
Dear JCRE Editors: 

Thank you again for the opportunity to publish our commentary in your journal.  It was an excellent experience and 
we are glad you gave the author of the original PNAS piece, Joan Barceló, an opportunity to respond.  We are 
contacting you now about that response, because we wanted to bring an unfortunate replication issue to your 
attention.  Needless to say, we disagree with a lot about Barceló’s methodological approach and understanding of 
Vietnamese history;1 however, we want to draw particular attention to his incorrect estimation of the interaction effect 
in Figure 6.  Correcting the mistake undermines the most important plank in his rebuttal of our article. 

We were surprised by his claims in describing the results of Figure 6 and decided to check his replication code to 
understand his approach.  Just as in his original PNAS article that we critiqued in our JCRE article, he has again 
neglected to use the proper command to cluster standard errors (see Malesky and Nguyen (MN) 2024, p. 1-7) and has 
again used an incorrectly coded variable for South Vietnam in the estimation (MN, p. 8).  A screenshot and 
annotation of the code are included in Figure 1 below and our replication code is appended to this letter.  When we 
properly cluster the standard errors and code South Vietnam in Figure 2 (Panel C), the confidence interval is much 
larger and the significant treatment effect of South Vietnam disappears. That is, as we stated on page 12 of our 
original article, the relationship between bombing and civic engagement only holds for North Vietnam. 

We highlight these mistakes and their correction because the impact of the bombing in South Vietnam is at the heart 
of our disagreement with Barceló. First of all, Barceló’s argument in the PNAS piece and his JCRE reply is that his 
theory of bombing and civic engagement is meant to generalize to other contexts (Barcelo 2024, p. 2).   He isn’t just 
trying to explain civic engagement in Vietnam; rather his natural experiment provides a way to test a general 
phenomenon that should be observable in other contexts.  If that is the case, his results should not be limited to the 
borders of the former northern Democratic Republic of Vietnam. At the very least, they should generalize within the 
country to the borders of the southern Republic of Vietnam. Second, we have presented an alternative explanation for 
Barceló’s results – that historically, the region around the 17th parallel gave birth to the communist movement in 
Vietnam, was targeted for bombing for that reason, and has the strongest levels of loyalty to the communist party 
today (MN, p. 13-16).  We have further argued that Barceló’s measure of civic engagement actually measures 
participation in communist-party-led mass organizations, which also have greater strength in the provinces near the 
17th parallel (MN, p. 17-21).  According to our logic, one should not find a relationship between bombing and civic 
engagement in the South, as these mass organizations did not exist in South Vietnam before 1975 and are much less 
popular today, while independent associations were not legal until after his survey data was collected in 2001.  
Consequently, as we pointed out in our JCRE article (MN, p. 12), a significant finding is South Vietnam is essential 
for differentiating Barceló’s civic engagement from our story of the path dependency of communist strength. 

In our comment,2 we used a split sample design to conclude, “In South Vietnam, there is no observed relationship 
between bombing and the measure of civic engagement” (MN, p. 12).  We thought this was a fair decision, as Barceló 
had used the same split sample design for only North Vietnam in Table 4 (row 9) of his original article, claiming it as 
the “hardest test” (2001, p. 9).  Nevertheless, Barceló criticized our specification, arguing that an interaction effect was 
necessary to avoid efficiency loss and that we were overestimating the variance of results in the South (Barceló 2024, 
p. 4).  Now, having corrected his estimation, it is clear that any “efficiency” gains were illusory due to Barceló 

                                                           
1 We list a few of these in Appendix A to this letter below, including the post-treatment bias of including South as a control, the 
fact that Barceló’s original article highlighted unadjusted effects, and misunderstandings about the reach of the Dai Viet empire. 
2 See Malesky and Nguyen (2024), Appendix H. 



accidentally neglecting to cluster standard errors,3 just as he did in the original PNAS paper and in his 2023 correction 
to the PNAS paper.4,5  In short, our original criticism and conclusions remain valid. 

While we understand it is unusual to respond to a reply, the mistakes and the sharp reversal of an important 
conclusion leave us no choice.   It is also important to understand that encountering “mistakes” of this nature has 
been an unfortunate feature of this scholarly debate since 2021.  As we document in Appendix B below, Barceló’s 
incorrect coding for standard errors and identification of the 1954 borders of South Vietnam has been a frustrating 
recurrence in the multiple iterations of his article and estimation strategy.6 

Given the history of these problems and the relationship between the problematic coding decisions and questionable 
scholarly claims, we would very much appreciate it if you could correct Barceló’s reply or print a version of the letter 
alongside it.  Readers should be aware that the reply is based on very shaky foundations. 

Thank you very much for considering this request, we look forward to discussing this issue with you further.  We 
would be happy to follow whatever editorial and submission procedures you think are relevant for this letter. 

Sincerely, 

Edmund Malesky and Trung Anh Nguyen 
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3 Note in the split sample estimation there is no efficiency loss in the estimation of North Vietnam, the confidence intervals are 
similar to all other specifications.  The efficiency loss in the estimation of South Vietnam is due to weak instrument bias, as 
distance does not significantly predict bombing in the first stage of the South regression (see column 12, Appendix H, MN 2024). 
4 The command vcovHC does not permit clustering in the sandwich package of the R statistical software that is employed in the 
estimation (https://www.rdocumentation.org/packages/sandwich/versions/3.1-1/topics/vcovHC). To cluster standard errors, 
as he claims, he needed to use the command vcovCL (https://sandwich.r-forge.r-project.org/reference/vcovCL.html). Barceló’s 
appears aware of the differences between the two commands, as he uses vcovCL in every other specification in his JCRE 
response.  
5 As robustness checks, we also calculate standard errors for the interaction using the CR2 approach recommended by McCaffery 
and Bell (2006) and the Wild Bootstrap approach recommended by Cameron et al. (2008). These techniques ensure that findings 
are not biased by the small numbers of clusters or observations with clusters and can be found in Figure 2 (Panels B and D). 
6 Very few of the presented estimates from Barceló’s original 2021 paper and 2023 correction are robust to his current 
specifications in the 2024 JCRE paper.  For example, half of the instrumental variable (IV) estimates in Table 1 of the 2021 paper 
changed in magnitude and are no longer statistically significant according to his current approach.  Concerning Table 2 (2021), 
two-thirds of IV estimates changed in magnitude and half are no longer statistically significant. Turning to the 2023 correction, 
where Barceló added a new model controlling for population density, two-thirds of the IV estimates in both Table 1 and Table 2 
are no longer statistically significant. 

https://sandwich.r-forge.r-project.org/reference/vcovCL.html


 

 

 Figure 1: Barceló’s Replication Code for Figure 6 in JCRE 2024 Reply 
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Figure 2: Corrected Estimation of Figure 6 after Clustering Standard Errors 

 

A. Original Barcelo (2024) Figure 6 interaction effect from Barceló 2024 with robust standard errors and incorrect South. 
B. Corrected Figure 6 with 1) corrected coding of South in the second stage and 2) McCaffery-Bell clustered standard 

errors (McCaffery and Bell 2006) 
C. Corrected Figure 6 with 1) corrected coding of South in the second stage and 2) traditional clustered standard errors 
D. Corrected Figure 6 with 1) corrected coding of South in the second stage and 2) Wild bootstrap clustered standard errors 

(Cameron et al. 2008). 

  



Appendix A: Additional Errors in Barceló 2024.  

While the coding mistakes are our major concern, we also wanted to flag a few other inaccuracies in Barceló’s write-
up that readers may need to understand in assessing the differing scholarly claims: 

1.  We disagree with the inclusion of South Vietnam, measured by the 1954 boundaries, as a control variable because 
according to Barceló’s own experimental logic, it is post-treatment and therefore likely biasing the estimation on 
bombing (Homola et al. 2024).7  Recall that Barceló’s instrumental variable is the distance from the 17th parallel, the 
border set between North and South Vietnam.  According to Barceló 2024 (p. 2), the assignment of the border at the 
Geneva Accords in 1954 was arbitrary and could have been placed anywhere between the 13th and 19th parallel.  This 
means that the decision of which provinces are included in South Vietnam was also a function of this decision. If the 
border had been drawn at the 13th parallel, the border of the South would have stopped at Khanh Hoa province and 
included 9-10 fewer provinces.  If the border had been drawn at the 19th parallel, it would have extended to Nghe An 
and included 2-3 more provinces. In short, the determination of South post-dates the determination of the border, 
which defines Barceló’s treatment.  To achieve an unbiased regression, Barceló should have included a measure 
capturing southern Vietnamese culture that was defined by borders established before the 1954 border arrangement – 
perhaps using the historical borders of Dai Viet or the boundaries of the French colonial administrations of Tonkin, 
Annam, and Cochinchina. 

2. We were surprised by Barceló’s insistence that including the South as a control variable is absolutely necessary for 
his estimation, because in the first version of his paper (PNAS 2021), he highlighted the significance of both the 
unadjusted and adjusted models, writing, “Consistent with the OLS estimates, the effects of the instrumented 
bombings are also positively associated with civic engagement in the model without controls (model 3), as well as in 
the model with controls (model 4).”  Then, in his first correction to that piece (PNAS 2023), Barceló added a brand 
new semi-adjusted model that only included population density and highlighted the significance of that estimation, 
declaring, “Consistent with the OLS estimates, the effects of the instrumented bombings are also positively associated 
with civic engagement in the model without controls (model 3), in the model controlling for population density only 
(model 4), as well as in the model with controls (model5).”   Why now insist solely on models including South – a 
variable that he has repeatedly measured incorrectly - after previously treating it with equal importance in previous 
iterations?  Perhaps one reason is that when standard errors are correctly calculated, it is only the specification that 
remains significant (see fn 6 above). 

3. To make the point about the importance of South Vietnam, Barceló cites the lasting influence of the Dai Viet 
regime and cites the Dell et al. (2018) study of the difference in governance at the border between Dai Viet and 
Khmer empires in 1698 (p. 9).  The Dell study shows that the historical institutions of governance persisted through 
the colonial period, two world wars, and the communist period, and continue to affect governance today.  But 
Barceló’s reliance on this study is an odd choice because Dell et al. focus on the most long-lasting Dai Viet-Khmer 
border (lasting from 1698-1802), which lay to the east of present-day Ho Chi Minh City between the 10th and 12th 
parallel, approximately 550 kilometers South of the 17th parallel that he marks at his division.  

  

                                                           
7 Homola, Jonathan, Miguel M. Pereira, and Margit Tavits. "Fixed effects and post-treatment bias in legacy studies." American 
Political Science Review 118.1 (2024): 537-544. 

 



Appendix B: Chronology of Corrections and Amendments in Barcelo Analysis 

Barceló 2021, 
PNAS 

Barceló, J. (2021). The long-term effects of war exposure on civic engagement. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 118(6), e2015539118. 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.201553911 

March 2023 (after 
correspondence 
between with 
author and editors 
of PNAS) 

Letter from Malesky and Nguyen to PNAS editors regarding the original Barceló 2021 
article on these issues: 

1. Incorrect placement of the border due to issues with Miguel and Roland’s 
measure, leading to the 17th parallel being off by 300 km and systematic error 
in the measurement of distance. 

2. Incorrect coding of South Vietnam, placing several provinces as North. 
3. Coding error leading to failure to include clustered standard errors as claimed 

in the text. 
4. Inclusion of a control variable (latitude) that was a nearly perfectly correlated 

transformation of his instrumental variable, measured as the absolute value of 
the distance in degrees of latitude from the 17th parallel.  

5. Questioned why Barceló ran a model including only North Vietnam, but not 
an analogous model for South Vietnam. 

The letter was not published. 
July 2023 Barceló issues a correction with PNAS which: 

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2308785120 
1. Corrected distance measure. 
2. Changed estimation, but still did not cluster standard errors due to a different 

coding error. 
3. Did not correct miscoding for two South provinces. 
4. Added new estimation (models 2 and 5) controlling only for population 

density and highlighted the importance of new specifications. 
September 2023 New letter from Malesky and Nguyen to PNAS editors regarding the Barceló 2023 

correction on these issues: 
1. A different coding error led to standard errors still not being clustered 
2. South was still miscoded  
3. Distance and latitude were perfectly correlated with distance above and 

below 17th parallel 
4. Results went away and the sign flipped when errors were clustered and South 

and latitude were dropped from the list of controls. 
The letter was not published. 

February 2024 Barceló issues an update to the July 2023 correction which: 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2308785120 

1. Introduces new specification dropping Mekong delta to create symmetry of 
distance measure in North and South Vietnam. 
2. Makes no mention of issues with clustered standard errors. 
3. Focuses only on fully specified models, ignoring unadjusted ones (models 1 
and 4) and models with population density (models 1, 2, and 5). 

 June 2024 Malesky, E. J., & Nguyen, T. A. (2024). Historical Communist Party Strength and 
Modern Party Loyalty. A Replication Study of Barceló (PNAS, 2021). Journal of 
Comments and Replications in Economics (JCRE), 3(2024-5), 1-27. 
https://www.ojs.jcr-econ.org/index.php/jcre/article/view/29 

1. Discuss importance of clustering standard errors and demonstrate that 
unadjusted and population density-adjusted models become insignificant when 
fixed. 
2. Show variable for South Vietnam is miscoded. 

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2015539118
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2308785120
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2308785120
https://www.ojs.jcr-econ.org/index.php/jcre/article/view/29


3. Show that when controlling for the South, the latitude control variable is 
perfectly correlated with distance measure above and below the 17th parallel.  
Dropping latitude and South reverse sign of fully specified model 5. 
 4. Show that effects are not significant for South Vietnam. 
6. Demonstrate violation of exclusion restriction of instrumental variable due to 
targeting of central Vietnam (Military Zone IV). 
7. Show that the outcome variable was measuring party strength through mass 
organizations 

September 2024 Barceló (2024) responds in JCRE: 
https://www.jcr-econ.org/omitted-variable-bias-and-wartime-legacies-a-reply-to-
malesky-and-nguyen/ 

1. Drops Mekong delta provinces to make distance symmetric 
2. Claims only fully specified model matters and argues that South control is 

now pivotal 
3. Runs interaction model, purportedly showing that effects of bombing are 

significant in South Vietnam, but again fails to cluster standard errors and 
again fails to code South correctly. 

 

 

https://www.jcr-econ.org/omitted-variable-bias-and-wartime-legacies-a-reply-to-malesky-and-nguyen/
https://www.jcr-econ.org/omitted-variable-bias-and-wartime-legacies-a-reply-to-malesky-and-nguyen/

