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complexity and devastating in its impact on the
civilian population. Between 1990 and 2000 there
were 26,985 civilian murders related to the armed
conflict whilst there were only 12,887 fatalities in military
operations. The total number of homicides is much
higher: 9,087 homicides in 1983 increased to 28,284
in 1993, although this trend has decreased marginally
in recent years. In 1995 there were 92 homicides per
100,000 inhabitants, the highest rate in the world.

T he Colombian conflictis overwhelming in its

This situation is reflected in the growing number of
municipalities affected by military action, rising from
2271in 1990 to 498 in 2002 whilst the number of actions

Colombia is the fourth largest country in South
America and has a population of over 40 million.
The majority of the population (58%) is mestizo
(mixed Spanish and indigenous heritage), and the
remainder are whites (20%), mulatos (mixed white
or mestizo and African heritage) (14%),
Afro-Colombians (4%), zambos (mixed indigenous
and African hetitage) (3%) and indigenous peoples
{190). Approximately 90% of the population are
baptized as Catholic, but membership of Protestant
denominations has increased significantly in recent
decades. Colombia has coasts on both the Pacific
and the Caribbean. The Andean mountain range
splits into three branches that extend from the south
to the north of the country, with the plains and
tropical jungle lying to the east. This landscape has
made communication between regions extremely
difficultand has created conditions suited to guertilla
struggle. Colombia is a large exporter of petrol,
coffee, flowers, bananas, coal and emeralds. Textiles
and food processing are amongstits principal
industries. Colombia is the world's largest exporter
of cocaine.




targeting the civilian population rose from 172 to 436.
This increase produced between 1.5 - 2 million displaced
persons between 1985 and 2003, composed mostly of
female heads of households, children and the elderly. It
also produced a change in the public's perception of a
conflict once considered distant from everyday reality but
now seen as intervening more and more in people’s lives.

In the Colombian conflict the violence does not revolve
around a single clearly defined polarity, with a specific
core of economic or ethnic conflicts, but s instead related
to various dynamics and different historical processes,
which are reflected in more fluent identities and produce
frequent changes in territorial control.

As a result of this complexity Colombian society has not
established a consensus on the nature and origins of the
armed conflict. This is one of the obstacles to a
negotiated solution. The disagreements support differing
explanations of the violence, ranging from those which
privilege objective, structural factors such as political
exclusion and socio-economic inequality, to those that
centre on the motivations and voluntary choices of the
individual actors. This disagreement reflects the
heterogeneity of Colombian society itself.

In order to address these problems, this article attempts
to explain the causes of the conflict by relating its recent
development to the rationale of its actors in light of a
medium and long-term perspective.

The historical context of the
current conflict

Two historical phenomena are fundamental to
understanding the conflict. The firstis the campesino
colonization of peripheral areas, which throughout
Colombian history has served as an escape route from
the tensions created by highly concentrated rural land
ownership. In contrast to other Latin American countries,
Colombia failed to implement agrarian reform to
redistribute land ownership. Instead, a constant expulsion
of poor campesinos towards areas of unclaimed frontier
occurred, where the presence of the central state's
regulatory institutions and interaction with the rest of
society and the national economy was minimal. Secondly,
in political terms this dynamic was reflected in a gradual
state-building process, in which the staggered
incorporation of territories and populations resulted

inan uneven state presence in the regions.
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Both processes have their roots in the history of the
settlement of the country from colonial times to the
present day. Since the beginning of the sixteenth century
the mostisolated and inaccessible territories were settled
by marginalized groups (such as poor whites, mestizos,
Afro-Colombians and mulatos). In these areas of
peripheral colonization the organization of social
relations was left to individuals and social groups,

and the state lacked the monopoly on justice and the
legitimate use of force. Even in more integrated
territories, the presence of state structures was uneven

or part of a dual power structure whereby its control

was exercised through local elites. The combination of
the colonization process with this dependency on local
powers made the integration of recently settled
territories into the rest of the country highly conflictual.

From the end of Spanish rule until the consolidation of
present-day Colombia, many of the rural and political
structural problems inherited from the Spanish colony
deepened. The often violent confrontation between the
Liberal and Conservative Parties dominated political life
during the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth
century. These partisan confrontations revolved around
the extent and pace of economic and social
modernization and the role of the Catholic Church.
They also often served as channels for the expression of
conflicts of a more social nature, such as struggles over
land, rivalries between different regions and population
centres, racial conflicts and confrontations between
families or groups of families.

These conflicts prolonged the dual structure of power:
alongside formally modern and democratic political
institutions, the traditional parties functioned as two
opposed but complementary federations of local and
regional clientelist power networks, serving as bridges
between the central authorities of the state and the local
and regional realities. In areas of peripheral colonization
state presence was only made possible with the
concentration of land ownership. This created a degree
of social hierarchy which in turn formed the basis of local
and regional powers that could be integrated into the
national network of the two traditional parties and the
state’s institutions.

For these reasons the differing degree of consolidation
of state institutions led to diverse expressions of violence
in different local contexts. There was violence that
confronted the direct rule of the state in the more
integrated regions, which was very different from the
violence in areas where the state's power had to be
negotiated through local power structures. There were
still further expressions of violence in areas where the
traditional mechanisms of social regulation had not yet
been consolidated, or where these mechanisms were in

12 ) Accord 14

crisis: here there was no clear dominant actor but instead
a struggle for territorial control.

LaViolencia and the National Front

In the 1930s the Liberal Party launched social, economic
and political modemnizing reforms. These created an
atmosphere of polarization that prepared the way for
the explosion of violence of the 1950s that became
known as La Violencia. Violent regional clashes between
Liberals and Conservatives spread across the entire
country following the assassination in 1948 of the
presidential aspirant and popular Liberal leader Jorge
Eliécer Gaitdn. The reaction in Bogotd on 9 April (the
famous 'Bogotazo' riots) and in other regions of the
country produced a Conservative counter-attack. In
response, rural Liberal and Communist groups formed
campesino self-defence guerrilla groups which the
Conservatives fought with counter-guerrilla units and
hired assassins. It is estimated that some 200,000 were
killed from 1946 to 1953.

In 1953 General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla took power,
Colombia's only period of military rule in the twentieth
century. His government tried in vain to pacify the
country through an amnesty for the Liberal fighters,

but its anti-communist attitude drew it into confrontation
with the guerrillas, igniting a new wave of violence.
Rojas's attempt to consolidate his power by marginalizing
the traditional parties prompted them to unite and
overthrow himin 1957.

The localized nature of the violence reflected not only
the predominance of local power structures but the
fragmentation underlying the traditional parties’
networks of power. Clashes between Liberal and
Communist guerrillas also contributed to the atomization
of the campesinos, and the violence strengthened the
traditional parties as the collective identities derived from
membership were all that gave the violence meaning.

The need to end the conflict and the military dictatorship
led to the pact between the two traditional parties
known as the National Front. For 16 years Liberals and
Conservatives alternated the Presidency and divided

the positions of state power between them. Although
the regime contributed to the political stability of the
country, the shared monopoly of power prevented

both the political expression of new local powers and

an effective response to the social problems that arose

in the second half of the twentieth century.

The medium-term political crisis

The difficulties faced by the political system became
evident during the 1970s and 1980s when rapid changes




in society made the existing institutional framework
obsolete. From the 1970s onwards, Colombia
experienced rapid urbanization, the secularization of
the middle and upper classes, exposure to international
thinking, and the significant growth of secondary and
university education. At the same time, the traditional
party mechanisms for the expression of social tensions
in rural communities began to weaken and a divorce
between the traditional parties and the trade unions took
place. This situation was exacerbated by the limitations
of agrarian reform and the criminalization of social
protest, which illustrated the difficulties faced by the
bipartisan regime in introducing appropriate reforms.
The heterogeneity of the National Front made reform
efforts appear too timid to secure middle and working
class support and mobilization, but too excessive for
some of the regional and local elites.

In this context revolutionary guerrilla movements
appeared in the 1960s, due as much to the persistence

of the campesinos' problems as to the increasing
radicalization of university students and the urban middle
classes. From this the Cuban-inspired National Liberation
Army (ELN) was formed in 1964 by middle class students
and intellectuals, trade unionists and former Liberal
guerrilla members. In 1967 the Maoist-influenced Popular
Liberation Army (EPL) was created as the armed wing of
the Leninist Communist Party. The self-defence groups
influenced by the Communist Party in peripheral areas

of campesino colonization transformed into the guerrilla
group of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC) in 1966, after they had been attacked by the Army.
In 1972, the more urban 19 April Movement (M-19) was
formed in reaction to perceived electoral fraud in 1970.

The short-term problems: political crisis
and the penetration of drug trafficking

The above situation created a growing divorce between
society and politics in the 1970s and 1980s. Moreover,
attempts to rationalize the state's bureaucracy and
control of public spending unintentionally created
further tensions between the technocratic and clientelist
sectors, and further discredited the corrupt traditional
political class. These events led to a serious crisis of
political representation that profoundly affected the
legitimacy of the state institutions and the means of
political mediation in society. The result of this crisis was
the constitutional reform of 1991, linked to peace
processes with various guerrilla groups. The new
Constitution recognized the ethnic, religious, cultural and
regional pluralism of the country and tried to correct the
most obvious vices of political life. But many of its reforms
were frustrated or limited by subsequent legislation and
the reality of political culture. The crisis was further

complicated because the new Constitution’s
decentralizing measures and popular election of mayors
and governors dislocated the political mechanisms
through which the traditional parties mediated between
the localities, the regions and the central state, without
creating new mechanisms of political cohesion.

Meanwhile, the contours of violence were being
transformed as the guerrillas began to expand from the
peripheral areas towards richer areas more integrated
into national economic and political structures. The
guerrillas' increasing use of extortion and kidnapping as
ameans of finance started to alter society's perception of
the conflict. From this stemmed the development of the
paramilitary forces and a certain degree of public
sympathy for the use of authoritarian solutions.

Furthermore, drug trafficking activities increased from
the end of the 1970s. By the 1990s a significant growth
in coca production took place because of the decline of
plantations in Bolivia and Peru. lllicit crops found ideal
conditions in the peripheral areas of colonization where
there was a low level of state presence and a social base
in the form of the colonos (campesino settlers). Powerful
drug cartels developed, particularly in Medellin and Cali,
and launched a war against the state in the 1980s and
1990s. These were eventually defeated in the mid-1990s
by the Colombian government with the military support
of the United States. However the cartels divided into
smaller groups. The US intensified its focus on Colombian
drugs during the Clinton administration with the
implementation of Plan Colombia from 1999.

The drug-traffickers, who slowly became landowners,
contributed to the creation of paramilitary groups. In
Puerto Boyacé in 1982 landowners, politicians, military
personnel, ranchers, businessmen and a large
oil-company formed the group Death to Kidnappers
(MAS), in response to guerrilla kidnappings. The
phenomenon began to extend across the country,
particularly after 1984: other groups appeared such as
the Campesino Self-Defence groups of Cérdoba and
Urabéd (ACCU), founded by Carlos and Fidel Castario,
former members of MAS. In 1997, under the leadership
of the Carlos Castafio, the United Self-Defence Forces of
Colombia (AUC) was formed as an umbrella group for
paramilitaries from across the country. At present some
of these groups are negotiating their demobilization with
the government of Alvaro Uribe Vélez.

The expansion of illicit crops has also led to the
transformation of the relationship between the guerrillas
and drug trafficking. Some argue that the violence after
1980 represents a fundamental rupture with previous
violence. To begin with the FARC dedicated itself to
regulating relations amongst the campesino coca
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growers and with the drug traffickers, but gradually
became more involved in levying tax on the crops, and
later controlling the production and trafficking of coca.
The income derived from illicit crops increased the FARC's
autonomy, which no longer depended on its integration
into the rural communities. This has given greater
emphasis to the military dimension of the conflict and
increased the FARC's offensive and recruiting capacity.

At the same time, the penetration of drug-trafficking

in Colombian society has contributed to widespread
corruption and the delegitimization of the political class.
This reached its peak in 1994 when President Samper was
accused of receiving money from the Cali cartel during
his election campaign. The infiltration of the drug trade
further deepened the fragmentation and privatization of
state power and the crisis of legitimacy of the political
regime, and led to the blurring of boundaries between
political violence and criminal activities such as extortion
or bribery. In this context, the conflict ceased to have an
exclusively political rationale and instead combined
political and military objectives with economic and social
goals; individual initiatives with collective actions; and
struggles at a national level with conflicts of a regional
and local character. Through this the violence has
permeated the fabric of Colombian society, becoming
the mechanism for the resolution of private and collective
conflicts in the absence of the state.
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Territorial dynamics and the
implicit models of development
of the armed actors

The historical development of the conflict dynamics
demonstrates a different logic to the territorial expansion
of the armed actors. The differences in the expansion of
the guerrillas and the paramilitaries relate to the agrarian
problem, the gradual process of state construction and
the campesinos’ perception of their unstable integration
into national life. The guerrillas develop in peripheral
areas of campesino colonization, expanding towards:

(1) richer areas, more integrated economically into
national and international markets, that coexist with
marginalized pockets of colonos, and which are regulated
by semi-autonomous local and regional powers;

(2) areas undergoing rapid economic expansion, with
little state presence, coexisting with groups of colonos
who do not have access to the new wealth nor the
mediation of social conflicts by a state supplanted

by the local social hierarchies;

(3) previously prosperous and integrated campesino
areas with a degree of institutional presence and social
regulation by local and regional powers, but where there
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is economic decline, a breakdown in social cohesion and
regulation and the diminishing institutional presence of
the state. An example is the coffee-producing region,
seriously affected by the international coffee price crisis.

In contrast, the paramilitaries appear in areas that are
relatively prosperous and integrated with the national
and global economy, and where semi-autonomous and
partially consolidated local and regional powers exist.
Here the local elites find themselves threatened by
guerrilla expansion and abandoned by the central state
institutions: they perceive the state's modernizing and
reformist policies undermining their traditional bases of
power and interpret the peace negotiations as a betrayal.
From these areas they have expanded towards more
peripheral areas, with the support of the local powers.

These counter-posed logics of territorial expansion
illustrate the confrontation between two contradictory
models of rural economic development, as well as the
different levels of integration of regions into national
politics. In areas of open frontier in the south and east
of the country the overlapping of regions controlled by
the FARC and areas of illicit coca crop production by
campesinos led to a functional alliance between these
actors. Paramilitaries thus consider the south of the
country the centre stage for the counter-insurgency
struggle. Ininternal frontier areas, in the north and centre
of the country, the model of development based on
large-scale ranching and commercial agriculture
competes with the peasant economy of the colonos.

The geography of the violence

This opposing territorial expansion of the armed actors,
demonstrates the need for a more refined analysis of the
geographic dimension of the violence, which does not
cover the entire Colombian territory homogenously

nor with the same intensity. Instead, the presence of the
conflict varies according to the internal dynamics of the
region, in terms of its settlement, forms of social cohesion
and economic organization.

Firstly there is a national dynamic that reflects the
conflict over geographic corridors that permit access to
economic resources, weapons or movement from zones
of refuge to zones of conflict. In this manner the conflicts
can be distinguished according to areas:

Inthe north of the country, the AUC has achieved a
degree of control although the FARC is attempting to
recover influence in this former stronghold, and the

ELN tries to defend its presence in the south of Bolivar.

In contrast, in the southeast the FARC has traditionally
possessed a large military capacity, which is why the area
was chosen for the creation of the demilitarized zone for

peace talks during the Pastrana government. However,
this dominance has been challenged in recent times:
since the 1980s the paramilitaries have been
consolidating a military bastion there and since 1999

the Colombian Army has recovered a degree of offensive
capacity in strategic areas. Perhaps because of these
changes, in the southwest a new geographic corridor

is being consolidated which corresponds to an axis that
starts from the former demilitarized zone and heads
towards the Pacific, taking advantage of the campesino
colonization of the region. Furthermore, US pressure for
the eradication of illicit crops introduces variations in the
regional conflicts. For instance, on the southern frontier
with Ecuador a conflict has developed between the FARC
and the paramilitary groups over control of the coca-
producing department of Putumayo, which has become
the focus of the military strategy of Plan Colombia.

Secondly, there is a regional dynamic that corresponds
to the confrontation between the guerrillas and the
paramilitaries for control of strategic resources such as
petrol, bananas or coca.

Thirdly, the local dynamic reflects the conflicts within

the sub-regions, localities and sub-localities (i.e. small
campesino villages), which in turn often reflect the
conflict between the urban centre (more easily controlled
by the paramilitaries or the army) and the rural periphery
of the small campesino villages, where the guerrillas

can act with greater freedom. There are also
confrontations between villages of different ideology,
different racial origins, economic dynamics and opposing
economic interests.

The result of this triple dynamic of conflictand its
diffusion within Colombian society is the degradation

of the conflict and a profound humanitarian crisis, which
is reflected in numerous human rights and International
Humanitarian Law violations, Furthermore, the capacity
of the different armed actors to operate in enemy
territory and the instability of territorial control produce
total uncertainty amongst the civilian population. In
these areas the state functions as just another actor,
interacting in a diffuse manner with the developing
powers. The population is left without a fixed system of
institutional references and is constantly exposed to
reprisals by one armed group or another, none of whom
can guarantee permanent control and protection. They
therefore resort to the use of terror in order to ensure the
loyalty of the civilian population and to deny the
adversary support. This situation is exacerbated in a
conflict described as a "war through third parties”, where
opponents do not confront each other directly but
instead attack the real or supposed social base of the
enemy. For this reason the Colombian conflict has been
characterized as a war against the civilian population.
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