1989. Table 2 for early 1970s except Guatemala (1964) and Nicaragua (1963); substituting data for Guatemala 1979 and 

Nicaragua 1971 made little difference. 
Row 5: Brockett 1988, Table 4.1; also United Nations, Food and Agriculture Organization 1981, Table 3.3; for further discussion, see my n. 20. 
Row 6: Prosterman and Riedinger's data for early 1970s (as reported by Muller and Seligson 1987, Table A-1) does not include Honduras or Nicaragua; 

Prosterman and Riedinger's later efforts (1987, Table 2) are for the early 1980s (except for El Salvador and Nicaragua, which are for the period just 
prior to their reforms). The data used here are an estimate for the mid-1970s, using the midpoint of the two data sets (and the mid-point for the 
1987 data set where a range was given). Mid-1970 scores for Honduras and Nicaragua were estimated by reducing the score for the later date by 
the same amount as the average of El Salvador and Guatemala (Costa Rica is less comparable). 

Row 8: United Nations 1976, 171-72 for early 1970s. 
Notes: 
a Smallholders are those with five hectares or less. 

Row 2 divided by row 3. 
c Amount of total land held by largest 3.5-4% of farms in early 1970s (1979 for Guatemala). Cut-off sizes in hectares: Costa Rica, 200; El Salvador, 20; 

Guatemala, 22.4/44.8; Honduras, 50; Nicaragua, 345/690. 
d Sum of rows 4-6. 

Row 7 times row 8. 

tended that the march was part of a "Communist plot," 
one person was killed, five wounded and 11 arrested. But 
according to the students, at least 12 persons were killed, 20 
wounded and 40 arrested. Witnesses said that about 50 
persons, some apparently dead and others bleeding, had 
been taken away in army ambulances and trucks.'5 

The index lists only the one death claimed by the 
Government in the July 30 shootings, ignoring the 
higher number reported by witnesses. 

Nonetheless, if the Central American data for 
1948-77 were to be corrected, the political violence 
scores of Honduras and El Salvador would probably 
group together when placed alongside the much 
higher score of Guatemala. This raises at least two 
major theoretical questions: (1) What is the relation- 
ship, if any, between the political violence rates of the 
past and the future? (the Handbook's 30-year data set 
ends in 1977-just when violence in El Salvador 
escalated to the tragic level of Guatemala)16 and 
(2) What do these country groupings mean for the 
purported relationship between land inequality and 
mass political violence? Was the agrarian structure of 
El Salvador more similar to that of Honduras than to 
Guatemala prior to 1977? Did El Salvador's rural 
inequality then change, precipitating the violence 
that has now persisted for more than a decade? 

MEASURING LAND INEQUALITY 

Land inequality is often just measured by the Gini 
index,17 which is so simplistic and misleading that it 
is of limited utility for meaningful cross-national 
comparisons. Indeed, as Table 1 indicates, the Gini 
land inequality scores for the Central American coun- 
tries are virtually identical. For such reasons, Midlar- 
sky (1988, 1989) argues, instead, for a measure of 
"patterned inequality," by which he means a com- 
parison of the pattern of concentration of land hold- 
ings between smallholders and largeholders. In turn, 
however, Muller, Seligson, and Fu convincingly 
demonstrate that Midlarsky's measure is "interesting 
conceptually but so flawed in construction as to be of 
little utility" (1989, 586).18 They create instead an 
"index of bifurcated inequality." This measure is 
constructed from the proportion of small farms and 
from the average sizes of small farms compared to 
large farms. 

Both sets of authors are attempting to measure 
what might be termed minifundizacion, that is, to 
devise a measure that captures the discontent of the 
smallholder without enough land to support a family 
yet confronts other farms that are of vast and "un- 
just" size. The Muller, Seligson, and Fu approach 
appears adequate for this purpose on the lower end 
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of the land distribution scale. However, it would 
seem that what is most relevant to the smallholder 
about large estates is not their average size but rather 
the extent to which they dominate the local land 
supply. Beyond a certain size, an "unjustly" huge 
farm is just that-a large farm unjustly dominating 
the land supply, be it four hundred or four thousand 
hectares in size. Furthermore, the subdivision of 
large farms within the elite (by inheritance, sale, or 
subterfuge to avoid land reform laws) has no effect on 
land inequality from the perspective of the small- 
holder but could have a substantial impact on the 
bifurcation measure if the subdivisions were suffi- 
ciently prevalent. Accordingly, the share of total 
agricultural land dominated by the largest farms 
would be a better indicator of the role of the upper 
end of the land distribution scale in creating land 
inequality and peasant discontent than is the average 
size of "large" farms.19 

Unlike the Gini index, these measures indicate 
substantial differences between the Central American 
countries. As row 2 of the table shows, minifundios are 
much more prevalent in Guatemala and El Salva- 
dor-in fact, twice as prevalent in the former than in 
Costa Rica. Similarly, the countries vary in the aver- 
age size of the smallholder's land. Row 4 reports a 
score created by combining these two measures, 
which demonstrates minifundizacion to be the worst in 
El Salvador, followed by Guatemala and then Hon- 
duras, with Costa Rica and then Nicaragua grouped 
at the bottom. At the top end of the land distribution 
scale, essentially the same rankings obtain: Guate- 
mala is closely followed by El Salvador, with the 
greatest concentration of land in the largest estates, 
and Nicaragua and Costa Rica with the least.20 

Land distribution data are important indicators of 
rural inequality but are insufficient by themselves 
because of the increasing prevalence of landlessness 
among peasants. In fact, the landless of Central 
America constitute about one-third of the total pop- 
ulation (prior to the agrarian reforms of the 1980s), 
with the exception of Costa Rica. Prosterman and 
Riedinger (1987, 10-11, 25) define landlessness as 
the lack of "ownership or ownership-like rights" 
among "those who cultivate the land." The landless 
include tenants, since they lack secure use of the 
land and face landlord extractions, amounts over 
which they usually have little control. The figures 
reported in Table 1, however, mask significant differ- 
ences in the situation of the landless. Tenants vary 
widely in the security of their tenancy and the in- 
come-generating potential of "their" land. It is prob- 
able, for example, that the higher landless score of 
Honduras is less a source of intense discontent than 
the lower score of Guatemala, where the seasonal 
migration of Indians from the highlands to work on 
plantations was the largest migratory-labor-force-as- 
a-percentage-of-total-population in the world during 
the 1970s-and under extraordinarily oppressive cir- 
cumstances (Paige 1975, 361). 

These various indicators can be combined into an 
overall measure of land inequality. Row 7 reports 

such an inequality score, which combines, with equal 
weight, the three dimensions: minifundizacion, land 
concentration in the largest estates, and landlessness. 
By this measure, the worst land inequality in the 
early 1970s in Central America was found in El 
Salvador and then Guatemala, with a larger gap 
between them and Honduras, followed (by a large 
gap, again) with Nicaragua and Costa Rica. If land 
inequality translates into political action and conflict, 
it might be argued that the relative size of the rural 
population could be an important factor. Accord- 
ingly, row 9 takes this factor into consideration, 
giving a score for "the relative rural disruption po- 
tential" (with largely the same country rankings but a 
closing of the gap between the top three countries). 
Regardless of which score is used, the essential point 
is that a multidimensional measurement of land ine- 
quality demonstrates substantial differences between 
the five countries of Central America. 

Devising adequate measures of land inequality, 
however, takes us only a short distance, since it is 
unlikely that there is any direct relationship between 
land inequality and political violence. A major weak- 
ness of statistical analyses of comparative political 
violence is that they are largely devoid of any theo- 
retical link between macro-economic processes and 
structures and either individual or collective behav- 
ior.21 For example, much of the case literature sug- 
gests that changes for the worse in economic status 
are more likely to lead to discontent and violence 
than would a constant misery.22 It is conceivable, 
then, that countries and regions with high but stable 
levels of land inequality might be less prone to rural 
unrest than would others with lower levels of land 
inequality but where the economic security of the 
peasantry is markedly deteriorating. 

BRINGING IN SOCIAL COMPLEXITY 

To make the point more concretely, imagine two 
countries with similar land distribution patterns and 
landlessness rates. In country A, the agrarian system 
has remained fairly stable for decades; but high 
population growth rates have steadily driven up the 
levels of landlessness. Country B also experiences 
population growth; but, in addition, the commercial- 
ization of agriculture has rapidly transformed its 
agrarian system. Profit-motivated commercial farm- 
ers in country B use their superior resources (mone- 
tary and coercive) to dispossess peasants of lands to 
which they had long enjoyed ownershiplike use and 
to break long-term tenancy relationships. In both 
countries there will be mass poverty, but deprivation 
alone seldom leads directly to mass mobilization. In 
country B, which is the superior approximation of the 
Central American reality, discontent has a target.23 It 
is not so much poverty alone, Prosterman and Ried- 
inger point out, "as it is blamable poverty that seems 
to serve as a predictor of violence" (1987, 9). When 
the disadvantaged live in dangerous political envi- 
ronments, assertion of their demands is risky. To 
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overcome this discouraging environment, mass col- 
lective action usually requires "not only a sense of 
misery but also a sense of outrage and injustice" 
(Huntington and Nelson 1976, 102).24 A good illus- 
tration of this point is provided by White's explana- 
tion of peasant mobilization in Honduras: 

The brutality of many of these evictions [of semisubsis- 
tence farmers by larger landholders] proved to be the 
catalyst in breaking down the friendly dependence on 
helpful patrons and developed a profoundly emotional 
opposition. The evictions were the sudden, sharp depri- 
vation which moved campesinos to risk their lives in 
organizing to counter rural elites and protest before 
government authorities.... It was the small farmers 
who became the leaders in the national mobilization of 
campesinos. The evictions or other means of blocking 
access to land to which campesinos thought they had a 
legitimate right also became the basis for the land occu- 
pations or recuperations (1977, 181-82). 

A final difficulty in assessing the relationship be- 
tween land inequality and mass political mobilization 
and violence is the temporal dimension of this rela- 
tionship. Do changes in the level of rural discontent 
resulting from growing inequality promptly cause 
corresponding changes in the level of mobilization 
and/or violence or might that effect be delayed? More 
concretely, high levels of peasant mobilization and 
resulting rural conflict were reached in Honduras in 
the late 1960s, about half a decade prior to similar 
mobilization and conflict in Guatemala, itself preced- 
ing those of El Salvador and then Nicaragua.25 To 
what extent do these country rankings correlate with 
differences in levels of land inequality? 

Although critical, the temporal dimension of the 
relationship between land inequality and political 
violence has received little theoretical attention. Mid- 
larsky, for example, ignores the question except for a 
passing reference to the "generally slow" develop- 
ment of antiregime organizations (1986, 498-99).26 If 
there is a long lag between the generation of inequal- 
ity-based discontent and of social mobilization (and, 
therefore, political conflict and violence), then the 
correlation between inequality and violence is con- 
founded (and many data analyses, as well).27 If we 
postulate that there is a long lag, that is, that country 
C and country D have the same level of inequality, 
but that the inequality is of more recent origin in 
country D, then it follows that we would expect lower 
levels of violence in country D. However, why 
should we even hypothesize a temporal gap between 
the origins of discontent and of political mobilization 
and/or violence? And might whatever gap that does 
exist vary between countries because of the influence 
of other variables? 

To return to the example of Central America and 
the development of high levels of peasant mobiliza- 
tion in Honduras prior to other countries-in actual- 
ity, the postwar agrarian transformation accelerated 
last in Honduras; that is to say, in Honduras there 
was little delay in time between the generation of 
discontent based on increasing land inequality and 
peasant mobilization and political conflict-certainly 

less of a gap than in the other countries. In contrast, 
El Salvador entered the postwar period with the most 
unequal agrarian system of the five; but its rural 
mobilization lagged behind that of Honduras, and its 
political violence rate was far below that of Guate- 
mala until the end of the 1970s. 

The countries of Central America, then, provide 
wide variations in the temporal relationship between 
land inequality and violence. The critical intervening 
variable that explains these variations is the political 
context. Largely ignored in earlier research, the crit- 
ical conditioning role of political variables has fortu- 
nately received growing emphasis in recent studies.28 
Although too broad a subject to include here, the 
inclusion of the political context would explain the 
confusing relationships between land inequality and 
political violence found in the Central American 
cases, such as the very different relationship between 
the two variables for El Salvador and Honduras, as 
well as high enough levels of political violence in 
Nicaragua in the last third of the 1970s to place it with 
El Salvador and Guatemala, when its land inequality 
score was more like that of Costa Rica.29 

CONCLUSION 

This research note has discussed a number of hypoth- 
eses concerning the relationship between land in- 
equality and mass political violence. Empirical social 
science teaches well the importance of rigorous hy- 
pothesis testing with the appropriate evidence. Re- 
grettably, it sometimes unintentionally reminds us of 
the necessity of ensuring the validity of the empirical 
data utilized for such testing. If the World Handbook's 
data set provided reasonably accurate measurements 
of the cross-national levels of mass political violence, 
it would allow for the meaningful testing of the 
relationships I have examined. However, the World 
Handbook cannot be used for this purpose. The data 
for at least Central America are grossly inaccurate. 
Since the data set is not valid for this region, the 
burden of proof falls on future users to demonstrate 
that it is sufficiently accurate for the regions of their 
study. The appropriateness of this data set for cross- 
national studies that wish to generalize globally, 
however, is another matter. Since at least part of the 
World Handbook's data is the product of gross and 
systematic error, valid cross-national statistical tests 
of global hypotheses and theoretical models concern- 
ing political violence must await the construction of 
better data sets. 

The compilation of the World Handbook's data set on 
political protest and violence was an extraordinary 
undertaking and accomplishment; but by the stan- 
dard of accuracy, it was an unjustifiable shortcut for 
Central America and (probably) for the rest of the 
Third World. The construction of reasonably accurate 
data sets for these countries will probably have to be 
done on the basis of a substantial division of labor, 
with small regions researched by different scholars. 
Instructive for these future efforts would be Tarrow's 
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(1989) use of national newspapers for his study of 
Italy and Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly's (1975) use of truly 
multiple sources in their comparative study of 
France, Italy, and Germany. Of course, as we move 
from institutionalized democracies to most Third 
World countries, censorship becomes a major obsta- 
cle to the development of accurate data sets.30 A 
notable attempt to address this problem for a Central 
American country through the use of both national 
and international sources is the chronology of politi- 
cal violence in the Guatemalan highlands for 1976-82 
compiled by Davis and Hodson (1982). They utilized 
five Guatemalan and four Mexican newspapers; one 
Costa Rican newspaper; North American newspapers 
and magazines; and reports from human rights, 
governmental, and religious organizations. 

Future scholarship also must take social complexity 
into account better than heretofore. First, land in- 
equality is multidimensional, involving, at a mini- 
mum, landlessness, insufficient land, and land con- 
centration. Second, a more general concept of rural 
inequality would add to these dimensions other fac- 
tors, such as income inequality and the security of 
tenancy and paid labor arrangements. Third, subjec- 
tive experience is critical to mobilization. Similar 
levels of inequality can correlate with various levels of 
political mobilization and violence because of differ- 
ences in the perception of the sources of that inequal- 
ity. The available case material suggests that the most 
explosive situations arise when peasants believe they 
have been "unjustly" dispossessed of land. Finally, 
there is no direct relationship between rural discon- 
tent based on the perception of unjust inequality with 
levels of peasant mobilization, political conflict, and 
political violence. Instead, this relationship is medi- 
ated by the always-changing political context. 

Notes 

An earlier version of this study was presented at the 
fifteenth international congress of the Latin American Studies 
Association, Miami, 1989. I thank Mitchell Seligson for his 
helpful comments. 

1. Midlarsky (1988, 503-4) appropriately objects that the 
Gini index is an invalid measure of what I have called here the 
minifundizaci6n hypothesis, of which his "patterned inequali- 
ty" hypothesis is an example. Additional objections to the 
Gini index are provided by Prosterman and Riedinger (1987, 
24-25). Midlarsky's debate with Muller and Seligson contin- 
ued in more recent publications. 

2. The underlying arguments vary from the inherent value 
of stability, to reform as preemptive of more radical move- 
ments and changes, to stability as the by-product of doing 
what is just (i.e., reallocating to peasants what they deserve). 

3. These two studies are among the best of those that have 
examined the relationship between economic inequality and 
political conflict. For critical reviews of this literature, both 
highlighting the disappointing lack of theoretical progress, 
see Zimmerman 1980 and, almost a decade later, Lichbach 
1989. 

4. Although the focus here will remain on land inequality, 
a fuller account of the sources of rural violence would include 
other dimensions of rural inequality, such as income. There 
is, of course, a thriving literature on the socioeconomic 
determinants of rural collective action, among them Mc- 

Clintock 1984, Migdal 1984, Paige 1975, Popkin 1979, Scott 
1976, Tutino 1986, and Wolf 1969. 

5. Earlier editions of the Handbook were more tentative 
about the data set's accuracy (Russett et al. 1964, 97-98; Taylor 
and Hudson 1972, 64-65, 417-423). 

6. Jackman (1978) uses this data for a quantitative analysis 
of the determinants of African coups. 

7. The great preponderance of the African Recorder's 
sources are Indian and Western European (particularly Brit- 
ish). A quick check of the first four issues of 1962 did find 
some reports from Africa-based newspapers, all from Nairobi 
(except one from Dar es Salaam). The first four issues of 1988 
were even more European-based. In a sample of six scattered 
1961 issues of the Africa Diary close to half of the sources were 
African, but 61% of these were from two newspapers, one in 
Accra, the other in Nairobi. In addition, with the exception of 
Ghana and Kenya, coverage ran heavily to official travels and 
government announcements. For both sources for this anal- 
ysis, Northern Africa and South Africa were ignored. 

8. An additional deficiency of Jackman and Boyd's study is 
that they test only whether source differences affect hypoth- 
esis testing, but, examination at this gross level of aggregation 
could mask wide variations in country scores between 
sources. Precisely this problem had been demonstrated earlier 
by Doran, Pendley, and Antunes (1973); but Jackman and 
Boyd do not address this aspect of the earlier study. The 
Jackman and Boyd study neither compares its five sources for 
variations in their annual scores for a particular country nor, 
more importantly, does it compare differences between these 
five sources and other, more authoritative, sources. For 
example, while the relevant Handbook score mirrors the Bu- 
rundi massacre of 1972, its report of 106 deaths in Burundi for 
1963-67 obviously misses the massacre of some 2,500 to 5,000 
Hutu in 1965 (Kuper 1981, 63). 

9. The names of the murdered and of 10 of the disappeared 
can be found in the congressional testimony of Fabio Castillo, 
former president of the National University of El Salvador 
(U.S. House, Committee on International Relations 1976, 41). 

10. A small story reporting the Amnesty International 
charge of some twenty thousand deaths and disappearances 
in Guatemala during the prior decade appeared in the New 
York Times on 12 December 1976. Although it is obvious that 
this kind of data could not be included in the events data set, 
it is curious that it did not lead to a reexamination of the 
validity of the Guatemalan data compiled for the Handbook. 

11. To his credit, Midlarsky (1988) realizes that there are 
serious problems with the Central American data. His "solu- 
tion," however, is inadequate. He uses the entire 1948-77 
data set, dividing the Latin American countries into quintiles. 
However, because "El Salvador and Nicaragua. .. are 
known to have experienced intense violence in this period," 
they are artificially moved into the top quintile (El Salvador all 
the way from the bottom). Guatemala, where the most deaths 
actually occurred, is left in the third quintile (when it belongs 
in the first); nor are the scores of any of the other countries 
reconsidered. In response to the excellent critique by Muller, 
Seligson, and Fu (1989) of his handling of the dependent 
variable, Midlarsky (1989, 589) refers to the "arguments 
developed" in note 7 of his 1988 article. These "arguments" 
however, consist solely of a quick reference to LaFeber's 
Inevitable Revolutions (1983). The cited page in LaFeber makes 
no reference to El Salvador at all; its discussion of Nicaragua 
is in terms of the tens of thousands of deaths in the war 
against Somoza, almost all of which occurred after 1977, that 
is, after the end date of the data set. 

12. If the data are erroneous for one region, similar prob- 
lems would presumably be found elsewhere as well. Just a 
quick glance at the annual country scores shows the following 
examples of underreporting of political deaths: Chile 1973, 
537 deaths; Brazil 1968-72, 36; and Uruguay 1973-77, 14. 

13. The data for 1976, however, are another matter. The 
Handbook reports 15 Honduran deaths for 1976. The only 
relevant New York Times story (24 July, 1976) lists 14 deaths- 
but of Salvadoran soldiers killed in a border conflict with 
Honduran armed forces. The Keesing's edition of 30 April, 
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1976 (p. 27708) does list 15 peasants killed in Honduras; 
however, the deaths are reported as having occurred on 8 
November 1975 (and are already included in the Handbook 
total for 1975). In fact, the process by which Keesing's was 
utilized by the compilers of the Handbook's scores is a mystery. 
For example, the Handbook reports 22 deaths for Guatemala in 
1973; the New York Times, 17; so Keesing's (6-12 August, 1973, 
p. 26025) total of 22 must have been utilized. Yet in the 
following year Keesing's (18-24 March, 1974, p. 26419) men- 
tions 8 Guatemalan deaths but the Handbook only lists 1. 
Similarly, the Handbook's total for El Salvador during 1974-75 
is only 3 political killings but Keesing's (10 September, 1976, p. 
27938) lists 26 killings just for November 1974-September 1975. 

14. The New York Times' first 1975 story on Honduras 
appeared on 10 April with the U.S. Security and Exchange 
Commission's charge that United Brands (the successor to 
United Fruit) had paid a $1.25-million bribe to the Honduran 
president to obtain favorable tax treatment on its banana 
exports. In April and May, the Times ran some 24 stories 
related to Honduras, all involving the scandal and its after- 
math. The rest of the year had 17 more stories, including 
several concerning the escalating rural unrest in the country. 
During the previous three years the Times had run only nine 
stories on Honduras, none of which involved the considerable 
unrest in the countryside. Meanwhile in 1975, the rest of 
Central America was largely ignored in the Times. For El 
Salvador there were but three stories and for Guatemala only 
one. Costa Rica did have nine articles; but five were scandals 
related to the United States, and the remainder were short 
pieces. Similarly, four of Nicaragua's seven stories ran in 
January following the audacious Christmas party attack by the 
Sandinistas; and two of the remainder concerned the new 
U.S. ambassador. 

15. "Unrest Growing in El Salvador" New York Times, 10 
August 1975 (emphasis added). Other sources give a higher 
death toll-for example, Berryman at least 20 dead (1984, 111); 
Montgomery at least 37 dead and "several dozen" more 
disappeared (1982, 89), Webre at least 37 dead and "many 
more" disappeared (1979, 189). 

16. One presumes that it was this juxtaposition that led 
Midlarsky (1988) to arbitrarily alter El Salvador's place in his 
ranking of the Latin American countries on his political 
violence scale. 

17. Muller and Seligson, for example, use the Gini index for 
measuring inequality in the distribution of land, which is then 
combined with the proportion of the labor force employed in 
the agricultural sector to yield an "agrarian inequality" score 
(1987, 435). 

18. Indeed, this statement can be aptly applied to the 
whole study. Most of its weaknesses are identified by Muller, 
Seligson, and Fu (1989). Although still critical, Lichbach sees 
more merit in Midlarsky's work, praising it as "the most 
sophisticated and relevant formal models of the [economic 
inequality-political conflict] nexus" (1989, 452). 

19. Another advantage is that this approach avoids the 
impossible task of deciding what constitutes a "large" farm. 
For a discussion of these difficulties, see Muller, Seligson, and 
Fu 1989, 580-81. 

20. The decision of how to operationalize "the largest 
farms" was an artifact of the data sources. The available land 
distribution data are reported by size categories, whose num- 
ber varies between countries but usually around 10-12. The 
procedure was to find breaks between categories that yielded 
approximately the same cutoff point for "the largest farms" 
for each country (which turned out to be between the largest 
31/2-4%- of all farms). This could be done for three of the 
countries, but the percentage of land held by the largest farms 
had to be extrapolated for two (Guatemala and Nicaragua). As 
note c to Table 1 indicates, the cutoff point in hectares varied 
substantially between countries-another manifestation of 
the large difference between them in the extent of land 
concentration. 

21. Lichbach discusses this deficiency insightfully (1989, 
448-55). 

22. Eckstein is a recent example of the argument that 
"economic relationships, especially changing economic rela- 
tionships [are] the principal cause of protest and pressure for 
change" (1989, 4; also 16-17). 

23. Midlarsky accounts for minifundizaci6n almost entirely 
in terms of population growth (1988, 494-95). He gives virtually 
no consideration to the other factors discussed for country B, 
which scholars have identified as crucial to accounting for the 
political conflict in the region (Brockett 1988; Williams 1986). 

24. Similarly, see Gurr 1970, 155-231; Jenkins 1985, 5-6; 
McAdam 1982, 34; Moore 1978, 459-71; and Scott 1977, 236. 

25. These generalizations are not based on a quantitative 
ranking but, rather, a familiarity with the relevant literature 
(see Brockett 1988). This ranking disregards state terrorism 
directed at largely unorganized peasants as part of counter- 
insurgency campaigns (i.e., Guatemala in the mid-1960s and 
Nicaragua in the mid-1970s). 

26. This hypothesis has no bearing on Midlarsky's empiri- 
cal test, which completely overlooks the temporal relationship 
of his variables, thereby confusing the causal connection 
between them. His dependent variable is the total number of 
deaths from political violence for 1948-77 (as compiled by the 
Political Handbook). His independent variable is constructed 
from the earliest data available on land concentration pat- 
terns. For Costa Rica, the date of the independent variable 
data comes after virtually all of the political killings; for 
Honduras and Nicaragua, it is approximately simultaneous 
with the date of the midpoint of the killings; while for El 
Salvador and Guatemala, the date of the independent variable 
data precedes most of the killings. What, then, is the theoret- 
ical relationship between the two variables? Muller and Selig- 
son (1987) are better; their dependent variable is for 1973-77, 
and they try to get their independent variable data from as 
close to 1970 as possible. 

27. In a commentary on an earlier study by Muller, Weede 
notes the absence in the literature of any "theoretical defense 
of lagging or not lagging" (1986, 438). Also see the more 
general, and still relevant, theoretical critique by Gurr and 
Duvall (1973, 136). 

28. In addition to Muller and Seligson 1987, among the best 
examples are McClintock 1984 and Midlarsky and Roberts 
1985. 

29. For an explanation of these differences, see Brockett 1991. 
30. Illustrative of the problem is Lindenberg's discovery 

concerning social discontent coverage in Central American 
newspapers: "Precisely at the moments when historical 
sources indicate that there was the most discontent, evidence 
of the volume of that discontent disappears in countries 
whose newspapers were censored." (1990, 405). 
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