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Is there an opposition in Colombia? At first sight, this seems a pointless question – the evidence should
leave no doubt. Andres Pastrana is the president, the opposition party candidate who defeated the
candidate of the governing party. For more than three years in office, he has had to face the opposition of
both the Liberal party and a number of independent movements. This opposition has made itself felt in
Congress, in local government, in elections and in public opinion.

Despite this and other evidence, it is widely believed that there is no opposition in Colombia, and this is a
quite deep-rooted belief, like any other stereotype. Some may be surprised that such a mistaken judgment
on the nature of the Colombian political regime is so widespread. Those who have taken up arms against
the system, of course, do not find it at all surprising. After all, the notion that there is no political opposition ,
and no room for it, is the justification for their existence as revolutionaries. As a FARC leader Raul Reyes
said, “It is lamentable that there have been so many deaths in so many years of war, due to the State´s
insistence in wiping out democratic opposition.”[2]

So, is there a democratic opposition?. The question needs an urgent answer. Very few issues as are closely
bound up in the prospects of a negotiated peace as this. First, then, we should appreciate how the idea that
this is no opposition (with differences of emphasis) has come to be accepted without much question by
many in senior political positions.

Some, such as former Defense Minister Rafael Pardo, say that “there is no tradition of an opposition, it is
not understood, it is interpreted as disloyalty or “sour grapes”, it is looked at as a conspiracy”.[3] For
Maria Emma Mejia, a former Foreign Minister, “For the first time we are trying to form an opposition”. For
the first time? And what happened before? , Well, before, there had been just ”180 years of Liberals and
Conservatives with very closed ideologies which controlled the country. They took turns to govern, and if
there was a problem, they fixed it between them”.[4] Whern a guerrilla leader said that the FARC were
“the only opposition group in Colombia”, the editor of the magazine Cambio, Roberto Pombo, wrote,
“Those words are dramatically true. There is no true opposition in Colombia to the parties that come to
power, other than some aggressive and superficial fencing between the sectors that today divide the
politicians from the Establishment. But no more than that.”[5]m According to Felipe Zuleta, “In Colombia
there is no real democracy and no real opposition”.[6] Another El Espectador columnist, Juan Carlos
Rodriguez quotes an interview of the newspaper with Fabio Valencia, in which the Conservative leader said
that “the only real opposition is up there in the mountains”.[7] And Luis Carlos Valenzuela, as Minister of
energy, said in a widely-publicized speech, noted that “If we had had elites, we would not have allowed ..
each and every leader of the left who wanted to do politics through democratic channels to be killed...” and
then, “This is a society where the only form of opposition is under arms.”

Perhaps all these quotations need qualifying. Perhaps we are not doing full justice to the positions of such a
distinguished group of leaders. . But I believe that what they say there in speeches, newspaper columns and
interviews published in papers with a nationwide and international readership, nicely illustrates a point which
needs more systematic analysis. We should note the origin of these quotations: former ministers, ministers,
distinguished journalists and Liberal and Conservative leaders. We should also note the worrying message



they bring: there has been no tradition of opposition here, no true opposition, armed opposition is the only
real opposition. The more telling, when they come from sectors of opinion opposed to the traditional
parties. How can we explain that such messages – as I see them, mistaken – have taken such firm roots?

Without trying to be exhaustive, I would like to offer some explanations. The first is to be found in the
poverty of literature on our political history – a lack of thorough study of the past of our democratic
institutions, parties, Congress, elections and press. This has created mistaken opinions which nobody takes
much trouble to challenge. The second, and perhaps the strongest, is related to the way most people see
the Frente Nacional (the alternation of power between Conservatives and Liberals for sixteen years after
1958). It is wrong to assume that the two-party agreement in practice stopped the development of
democratic opposition. The third originates in the tragic fate of the left-wing Union Patriotica, whose
experience tends to be extended to the whole political situation. The fourth is conceptual, in that the word
´opposition´ itself has been discredited, and almost made equivalent to ́ radical and extreme confrontation
with the System´. The fifth refers to the dynamics of the peace talks themselves, in which representatives of
the State and society have often adopted the terms used by the guerrillas. [8]

All these explanations merit deeper examination than we can afford here. To start with, we would need to
review our political history in order to understand how, at least since the elections of 1836-7 [9] a
competitive party system developed which wuickly – if not without problems – took up the modern idea of
opposition. Such a review would need to abandon parochial positions which would ignore the value of
democratic achievements in Colombia compared to other countries.[10] We would also, of course, have to
review the stereotypes of the Frente Nacional.[11] What was installed here in 1958 was not a British-style
system of government and opposition: nor was it a puer two-party system with a seamless, solid and
permanent consensus. It may have undermined the cohesion of the parties, and perhaps held up the process
of modernization: but it did not stop the development of democratic opposition, nor stop the opposition
from expressing itself in the press, in government or at the polls.

We would also have to insist that, however the past in interpreted, the Frente Nacional ceased to exist
many years ago. Today it has been replaced by a new power structure with more room for political and
cultural pluralism[12] . That this new structure was accompanied by a peace process that allowed several
guerrilla groups de demobilize and enter the political system. “We exchanged bullets for the ballots-box,
and the results are here” said Antonio Navarro recently, when passing judgment on the demobilization of his
M-19, stressing their good results at the polls since 1991, despite some limitations. [13]

Finally, we need to clear up the conceptual confusion surrounding the idea of “opposition”. When saying
that “there is no tradition of opposition”, or “no true opposition”, as did the political leaders quoted above,
they might be right if they went on to explain that what they meant was that the government-opposition
pattern which the Barco administration tried to institutionalize is not in place. [14] It is true that there is still
an inclination in Colombia to form coalition governments – partly due to the fears conjured up by the
memory of sectarian violence, partly due to the insatiable habit of trading political favors, and partly
because any country in crisis wants to play down differences and create as much room as possible for
consensus as a guarantee of governance. It is also true that we need to fortify our democracy with a more
modern opposition, with better tools to make sure that it works, a system of benches in Congress and
discipline in the parties – and these are some of the measures which the elusive but much-desired political
reforms should contain.

Nonetheless, none of these conceptual judgments or points should lead us to deny, in such flat and simple
terms as many do, that Colombia has had and has a democratic opposition. Even less, should we continue
to accept that that sort of language which justifies the appeal to arms should be allowed to be dominant.



The purpose of peace requires that violence in all its forms be stripped of any legitimacy. And I believe that
if we were to look again at the value of recognized democratic achievements in Colombia, with all their
complexities and defects, we would find a more fertile ground for a negotiated solution to the conflict.
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