
	
	

Colombia: Democracy and the Road to Peace 
 
 While most of Latin America started off with the same colonial roots, somehow along the 

way Colombia became one of the most brutal and violent countries in Latin America. Unlike 

other Latin American countries, the immense violence of Colombia is not isolated to a specific 

sector. It is a mixture of violence by guerilla groups against peasants and the government, 

paramilitary groups (with the support of the military)1 against the guerilla groups, military 

against ‘subversives’, drug cartels against everyone, and political party against opposing political 

party.2 From 1995-2005, there was an annual average of 2,142 kidnappings, 24,338 murders, and 

272,443 internally displaced persons3 making Colombia the most violent country in Latin 

America for that period.  

 Colombian history is riddled with periods of immeasurable violence and leaders who 

attempt to violently crack down on the subversive parties perpetrating the violence – as seen with 

the presidents before 1982 and with President Uribe from 2002 to 2010.4 Other leaders, however, 

have looked towards more peaceful solutions, as seen with President Betancut from 1982 to 

1991, President Pastrana from 1999 to 2002, and currently with President Santos.5 The vast 

difference between approaches to dealing with violent factions of society begs the question – 

why has the Colombian peace process followed this path? And what affects has it had on the 

democracy of Colombia? This paper will argue that the Colombian peace process has been 

shaped by an extensive history of strong-arm government strategies and social tendencies 

towards violence over peaceful negotiations, leading to a long history of violence and failed 
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peace talks; however, the new peace negotiations in Havana demonstrate the willingness of both 

sides to create a fully democratic society, though many citizens still dislike the FARC. 

 One of the most violent periods in Colombian history was La Violencia – a “partisan civil 

war” which demonstrated the unique lack of separation between civil and uncivil conflicts.6 On 

April 9th, 1948, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, the leader of the Liberal party, was assassinated, 

immediately leading to mass riots and protests.  The resulting revolution, “Bogotazo”, unleashed 

widespread anger by urban poor and began the brutal years of La Violencia.7 This incident 

demonstrates a common pattern in Colombia history, where acts of political violence or injustice 

initiate periods of immense violence. Moreover, these periods of immense violence often lead to 

the establishment of periods of constitutional order, generating a vicious cycle of violence to 

create peace.8 This pattern plagues the Colombian history, and is the root cause of the 

unsuccessful path the peace negotiations have taken.  

It is important to note that La Violencia was a mixture of violence over all sectors of 

society – peasants killed other peasants; social revolts occurred against village elites and 

landlords; military officials attacked ‘dissident’ rural villages; the government targeted any 

individuals who opposed them; and political parties attacked other political parties.9 Even more 

disturbing, the Church supported the mass slaughter of peasants during La Violencia, and later 

priests even took up arms in alliance with the guerrillas.10 The pattern of violence overrunning 

into every aspect of civil society during periods of civil conflict is very common for Colombia, 

and adds to the insecurity and mass human rights violations during these periods. This 
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characteristic is very dangerous for Colombia, as it creates a social norm for intense violence for 

every part of society – even the priests. It also can help explain why the peace process has been 

littered with such violence and incapability for resolution.  

During La Violencia, in 1950, ultra-right Conservative President Gómez set a political 

precedent by establishing a series of police forces used to ‘combat revolutionaries.’ Though not 

technically legal (they would be declared legal in 1968 by Decree 3398)11, these government-

controlled death squads “terrorized Liberals and rebellious rural communities”, and became 

known for their “atrocious killing methods.”12 It did not work well though, and instead just 

added to the chaos and terror of the period, nearly bringing the country to collapse.13  

In response to the terror and chaos of La Violencia and President Gómez’s brutal 

crackdown, General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla led a bloody coup de tat to “restore peace to the 

nation.”14 Unlike the majority of Latin America, military rule was unusual for Colombia as the 

military was rarely involved in politics and was instead used to combat ‘subversive’ groups in 

the nation. It was a large setback for Colombia, which until this point had been regarded as one 

of the ‘most stable democracy’ of Latin America, with the second longest lasting constitution in 

the Americas (United States being the first).15 Roja’s ruthless dictatorship did not last long, 

though. In 1957, the government returned to ‘democracy’ when the Liberal and Conservative 

parties came to a power-sharing arrangement called “the National Front” and a new constitution 

was drafted.16 While this helped appease much of the population and decreased (though never 

completely stopped) the mass violence for a short period of time – a period of constitutional 
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order – it essentially removed all non-elites from the political system, which caused discontent 

for many in rural communities.17 It also could be argued that this system was not truly a 

democracy, as the distribution of the legislature and the political party of the president was 

already decided before elections. 

 During the National Front’s years of political repression, widespread poverty, and 

continued brutal violence, the major guerilla organizations were created.18 In 1966, the infamous 

FARC was created after the failed Plan Lazo - a Colombian military offensive, supported by the 

United States, which targeted a dissident peasant grouping in Marquetalia.19 In the late 1960s, 

the M19 was created due to the contested 1970 elections where the populist movement Anapo 

was widely believed to have lost due to government fraud.20 The ELN and EPL were also created 

during this period due to political repression.21 

  Although the guerilla movements arose from violence or injustice on the part of the 

government, they themselves became increasingly guilty of massive human rights violations, 

including kidnapping, extortion, torture, and murder.22 Mass violence in Colombia was already at 

an intolerable level, so the government followed President Gómez’s precedent and legalized 

“private security squads” in which civilians were armed by the military as “part of the 

counterinsurgency effort.”23 The goal was to have private citizens fight against the guerilla 

groups and eradicate the guerillas; however, these private security squads became the origin of 
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paramilitary groups.24 As with the guerillas, the paramilitary groups started in response to acts of 

violence and slowly began to perpetrate horrendous acts of their own, leading to their 

characterization as terrorist organizations in 1989 by President Barco.25 However, it is important 

to note that although the government officially recognized paramilitary groups as terrorists, the 

paramilitary groups have always been supported by the military – whether officially or 

unofficially. The paramilitary groups are also legally supported by Decree 3398, later becoming 

Law 48 (1968), which officially created armed civil patrols.26 These paramilitary groups highly 

influence peace negotiations, as their main purpose is to destroy the guerilla movements and they 

continuously commit acts of violence against the guerillas despite ceasefire agreements.27 

 In 1982, President Belisario Betancur took office. Recognizing that the hardline 

crackdown approach of his predecessors had done little to help decrease the influence of the 

guerillas, Betancur began the process of negotiated peace instead.28 Betancur’s policy of amnesty 

and peace talks shocked much of the nation – there was no precedent for it and it went against 

the established social policy of violence over negotiations. The shock and discontent of citizens 

lead to the largest expansion of paramilitary groups the country had every seen.29 Moreover, the 

military, enraged that they had to abide by the ceasefire agreement, increasingly supported the 

paramilitary groups.30   

Despite a deadly break down in the ceasefire agreement with the M19 where one hundred 

rebels were killed when they seized a government building, the FARC and the Communist Party 

																																																								
24	Inside	Colombia	p.	54	
25	Colombia:	A	Brutal	History	p.	58	
26	Colombia:	A	brutal	History	p.	43	
27	Inside	Colombia	p.	54	
28	Inside	Colombia	p.	55	
29	Ibid.	
30	Inside	Colombia	p.	55	



	
	

ran in the 1986 presidential elections as the “Unión Patriótica” (UP).31 During this time period – 

1986 to 1990 and 1990 to 1994 – many of the guerilla movements were demilitarized and 

incorporated into the government, most notably the M1932 and the EPL.33 This was a significant 

turn in the peace process – moving away from the violent path it had followed for the previous 

decades. In 1991, a new constitution was drafted to help successfully integrate former armed 

rebels into the political arena.34 The creation of a new constitution once again lead to a period of 

peace, though it was short lived due to the heightening war with the drug cartels.   

While many citizens supported the decrease in violence caused by the M19 and EPL’s 

disintegration, most - especially the paramilitary organizations and the military - did not support 

the accompanying amnesty or incorporation into politics. From 1985 to 1997, UP saw the murder 

or disappearance of over 4,000 of its party leaders and members.35 From 1988 to 1989, the 

country averaged eleven political killings a day.36 Right-winged death squads would not only kill 

the leaders of the left-wing organizations, but also anyone who supported them or may possibly 

vote for them.37 And of the thousands of murders and disappearances of UP members, only 10 

resulted in criminal trials; of those, only 4 resulted in convictions.38 This is another characteristic 

of Colombia that has greatly hindered the peace process – murders, disappearances and 

kidnappings are rarely investigated. When they are, they very rarely go to trial or result in a 

conviction. Why? Because of a mixture of guerilla violence – in 2002, over 150 of the 1,100 
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municipalities had no police presence due to the FARC strategy of bombing police stations39 - 

and intimidation by drug cartels - in 1990, Pablo Escobar “offered US$2000 for every police 

officer killed.”40 Bribery and death threats by the guerillas and drug cartels created a complete 

lack of political will to combat the “Dirty War,” as well as a shortage in judicial officials due to 

large numbers of resignations.41 This in turn created an atmosphere where individuals could 

perpetrate egregious and horrendous violence and face no consequences, which was – and 

continues to be – highly detrimental to the peace process. Why would guerrilla movements seek 

peace agreements if the government cannot guarantee their safety?  

While the other guerilla movements largely disintegrated due to the Betancur and Barco 

peace agreements, the FARC and the ELN refused to continue with peace talks. Throughout 

1994 to 1999, Colombia was entrenched in a war against drug cartels – as well as scandals 

insinuating that President Samper was associated with the Cali Cartel.42 In 1995, he offered to 

create a demilitarized zone for the guerrilla groups where they would hold peace negotiations. 

However, the FARC and the ELN were not interested in negotiations with a discredited 

president, therefore it was not until President Pastrana in 1998 that the peace negotiations went 

any further.43  

President Pastrana followed through with his predecessor’s suggestion of a demilitarized 

zone (DMZ), granting the FARC a 42,000 km DMZ. However, Pastrana refused to grant ELN a 

similar DMZ because they maintained much less control of the requested DMZ area.44 

Unfortunately, the FARC abused their DMZ, using it as an operations command center and a 
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base for their illegal activity such as industrial-scale coca production and a place to keep 

kidnapping victims.45 It became clear very fast that the FARC were using the peace negotiations 

to regroup; however, Pastrana continued peace talks until January 2002 when the United States 

openly began advocating counterinsurgency.46 On January 9th, Pastrana officially ended the 

peace talks and gave the FARC 48 hours to leave the DMZ before the military would go in to 

reclaim the area.47 Although the FARC peace negotiations dissolved, the ELN continued to 

negotiations; however, no agreement was reached.48 This is very important to the following 

peace talks – the abuse of the DMZ followed by the quick return of the area to Colombian 

control lead to a break in trust between the FARC and the government. This later complicates 

peace negotiations, and caused the current Santos negotiations to be on neutral grounds in 

Havana.49 

After Pastrana’s failed attempts at peace talks, the public was ready for a return to the 

hardline policies of previous presidents. In 2002, President Uribe was elected on a platform of 

crackdown policies towards guerillas, and only negotiating from a position of strength.50 From 

2002 until 2010, Uribe continued crackdown policies towards the guerilla movements with the 

support of the United States. The period was riddled with terrorist attacks by the FARC followed 

by retaliation via the government, leading once again to the public becoming frustrated with the 

mass violence.51 Again the vicious cycle of violence before peace appeared in Colombia.  
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In 2010, a new president was elected – President Juan Manuel Santos. On September 4th, 

2012, Santos announced the creation of new formal negotiations between the Colombian 

government and the FARC.52 Since then, the FARC and the Colombian government have been 

negotiating a peace agreement in Havana, Cuba. They have learned lessons from the past, 

though, including holding the talks on neutral grounds (rather than creating another DMZ), a lack 

of a ceasefire so as to prevent the FARC from using the agreements to regroup, and having a 

strict agenda. So far, the success of the talks despite continued military raids on the FARC has 

demonstrated that the history of misuse of peace talks has ended, and that both parties are serious 

about creating a binding peace agreement. For example despite the death of one of their leaders, 

Alfonso Cano, in November 2011, FARC has continued the peace negotiations. 

The affects of the Colombian history on the peace process can be summed into six key 

factors: the vicious historical cycle of periods of violence leading to periods of stability, the 

widespread and undifferentiated violence during periods of conflict, the legalization of death 

squads and paramilitary groups, the military’s support of paramilitary groups despite government 

orders, the inability to adequately combat violence due to a shortage in judicial officials, and the 

lack of judicial consequences for perpetrators.  

The Colombian peace process has followed the same path as the Colombian history has – 

periods of strict crackdown and violence against all subversive groups, whether guerrilla or 

peasant, followed by a period of relative peace in the form of ceasefire agreements. Additionally, 

when the country spirals back into periods of violence, the approaches to peaceful negotiations 

often follow suite with Presidents once again cracking down on ‘subversives.’ The violence the 

country has seen – widespread against any and all individuals with opposing ideologies – factors 
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into the peace negotiations as the paramilitary heighten their attacks on guerrilla movements and 

sympathizers when negotiations occur. This leads to last key points – the paramilitary are 

technically legal, so the Colombian government has no way to persecute them. Even if they 

could, the military often supports the paramilitary groups through arms trade and training. 

Additionally, the judicial sector of the Colombian government is largely lacking and incapable of 

persecuting the individuals who perpetrate violence against the guerrilla.  

These all lead into the number one problem that the peace negotiations have always faced 

– the government cannot guarantee guerilla’s safety, therefore the guerrillas have no incentive to 

participate in peace talks since they will most likely be killed after a peace agreement is reached. 

This has caused the peace negotiations to follow the path they have – instead of attempting peace 

agreements with organizations that distrust the government’s ability to protect them or the 

government’s ability to maintain agreements, Presidents peruse a path of violence which has 

unfortunately been proven to work – though it always ends in large causalities of the military, the 

guerrillas, and innocent civilians caught in the crossfire.  

How have the six factors above affected the quality of the Colombian democracy? First 

of all, Colombia has continually been seen as one of the most stable democracies in Latin 

America – having only one military dictatorship in the past 50 years, and continually running 

democratic elections. Colombia is widely considered a democratic nation; however, the endless 

violence prevents Colombia from being considered a full democracy.53   

When analyzing the Colombian democracy using Diamond’s Criteria, of the 10 criteria 

only two are not hindered by the intense violence the country faces.54 These are control of the 

state by elected officials and constrained executive power. Seven others – uncertainty of electoral 
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outcomes, representation of minority groups, freedom of association, freedom of information, 

basic democratic liberties, equality of all citizens under the law, an independent judiciary branch 

– are severely hindered by the violence of the country. And the last criterion – state protection 

from violence – is completely absent in the majority of the country.55  

The fact that the democracy of Colombia is severely hindered by the violence of the 

country makes the peace process even more important. Should the country successfully 

incorporate the FARC and the ELN into society, one aspect of violence in the community would 

be eliminated. However, as seen in the examples of M19, it is highly possible that the 

incorporation of the FARC would lead to an increase in the size of paramilitary groups and an 

increase in violence against the political parties FARC joins (UP) or creates. It is also highly 

possible that members of the guerrilla group will be subtly removed from positions of power – as 

seen with Bogotá Mayor Gustavo Urrego, a previous member of M19 who was removed from 

office by the Inspector General of Colombia.56 

 It is clear that the vast history of violence and brutality, as well as failed peace talks, has 

largely affected the peace talks up until now. It is also clear that not all members of society are 

pleased with the possibility of amnesty and government incorporation by these terrorist 

organizations.  However, with the FARC and the government both sincerely working towards a 

peaceful agreement and neither backing away despite difficulties, it is becoming evident that 

these peace talks might finally accomplish what the others have been unable to do and finally 

bring peace to the endlessly war-torn nation.   
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