DEMOCRATIC OPPOSITION AND PEACE[1]
by Eduardo Posada

Isthere an oppositionin Colombia? At first sight, this seemsapointless question —the evidence should
leave no doubt. Andres Pastranaisthe president, the opposition party candidate who defeated the
candidate of the governing party. For morethan threeyearsin office, he hashad to face the opposition of
boththe Liberd party and anumber of independent movements. Thisopposition hasmadeitsdf feltin
Congress, inloca government, ineectionsand in public opinion.

Despitethisand other evidence, itiswidely believed that thereisno oppositionin Colombia, andthisisa
quitedeep-rooted belief, like any other stereotype. Some may be surprised that such amistaken judgment
onthenature of the Colombian poalitical regimeisso widespread. Thosewho havetaken up armsagainst
thesystem, of course, donot findit at al surprising. After al, the notion that thereisno political opposition,
and noroomfor it, isthejustification for their existence asrevol utionaries. AsaFARC |eader Raul Reyes
said, “ Itislamentabl e that there have been so many deathsin so many yearsof war, duetothe State’s

ing stenceinwiping out democratic opposition.”[2]

So, isthereademocratic opposition?. The question needsan urgent answer. Very few issuesasareclosely
bound up in the prospects of anegotiated peace asthis. First, then, we should appreciate how theideathat
thisisno opposition (with differences of emphasis) has cometo be accepted without much question by
many insenior political positions.

Some, such asformer Defense Minister Rafael Pardo, say that “thereisno tradition of an opposition, itis
not understood, itisinterpreted asdidoyalty or “sour grapes’, itislooked at asaconspiracy”.[3] For
MariaEmmaMegia, aformer Foreign Minister, “ For thefirst timewearetrying to form an opposition”. For
thefirst time? And what happened before?, Well, before, there had beenjust " 180 yearsof Liberalsand
Conservativeswith very closed ideol ogieswhich controlled the country. They took turnsto govern, and if
therewasaproblem, they fixed it between them”.[4] Whern aguerrillaleader said that the FARC were
“the only opposition group in Colombia’, the editor of the magazine Cambio, Roberto Pombo, wrote,
“Thosewordsaredramatically true. Thereisno true opposition in Colombiato the partiesthat cometo
power, other than some aggressive and superficia fencing between the sectorsthat today dividethe
politiciansfrom the Establishment. But no morethan that.” [5]m According to Felipe Zuleta, “In Colombia
thereisno real democracy and no real opposition”.[6] Another El Espectador columnist, Juan Carlos
Rodriguez quotesaninterview of the newspaper with Fabio Va encia, inwhich the Conservativeleader said
that “theonly real oppositionisupthereinthemountains’.[7] And LuisCarlosVaenzuela, asMinister of
energy, said in awiddy-publicized speech, noted that “ If we had had elites, wewould not have allowed ..
each and every leader of theleft who wanted to do politicsthrough democratic channelsto bekilled...” and
then, “Thisisasociety wherethe only form of oppositionisunder arms.”

Perhapsall these quotations need qualifying. Perhapswearenot doing full justiceto the positionsof sucha
distinguished group of leaders. . But | believethat what they say therein speeches, newspaper columnsand
interviews published in paperswith anationwide and internationa readership, nicely illustratesapoint which
needs more systematic anaysis. We should notethe origin of these quotations. former ministers, ministers,
distinguished journalistsand Libera and Conservativeleaders. We should a so notetheworrying message



they bring: there hasbeen no tradition of opposition here, no true opposition, armed oppositionistheonly
real opposition. Themoretelling, whenthey comefrom sectors of opinion opposed to thetraditional
parties. How can we explain that such messages—as| seethem, mistaken —have taken such firmroots?

Without trying to be exhaustive, | would liketo offer someexplanations. Thefirstisto befoundinthe
poverty of literature on our political history —alack of thorough study of the past of our democratic
ingtitutions, parties, Congress, el ectionsand press. Thishas created mistaken opinionswhich nobody takes
much troubleto challenge. The second, and perhapsthe strongest, isrelated to theway most people see
the Frente Nacional (the alternation of power between Conservativesand Liberalsfor sixteen yearsafter
1958). Itiswrong to assumethat the two-party agreement in practi ce stopped the devel opment of
democratic opposition. Thethird originatesinthetragic fate of theleft-wing Union Patriotica, whose
experiencetendsto be extended to thewhole political situation. Thefourthisconceptua, inthat theword
“opposition” itsalf hasbeen discredited, and almost made equivaent to “radica and extreme confrontation
withthe System”. Thefifth refersto the dynamicsof the peace talksthemsel ves, inwhich representatives of
the State and soci ety have often adopted the terms used by the guerrillas. [8]

All these explanations merit deeper examination than we can afford here. To start with, wewould need to
review our political history inorder to understand how, at least sincethe electionsof 1836-7[9] a
competitive party system devel oped which wuickly —if not without problems—took up the modernideaof
opposition. Such areview would need to abandon parochid positionswhichwould ignore the value of
democratic achievementsin Colombiacompared to other countries,[10] Wewould & so, of course, haveto
review the stereotypes of the Frente Nacional [ 11] What wasinstalled herein 1958 wasnot aBritish-style
system of government and opposition: nor wasit apuer two-party systemwith aseamless, solidand
permanent consensus. It may have undermined the cohesion of the parties, and perhapsheld up the process
of modernization: but it did not stop the devel opment of democrati c opposition, nor stop the opposition
from expressingitsdlf inthe press, ingovernment or at the polls.

Wewould adso havetoinsist that, however the past ininterpreted, the Frente Nacional ceased to exist
many yearsago. Today it has been replaced by anew power structurewith moreroom for political and
cultura pluralism[12] . That thisnew structure was accompanied by apeace processthat alowed severa
guerrillagroupsde demobilize and enter the politica system. “We exchanged bulletsfor the ball ots-box,
andtheresultsarehere’ said Antonio Navarro recently, when passing judgment on the demobilization of his
M-19, stressing their good results at the pollssince 1991, despite somelimitations. [13]

Finally, we need to clear up the conceptual confus on surrounding theideaof “ opposition”. When saying
that “thereisno tradition of opposition”, or “no trueopposition”, asdid the political |eaders quoted above,
they might beright if they went on to explain that what they meant wasthat the government-opposition
pattern which the Barco administration tried toingtitutionaizeisnot in place. [14] Itistruethat thereistill
aninclinationin Colombiato form coalition governments— partly dueto thefears conjured up by the
memory of sectarian violence, partly dueto theinsatiable habit of trading political favors, and partly
because any country in crisiswantsto play down differencesand create as much room aspossiblefor
consensusasaguarantee of governance. Itisalso truethat we need to fortify our democracy withamore
modern opposition, with better tool sto make surethat it works, asystem of benchesin Congressand
disciplinein the parties—and these are some of the measureswhich the el usive but much-desired political
reformsshould contain.

Nonetheless, none of these conceptual judgmentsor pointsshould lead usto deny, in such flat and smple
termsasmany do, that Colombiahas had and hasademocratic opposition. Even less, should we continue
to accept that that sort of language which justifiesthe appeal to arms should be allowed to be dominant.



The purpose of peacerequiresthat violenceinall itsformsbe stripped of any legitimacy. And | believethat
if weweretolook again at thevalue of recognized democratic achievementsin Colombia, with al their
complexitiesand defects, wewould find amorefertile ground for anegotiated sol ution to the conflict.
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