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Madre nuestra que estás en la tierra 

En los pueblos de los Andes, la madre tierra, la Pachamama, celebra hoy su fiesta grande. 

Bailan y cantan sus hijos, en esta jornada inacabable, y van convidando a la tierra un bocado 

de cada uno de los tragos fuertes que les mojan la alegría. 

Y al final, le piden perdón por tanto daño, tierra saqueada, tierra envenenada, y le suplican que 

no los castigue con terremotos, heladas, sequías, inundaciones y otras furias. 

Ésta es la fe más antigua de las Américas. 

Eduardo Galeano (2011), Los hijos de los días  

 

 

 

 

Vinieron. Ellos tenían la Biblia y nosotros teníamos la tierra. 

Y nos dijeron: “Cierren los ojos y recen”. 

Y cuando abrimos los ojos, ellos tenían la tierra y nosotros teníamos la Biblia. 

Eduardo Galeano  

 

 

 

 

 

La utopía está en el horizonte. 

Camino dos pasos, ella se aleja dos pasos y el horizonte se corre diez pasos más allá. 

¿Entonces para qué sirve la utopía? Para eso, sirve para caminar. 

Fernando Birri, in Eduardo Galeano (1994), Las palabras andantes? 



ABSTRACT 

The issue of land distribution and of managing natural resources has always been a 

source of social-environmental disputes in Latin America and in Colombia. It was partly 

those disputes, when combined with unfathomable inequalities, that originated the armed 

conflict between the FARC and the Colombian Government – a conflict that only saw its 

official end in 2016. Even though the Peace Agreement was the fruit of a participatory? 

process which rendered the land issue as the top-one priority and even included an Ethnic 

Chapter, the end of the armed conflict did not exactly mean the start of peace for ethnic 

communities. Using non-violent ancestral techniques of mobilization, resistance and 

negotiation (such as mingas; protests; self-defence groups; making formal judicial 

complaints etc), environmental defenders have been struggling to advance what they call 

‘integral peace’ - an holistic concept in which peace is only achieved and sustainable if 

human rights and social justice for ethnic communities are inseparable from the protection 

of the Madre Tierra. Drawing from concepts such as direct, structural and cultural 

violence, from ‘local turn’ theorisations of ‘indigenous peace’ and ‘everyday peace’ and 

the concept of ‘emancipation’, this research project analyses what has been the role of 

afro and indigenous environmental defenders in creating an environmentally sustainable 

peace in Colombia. Making use of questionnaires and interviews in which participants 

were able to voice their own perspectives, this dissertation achieves a bitter-sweet 

conclusion. While environmental defenders are working on a daily and/or organised basis 

to promote and advance peace and environmental sustainability as two inseparable and 

continuous goals, their actions are being blocked by armed groups, by illiberal and liberal 

dynamics of peace, and ultimately by the State oligarchy. In sum, the remining factors of 

direct, structural and cultural violence against ethnic groups in Colombia and, in 

particular, against social leaders, are preventing the many potentials of this type of 

grassroots activism. 

 

Key Words: Environmental Defenders; Indigenous; Afro-Colombian; Environmental 

Peace; Sustainable Peace; Integral Peace; Non-Violence. 

 

  



RESUMEN 

La cuestión de la distribución de la tierra y de la gestión de los recursos naturales 

siempre ha sido una fuente de controversias socioambientales en América Latina y en 

Colombia. En parte, esas disputas, cuando combinadas con desigualdades insondables, 

originaron el conflicto armado entre las FARC y el Gobierno colombiano, un conflicto 

que solamente terminó oficialmente en el 2016. Aunque el Acuerdo de Paz fue fruto de 

un proceso participativo que dio prioridad a la cuestión de la tierra e incluso incorporó un 

capítulo étnico, el fin del conflicto armado no significó propiamente el inicio de la paz 

para las comunidades étnicas. Utilizando técnicas ancestrales no violentas de 

movilización, resistencia y negociación (como las mingas; protestas; grupos de 

autodefensa; denuncias judiciales formales; etc.), los/las defensores/as del medio 

ambiente han luchado por impulsar lo que llaman "paz integral": un concepto holístico en 

el que la paz únicamente se logrará y será sostenible si los derechos humanos y la justicia 

social para las comunidades étnicas son inseparables de la protección de la Madre Tierra. 

A partir de conceptos como la violencia directa, estructural y cultural, de teorizaciones 

del "local turn" de la "paz indígena" y la "paz cotidiana" y el concepto de "emancipación", 

este proyecto de investigación analiza cuál ha sido el papel de los defensores y defensoras 

del medio ambiente afro e indígenas en la creación de una paz ambientalmente sostenible 

en Colombia. Haciendo uso de cuestionarios y entrevistas en las cuales los/las 

participantes pudieron expresar sus perspectivas, esta disertación obtiene conclusiones 

diversas. Mientras que los/las defensores/as del medio ambiente trabajan cotidianamente 

y/o de manera organizada para promover y avanzar la paz y la sostenibilidad ambiental 

como dos objetivos inseparables y continuos, sus acciones están siendo atrapadas por los 

grupos armados, por las dinámicas antiliberales y liberales de la paz y, en última instancia, 

por la oligarquía del Estado. En suma, los diversos factores de violencia directa, 

estructural y cultural contra los grupos étnicos en Colombia y, en particular, contra los/las 

líderes/as sociales, están obstaculizando las múltiples potencialidades de este tipo de 

activismo. 

 

Palabras Clave: Defensores Del Medio Ambiente; Indígenas; Afrocolombianos; Paz 

Ambiental; Paz Sostenible; Paz Integral; No Violencia. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

 
The conundrum of whether it is possible to manage natural resources in a 

sustainable way in profit-oriented societies is not new. In Latin America, particularly in 

countries that have such biodiversity as Colombia, the land and its natural resources have 

always been under dispute. On the one hand, natural resources are often seen by foreign 

actors and national elites as inexhaustible means of profit and economic development, an 

ideal of progress highly legitimated under international capitalism and neoliberal 

governmentality (Hernández Reyes, 2019). On the other hand, the ethnic peoples of 

Colombia and Latin America have often demonstrated resistance to this idea of progress, 

offering instead ample support to lifestyles in which people live in harmony with the 

natural environment around them (Gudynas and Acosta, 2011: 103). These contrasting 

visions often materialize into territorial conflicts that have far-reaching implications for 

the environment, as well as for the lives of ethnic communities. 

The National Geographic states that ‘if the Earth's biodiversity were a country, it 

could be called Colombia’ (Christ, 2017). The country’s fertile land and abundance of 

rich minerals and other natural resources is known to have become the stage of socio-

environmental conflicts ever since colonialism, but nowadays particularly between rural 

ethnic communities1, corporations and armed groups (Botero and Galeano, 2017).  In face 

of these dynamics, indigenous peoples and Afro-Colombians – in particular those who 

engage in an active defence of human rights and the environment, commonly called social 

leaders or defenders2 – have had a remarkable role in pressuring the Government, the 

state institutions and the public opinion to change the tide. 

In fact, after ending the longest armed conflict in the Western hemisphere (1954-

2016), the Peace Agreement (PA) signed between the Government and the Revolutionary 

Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), showed a certain commitment to addressing such 

disputes, making the issue of land distribution and reform the first of its priorities. This 

was mainly crystallised by the existence of the first chapter of the agreement on ‘Rural 

and Integral Reform’. One of the main drivers of the conflict in Colombia had been the 

 
1 When referring to ‘ethnic’ groups or communities in Colombia, we will be especially referring to Afro-

Colombians and indigenous peoples. Nonetheless, the term can broadly include anyone who identifies as 

black, afro-descendent or Afro-Colombian, Palenqueros and Raizales of San Andres and Providencia, 

indigenous peoples and Rom. 
2 In Spanish: líderes y lideresas sociales; defensores y defensoras ambientales o de derechos humanos. 



high concentration of land, a trend that was aggravated over the years of armed combat 

(Oxfam, 2013). The purpose of the Rural Reform aimed at redistributing the land that had 

been seized from peasants and ethnic communities as well as to promote better living 

standards for rural populations (PA, 2016: 7). 

Moreover, ethnic communities, organised around an Ethnic Commission, were able 

to negotiate the inclusion of an Ethnic Chapter in the Peace Accords, which recognised 

that they should be assured of ‘the full exercise of their human and collective rights within 

the framework of their own aspirations and worldviews’ (PA, 2016: 205). Declaring that 

‘ethnic peoples contribute to the construction of a sustainable and lasting the Agreement 

signed in Havana included an Ethnic Chapter that acknowledged ethnic communities to 

be among the main victims of the conflict; in addition to recognizing them as ‘allies and 

agents of peacebuilding’ (PA, 2016: 205). 

Aiming to put an end to a protracted conflict of half a century, the peace process 

between the government and the FARC was very acclaimed internationally, which was 

proven by the award of President Juan Manuel Santos with the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Furthermore, it was thought to be a very innovative and progressive process and 

agreement, as it was prepared almost without interference of the international community 

and international organisations and it had three focuses, reflected throughout the 200 

pages document: a territorial focus, an ethnic focus and a gender focus. Preparing this 

agreement involved the participation and pressures of ethnic communities to advance 

their concept of 'integral peace': a holistic perspective in which human rights, social 

justice for ethnic communities and a harmonic relationship with la Madre Tierra (Mother 

Earth) are inseparable. Not coming from an academic setting, but instead from the ethnic 

communities of Colombia themselves, the concept of ‘integral peace’ is further explained, 

compared and contrasted with academic conceptualizations of peace in Chapter 5. 

Nonetheless, far from the original prospects, the first years of implementation of 

Colombia's peace agreements are now struggling to remedy socio-environmental clashes 

and to truly create an environmentally sustainable peace. While the signing and 

implementation of the PA was able to de-escalate armed confrontation and decrease direct 

violence in the country, social-environmental disputes seem to have become more visible 

(Rojas-Robles, 2018). Those disputes include mainly tensions over land rights, water 

exploitation, mining activities, deforestation for cattle, increase in illicit crops and others, 

having major human, environmental, food and water security impacts over livelihoods. 



As Rojas-Robles (2018: 183) asserts, ‘these environmental conflicts highlight new 

challenges around how to build peace in the territories.’ 

In such a complex context of peacebuilding, where challenges seem to be arising 

day-by-day, the role of Environmental Defenders gains doubled importance. Carrying out 

actions for the ‘defence of the territory and the environment, promotion of community 

organization, demand or restitution of land, were related to peace processes or developed 

opposition actions to mining energy projects’ (Perafán and Bolaños, 2018: 5), their role 

could well be classified as an initiative/example of what Mac Ginty suggests should be 

called as ‘Indigenous peace’ (Mac Ginty, 2008).  

Scope, objectives and research question(s) 

This dissertation aims to discuss the central role of Afro-Colombian and indigenous 

environmental defenders in acting for the defence of the territories and natural 

environment in Colombia, while promoting a holistic and integral cosmovision of peace 

that includes the advance of ethnic rights and environmental protection as two sides of 

the same goal. Therefore, this dissertation will be guided by the main research question: 

‘How are indigenous and afro-descendent environmental and land defenders contributing 

to an environmentally sustainable peace in Colombia?’.  

Unpacking the main research question and issues under analysis, it is possible to 

develop other specific sub-questions/analytical objectives that will be guiding this 

research. The first is to identify (i) What were the main expectations of indigenous and 

afro-descendent environmental activists in regards to the peace process? (ii) What kind 

of peace is being created in Colombia since 2016? (iii) To what extent does it consider 

environmental sustainability? (iv) What are the strategies used in their activism - 

successes and failures?  

This combination between descriptive and analytical questions, starting with 

‘What?’, ‘How?’ or ‘To what extent?’ allows for a combination between different types 

of analysis, to justify the use of diverse research methods and therefore enables reaching 

stronger conclusions. Furthermore, conclusions are corroborated by the responses of 

participants taking part in questionnaires and interviews.  These methods and limitations 

are further explained in Chapter 3, the methodology section of this dissertation.  

As evidenced by the aforesaid questions and objectives, the scope of this research 

focuses on the context of the Colombian post-conflict between the signing of the Havana 



Peace Agreements in October 2016 and developments in the situation up until 2020. 

Given the nature of the study and for matters of providing relevant Colombian history 

and of the armed conflict, there are historical references to colonial history, as well as to 

the period in which the Colombian armed conflict developed, from the 1960s forward.  

Justification and relevance 

The study of peace, conflict and security remains and will probably keep on being 

one of the central issues within the field of International Relations. The case study of 

Colombia, a country where direct violence – from the armed conflict and criminality; 

structural violence – from colonialism and ongoing deep inequalities; and cultural 

violence – as discrimination against ethnic groups remains in worrying levels – certainly 

calls for researchers to pay attention to these phenomena.  

Furthermore, studying and producing research projects within Security Studies 

programmes is still very much associated with hard security topics and realist 

perspectives. It is common for study programmes and essays to address topics related to 

national security of great powers, armament and warfare, terrorism, and traditional threats 

– all subjects that extremely relevant to world politics but that are, in the end, led by the 

world elites of the Global North. Differently, this research is focused on indigenous and 

afro-descendent peoples of Colombia: people who are not only excluded in their national 

context, but also invisibilised at the international level; people who have specifically been 

forgotten victims of a long term armed conflict; and people who dedicate their lives to 

the advancement of basic human rights and the protection of the natural environment 

against armed groups, predator corporations and the inaction of the state. Their role is of 

extreme importance not only for the survival of their communities, but for the benefit of 

the planet as a whole. In this sense, one of the objectives of this research is to bring 

relevance to the subalterns of the international system, by highlighting how Indigenous, 

Afro-Colombian people and the environment can, on the one hand, be the referent objects 

of security, and on the other hand, subjects of emancipatory processes able to create an 

environmentally sustainable peace.  

Furthermore, this study is also deemed important by being able cross-fertilize 

between Peace Studies and Critical Security Studies, with some elements coming from 

post-colonial studies. On the side of Peace Studies, this dissertation contributes to the 

literature on the 'local turn', indigenous peace and everyday peace, by highlighting how 

the daily strategies of resistance and conflict transformation of environmental defenders 



in Colombia contribute to a more sustainable peace. Emphasizing the actions of 

environmental defenders, we value both their role in transforming peace from below 

(Critical Peace Studies) and their role in emancipating and transforming oppressive 

structures (Critical Security Studies). Studying the potentials of ethnic cosmovisions for 

peace and environmental activism assists us to see what the current peacebuilding models 

are failing to do and how they could be improved upon these grassroots perspectives. 

Additionally, this research fills a research gap. Even though in recent years it is 

possible to find more and more literature on the Colombian case, specific works on the 

role of environmental defenders are still very limited to individual articles and 

monographs. Unfortunately, the experiences of Colombian environmental defenders are 

still widely unknown to the rest of the world. Writing this dissertation within the 

framework of an Erasmus Mundus International Masters connected to at least three 

renowned universities may help to make this more visible (if not with this dissertation, 

with further publications). Furthermore, the interdisciplinarity of the topic and the 

combination of distinct perspectives not only enriches the research but may also inspire 

future young students and researchers to explore this subject even further. 

Ontology, epistemology and methodological considerations 

Assuming and agreeing with Robert Cox’s mantra that ‘theory is always for 

someone and for some purpose’, a researcher should always ask herself/himself: for 

whom is this research? And for what purpose? (Cox, 1981). The topic of this research 

project came to me while living and working in Bogotá, in Colombia, between 2017 and 

2018, few months after the signing of the Peace Agreement. Working a full-time 

internship at the Portuguese Embassy in Bogotá, I was constantly reading daily news and 

following the human rights situation in Colombia. During such months, it was drawn to 

my attention how cases of threats and assassinations against defenders were rapidly 

increasing and how dangerous it could be to engage in activism for peace and the 

environment in the country. As someone who is also engaged in activism myself, even if 

in radically more privileged settings, I felt compelled to contribute in any way I could to 

make the situation of human rights and environmental defenders more visible. In this 

sense, environmental defenders of Colombia are the ‘someone’ of this research. 

Furthermore, just as environmental defenders dedicate their lives to transforming a 

society affected by armed conflict in something more peaceful, in transforming 

oppression in liberation and in reverting climatic chaos by protecting their natural 



environment, the purpose of this dissertation is also to transform the invisible to the  

visible and to rethink peace from the contributions of the ethnic communities of 

Colombia, therefore making Mac Ginty’s (2008) notion ‘indigenous peace’ both the focus 

and the method. 

Epistemologically, this project rejects positivist stances and rather prefers to apply 

a post-positivist and tendentially interpretivist approach, taking into account not only 

objective and observable meanings of things, but also the languages, feelings and beliefs 

behind them. In this sense, it is also the purpose of this dissertation to engage with the 

‘Epistemologies of the South’, which are based on three main propositions: ‘learning that 

the South exists; learning to go South; learning from the South and with the South’ 

(Santos, 1995; Santos, 2014). This is to highlight the importance of absorbing and taking 

into account all the knowledges that the South and the subaltern can provide to 

discussions, especially when they are at the beginning, centre and end of it. 

In methodological terms, three main questions guided this research from the 

beginning to the end: where am I parting from? Where do I want to go? And how do I 

want to go? The answer to the first question is that as a researcher, I am coming from a 

Eurocentric, white and privileged context and I am aiming to analyse the lived contexts 

of indigenous and afro-Colombian defenders in the most secluded areas of a country that 

is far away from me, while doing this research. The response to 'Where do I want to go?' 

is guided by the research questions. Finally, how to arrive there is where methodology 

really lies. This research makes use of a case study design and draws from both 

quantitative and qualitative data, emphasizing qualitive contributions in primary research, 

which consisted in written questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. The steps taken 

and the challenges encountered are further explained in Chapter 3. 

Overview of the structure 

A Literature Review follows this chapter, in Chapter 2. This is the theoretical and 

conceptual basis of the dissertation as a whole. First, it introduces the basics of peace 

research from its early days to its most critical voices and its relationship with concepts 

from the field of Critical Security Studies, touching core issues such as the difference 

between negative as positive peace and the triangle of violence, as theorised by Galtung. 

Then, the chapter goes deeper by analysing important concepts such as ‘indigenous 

peace’, ‘everyday peace’ and ‘emancipation’. In a last section, the chapter addresses how 



the environment has been studied within IR, both within political ecologies and, more 

recently, with the concept of environmental peacebuilding. 

Chapter 3 is dedicated to explaining how this project is guided in research design 

and methodological terms. Here it is explained why the case study design is the most 

appropriate for this study and what kind of data collection techniques were employed. 

Furthermore, the many challenges encountered during the research are thoroughly 

described at the end of the chapter. 

The 4th chapter was needed to provide an historical and data-based background of 

Colombia. To deliver a comprehensive context on how the environment became a trigger 

of disputes and on how the ethnic peoples of Colombia have been targeted by direct, 

structural and cultural violence, there are not only references to Colombia's history amid 

the armed conflict, but also from previous centuries, since colonial times. 

Chapter 5 combines the results of the research and an analysis and discussion of 

them in light of the concepts presented in the literature review. By merging the two, it is 

possible to answer the initial research questions and reach conclusions. These conclusions 

are summarized in the 6th Chapter, which also provides some reflections for the future. 

It should be mentioned that this study was funded and made possible by an Erasmus 

Mundus Joint Masters’ Degree full merit scholarship. The research here presented was 

conducted between February and August 2020.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

This dissertation aims to analyse and discuss the role of indigenous and afro-

descendent environmental defenders in the Colombian peace process, and in particular, 

how and whether their activism, resistance, and everyday life actions, is actively 

contributing to an environmentally sustainable peace. As a thorough analysis of the 

Colombian context is left to Chapter 4, this chapter fundamentally puts an emphasis on 

the theoretical and conceptual contributions that were deemed relevant for a posterior 

analysis of the case study. 

Thus, this chapter includes three main objectives. The first is to review the 

contributions of Critical Peace Studies and Critical Security Studies to the topic and how 

these two fields introduced issues of structural and cultural violence in the agenda, 

making it possible to analyse how non-traditional insecurities have relevance and how the 

role of subaltern actors in building peace from below can be important. Second, this 

chapter aims to put the dominant paradigms of peace into perspective and evidence why 

critical peace approaches such as conflict transformation, indigenous peace and everyday 

life peacebuilding should be taken into account, especially when discussing how to build 

peace in a post-colonial and illiberal context. Finally, it is also an objective of this chapter 

to analyse how scholars have approached environmental issues within the field of 

International Relations (IR), specially through complementary political ecologies and 

more recently, with the emergence of environmental peacebuilding and an analysis of its 

potentials. 

The high levels of direct, structural, cultural violence against the ethnic peoples 

of Colombia, the recurrent attacks of liberal and illiberal actors against the environment 

and the communities that depend on it, the contributions of ethic peoples for the peace 

process and its complexity shaped what should be included in this literature review. As a 

consequence of the object, subject and scope of this research, there is an inherent critique 

of traditional security approaches, as well as of liberal and illiberal peacebuilding, of its 

practices and of the West. As such, the analysis fundamentally draws from perspectives 

under the large umbrella of Critical Theory, combined with contributions from Post-

colonial studies. 

Between Peace Research and Critical Security Studies 



When studying International Relations and having an interest for international peace 

and security, it is vital to keep something in mind: armed conflict is the 29th biggest cause 

of death in the world, with a death toll of 115,782 people (0,21% of deaths worldwide) 

and therefore we should dedicate our time and attention to it (Richie, 2018). Nonetheless, 

while many have dedicated their time to the study of war and conflict in negative terms, 

the study of Peace allows for a much more holistic goal: the one of building fair and 

peaceful societies. 

Before 1957, there were no research groups dedicated to the study of Peace (Kelman, 

1981). All focus on war was mainly attributed to the field of Security Studies and focused 

on traditional security perspectives, such as political Realism, emphasizing the state as 

‘the main object of security, and war as the main threat to it’ (Peoples and Vaughan-

Williams, 2014: 4). Only in 1957, the word ‘Peace’ emerged in the Journal of Conflict 

Resolution: A Quarterly for Research Related to War and Peace. Associated to the 

University of Michigan, this journal was responsible for leading the way into American 

Peace studies, especially during the 1960's (Kelman, 1981: 98). Only later, the word 

‘peace’ was accepted as a starting point in the idea that positive terms were needed in 

order to achieve positive goals. Moreover, it was in a PRIO publication that the term 

‘peacebuilding’ was first introduced in the peace lexicon in ‘Three Approaches to Peace: 

Peacekeeping, Peacemaking and Peacebuilding’, by Johan Galtung, the famous 

Norwegian scholar who is now considered the ‘father of peace studies’ (Galtung, 1976) 

(Cravo, 2017: 47). 

One of the most innovative contributions made by Galtung was his fresh redefinition 

of violence (Cravo, 2017: 49). Galtung distinguished three different and intersecting types 

of violence, therefore creating a ‘triangle of violence’ and its respective ‘triangle of peace’ 

(Cravo, 2017: 49). In this triangle, direct violence refers to intentional acts of aggression, 

‘with a subject, a visible action and an object’ (Cravo, 2017: 49). Differently, structural 

violence is indirect and refers to the existence of social, economic and political injustices. 

And third, cultural violence was introduced by Galtung in 1990 as a concept that refers 

to the system of norms that legitimizes the aforementioned oppressions, as well as 

oppressions of ethnic, cultural or religious origins (Galtung, 1990; Galtung, 1996). 

Cultural violence is, in the end, the social cosmology that makes repression and 

exploitation natural to so many people in our societies and therefore, very difficult to 

disentangle (Galtung, 1990, cited in Cravo, 2017: 49).  



According to Pureza (2009: 55), this adoption of an ‘extremely inclusive concept of 

violence’ resulted in Peace Research to become a more structuralist type of critique to 

traditional IR by characterizing violence as the gathering of ‘all limitations to human 

achievements caused by relations of power, inequality or oppression’ (Galtung, 1969: 

171).  

Furthermore, Galtung was responsible for the conceptual distinction between 

‘negative peace’ and ‘positive peace’. According to him, ‘negative peace’ is what 

individuals usually perceive as the absence of war and a major reduction in the levels of 

direct violence in a country, for instance, after the signing of a cease-fire. ‘Positive peace’, 

on the other hand, is not only defined by the absence of war, but also for the presence of 

several positive elements such as equity, social justice and freedom (Cravo, 2017; Pureza: 

2009).  

In sum, while negative peace conceives the idea of peace considering violence as 

the norm, positive peace puts human rights and social justice as the norm. The critical 

turn of international studies and this broadening of the peace agenda also inspired the 

development of the Critical Security Studies (CSS) project – finally questioning the 

security paradigm that had been taken for granted during the Cold War (Peoples and 

Vaughan-Williams, 2014: 18-20). The emergent understanding that conflict between 

states was no longer the main source of insecurity and that the people should be put at the 

centre of Security Studies, led to an expansion of CSS and had relevant consequences for 

the field. The referent object of security changed from the state to individuals and 

communities; the state itself started being questioned as possible vector and creator of 

structural violence; and, with the emergence of the concept of Human Security, in 

particular, issues ranging from socioeconomic security, food, water and the environment 

started being thought of as relevant security issues (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 

2014). 

The distinction between negative and positive peace raises various points that are 

deemed important for the analysis. There first has to do with the origins or causes of 

armed conflicts. Creating positive peace is contrastingly a much more complex challenge 

than creating negative peace, as it presupposes attention to the ‘long-term, systemic 

conditions conductive to war’ (Kelman, 1981: 108). The meaning of this is that previous 

conditions of structural and cultural violence are probably linked to the origins of conflict 

and therefore, solving those pre-conditions should be one of the priorities of those 



involved in peace-making. This is especially relevant for conflicts motivated by 

socioeconomic grievances and inequality in post-colonial contexts, as is the case of 

Colombia. 

The second point is that positive peace certainly implies an investment in justice. 

One thing is to ‘pacify’ conflicting parties through repressive top-down dynamics which 

also imply human costs and rights deprivation and creating forms of ‘illiberal peace’ 

(Lewi et al., 2018); another is to promote an emancipatory holistic bottom-up peace 

process in which the expansion of Human Rights is actively sought as an intrinsic 

condition of peace itself. 

Transforming conflict rather than resolving conflict 

Peace and conflict are not two sides of a binary coin. On the contrary, thinking 

about war and peace as a spectrum may help to put an emphasis in the processes that lead 

from one to the other and consequently, achieve more sustainable results. This idea was 

explored by the Peace scholar John Paul Lederach, who came up with the concept of 

‘conflict transformation’ in the 1980’s. Different than conflict management or conflict 

resolution, Lederach proposed that conflicts can never be entirely solved in human 

relations and societies, and that instead, we should aim at actively and positively 

transforming them (Henriques, 2012: 52). According to his proposal, one should ‘moral 

imagination’ and creativity to imagine a utopian horizon of a peaceful society, in which 

the various types of violence’s are transcended (Lederach, 2008: 13). Thus, instead of 

having the over-ambitious goal of eliminating conflict, conflict transformation calls for 

progressively eliminating violence (Lederach, 2008: 23). 

Lederach’s conceptualization on transforming conflicts comes from four main 

prepositions. The first is that some societies and individuals certainly meet more violence 

in their daily lives than others, be it direct violence from armed conflicts or criminality, 

socio-economic exclusion and deprivations or cultural, ethnic and religious 

discrimination. Nonetheless, there is no such thing as a perfectly peaceful society and that 

is the one main reason why we should not talk about ‘conflict resolution’, but instead, 

‘conflict transformation’. As it was brilliantly explained by Galtung, 

Journalists are always asking: ‘Will there ultimately be peace in the world? (…) Of course not. There 

will be neither total peace nor total health by the Year 2000, or any other year. What may happen is 



a better balance between peace and violence, meaning more and better peace and less and ‘better’ 

(less evil) violence – a betterment of the human condition. (Galtung, 1996: 17). 

Second, it should be noted that conflicts are not only about negative connotations 

and destruction. They can also mean a potential for positive collective transformation and 

become opportunities for the evolution of societies (Deutsch, 1991: 27) (Lederach, 2003: 

15: 18). Yet, the way conflict is waged also matters. Choosing to wage conflicts through 

violent means may lead to catastrophic consequences, while waging conflict through non-

violent means may have more likelihood of producing positive results. 

Third, aiming for rapid solutions for conflicts often means poor and unsustainable 

outcomes, rather than positive and prolonged participated processes of conflict 

transformation. Conflict transformation, on the other hand, sees peacebuilding as a 

restructuring of relations and infrastructures, especially socioeconomic structures which 

constitute for an essential part of social relations (Lederach, 1997; González, 1997, cited 

in Henriques, 2012: 57). 

Furthermore, by recognizing the existence of different cultural understandings on 

how to solve or transform conflicts, it is more possible to identify sustained reconciliation 

practices, involving all stakeholders, from the bottom to the top (Dietrich, 2013). Through 

this change of perspective, giving both consideration to micro-topics and to systemic 

issues, to the issues faced by the victims, by the waging parties and all other actors, 

conflict transformation is more capable of getting near to sustainable peace (Lederach, 

1997: 55). 

These fundamentals of conflict transformation will help pave this research’s way to 

now explaining the fundamental role of non-violence in building peace and, more 

particularly, who should we expect to lead the ways of such processes. 

The role of non-violence in transforming conflict 

As Hannah Arendt wrote in 1969, ‘the practice of violence, like all action, changes 

the world, but the most probable change is to a more violent world’ (1969: 80). Pacifists 

and advocates of non-violence usually argue that using violence in the context of conflict 

leads to a de-legitimization of the cause that is behind the initial mobilization, ultimately 

causing more violence than the expected results (Arendt, 1969). In this view, it would be 

interesting to measure and analyse whether the original factors leading to armed conflict 



(such as ethnic and religious discrimination or socio-economic inequality and 

deprivation) have been solved through the pressures of armed struggle or not. 

When thinking about conflict, our common sense usually misguides us into thinking 

that conflict requires violence. That is a false assumption. In fact, non-violence is 

generally the preferred method of waging conflict: so common, that it is banal. Violence, 

on the contrary, requires a certain exceptionality. In the current contemporary 

international system, violence and war are understood as a deviation from generally 

recognized norms. 

Non-violence is, in a nutshell, an instrument of active political strategy against an 

unfair or non-democratic political regime or status-quo, with the aim to enforce certain 

specific demands. The term non-violence is commonly used interchangeably with civil 

resistence, meaning  ‘the sustained use of non-violent methods of action by civilians 

involved in asymmetric conflicts with adversaries who are not adverse to using violence 

to defend their interests’ (Schock, 2013: 277). Radically different from passivism, 

pacifism and non-violence emerged to reiterate the need to act against injustices, making 

the political and moral choice for that action to be taken through non-violent methods.  

Thus, the philosophy of non-violence is deepply associated to world events such as 

the indepedentist struggle in India, led by Mahatma Gandhi, the struggles for the rights 

of black Americans in the USA, led by Martin Luther King Jr. Moreover, it has been 

theoretically developed by personalities such as the US philosopher Henry David 

Thoreau, Richard Gregg and the US scholar Gene Sharp – who, in his book The Politics 

of Nonviolent Action (Dudoet, 2008: 2; Shock, 2013; Sharp, 1973). In common, is the 

belief that non-violent methods are preferable when waging conflict and achieving 

political goals and the general goal of changing systemic and contextual conditions of 

oppression. 

As also pointed by Kurt Shock, non-violence literature has mainly focused on direct 

violence and resistence against authoritarianism, colonialism or occupation (2013: 

286).There is, however, a significant aumount of experiences of struggles of people 

against structural violence – this is, striving for better socio-economic rights –, that should 

be paid larger attention. This is the case of many indigenous peoples and groups of 

farmers who for instance, resist against land dispossesion and environmental damages, 



simultaneously challenging Western imposed structures of unregulated capitalism 

(Shock, 2013: 286). 

In the scope of civil resistance, there are three essential concepts to be taken into 

account: mobilization, resilience and leverage. Mobilization refers to ‘the process of 

acquiring resources, people, and support for a campaign’ (Schock, 2013: 282), specially 

to the extent of the mobilization as it might greatly influence the success or failure of the 

actions (Chenoweth & Stephan, 2011, cited in Schock, 2013: 283). Resilience refers to 

‘the ability of a challenge to withstand and recover from repression; that is, to sustain a 

campaign despite the actions of opponents aimed at constraining or inhibiting their 

activities’ (Schock, 2005 in Schock, 2013: 283). This can be particularly difficult, 

however, if we are referring to the resistance of a minority against very powerful interests, 

connected to corporations, the government, armed forces or armed groups. Leverage, on 

its turn, means ‘the capacity of a challenge to sever the opponent from the sources of 

power upon which it depends, either directly or through allies or third parties’ (Schock, 

2005 in Schock, 2013: 283), particularly when it is so strong that it makes the opponent 

loose the support of key actors. 

In short, non-violence is not only a way of waging conflict but also a way of 

gradually transforming conflict into a more peaceful state. In fact, for Galtung, building 

peace has to be done through a creative process of transforming conflicts through non-

violent participatory actions, making his and Lederach’s conception of peacebuilding a 

lot more dynamic than the traditional ones (Henriques, 2012: 50). In this sense, while 

conflict transformation refers to the ability to  develop new dimensions and life 

alternatives that go beyond the logic of war and of armed actors from everyday life, peace 

refers to the favorable context for conflicts to develop in a non-violent and creative way 

(Galtung, 1996: 266; Henriques, 2012). 

A critical point to be taken into account in this is that conflict transformation through 

non-violence greatly differs from internationally oriented paradigms of peacemaking, 

usually led by a nexus of international organisations rather than local resistances. Conflict 

transformation, instead, calls for a gradual creative transformation into a more peaceful 

state, through the pressures created by non-violent action. Simultaneously, while 

internationally-led ways of conflict resolution/peacebuilding have the risk of being taken 

in a top-down direction, imposing measures which are not culturally sensitive nor aware 



of the origins of the conflict, conflict transformation allows for non-violent grassroots 

actions, which are more likely of leading to sustainable, peaceful and agreable outcomes. 

The aim of this thesis is precisely to look into how non-violent actions by indigenous 

and afro-Colombian environmental defenders have been influencing a process of conflict 

transformation with a focus on environmental peacebuilding. 

Beyond the dominant paradigms: liberal and illiberal peace and what’s wrong with 

them? 

When geopolitical bipolarity reached an end in the beginning of the 1990s, it was 

expected for Peace Research to become less and less relevant. Without major tensions 

between the world’s super powers, the world was thought to be entering times of peaceful 

stabilization and normalcy, in which the occurrence of armed conflict would make less 

sense and eventually decrease. In this sense, and in a way to make the UN more relevant 

in terms of its role as guarantor of international peace and security, there was an attempt 

to institutionalize ways of resolving conflict though the United Nations. 

In a way of pursuing this, the UN Secretary General of the time, Boutros Boutros-

Ghali was responsible for releasing a new document that would guide the UN’s behaviour 

towards armed conflict and conflict resolution form then onward, the 1992 Agenda for 

Peace. In this document, the Secretary-General exposed his vision of what should be the 

new role of the organisation in the post-Cold War, mainly the role of UN Peace 

Operations in the arising intrastate conflicts (Cravo, 2017). There, given the nature of the 

new conflicts on the rise, the UN created the distinction between peacekeeping 

operations, peace enforcement and peacebuilding. 

As a legacy of liberal thought, orthodox and non-critical approaches to peace-

making or peacebuilding have been mainly focused in problem solving, rather than in 

questioning or defying the structures that first originated those problems. Destined to a 

certain degree of failure as it was evidenced by the international community’s attempts 

of building peace in several countries, the peacebuilding consensus has been questioned 

and criticised by scholars such as Oliver Richmond, Roger Mac Ginty, Roland Paris and 

David Chandler. In general, the opening of the disciplines of International Relations to 

more broad theoretical perspectives disconnected from the positivist scientific method 

and from traditional ontology and epistemology enabled critical perspectives such as 

post-colonialism to gain space within Peace Research. Between the main critiques to 



liberal peacebuilding, we should pay special attention to the asymmetries of power and 

post-colonial critique of peacebuilding and to the top-down imposition of measures, that 

do not always take into account local and national choices nor existing local practices of 

peace. As explained by PRIO’s researcher Kristoffer Liden, 

Liberal peacebuilding’ faces criticism along three interconnected dimensions: that it promotes 

Western culture at the expense of other cultures, norms and identities; that it consolidates the 

asymmetric power of ‘the global North’ over ‘the global South’ in spite of having a potentially 

positive local impact; and that it fails to build a genuinely liberal peace, leaving a mess of unforeseen 

social and political consequences. This criticism leaves an impression of liberal peacebuilding as a 

form of imperialism in denial. (Liden, 2011: 1-2). 

The post-colonial critique of liberal peacebuilding can be thoroughly summarized 

by Roland Paris’ argument that peacebuilding follows a similar purpose of a mission 

civilisatrice: ‘the colonial-era belief that the European imperial powers had a duty to 

'civilise' their overseas possessions’ (Paris, 2002: 638). Their main assessment is that 

peacebuilding interventions create a hierarchy between the actors which are intervening 

and the countries under intervention, acting as an instrument of governance of the West 

in the periphery, reproducing the hegemony, interests and ideologies of the Global North 

(Chandler, 2010, cited in Cravo, 2013: 30). In conclusion, the main issue with the liberal 

peace paradigm is that it reproduces a Western or Northern way of life and organisation 

in peripheral post-conflict societies, while failing to allow a greater role for local agents 

in determining the destiny and the reconstruction agenda of their own country.  

Nonetheless, nor liberal peacebuilding nor the critique of liberal peacebuilding 

seem appropriate lenses for certain cases anymore. In many contexts, such as the 

Colombian one, there seems to be another type of conflict management on the rise, which 

is not necessarily one for the ‘local turn’, but rather towards an authoritarian type of 

conflict resolution (Lewis et al, 2018). Even though the international community is 

usually focused on advancing a liberal project, national oligarchies may counter that with 

a more illiberal response, to which authors call ‘illiberal peace’ (Lewis et al, 2018). The 

issue with these approaches is that they can generate even more pernicious effects over 

populations that liberal peace, as it attempts to neutralise opposition, stigmatize social 

protest and pacify through violent means (Lewis et al, 2018). 

Setting aside the dominant paradigms of liberal and illiberal peace, this dissertation 

aims to emphasize the potentials of building peace from below in the Colombian context. 

If, as highlighted by Roland Paris (2004), there are no easy, economical, quick methods 



to establish peace in a given place, which actors have the most potential to be an agent of 

conflict transformation? (Henriques, 2012: 60) What can be the role of the most 

marginalised and victimised groups in the society when building peace? What have been 

their practices of conflict transformation over the years? And how can those practices be 

valued in order to structurally, inclusively and sustainably transform conflict? 

 

Building peace from below: the need for emancipatory processes of indigenous peace 

Scholars’ several attempts to answer the questions above progressively led to a 

development of proposals for a post-liberal peacebuilding. Peace researchers from the so-

called Manchester School of Peace Studies (Brewer et al., 2018: 201), such as Roger Mac 

Ginty, have shown a particular reluctance in accepting one-size fits all solutions of 

peacebuilding, to what he calls ‘peace from Ikea’ – meaning, actors of liberal peace trying 

to implement ‘a flat-pack peace made from standardized components’ destined to failure 

(Mac Ginty, 2008: 145). 

This severe critique against top-down liberal practices of peacebuilding originated 

an advance of the ‘local turn’ of peacebuilding, reflecting a need to emphasizing the roles 

of ‘civil society, local government and local communities’ in building peace (Brewer et 

al., 2018: 202). As explained by Mac Ginty and Richmond, 

By ‘local’ we mean the range of locally based agencies present within a conflict and post-conflict 

environment, some of which are aimed at identifying and creating the necessary processes for peace, 

perhaps with or without international help, and framed in a way in which legitimacy in local and 

international terms converges. This peace is normally an everyday and emancipatory type, in which 

authority, rights, redistribution and legitimacy are slowly rethought, and are reflected in institutional 

and international architecture (2013: 769). 

Integrating bottom up practices of peacebuilding and localised capacity building, 

the proponents of the ‘local turn’, Mac Ginty and Oliver Richmond proposed a post-

liberal peace model where there is a hybrid combination of endogenous and exogenous 

forces, local and external practices and knowledges – denominated ‘hybrid peace’ 

(Brewer et al., 2018; Cravo, 2013). Its main idea is that by combining local, domestic and 

international influences, and putting together bottom-up and top-down participation 

dynamics, peace can be built in a more balanced and sustainable way (Mac Ginty, 2010; 

Richmond, 2011, cited in Cravo, 2013: 30-31). 



 The research undertaken by Roger Mac Ginty, currently Professor at Durham 

University and founder of Everyday Peace Indicators, is particularly relevant for this 

matter, as he addresses concepts that will be crucial as a theoretical basis for this 

dissertation: indigenous peace and everyday peace. 

Indigenous peace 

In contexts of armed conflict where ethnic minorities face specific forms of violence 

– in the Colombian case, indigenous and afro-descendant communities – it is deemed 

important to study, on the one hand, the impacts of armed conflict over those societies 

and, on the other hand, how the action-taking of those communities may positively impact 

peace-making. 

In 2008, Roger Mac Ginty’s article ‘Indigenous Peace-Making Versus the Liberal 

Peace’ highlighted the existence of a rising interest for indigenous ‘traditional and 

costumery approaches to peace-making’ (2008: 139), both visible in the work of 

international organisations, NGOs and local actors. As he emphasised, this was mainly 

possible through the resistance and activism of indigenous peoples, later made visible 

through the UN’s International Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples (1995-2004) 

(Mac Ginty, 2008: 140). and as a reaction to subsequent failures of the liberal 

peacebuilding paradigm. 

Although imperfect, there was a certain process of mainstreaming of indigenous 

issues within the Peace debates, and examples of indigenous know-how in peace-making 

started being widely cited as positive examples of how to conduct conflict transformation. 

One of the cited examples is precisely the one of the Guardia Indigena, a group of non-

violent activists from the Nasa indigenous community in Colombia, with years of 

experience of non-violent resistance to the actions of Colombian armed groups (Mac 

Ginty, 2008: 141). 

According to Mac Ginty, the mainstreaming of indigenous issues is a reflection of 

a mutually beneficial relationship between local and international actors, recipients and 

donors (Mac Ginty, 2008: 142) – not only superficially, but also because of the positive 

outcomes that a hybrid collaboration may create in terms of peace-making. Furthermore, 

he explains, indigenous groups and development actors converge in the importance of 

acting in two very specific fronts: local participation and sustainability – two dimensions 

that remain unaddressed by liberal peace (Mac Ginty, 2008: 142). 



The ideas of indigenous political participation and their role in ensuring a 

sustainable development of peace are crucial for the arguments used in this dissertation. 

The actions taken by indigenous and afro-descendent leaderships in everyday life will be 

thoroughly analysed as well as their contribution for the development of conflict 

transformation processes, envisioning building a more environmentally sustainable and 

peaceful society. When talking about participation, we should not understand it solely as 

formal political participation in institutionalised bodies, but also all types of activities of 

local leadership, participation in communal organisations, indigenous leaders influence 

over their communities and advocacy for human rights and environmental protection. As 

for the idea of sustainability, Mac Ginty indicates that its logic should be understood in a 

way of reducing communities’ dependency over external actors and, most importantly, 

providing them access to ‘resources and capacities over the longer term’ (Mac Ginty, 

2008: 142). As such, issues of land ownership, environmental harmony and ecological 

balance play a fundamental role in traditional peace-making practices (Vayda, 1976 , , 

cited in Mac Ginty, 2008). 

In Mac Ginty’s words, traditional and indigenous peace-making mean making use 

of ‘dispute-resolution and conflict-management techniques that are based on long-

established practice’ (Mac Ginty, 2008: 145-6). Therefore, indigenous peace is also 

deeply related to non-violence and civil resistance methods of conflict transformation. As 

explained by Mac Ginty, 

In many traditional societies, the core of peace-making is the restoration of balance in order to ensure 

the sustainability of the society. Given the fragility of the human-resource ecology in many 
traditional societies, the restoration of balance was regarded as essential for survival. Exchange and 

compensation were vehicles for the restoration of balance: restoring honour so that two groups could 

live in harmony; restoring access to agricultural resources to a group that had been denied these 

resources, or compensating a group for losses incurred due to aggression by others (2008: 148). 

In sum, the importance of indigenous peace lies in putting local societies at the 

beginning and centre of peacebuilding processes, making them more in touch with the 

ground reality and therefore making peace more sustainable (Blanco and Guerra, 2018: 

24). This implies valuing traditional practices and knowledges of conflict resolution, 

promoting reconciliation with external actors, restoring human-resource balances and 

protecting the ecosystems. In order for this to happen, external actors of peacebuilding 

must learn from indigenous practices and experiences and be careful not to co-opt local 

leaderships not neutralise local resistance, participation and social activism (Mac Ginty, 

2008: 150; Mac Ginty, 2010). 



Moreover, we should be careful in not classifying the indigenous as ‘good’ and the 

Western as inherently ‘bad’ nor to romanticize the indigenous at all costs: indigenous 

peace-making methods have also failed to build peace in many contexts (Mac Ginty, 

2008: 150), however, they also do not gather the power and resources that Western liberal 

actors of peace or governments do. As emphasised by the author, making the debate about 

dichotomies between the ‘indigenous’ or the ‘Western’ not only spoil the goals of hybrid 

peace, but might also reinforce a false homogeneity within the indigenous and the West 

(Mac Ginty, 2008: 151). 

Everyday peace 

Shifting the attention away from top-down approaches to peacebuilding, the ‘local 

turn’ was to ‘advocate an alliteration of three ‘p’s’: local people, local policies, local 

peace’ (Brewer et al., 2018: 201). As such, besides from the focus on indigenous 

communities as ‘local people’, the local turn also argues for a shift of focus from external 

policies to ‘local policies’ and ‘local peace’ (Brewer et al., 2018: 201). In light of this, the 

emphasis on peace professionals, bureaucrats and technocracy should be abandoned and 

at least combined with a deeper attention and support to the local civil society and their 

actions, such as indigenous leaderships and local human rights or environmental 

defenders. 

The sociological contribution for the ‘local turn’ was the introduction of a focus on 

everyday life in the midst of violence, conflict and peace (Brewer et al., 2018). Everyday 

life refers to ‘the realm in which ordinary, taken-for-granted, habitual social life is 

performed, experienced and understood as ordinary, taken-for-granted and habitual’ 

(Brewer et al., 2018: 200). Thus, everyday life refers to ‘the day-to-day, taken-for-

granted, ordinary habits and routines of social life’ (Brewer et al., 2018: 200-201), 

meaning that everyday life peacebuilding is the congregation of behaviours people take 

in their daily existence in conflict or post-conflict societies. 

In the words of Roger Mac Ginty, 

 everyday peace refers to the routinized practices used by individuals and collectives as they navigate 

their way through life in a deeply divided society that may suffer from ethnic or religious cleavages 

and be prone to episodic direct violence in addition to chronic or structural violence (Mac Ginty, 

2014: 549).  

In his view, everyday life peacebuilding involves, first of all, the behaviour adopted 

by the people in order to better cope and adjust to living in a context of conflict (Brewer 

et al., 2018: 204) – somehow similar to the idea of resilience. Moreover, and most 



importantly for this dissertation, everyday life peacebuilding involves as well the ‘conflict 

calming practices’ employed by people in their daily ordinary life that end up 

transforming and reducing conflict, with or without that intention (Brewer et al., 2018: 

204-5) – for instance, being empathetic, participating in local networks of solidarity or 

doing social activism. 

Furthermore, as highlighted in Brewer et al. (2018), everyday peace is not only 

strict to contexts in which armed conflict is formally active, but also to fazes of post-

conflict. This is especially relevant if we think about the potential of everyday 

peacebuilding in reconciliating groups, perpetrators and victims and societies in general. 

Building cultures of peace implies acknowledging crimes and atrocities and a daily 

attitude towards recovering the memory of the conflict: ‘Forgetting is not an option; 

cultural amnesia and silence are not options; to be forgotten is to be victimised twice’ 

(Brewer et al., 2018: 209). 

Additionally, it should be highlighted that Mac Ginty's suggestions about 'everyday 

peace' and 'indigenous peace' are, in the end, quite ambiguous, as they the open-ended 

idea that locals should be empowered and that their everyday practices of peacebuilding 

should be valued, although not giving any specific recommendations of how that should 

look like (Hadjigeorgiou, 2020: 208). As such, the aim of this dissertation and, in specific 

of the next chapters, will be to suggest how those practices of everyday and indigenous 

peace look like in Colombia. 

Critical Security Studies contributions for a post-liberal peace  

Just as Critical Peace Research was able to develop a critique of liberal peace, 

focusing on building peace from bellow and hybrid solutions to conflict transformation, 

Critical Peace Studies also have not left these issues unattended. On the one hand, the 

Welsh School of Aberystwyth, highlighted that the state is not always a primary protector 

– it can, in fact, be a threat to individuals and communities, especially if belonging to 

marginalized groups (Wyn Jones, 1999, cited in Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 2014: 

20-21). When referring to state as a potential threat, however, Wyn Jones, Booth and 

dependency scholars elaborate that ‘the state system a whole is a major source of poverty, 

instability, and violence in the developing world because international capitalism creates 

a system of winners and losers in the global economy’ (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 

2014: 21). In order to overcome such conditions, the proponents of the Welsh School of 

CSS argue for emancipation-oriented approaches. In Booth’s work, he explains,  



Emancipation is the freeing of the people (as individuals and groups) from those typical and human 

constraints which stop them carrying out what they would freely choose to do. War and the threat 

of war is one of those constrains, together with poverty, poor education, political oppression and so 

on. Security and emancipation are two sides of the same coin. Emancipation, not power or order, 

produces true security. (Both, 1991, cited in Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 2014: 24-25). 

In analysis, indigenous peace and the idea of building from bellow do not look to 

different from the idea of emancipation proposed by CSS scholars. Nonetheless, for post-

colonial security studies scholars, emancipation in itself is considered not be enough. In 

Ayoob’s view, emancipation is an idea that could work in Western contexts, but not in 

peripheral realities, where the complexities of colonial heritages, weak institutional 

structures, conflict and repression would not allow space for such kind of movements 

(Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 2014: 54-56). 

Sustaining peace and ecosystems: environmental peacebuilding 

Political ecologies 

When studying the dynamics behind war and peace, the word ‘sustainability’ gains 

a twofold meaning. At first, we think about how ‘sustainable peace’ refers to how long 

can the absence of violence and reconciliation practices last without breaking of new 

conflict. Second, and least obvious until recent years, ‘sustainable peace’ can also refer 

to how peace can be built in a way that promotes environmental cooperation and the 

sustainability of ecosystems. 

The relationship between the environment and the field of International Relations 

has not always been noticeable. The first political observations in regards to topic were 

made in the second half of the 20th century, when concerns about the growing 

disappearance of species, the reduction of forest areas in favour of agricultural land, and 

growing pollution levels started pounding the alarms.  

It was also in the 1960’s and the 1970’s when political ecology was born, and 

environmental issues started entering the public debate and social sciences research. Since 

then, political ecology has been responsible for addressing the centrality of using political 

economy to explain the interactions between humanity and the environment, and specially 

the negative effects of the industrialization of modern and contemporary societies over 

the environment (Adams, 2001). Moreover, political ecology was able to politicize issues 

that were previously discussed only under a positivist exact sciences perspective and 

which are now problematized under a critical social lens (Adams, 2001: 251). 



Accordingly, political ecology has been able to explain complex phenomena 

through multilevel explanations, highlighting the responsibilities of local, national and 

global processes in the generation of environmental damages and disputes (Blaikie and 

Brookfield, 1997, cited in Adams, 2001: 253). Scholars such as Ahlborg and Nightingale 

(2018), for instance, urged others to ask 'where is the power in political ecology?’, 

framing power relations within ecology as ‘dynamic and shaped by multiple tensions: 

between dominance-empowerment; human agency constitutive power; and closure-

destabilization’ (Ahlborg and Nightingale, 2018: 382; 396). In this sense, it is evidenced 

how political ecology stresses the importance of power asymmetries and unequal 

relations between different actors (Blaikie and Brookfield, 1997, cited in Adams, 2001: 

253).   

Most relevant to the scope of this dissertation are the proposals made by post-

colonial political ecologists. Post-colonial ecologies highlight how environmental 

problems faced in the Global South are generated and reproduced by the prevailing effects 

of colonialism, racism and other continuing forms of domination. In Stephen Slemon’s 

words, this process happens because colonialism projects ‘one's own systematic codes 

onto the 'vacant' or 'uninscribed' territory of the other’ (Slemon, 1987: 7). Accordingly, 

those systematic codes, such as liberal humanist universalism (or Western cultural 

imperialism), capitalist globalized economies and white supremacy are also projected and 

reproduced in colonial and post-colonial contexts (Hutcheon, 1993: 150) (DeLoughrey 

and Handley, 2015). In this sense, the use of anticolonial epistemologies, paying value to 

forms of knowledge from the South and historicizations can be used as strategies to 

deconstruct colonial-based imperialist knowledge and domination. 

Post-colonial ecologies sustain that the ecological thought, priorities, needs and 

strategies of Western environmentalism differ from those in the Global South. They 

therefore critique the domination of modernization projects such as hydroelectric dams, 

the use of agrichemical fertilizers and extraction initiatives that radically alter and damage 

postcolonial social and ecosystems (DeLoughrey and Handley, 2015). 

Recognising those power structures and differences between the West and the 

Global South, authors such as Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez-Alier argue for the 

need of an ‘Environmentalism of the Poor’ – focusing on the issues that matter for 

peasants in the South, such as subsistence agriculture, sustainable living and livelihoods 



and the equitable sharing of natural resources (Martinez-Alier, 2014). Opposing the 

control of natural resources by global elites, they assert that projects with great 

environmental damages and the use of harmful pesticides are created by the market for 

their own profit, while they harm the post-colonial poorest (Martinez-Alier, 2014). 

Some of the main characteristics of the current are environmental defenders’ role 

in defending resources against the state and the market, analysing the effects and the role 

of women in ecological crisis and resistance and seeking corporate responsibility and 

socioeconomic justice for postcolonial geographies. 

Paying attention to these theoretical perspectives, it becomes clear that there are 

standpoints which radicalism goes far beyond those stated in the United Nations 

Brundtland Report, called 'Our Common Future' of 1987 (UNWCED, 1987). Post-

colonial ecologies should certainly be taken into account in order to better inform and 

improve (il)liberal peacebuilding practices into more sustainable ones, especially if 

combined with aspects of indigenous peace. 

Environmental peacebuilding  

Regardless of the fact that here the focus is on ‘environmental peacebuilding’ and 

the involvement of the environment in peace strategies, it should be highlighted that the 

growing attention for the environment in the IR field came as a consequence of the 

broadening and deepening of the concept of security, and the development of Critical 

Security Studies. After the end of the Cold War, ‘security’ stopped being understood only 

under the traditional, conservative and realist conception of ‘state security’ and military 

supremacy (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 2014). The referent objects of security then 

shifted to individuals and communities and threats stopped being viewed as of external 

natures and competing states but of all kinds, ranging from issues such as social, 

economic, health, food, water and environmental security (Peoples and Vaughan-

Williams, 2014). Thus, the focus here will be on how environmental insecurity can affect 

individuals and communities and how the actions of individuals and communities can 

contribute to a better environmental security. 

The excessive exploitation of natural resources and the unequal access to them has 

been known to have fuelled smaller environmental disputes and, in large scale, armed 

conflict (Robbins, 2012: 200). This is caused, in a certain amount, by remaining post-

colonial structures and a liberal world order which accumulates capital, generates profits 



and develops the Global North, while outsourcing natural resources from the Global 

South at the expense of the (environmental) human rights of those who live in the latter 

(Martinez-Alier, 2014). Increasing scarcity, feudal distributions of land and land grabbing 

by armed groups, private companies and elites, accelerated conflicts (Robbins, 2012: 

200), as was the case of the Colombian armed conflict. Here, socioeconomic inequalities 

and grievances as well as the lack of access to land motivated the creation of armed 

guerrillas in the 1960’s, fuelling the beginning of over 50 years of armed struggle and 

still creating, today, unsolved disputes. 

Taking these connections into account, it is even more relevant to analyse how the 

environment and environmental cooperation can facilitate peace. After environmental 

issues were first identified as potential triggers of conflict by the Brundtland Commission 

of 1987, a growing body of policy makers and academics started taking an interest on 

how the environment and war were intimately related (Dresse et al., 2018).  

On a theoretical level, Conca and Dabelko (2002) were perhaps the first ones, in 

the 2000s to develop an ‘environmental peacemaking’ approach, focused on sharing 

natural resources as a conflict resolution tool and later developing it in order to also 

include the dimensions of conflict prevention and post-conflict peacebuilding (Dresse et 

al., 2018). As explained by them, ‘rather than asking whether environmental degradation 

can trigger broader forms of intergroup violent conflict, we ask whether environmental 

cooperation can trigger broader forms of peace’ (Conca and Dabelko, 2002: 9). Given 

that a lot of the literature is still being built and that the existing is mainly composed of 

isolated case studies, this section is based in the research made by Conca and Dabelko in 

their book Environmental Peacemaking (2002) as well as in the article ‘Environmental 

peacebuilding: Towards a theoretical framework’ (Dresse et al., 2018) and in Tobias Ide’s 

‘The dark side of environmental peacebuilding’ (Ide, 2020). 

Environmental peacebuilding is fundamentally the approach under the belief that 

trans-boundary environmental issues can be used to transform relations between two 

conflicting parties from conflictual to cooperative, in order for them to strive for mutual 

gains and enable reconciliation (Carius, 2006; Conca and Dabelko, 2002 , cited in Dresse 

et al., 2018: 5). As explained by Carius (2006), environmental peace initiatives can be 

classified in three main categories. The first category refers to all initiatives directed at 

preventing conflict, with a focus on environmental factors (Carius, 2006: 6). Second, are 



all attempts to build dialogue and initiate environmental cooperation between conflicting 

parties, and last, are all the initiatives directed to ‘achieving lasting peace by promoting 

conditions for sustainable development’ (Carius, 2006: 6) Some examples can be 

preventing and mediating environmental conflicts, for instance, on the dangerous impacts 

of mining projects or stimulating the good management of natural resources during 

peacebuilding processes, for example, promoting rural reform in order to restore the 

disruptions caused by land grabbing during the conflict or to control a potential rapid 

increase of extraction projects after the end of the war (Ide, 2020: 2). 

Some benefits of this approach include challenging the deterministic perspectives 

that the environment and natural resources management necessarily leads to conflict and 

establishing the understanding that scarcity and violence over natural resources are 

created by certain political ecologies in line with capitalist reckless accumulation (Ide, 

2020: 2). Simultaneously, the environmental peace approach goes in line with indigenous 

peace approaches within the ‘local turn’, as it poses an emphasis in the actions of the 

locals for environmental protection and reconciliation rather ‘than reproducing Orientalist 

images of the Global south as incompetent and violent’ (Ide, 2016; Verhoeven, 2014 , 

cited in Ide, 2020:2).  

It is deemed important to rethink environmental peacebuilding and recognise that it 

cannot always find short-term win-win solutions, which are probably more 

pacifying/disciplinary than peaceful, and opt for long-term sustainable solutions for 

environmental disputes, prioritizing and protecting the ancestral communities inhabiting 

the area and actively working for environmental protection. 

The same concern should be considered when considering discrimination in 

environmental peacebuilding. According to the author, ‘such discrimination relates to the 

question of who benefits from and who is negatively affected by environmental 

peacebuilding’ and the reproduction of longstanding cleavages, socioeconomic and racist 

hierarchies (Ide, 2020: 4). This becomes even more relevant if we consider contexts in 

which environmental disputes are deeply connected with historical ethnic discrimination, 

land inequality and wealth gap between white population and indigenous or afro-

descendent peoples, as it is the case in Colombia. In contexts like this, the needs of peasant 

communities and their positive impact over the environment should be put at the centre 

of environmental peacebuilding initiatives, creating a harmony between the practices of 

conflict transformation, indigenous peace, everyday peace and post-colonial ecologies. 



Chapter 3 – Research Design and Methodology 

The following chapter aims to describe, discuss and justify the design and 

methodologies used for this dissertation project while highlighting the challenges and 

limitations encountered throughout the research. In order to address all the research 

objectives and answer the research question(s) appropriately, various methodological and 

research design options were considered, adopted and re-designed to adapt to incoming 

challenges, as it is clarified throughout the chapter. First, it is explained why this research 

is centred in one large case-study of Colombia. On the second part, it is presented what 

were the first intentions of this research and how the pandemic and its multiplying effects 

caused that initial path to change. These issues and the respective solutions found are 

highlighted when explaining what were the methods used for data collection and analysis, 

as well as the ethical considerations considered throughout this dissertation. Finally, the 

chapter ends with a reflection on the challenges and limitations encountered during the 

process of writing this study. 

As mentioned before, this research project is oriented by the following research 

question: ‘How are indigenous and afro-descendant environmental and land defenders 

contributing to an environmentally sustainable peace in Colombia?’. Although this is the 

main question, there are other specific sub-questions/analytical objectives guiding the 

research, as presented in the Introduction. 

Case study design 

Any research project should be guided by ‘an implicit or explicit logic that provides 

the framework for the research and guides the research strategy’ (Burnham et al, 2008: 

38). The chosen design for this research project relies heavily on the use of a case study. 

As explained by Given (2008: 69), ‘case studies focus on one or a few instances, 

phenomena, or units of analysis, but they are not restricted to one observation.’ This type 

of design allows analysing how certain scientific theories work and are applicable in the 

real world. Here, for instance, it is analysed how concepts such as ‘conflict 

transformation’, ‘everyday peace’ and ‘indigenous peace’ assist in analysing the actions 

and strategies of indigenous and afro-descendent environmental and land defenders in 

Colombia.  Given the size of Colombia and the specificity of challenges faced from region 

to region, there is an attempt to diversify the areas where participants come from, just as 

there are references to primary and secondary material that focus either on the broad case 

of Colombia or on specific examples throughout the country. 



As described by Given, case study scholars ‘advocate in-depth strategies such as 

“thick description” and “process tracing,” and they opt for a “case-centred” approach 

rather than the “variable-centred” one that dominates in quantitative/positivist research’ 

(Given, 2008: 69). Furthermore, as indicated by Yin, ‘case studies are the preferred 

strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed’ – which is the case of the 

research question orienting this study – ‘when the investigator has little control over 

events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life 

context’, which is also what occurs in Colombia, where the context is quite complex and 

in constant evolution (Yin 1994: 1). A major advantage of using a case study design is 

precisely that it stresses how important it is to collect in-depth subjective information to 

better analyse all the variables that are present in the context under analysis. 

 Although some scholars argue that case studies create narrow researches and 

examples that cannot easily be generalized or extrapolated for larger findings (Given, 

2008), that was never the purpose of this research. Although some examples of 

environmental peace-making here referred can serve as an inspiration for other parts of 

the globe, this research is inherently focused on how the defence of the environment by 

ethnic communities has been developing in the very specific context of Colombia's peace 

process. The nature of this study, which involves other fields besides the one of 

International Relations – touching topics belonging to history, anthropology, ethnography 

and ecology -, require the use of a case study design to adequately interpret the concrete 

facts and dynamics present in Colombia.   

Research design and methodology 

When this research saw its first draft of a Research Proposal in July 2019, its plans 

were somewhat more ambitious. The researcher aimed to conduct semi-structured online 

interviews with environmental defenders, so that their voices could be more visible and 

so that they would become the protagonists of a piece of research made in the Global 

North. At the same time, there was the intention to interview policymakers involved in 

the implementation of the peace process in the country, so that they could provide a 

perhaps distinct perspective on what has been the role of environmental defenders in 

building peace and on what the Colombian State has been doing in that matter. 

The emergence of Covid-19 global pandemic, however, had many impacts over 

those original plans. Furthermore, the subsequent implementation of Covid-19 related 

recommendations and norms by the Ethics Fora of the School of Social and Political 



Sciences of the University of Glasgow resulted in important consequences and decisions, 

such has avoiding online face-to-face interviews and supplementing them with other 

sources.  

Consequently, under the orientation of this research supervisor, the researcher had 

to find alternatives to amend the impacts of the pandemic over the quality of the research. 

For instance, the initial plan was to interview about 6 environmental defenders and at 

least 3 policymakers. The pandemic made these impossible mainly as potential 

participants were probably busier than usual, in confinement and suffering the larger 

impacts of the pandemic. In total, 5 people were contacted and 3 participated, all of them 

environmental defenders. Furthermore, the first intention of ensuring gender balance 

within interviewees was unsuccessful, as all the final participants are male. Nonetheless, 

the researcher sought ways to adjust the lack of participants and participant triangulation 

through the use and analysis of background documentation. The full impacts of the 

pandemic over this research are further clarified throughout the next sections. 

Data collection and analysis 

Within each type of research design, there are also many research methods available 

that are used to 'collect, sort and analyse' data and to reach fruitful conclusions (Walliman, 

2011: 7). For this research, the initial purpose was to employ triangulation to facilitate 

multiple validations of results but also to allow a deeper analysis of different viewpoints. 

Although these objectives were affected by the pandemic, which made it impossible to 

contact policymakers and to hear the contributions of a larger variety of environmental 

defenders, there was an attempt to highlight comparing and contrasting views within the 

methods used. 

Despite the obstacles, following what Wendy Olsen calls a 'dialectic of learning' 

(Olsen, 2004), the research here presented makes use of triangulation and manifold 

sources that complete each other in informing and inter-testing ways. First, this research 

combines secondary research, from scholarly books and articles to provide a rich 

academic perspective; second, the study makes use of data coming from governmental 

and NGO reports (with both qualitative and quantitative inputs), to better highlight the 

evolution of some areas of the PA, provide data relating to the development, or numbers 

that aid the analysis of threats and murders against Colombian social leaders. Third, this 

study also builds on deep primary research, through one written questionnaire and two 



online semi-structured interviews (with mostly qualitative observations), providing 

different or similar perspectives on a range of issues. 

Table 1. Sources used for Results 

 

Qualitative research methods are more frequently employed here, as their potential 

for interpreting and contextualizing concrete phenomena was the most adequate to 

explain the issue under discussion. Qualitative research ‘is inductive by nature’ – 

meaning, gradually obtained from the data – and it refers to a range of data collection and 

analysis techniques that use specific methods such as interviews, surveys, questionnaires, 

between others (Mills et al, 2010: 751) (Mohajan, 2018: 23). Some of its advantages are 

that ideas flow unexpectedly and create more sensitivity to the reality in question, making 

results more powerful and providing opportunities for knowledge creation and 

transformative actions (Mohajan, 2018: 20). 

Semi-structured interviews 

Interviews consist of an intentional conversation, usually between two people, 

directed by one person to gather information about the other (Bogdan and Biklen 1994: 

134). Here, online semi-structured interviews provide the researcher with a ‘subjective 

account’ and with an insight of the actors’ mindset and opinion of a certain event or issue 

(Richards 1996: 199-200) – in this case, providing a better picture of the actions, 

perceptions and feelings of environmental defenders in Colombia. 

Online semi-structured interviews were chosen because they provide several 

advantages when compared to other methods. First, it would not make sense to study the 

‘local turn’ and indigenous peace without listening and voicing the protagonists of those 

actions. Second, as the topic under discussion can be quite sensitive and participants often 

face threats, face-to-face interviewing has the advantage of creating further confidence 

and trust between the researcher and participants. Third, face-to-face communication may 

be able to ‘assist the political scientist in understanding the theoretical position of the 



interviewee; perceptions, beliefs and ideologies’ (Richards 1996: 199-200), enhancing 

the possibilities of evaluating the reactions of participants, in a way that is not possible 

through other methods (Oltmann, 2016). 

Written questionnaires 

Although written questionnaires had fairly the same questions planned for semi-

structured interviews, the responsiveness and results were quite different. First, lack of 

access to computers and uneasiness in writing on a keyboard excluded potential 

participants from participating. Second, some participants might have felt safer in sharing 

information through an interview rather than through a written questionnaire, fearing that 

information might be hacked by bad intentioned actors. Third, in terms of confidence-

building, questionnaires did not allow the participant to see and get acquainted with the 

researcher nor see whether the questionnaire caused any distress or feelings to the 

participants. 

On the advantages of written questionnaires, however, it is a lot easier for 

participants to withdraw consent as they can simply choose to not respond to the 

questionnaire or interrupt its filling at any time. Moreover, if they feel like the topic under 

question is too sensitive, they are able to ignore a certain question or to answer it more 

superficially. In questionnaires, the respondent is a lot more in control of what kind of 

information is being shared. Fortunately, according to Krosnick (1999, cited in Gunther, 

2003) suggests that low response rates do not necessarily mean a low degree of 

representativeness.  

In general, making both questionnaires and online semi-structured interviews with 

environmental defenders and policy-makers allowed advantages for this study. First, it 

helped to compare and contrasting perspectives, corroborating and reassuring what was 

said by the different participants (Barbour, 2001). Second, interviewing different types of 

participants allowed examining the research question from different angles (Barbour, 

2001), getting perspectives which are more focused on the actions of grassroots activists 

and others which focused on the actions and inactions of the Colombian government. 

Sampling and recruitment 

The number of people to participate in the primary research for this project mainly 

depended on how many participants could be found that matched the needed criteria; on 

whether there was the willingness to participate; and on when the researcher felt data 



saturation had been achieved. Likewise, all participants were over 18 years old and in full 

competency to provide consent. 

For environmental defenders, the criteria were their ethnic identification 

(identifying as part of indigenous or afro-descendent communities), the nature of their 

environmental activist work and regions of establishment, but also taking into account 

characteristics such as gender and age (which is not revealed for matters of privacy). 

There were several attempts to contact women to ensure parity, but they were all 

frustrated. Nonetheless, this is also relevant for this research. Although it is difficult to 

say the exact reasons that originated this limitation, it is fair to guess that perhaps, during 

the pandemic, women are busier with domestic work or child care, therefore having less 

time to collaborate in research activities. 

Table 2 . List of participants 

 

Ethics process and considerations 

As aforementioned, the Covid-19 pandemic had special consequences overall 

ethical considerations regarding the primary research used in this study. At first, the 

pandemic caused the Ethics Fora to specifically indicate that we should not conduct any 

face-to-face (online) research and instead replace it with other methods, which 

undermined the goal of conducting several online interviews with defenders and 

policymakers. After a long-lasting process (of almost three months) in which several 

versions of an ethics application form were prepared and different recommendations 

came from the Ethics Fora were adopted, this Ethics application was approved and the 

research project was fully authorised under a ‘High Risk’ assessment. Therefore, we were 

able to get permission to conduct online questionnaires and interviews only for 

exceptional cases (e.g.: a participant expressing special discomfort in writing but easiness 

in speaking; the participant not feeling safe in leaving her/his thoughts in writing).  



After trying to contact potential participants, in particular environmental defenders, 

it became evident that most of them were in an exceptional situation and would rather 

take part in an online interview rather than a written questionnaire. The two interviews 

lasted between one hour and ten and one hour and thirty minutes. The written 

questionnaire had much shorter answers than the interviews, which proved to be 

extremely relevant for the analysis. Trying to combine both the Ethics Fora 

recommendations, my ethical considerations as a researcher and the difficulties the 

pandemic caused in terms of contacting women and policymakers, this project ended up 

having only three respondents (one questionnaire and two interviews).  

In regards to ethics permissions and compliance to norms, a full Ethics application 

was submitted to the Ethics Fora of the University of Glasgow, including how the 

researcher planned to conduct the research, which methods would be used and why, how 

the data would be safely stored, and what kind of safety risks had to be taken into account, 

between other information. A list of the questions to be asked in the interviews and 

questionnaires was also included, as well as a Consent Form, a Plain Language Statement 

and a Privacy Notice, which was presented and kept by all participants.  

In order to minimise existing risks, several measures were adopted. For the 

researcher, there are no foreseen safety issues, as the research was done at a long-distance 

and did not involve fieldwork. However, as environmental defenders usually suffer 

threats against the type of work they develop, it was crucially important to maintain their 

anonymity through the use of pseudonyms. All research data and identifiers were kept 

safe and locked by the researcher during the study and all personal data is to be destroyed 

soon after the end of the research. Audio recording was done using a separate recording 

device. 

Challenges and limitations 

The first challenge in writing this dissertation relates to coming from a privileged 

position in the Global North with the aim to study and analyse the life-long struggles of 

ethnic groups in recondite areas of Colombia. This country of the Global South which 

lived through a long-standing conflict and where indigenous and afro-descendant 

communities keep on facing various insecurities. As such, it was deemed important to 

keep a constant critical standpoint in order not to romanticize those insecurities nor to fall 

under paternalisms, and to keep the determination of developing research with 

transformative purposes. 



The second main challenge was the geographical distance between the researcher 

and the contexts and participants under study. While the researcher has spent about 1 year 

and 4 months in Bogotá in the past, the political situation in the country is very complex 

and in constant evolution. Moreover, the situations lived in rural areas are very distinct 

and have particularities apart from the ones one can observe from Bogotá or Europe. 

Third, the Covid-19 pandemic had various impacts on the quality and time-

management of this research. While the researcher tried to manage the situation the best 

as possible so that it would not harm the quality and context of the study, the Covid-19 

global pandemic had effects over the life of the researcher (inability to access libraries) 

as well as over the access to participants and the quality of primary research (a lot fewer 

participants willing to participate, difficulties in contacting women and policymakers). 

Simultaneously, the aforementioned impacts of the pandemic over the Ethics Fora 

norms for making primary research led to an immense delay in the researcher’s work. For 

instance, the recruitment process and sampling of participants became a lot more 

challenging, as vulnerable populations possibly have more confidence in sharing their 

stories with someone they can see; policymakers were probably busy dealing with the 

management of the pandemic, becoming less available for participating in such projects. 

In different conditions and if there was the opportunity to conduct this research 

again, perhaps we could have put a spotlight on the perspectives of female environmental 

defenders and how the care for the environment can be compared to maternal care; 

analysed contributions from policymakers (top-down) and be able to compare and 

contrast their impressions with the ones of defenders (bottom-up); and, in general, 

consider other variables that may be absent or less developed in the present analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4 – Peace and Conflict in Colombia: a background analysis 

An introduction to Colombia: providing context through data 

Studying the Colombian case is a complex challenge that involves taking into 

account many variables, different actors and contextual and structural factors that request 

history to be evoked. The number of actors involved, the length of the conflict and the 

number of victims of this intrastate conflict certainly would deserve more than a short 

background summary. This chapter aims to provide a brief background on the origins of 

direct, structural and cultural violence in Colombia. First, through relevant development 

and qualitative data and then, through a historiographic contextualization providing a 

multilevel analysis that combines factors from the local, national and international 

context. Special attention is paid to how indigenous and afro descendent communities 

have been affected since the colonial times until today, on how the armed conflict has 

played a part on those dynamics, and how those communities and their relationship with 

the natural environment and its defence have evolved in midst of war and peace. 

Colombia is a young country with a fragile democracy. Colonized by the Spanish 

from the early 1500s onward and made independent after 1819, when it became part of 

the Gran Colombia imagined by Simón Bolivar, Colombia only became fully 

independent in 1886, meaning that Colombia is a 134 years old state. Furthermore, despite 

not having been as affected by the 20th-century military and fascist dictatorships that 

spread across many Latin American countries3, Colombia has always had a fragile 

democratic system. 

The Freedom House (FH) 2020 Report on Colombia indicates that despite 

Colombia ‘is among the longest-standing democracies in Latin America’, its history is 

full of ‘widespread violence and serious human rights abuses’ (FH, 2020). For this reason, 

the FH classifies Colombia as ‘Partly Free’ with a classification of 66/100 (FH, 2020). 

Accordingly, some parameters present especially worrying results: for instance, in 

regards to freedom for NGOs related to human rights to act in the country, FH gives a 

classification of 2/4 and the same results happen for the freedom of trade unions and 

labour organisations (FH, 2020). In regards to the exercise of full political and electoral 

 
3 Colombia did have a military dictatorship between 1953 and 1957, led by the President Gustavo Rojas 

Pinilla. 



rights for all minority groups, such as ethnic groups, the classification is of 3/4 (FH, 

2020). 

One of the most relevant characteristics of Colombia for this research is that the 

country’s history and social tissue is marked by unfathomable inequalities. Despite 

economic growth, inequalities have increased in Colombia in the past 40 years and have 

been even more enhanced by the armed conflict (Álvarez Rivadulla, 2018). Income 

inequality in Colombia is one of the biggest in the Latin American region, with a Gini 

coefficient4 of 0.517 that is only surpassed by Honduras (Serrano, 2018). Nonetheless, if 

we look at the land tenure, it goes up much more (Álvarez Rivadulla, 2018). The 

accumulation of rural property is not a new phenomenon in the country but has become 

more acute in recent decades. Concerning inequalities in land distribution, in the 1960s – 

when the guerrillas arose – the Gini coefficient was of 0,868 (OXFAM, 2017). Over 50 

years of armed struggle, however, land concentration increase even further, to 0,897 

(OXFAM, 2017). 

Behind these dynamics of land grabbing and land disputes are two important 

factors: the fertility of Colombia’s arable land and the availability of valuable natural 

resources. Being one of the world’s most biodiverse countries, Colombia is mostly well-

known for its tropical forest, freshwater sources and minerals. The abundance of which 

was also one of the factors that first attracted the Spanish centuries ago and is what keeps 

attracting foreign investors and fuelling territorial and environmental conflicts. In terms 

of flora and fauna, Colombia is home to 45,000 to 55,000 different species of plants and 

to 3,389 species of animals, from which '42 per cent are exclusive to the country' (Lavaux, 

2007: 19). Moreover, it is the seventh world supplier of crude oil to the USA (mainly 

found in the Magdalena Valley), the largest world producer of emeralds, Latin America’s 

major gold producer, but also a supplier of ‘silver, platinum, copper, nickel, natural gas, 

and coal’ (Lavaux, 2007: 19). 

Furthermore, and most importantly, having 50 million inhabitants, Colombia is also 

diverse in population (World Bank, 2019). According to statistical data from 20055, in 

 
4 The Gini coefficient is measured in a range of 0 to 1, where zero means that everyone has the same 

earnings and 1 means that one person concentrates all the income (or land, depending on the variable being 

measured) (Serrano, 2018). 
5 These estimates are currently being adjusted. It should also be noted that the data collection made in 2005 

might have underrepresented ethnic groups because of methodological shortcomings (Castillo et al., n.d., 

CNOA, 2017 and Rodríguez Morales, 2010, cited in Iglesias, 2020: 20). 



Colombia, black people account for 10.40% of the national population and indigenous 

peoples for 3.4% (DANE, 2007). On one hand, afro-Colombians identify, in general, as 

Afro-Colombian/afro-descendant/black, especially in Pacific coastal areas, or as Raizales 

(inhabitants of the archipelago of San Andrés, Providencia and Santa Catalina) or as 

Palenqueros (from San Basilio de Palenque) (MinCultura, n.d.) (Iglesias, 2020: 20). 

According to the National Indigenous Organization (ONIC), 102 different indigenous 

peoples are living in the country (87 according to the 2005 general census). Moreover, 

although Spanish is the official language of Colombia, there are 64 recognised 

Amerindian languages and dialects, grouped into 13 linguistic families (Iglesias, 2020: 

20). 

In sum, Colombia is a very diverse country, with an abundance and variety of 

natural riches, peoples and cultures. This plurality can be a motivator of peace but also of 

conflict, especially when combined with intersecting systems of violence. It’s the origins 

of those oppressing systems that the next section tries to unfold.  

From colonial times to independence: an intersection of “violences” 

The colonization of the territories that now constitute Colombia began in the 

subsequent years after the arrival of the Spanish in 1499 (Pérez, 2018: 23). From the very 

start, the advance of the Spanish colonization was made at the expense of the rights and 

lives of the local indigenous communities and their territories. Estimates indicate that 

during the 16th century, from about 10 million indigenous peoples that inhabited 

Colombia, only 400.000 survived the impacts of colonization (Arango y Sanchez, 1997 

cited in Pérez, 2018). Despite being treated ‘as infrahuman in their own lands’, indigenous 

peoples resisted occupation and evangelization strategies through many forms of 

resistance that ranged from engaging in formal battles, looking for alliances and peace 

treaties, committing suicide as a way not to leave descendants that would also be 

enslaved, making organised escapes, and even refusing to work in the land so that the 

invaders would not have food (García, 2007 cited in Peréz, 2018: 25) (Hernandez, 2004 

cited in Peréz, 2018: 25). 

Later on, during the 17th century, when armed resistance was deemed to have 

become unbearable, there were indigenous leaders such as the cacique Nasa Juan Tama, 

who 'learned the language of their oppressors' and read about law and political concepts 

that allowed him to write letters to the Spanish crown and make visits to Spain to grant 



legal recognition for indigenous laws and resguardos6 (Chaves et al, 2017: 467). During 

the 15th and 16th century, the main interest of the Spanish for these territories relied on 

the exploitation of gold, and mining in general, whereas after the 1700s, sugar and tobacco 

became the main production sectors (Sturges-Vera, 1999), making the issue of land 

ownership an intractable dispute. 

The exploitation of indigenous peoples was accompanied by the trafficking and 

enslavement of African people who were brought to the shores of Colombia to work in 

the colony (Valencia, 2015). Nowadays, the Colombian regions where Afro-Colombians 

are more present are precisely in the Caribbean north and also in the Pacific western coast, 

where many cimarrones7 found refuge at the time (DANE, 2007). 

The enslaved populations of African origin also rebelled against the Colonial 

authorities. One of the most famous examples was led by Benkos Biohó, who had been 

brought from Guinea Bissau, and conducted a big rebellion and created the Palenque of 

San Basilio – a fortification, that then became a village, from where they organized 

expeditions to liberate other slaves (Pérez, 2018: 28) (Valencia, 2015). Many palenques8 

were created around the country but San Basilio del Palenque, a few hours away from 

Cartagena, became the most famous one, for having been recognised as ‘the first free 

black village in the Americas’. Along the decades, palenques were able to extend, spread 

across the country and mix with indigenous settlements, creating the rochelas, truly multi-

ethnic communities that lived apart from the colonial laws, governing themselves instead, 

through solidarity nets (Pérez, 2018: 28-29). 

It was mainly after the independence of Colombia, in 1819, that the development 

of an early capitalist system, combined with recent colonial structures and racial 

discrimination, started creating a complex and problematic land distribution system. This 

would become extremely unfavourable for indigenous and afro descendent communities 

until today. Throughout the 19th century, the successive central and federal governments 

of Colombia (Gran Colombia up to 1831), 'saw collective property schemes as an obstacle 

 
6 Indigenous reservation. 
7 Term used to refer to black enslaved people (or descendants of) who led a life of freedom in secluded 

areas to which they were able to escape to (eg.: palenques). 
8 In this context, palenque refers to the villages to where African enslaved people founded and/or were able 

to escape to, usually some kilometres away from coastal areas. The word palenque refers to a fence or 

barrier made of wooden sticks, used to delimit a certain area for defensive purposes. Palenque, therefore, 

means the delimited area were freed cimarrones lived, as it was the case of San Basilio del Palenque. 



to capitalist development', especially to the growing prospects of making Colombia a big 

exporter of agrarian products (Pérez, 2018: 30) (Adams, 1966: 46). For that to happen, 

powerful criollos – direct descendants of Spanish colonizers – had to solve two “issues”: 

first, divest indigenous, afro descendent and mestizos from their collective property titles 

and second, use them as slaves or cheap labourers in their now overconcentrated land 

(Pérez, 2018) (Adams, 1966). 

As a result, the social and property ownership gap between criollos and ethnic 

groups grew apart. In the 19th and 20th century, many landlords occupied wastelands, 

which concessions were made a lot easier by the governments of the time (whose 

protagonists coincided a lot with the families of the biggest landowners). As large estates 

grew bigger and in the hands of fewer people to meet the international demand for coffee 

and bananas, the little medium class that had arisen in previous centuries – small farmers 

oriented to self-consumption – started to disappear (Pérez, 2018: 30) (Adams, 1966). 

As the liberal state was being formed, communal rights over the land were 

aggressively replaced by individual property rights; ethnic groups were called into 

working in large estate farms – first as slaves, and after the abolition of slavery in 1851, 

as cheap workers whose social condition did not significantly change that much; and as 

they left their original lands to work in large estates – either through trade-ins or threats 

–, the government and big landowners started stating that indigenous lands were not 

reserves, after all, but wastelands (Martínez, 2016 cited in Pérez, 2018: 31) (Pérez, 2018: 

31) (Adams, 1966). Even though it was the 19th century and Colombia was already an 

independent country, what was created was a feudal system, typical of European 

Medieval times: the indigenous, afro-Colombians and mestizos were stripped of their land 

and were forced to work for their new owner, to whom they had to pay a tax - called 

terraje, equivalent to 12 days a month of work - to be able to work and live off that land 

(Pérez, 2018: 32-33). 

It should be noted that the system then created reflected the prevalence of colonial 

and racist structures, in which the elites, comprised by mostly ‘white’ landowners and 

politicians of the criollo elite, detained most of the land rights, of the income and other 

civil and political rights, in comparison to the excluded ethnic groups. Most of all, this 

system crystalized what is now an intractable conflict between two (or more) distinct 

‘cosmovisions’ for the country: on the one hand, there are the landowning elites, the 

politicians from the cities and multinationals, who try to use all resource-rich territories 



as inexhaustible tools of profit and economic development; and, on the other hand, the 

ethnic groups who claim that, as guardians of the territory, of its resources and of 

sustainability, they should hold especial rights over collective lands. 

Land disputes and land grabbing became a constant feature of the years that would 

follow (practically throughout the whole 19th century and after in the 20th century) and 

that was mainly characterised by numerous civil wars between the Liberal Party and the 

Conservative Party –, originating rural violence, political polarization and often involving 

active persecution and killing of political adversaries (Pérez, 2018: 33). As the violence 

grew, the number of internal displacements increased, generating a process in which 

indigenous territories, for instance, became vacant and were further occupied either by 

landowners or by armed groups. In Colombia, those who hold the land, have the power. 

An overview of the Colombian armed conflict 

It was mainly after the 1920s that the international context inspired the growth of 

labour movements and strikes which, in some cases, created alliances with indigenous 

movements, and in others, some clashes (Pérez, 2018: 39). The influences of the regional 

and international context, on one hand, and the reminiscences of colonial power structures 

and an environment of political polarization, on the other hand, led to further conflicts 

and to the appearance of the communist guerrillas that would mark Colombian history 

until today. 

As progressive sectors – either connected with the Liberal Party, the Communist 

Party, indigenous or afro Colombian movements and unionists – were often targeted and 

suffered threats and assassinations, it became clearer that there was no space for certain 

revindications within the space of non-violent electoral politics. As a consequence, many 

guerrilla groups were formed, mainly in the 1960s – similarly to other countries of Latin 

America – both with the purpose of self-defence and of taking the political struggle into 

the realm of armed insurgency. Upon such numbers of threats and attacks some members 

of the Colombian Communist Party (PCC) finally decided to re-organise and officially 

create the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia – People’s Army9 (FARC-EP), 

mainly with an agrarian basis (López-Uribe and Torres, 2018: 9). 

 
9 In Spanish: Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia – Ejército del Pueblo. 



Shortly after, was created the National Liberation Army10 (ELN), another guerrilla 

group, mainly inspired by the Cuban Revolution and by the ‘Liberation Theology’11 that 

was becoming quite popular in the subcontinent (CISAC, 2019). Emphasizing 

revolutionary praxis over doctrine, the ELN wanted to apply the "preferential option for 

the poor" that had been theorized by priests such as Gustavo Gutierrez, in the Colombian 

context, using the armed struggle to liberate the people (CISAC, 2019). Only two years 

later, is also created the Popular Liberation Army12 (EPL), of Maoist inspiration is also 

created. Furthermore, besides smaller groups, it is all relevant to mention the appearance 

of the M-19, created in 1970, and with an urban basis, although with collaboration on 

agrarian struggles as well. 

In the framework of the Cold War, every advance of the communist ideology, 

especially in Latin America, was met with counter-insurgent US-sponsored actions. As 

such, as insurgent groups grew, so evolved the phenomena of counter-insurgent 

paramilitarism. Paramilitarism in Colombia can be divided into three main stages. In a 

preliminary phase, there were two groups, the Pajaros and Chulavites. After that, with 

the official appearance of the guerrillas in the 1060s, new organisations appeared, 

destined to fight against all types of insurgency, along with the Colombian Armed Forces 

and the National Police. These paramilitary groups extended across different regions of 

the national territory with the participation of politicians, rich landowners, entrepreneurs, 

colonists, cattle ranchers, drug traffickers, miners, peasants and industrialists (Pérez, 

2018). In the 1990s, several ‘self-defence’ groups denoted with the right-wing were 

created called Convivir, ‘“special vigilance and private security services” (servicios de 

vigilancia y seguridad privada) (…) created by decree in 1994 (…) supposed to organize 

security for communities affected by insurgent activity’ (Grajales, 2017: 1). These forces 

were the first evident ‘coexistence of extensive collusion between state actors and private 

armed groups’ (Grajales, 2017: 30). In 1997, with their disintegration, a lot of people 

were able to conform a major entity, of national influence, called United Self Defence 

Forces of Colombia13 (AUC). Later on, the AUC were also put through demobilisation 

 
10 In Spanish: Ejército de Liberación Nacional. 
11 The Liberation Theology is a movement within the church that, drawing from Marxist theory, interprets 

Catholicism through 'the experiences of oppressed people'. Therefore, it denounces the evils of capitalism 

by paying special attention to the poorest, to the peripheries of societies and by seeking ways to emancipate 

them from oppressive structures through the 'word of God' (Dault, 2014: 46). The origin of the ELN, as 

other liberation movements/armed struggle guerrillas in Latin America, was inspired by this doctrine. 
12 In Spanish: Ejército Popular de Liberación. 
13 In Spanish: Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia. 



process in 2006, which many have said to have been a failure, as many of its members 

remain active on what is called neo-paramilitary groups or emergent criminal gangs, such 

as the Águilas Negras and the Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia, which are some of 

the actors responsible for the targeting and assassinating human rights and environmental 

defenders, unionists, and demobilised FARC members in the current days. 

The interactions between armed groups were never linear or simple. Groups with 

apparently similar ideological interests grew to have disputes against each other, either 

because they were fighting for the control of the same territories or because they had 

similar interests of strategies to finance themselves. The development of an immensely 

complex political economy of war, connected to narcotrafficking, also explains the 

longevity of the Colombian armed conflict and the existence of so many active armed 

groups even after the FARC demobilized after 2016. 

Negotiating and implementing the Peace Agreement 

As a country struck by conflict after conflict since its state formation, Colombia has 

also seen many attempts to build peace or, at least, to create negative peace. Over the last 

60 decades there were many attempts of negotiations and cease-fires and even of peace 

agreements between the government and the armed groups acting in national territory, 

Nonetheless, and despite all its fragilities, none was able to achieve as much as did the 

government of Juan Manuel Santos in 2016. 14 

Santos' informal negotiations with the FARC began in 2010, but it was only in 

February 2012 when the two delegations of the government and the FARC met in Cuba 

for the first round of meetings. At the time, the Colombian State proposed that five key 

issues should guide the discussion and be included in the agreement: agrarian 

development and rural poverty; political participation; disarmament, demobilization and 

incorporation into civilian life of combatants; security; and truth, justice and reparation 

measures with guarantees of non-repetition (Manetto, 2018). The FARC, on the other 

hand, wanted to advance a total of twelve points, including human rights protection, 

exploitation of natural resources and various reforms (Manetto, 2018). 

Between many meetings, disagreements and obstacles, as well as confrontations 

between the FARC and the Colombian armed forces over these years, peace was finally 

 
14 Juan Manuel Santos was President of Colombia for two consecutive mandates between August 2010 and 

August 2018. 



signed in 2016. Nonetheless, it did not become official before President Santos promoted 

a National Referendum that asked Colombians ‘Do you support the final agreement to 

end the conflict and build a stable and lasting peace?’ on the 2nd of October of 2016 

(Mitchell, 2017). 15 The results caused international astonishment when they indicated 

that the ‘No’ had won by 50.2% (Mitchell, 2017). 

The result can be explained by the force of the campaign that was built around the 

‘No’ by the former President Álvaro Uribe, the leader of Colombian landowner elites, of 

Colombian conservative sectors, supported by some religious congregations and indicted 

for connections with paramilitarism (Gómez Santamaría, 2011).  It should be highlighted 

that Álvaro Uribe was just issued a court order for detention on the 4th of August 2020 

for suspicions of fraud and witness bribery. Always aligned with US interests during the 

George W. Bush-era, Uribe was responsible for the Democratic Security defence policy, 

which militarily debilitated the FARC but also created a scandal of about 10.000 

extrajudicial killings of innocent civilians in the name of the war against the guerrillas 

(Gómez Santamaría, 2011). After Álvaro Uribe’s presidential terms finished, Juan 

Manuel Santos, who had been Uribe’s Minister of Defence, adopted the opposite strategy: 

instead of seeking an authoritarian response to the conflict, Santos attempted a negotiated 

peace. The result was a political polarization between supporters of peace and supporters 

of Uribism16 – a divergence that would be even more enhanced and exploited during the 

referendum campaigns. 

Even though the national referendum had been a political catastrophe, President 

Santos proceeded with the PA and its implementation, receiving wide support from the 

international community. When his Presidential term ended in 2018, nonetheless, the 

Presidential election was disputed between Gustavo Petro, a pro-peace progressive 

candidate against one of Álvaro Uribe’s main disciple, Iván Duque, who got elected in 

August 2018. The election of a follower of the Uribist doctrine restarted an era of political 

paradoxes, in which a conservative government that is against the peace process itself, 

has to govern under a Constitution that incorporated the text of the Peace Agreement and 

under the pressures of an attentive international community. 

 
15 The original question in Spanish was ‘¿Apoya usted el acuerdo final para la terminación del conflicto 

y la construcción de una paz estable y duradera?’. 

16 Those who openly support the policies and opinions of the ex-President Álvaro Uribe. 



The importance of international relations should also be noted here. The executive 

governments of Colombia and corresponding national security strategies have very been 

in tune with the ones of US Presidents: George W. Bush (2001-2009) and Álvaro Uribe 

(2002-2010) governed almost simultaneously, just as Barack Obama (2009-2017) and 

Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2018), Donald Trump (2016-present) and Iván Duque (2018-

present) were and have been in the respective presidencies fairly at the same time. This 

certainly influenced how aggressive the ‘war on drugs’ and the combat against leftist 

armed insurgency was at times, and also in how the negotiations for peace were 

conducted. 

Advancing the rights of ethnic peoples and the environment within the Peace Agreement 

When the time to negotiate the PA came, both delegations agreed that the issue of 

the territories and land distribution was one of the topics that had to be held as a priority.  

The issue of land distribution had been a cause and consequence of conflict dynamics as 

varied as armed confronts, forced displacements, land grabbing, illegal crops, and 

environmental degradation related to extractive activities or attacks on infrastructure, as 

exemplified in Table. These dynamics especially affected (and continue to affect) the 

civilians who inhabited rural areas, where livelihoods strongly depend on a healthy 

relationship with natural resources and the environment. 

Table 3. Examples of conflict dynamics that victimised civilians and the environment 

Incidents and phenomena with consequences for the environment and victims Figures 

Oil spilt during 35 years of attacks on pipelines and facilities 4.1m barrels 

Number of municipalities affected by spills between 2009-13 129 

Land degraded by deforestation linked to the conflict 1.5m ha 

Area of deforestation linked to the conflict between 1990-2013 3m ha 

Proportion of gold production that is unregulated 86% 

Colombia’s water resources at risk from oil and mercury pollution 60% 

Number of displaced persons 7.24 m 

Estimated rural land area lost to seizures following displacement 5-5m ha 

Source: National Planning Department, Inter-American Dialogue, Internal Displacement Monitoring 

Centre. Table found and adapted from Conflict and Environment Observatory (CEOBS, 2018). 

Furthermore, and taking into account the aforementioned issues of land 

concentration and ethnic exclusion that resulted both from the conflict and Colombia's 

previous history, the Peace Agreement included two important chapters fully dedicated 



to mitigating those problems: Chapter 1, which sets what is the Comprehensive Rural 

Reform and Chapter 6.2 on Ethnic Perspectives (PA, 2016). Despite the importance of 

these two chapters for the lives of ethnic communities and environmental protection, none 

of the two peace delegations consulted ethnic communities about the territorial approach 

of the accords (Iglesias, 2020: 123). In what concerns the Ethnic chapter, this was not 

even to be included until ethnic organisations pressured the Government and the FARC 

(Iglesias, 2020: 123). 

Concerning the first chapter, this was of such importance for the PA that its 

implementation was estimated to cost about 85% of the whole cost of the agreement. 

Therefore, Chapter 1 set three major components: mechanisms for access to and use of 

land, Territorially Focused Development Plans (PDET)17 and national sectoral plans 

(including the National Plans for Comprehensive Rural Reform18) (Reyes Posada, 2017, 

cited in Matias Camargo, 2018). One of the main mechanisms there established was to 

provide land to landless and land-poor peasants through a Land Fund, which would freely 

allocate three million hectares of land to peasants (Forero Rueda, 2020). Only 30 per cent 

of these have been distributed so far (Forero Rueda, 2020). 

Moreover, the PDETs sought to transform living conditions throughout rural 

Colombia, especially in areas that had become ‘famous’ for being conflict hotspots 

(Forero Rueda, 2020). The goal was to compensate the territories that had been most 

affected by the war, that had the highest poverty and extreme poverty rates and weak 

institutional presence with comprehensive programmes (Forero Rueda, 2020). While the 

process to develop the PDETs involved over 220,000 people in 170 municipalities, 

reflecting the communities’ vision for their regions over the next ten to fifteen years, and 

its implementation has been quite successful, of the 16 National Plans for Comprehensive 

Rural Reform, only 5 have been implemented (Forero Rueda, 2020) (Iglesias, 2020: 128). 

Just as it is unquestionable that the genesis of the Colombian conflict is linked to 

the agrarian issue, it was also clear that solving the land issue was central to the post-

agreement in Colombia. Nonetheless, the implementation phase has proven to follow 

different paths. Several delays in the implementation of land distribution programmes, in 

the plan for the massive formalization of rural property, and in the creation of an agrarian 

 
17 In Spanish: Planes de Desarrollo con Enfoque Territorial. 
18 In Spanish: Planes Nacionales para la Reforma Rural Integral. 



jurisdiction to settle such conflicts and protect land rights, as well as the opening of the 

country to licenses for the exploitation of natural resources have been some of the issues 

affecting the implementation of Chapter 1 (Forero Rueda, 2020). 

In what concerns the rights of ethnic peoples, on the other hand, when the public 

phase of negotiations between the government and the FARC was initiated in August 

2012, ethnic organisations were not invited to take part. This was until, in 2013, a number 

of Afro-Colombian organizations gathered and launched the National Afro-Colombian 

Council for Peace (CONPA) to explore new ways of influencing the ongoing negotiations 

(Bonilla Valencia, 2019) (Jaramillo, 2017). 

To achieve this goal, in March 2016, these organizations eventually joined forces 

with the National Indigenous Organization (ONIC) and the Indigenous Higher 

Government, establishing the Ethnic Commission19 (Bonilla Valencia, 2019) (Jaramillo, 

2017). Despite acknowledging ethnic contributions of ethnic groups to peace, progress 

and development of the country, as well as their intrinsic relationship with the land 

(Jaramillo, 2017), the implementation of Ethnic provisions has been failing to meet the 

expectations, as data will evidence in the next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 In Spanish: Comisión Étnica para la Paz y la Defensa de los Derechos Territoriales. 



Chapter 5 – Results and Discussion 

Now that we have explored some of the relevant backgrounds on Colombia's history 

– especially in regards to ethnic communities and their relationships with the land, natural 

resources and natural environment –, it is time to go back to the initial research question 

'How are indigenous and afro-descendant environmental and land defenders contributing 

to an environmentally sustainable peace in Colombia?'. For this and other sub-questions 

to be fully answered, this chapter presents and analyses the results of primary research 

conducted with environmental defenders, analysing these findings in the context of 

themes discussed in the literature review. 

Primary and secondary data suggests a bitter-sweet response to our main research 

question: indigenous and Afro-Colombian environmental defenders are indeed working 

on a daily and/or organised basis to promote and advance peace and environmental 

sustainability as two inseparable and continuous goals. Nonetheless, their actions towards 

an environmental peace are being prevented by armed groups, by illiberal and liberal 

dynamics of peace, and ultimately by the State oligarchy. The inaction of the State in 

what concerns environmental preservation and the protection of its defenders indicates 

that its elites do not render the environment, peace or ethnic communities as a priority.  

In sum, despite the important contributions Colombian environmental defenders could 

have for the peace process, the remaining vectors of direct, structural and cultural violence 

against ethnic groups and, in particular, against social leaders, are blocking many 

potentials of this type of grassroots activism. How were these results achieved and what 

do they mean? 

Hopes and expectations: first perceptions of environmental defenders in regards to 

the peace process 

The struggles of indigenous and afro-Colombian groups in Colombia for their 

territories and peace are not something that emerged in the 21st century, as explained in 

the previous chapter. They are rather an old exigence of these peoples, who have suffered 

continuous patterns of social-economic exclusion and violence. In this sense, while some 

organised ethnic groups took the opportunity of peace negotiations to try to advance their 

rights for collective territories, environmental protection, political participation and 

reparations, as was evidenced by the negotiation process that led to the inclusion of an 

Ethnic Chapter, on a personal level, the opinions and feelings may vary.  



As explained by one Afro-Colombian environmental defender when asked ‘What 

were your main hopes and expectations when you knew that Peace was going to be signed 

in 2016?’, he responded: 

Many. I cannot speak of one only hope, as I had so many of them. And because there was so much 

hope, given all the difficulties that our communities had to face due to the armed conflict, if I told 

you there was only one hope or expectation, I would be lying. There was a lot of hope. The main 

one was that the communities were going to live more peacefully. Another hope was that there would 

be a positive social transformation for the communities. Another hope was that the quality of living 

would improve: not only for those who were waging war but for those of us who were advocating 

peace in the territories. Another hope was to strengthen the economy of our communities, to have a 

dynamic youth, and for women to be able to become productive heads of household. 

Interview with Eduardo, Afro-Colombian Defender, 13th June 2020.  

Nonetheless, the expectations in regards to the peace process are, in the end, a very 

personal topic that has to do with feelings, beliefs and experiences of one another. For 

people who have fought for peace all their lives, witnessing what happened in 2016 can 

be inspiring, but also seem like an illusion. Another participant, when sharing his feelings 

about it, said: 

I mean this in a very personal way: my expectations were not very high, although yes, we as an 

organization committed to peace, but my expectations were not high. Why? Because I had the 

opportunity to get to know many peace processes, well, for example here in Colombia, there were 

peace processes with the M-19 and other guerrillas, and also at the level of other countries. So, doing 

that analysis, you can see that there has never been a "real" peace process. We would like to see it 

and we would like to imagine how it would be like. Dreaming doesn't cost a thing. I wish peace 

would come and that we would live in harmony, that we wouldn't hear the sound of a bullet. But in 

no peace process that has been the case, neither on the national nor international level. 

Interview with Ernesto, Nasa Indigenous Defender, 28th June 2020. 

Overall, participants have shown a feeling of delusion with the peace process and 

demonstrated how the gap between written promises and concrete implementation is not 

only a vector of disappointment but also a factor of insecurities that were left unsolved. 

By listening to participants and analysing reports regarding the implementation, it is 

evident that one thing is the signing of a written peace agreement and something much 

more ambitious is making communities feel at peace in their daily lives. Galtung’s 

original distinction between ‘negative peace’ and ‘positive peace’ is very well illustrated 

by the two interviews and the questionnaire that were done, and which excerpts are 

presented throughout this chapter. 

Putting many ‘peaces’ together: the peace we have and the peace we dream of 

While attempting to answer the sub-research question ‘What kind of peace is being 

created in Colombia?’, there can be many exhaustive ways to describe the intersection 



between different approaches to peace being advanced in Colombia. Nonetheless, the 

Afro-Colombian defender Danelly Estupiñan, from Buenaventura, summed it up 

brilliantly:   

In Colombia, there are three visions of peace. On the one hand, there is violent peace, which is led 

by the ultra-right-wing and believes that by generating revenge and repression it can strengthen 

peace; a peace that has already proved not to be the solution because the country has been bleeding 

to death over the last 50 years. On the other hand, there is the peace of capital, which is the peace of 

development led by President Santos, who feels that with the international investment he can change 

the circumstances of the Colombian population, but that is not the solution either, because 

multinationals are generating displacement and are not contemplating the communities. Finally, 

there is the peace that we, as communities, envision, a peace in which there can be harmony with 

our ways of life and our ecosystem. (Blay, 2016). 

The first two and a half ‘peaces’: liberal, illiberal and virtual peace 

Indeed, in qualitative terms, there appear to be three distinct visions and versions 

of peace in Colombia: a 'violent peace', which corresponds to what we call illiberal peace; 

a 'peace of the capital', that corresponds to liberal peace; and finally, 

integral/indigenous/everyday/sustainable peace. It is fair to say that the peace 

negotiations and the beginning of peace implementation started as very 'liberal' even 

almost 'hybrid' process – as, although only after many grassroots pressures to do so, they 

finally involved ethnic organisations and the civil society in the negotiation process. 

President Juan Manuel Santos projected a country that would overcome the stigmatization 

of war, narcotrafficking and criminality and finally be able to attract foreign investment, 

tourism, and reborn from the ashes. That same opening of the country to the international 

system was evidenced by Colombia joining NATO as a ‘global partner’ in May 2018 and 

the OECD in 2020 (after a five-year negotiation process) soon after the peace agreement 

started its implementation, completing Colombia’s invitation to ‘the West’ (Diplomat 

Magazine, 2018). Although it is hard to measure whether that was an utterly liberal 

process or not, especially as the Colombian peace negotiations were based on the 

interaction of the two national delegations and almost did not have external guidance, the 

process (and the government’s intentions behind it) certainly had liberal features. 

Nonetheless, the re-emergence of Álvaro Uribe’s conservative oligarchy and the 

appointment of his follower Iván Duque for the Presidency in August 2018, led to an 

‘illiberalisation’ of the peace process. While it is probably true that the ‘peace of the 

capital’ would have not been able to solve all the insecurities and violence perpetrated 

against the ethnic groups of Colombia and the natural environment – as evidenced by 



many peace processes in the world –, it is certainly truer that ‘violent peace’ would even 

less. The emergence to power of the sectors that were against the Peace Agreement from 

its beginning has had dramatic consequences for the implementation and the human rights 

situation in the country, bringing the process of conflict transformation some steps back. 

As examples, the current government has been opposing or delaying many of the 

measures predicted in the PA, mainly the ones related to the Special Jurisdiction for 

Peace20 (JEP), when President Iván Duque tried to veto six important provisions of JEP’s 

bill that would undermine accountability and delay the recognition of victims’ rights even 

more and proposed the creation of a special chamber (different than the one destined to 

try members of the FARC) to prosecute the public forces (HRW, 2019) (FIP, 2018). Even 

though the official public discourse is that the Government is working in the support of 

the implementation of the agreement, certain measures, delays and positions have 

generated doubts about the future of the peace process, especially has it is known that the 

Uribist factions campaigned against the PA from the beginning. 

Moreover, the conservative government led by Duque has been bringing back the 

militaristic national security approach the ex-President Álvaro Uribe used to have in the 

most violent years of conflict, a few years before. During the first days of its government 

in 2018, President Iván Duque has called off the peace negotiations with the ELN, the 

current biggest active guerrilla of the country – under the demand to end armed actions 

and kidnappings – and resumed greater offensives against dissident factions and other 

armed groups (FIP, 2018: 4). This also highlights the fact that the militaristic features of 

Colombia’s society were never questioned or reflected upon, not even when the PA was 

being negotiated. On the contrary, the military presence was often seen as one of the 

solutions that should be applied to the areas that would be freed after the FARC’s 

demobilisation. 

Additionally, the environmental and territorial concerns of the PA have been left 

unattended. The current trend of ‘illiberal peace’ that is governing Colombia has also 

been issuing licenses for the exploitation of natural resources and been inactive to prevent 

the bloodshed of environmental and human rights defenders. In fact, in 2019’s assessment 

of the United Nations Verification of the Peace process, the Head of Mission Carlos Ruiz 

Massieu indicated that one of the greatest challenges this government would have to face 

 
20 In Spanish: Jurisdición Especial para la Paz. 



was the improvement of protection measures for former combatants of the FARC, as well 

as defenders working in the regions, and to consolidate the security guarantees for 

communities, especially in the poorer regions such as the Department of Chocó , which 

‘require a comprehensive response from the state’ (Pulzo, 2020). 

As explained by Ernesto, who gave a sceptical view on the efforts of the 

Government to build peace: 

[Peace] It's a strategy the government uses to do a lot of things with it...  (...) I, in particular, did not 

have much hope because I knew what was coming and today, we are perfectly aware that peace was 

not intended to be made. Today, at the highest level of the powers here in Colombia, those who are 

in the State want to put an end to it. A small agreement was reached and I wish some few parts had 

been implemented, but it is clear that there is no interest on the part of Colombian politicians to do 

so.  

Interview with Ernesto, Nasa Indigenous Defender, 28th June 2020. 

Furthermore, Eduardo highlighted how the current Government of Colombia is 

constituted by people of the elite of the country who do not care about the periphery of it 

nor with black and indigenous lives and consequently, with activists, therefore ruining 

his former positive expectations for the peace process: 

But all these hopes have been dashed today precisely because of a Government that doesn't care 

about the lives of Colombians, a Government of the centralist elite, a selfish Government, a 

Government of the oligarchy and that doesn't value life. And not valuing life leads to undervaluing 

everything else.  

Interview with Eduardo, Afro-Colombian Defender, 13th June 2020.  

In view of these contributions, it seems important to add, between the ‘three 

peaces’, a 2 and a half one: the one of ‘virtual peace’ that mirrors the issues around liberal 

and illiberal peace approaches. It would be unfair to say that nothing has been done for 

peace in Colombia when thousands of people – Indigenous, Afro-Colombian, from the 

national civil society, the international community, the humanitarian and development 

sector and even the Colombian government – work daily to advance it. Nonetheless, it is 

possible to measure how the implementation of peace has evolved thanks to the Kroc 

Institute of International Studies for Peace and its Barometer Initiative. 

In quantitative terms, they have been measuring the success of the implementation 

of every single compromise made in the PA, comparing it the experiences of other 34 

peace agreements and peace processes all over the world (Kroc Institute, 2020). The Kroc 

Institute 2020 Report indicates that, in the third year of implementation, only 25% of the 

dispositions have been fully implemented (Kroc Institute, 2020: 12). Moreover, they 



further declared that about 15 per cent of dispositions are on track to be completed in the 

time frame set; another 34% are at a minimum state, and the remaining 26 per cent of the 

Agreement is yet to be implemented (Kroc Institute, 2020: 12).  

Still, it is also relevant to look at specific results achieved in the dispositions that 

concern the territory and land reform and ethnic groups. As we know, the inclusion of a 

territorial focus, present throughout the whole agreement but especially visible in the first 

chapter, had the goal of transforming ‘the conditions that created and sustained the armed 

conflict’ (Kroc Institute, 2020: 36). Within this point, the Kroc indicates that the territorial 

focus of the agreement refers mainly to addressing specific needs felt in the territories 

that were most affected by the armed conflict, and especially by making collective 

decisions involving the State and civil society organisations. Contrarily to the established 

goals, the 2020 Report evidences lack of participation exercises, and a big confidence gap 

between the communities and the State, which reflects upon how the territories are 

protected (Kroc Institute, 2020: 37). 

Furthermore, in what comes to ethnic rights, the Kroc Institute denounces that there 

is a large gap between the implementation of the commitments with an ethnic focus and 

those of the Agreement (Kroc Institute, 2020: 38). The figure below, for instance, shows 

that 38 per cent of the provisions with an ethnic focus has not yet been initiated, which 

corresponds to a difference of 12 per cent compared to the rest of the provisions in the 

Agreement (Kroc Institute, 2020: 38). This low level of implementation can be explained 

by the lack of incorporation of ethnic differentials in many plans and programs (Kroc 

Institute, 2020: 38). A possible interpretation of this is that the Colombian Government 

is not interested in advancing the rights of the ethnic groups in the country, therefore 

leaving them behind. 

Figure 1. Levels of implementation of the Final Agreement vs. the dispositions with an ethnic 

focus in November 2019. 

 



 

The delays in the implementation of the PA, both in the Comprehensive Rural 

reform and the Ethnic Chapter may provide a twofold interpretation: on the one hand, that 

there is a lack of political will to fast-forward provisions related to ethnic communities, 

directly and indirectly perpetuating direct, structural and cultural violence over them; and, 

on the other hand, that the claims of environmental defenders gain doubled importance 

and legitimacy as they are no longer advocating for general rights, but for the 

implementation of the dispositions of a formalised PA that has been incorporated in the 

Colombian Constitution of 1991. In light of this, when asked ‘Do you think that the peace 

process has improved the government's efforts to protect the environment?’, Manuel 

answered: 

The peace process did. But there is no political nor budgetary will to implement the Peace 

Agreement. (…) There is not enough progress, there is no political will from the current government. 

Questionnaire with Manuel, Kankuamo Indigenous Defender, 9th June 2020. 

The issue of direct violence against defenders 

Since the signing of the Peace Agreement, an important and tragic dynamic has 

been developing: the systematic and continued persecution, threats and assassinations of 

social leaders in Colombia. This can be considered a direct consequence of remaining 

active armed groups in the country, but also of intersecting dynamics of liberal and 

illiberal peace, drawing from structural inequalities and ‘violences’.  

'Social leaders' is an umbrella term used in Colombia used to designate all those 

involved in community leadership, who are part of indigenous or Afro-Colombian 

organisations, or who have active voices for the defence of peace, human rights and the 

environment. Even though our focus is on environmental defenders specifically, those 

who defend the environment usually engage in other struggles, and therefore fall under 

the denomination of social leaders as well. 

Since January 1st of October 2016 until the 31st October 2019, 555 social leaders 

were killed in Colombia, according to the National Ombudsman's Office21 - all of them 

people whose ‘lives that were willing to serve the cause of nation-building’, said Carlos 

Negret, the Ombudsman (Agencia EFE, 2020). It has also been verified that the number 

 
21 In Spanish: Defensoría del Pueblo. 

Source: Original graph from the Kroc Institute, 2020. Adapted/translated by the author. 

 



is increasing faster in 2020, especially as the confinement generated by the pandemic 

prevents defenders from escaping aggressors. The number pointed by Indepaz is of 96 

social leaders who were assassinated between the 1st January and the 5th of May 2020 

(Collins, 2020). 

These dynamics of insecurity can be explained by multiple factors. The first and 

more relevant is that when the FARC demobilized in the end of 2016 and the beginning 

of 2017, a power vacuum was created in many territories of the country (García Pinzón, 

2020). The initial plan was to deploy the Colombian Armed Forces to areas formerly 

controlled by the FARC. Nonetheless, the incapacity to do so immediately caused illegal 

armed groups to move into those areas, where they could finally expand their dominance 

(Global Witness, 2018). These areas soon became the stage of conflicts between armed 

groups who seek to control coca crops and businesses such as mining, logging and 

livestock, displacing local communities, increasing hostility against local leaders and 

causing impacts over the environment (Global Witness, 2018). 

Secondly, according to data from the Business and Human Rights Resource Center, 

30% of attacks against social leaders are related to their resistance against mining 

companies, ‘such as AngloGold Ashanti, Big Group Salinas, Cerrejón Coal, Ecopetrol 

and EPM’ (Guerrero, 2020). Simultaneously, another phenomenon that has led to threats 

and assassinations of environmental defenders in Colombia is their condemnation against 

the incursion of agro-industrial companies in certain territories, especially in the north of 

the Cauca Department, with almost 29 per cent of the attacks against defenders being 

related to this industry (Guerrero, 2020). 

Furthermore, many environmental and land defenders have been advocating for the 

peace process since its beginning, One of the motivations to do so was also the promise 

of the PA to bring a shift from illegal crops such as coca leaves to legal crops which could 

help their income and livelihoods, with support from the State. Nonetheless, while State 

funds and support have taken a long time to arrive, peasants are threatened by existing 

armed groups to keep those illegal crops that fuel the narcotrafficking business (Guerrero, 

2020).  

When asked whether they had received threats or whether close family, friends or 

acquaintances had received death threats or been assassinated, the participants of this 

research responded with their diverse experiences. The three of them had close 



acquaintances who were threatened or killed by their work in defence of the environment, 

which details will not be shared here for matters of privacy. Furthermore, in what 

concerns the assassinations against social leaders, including environmental defenders, 

some main issues should be noted. First, there are many challenges in identifying and 

prosecuting who are the intellectual authors of the threats. When investigations are, at 

least, partly successful, it is possible to identify who was the material author of the crime, 

usually a one-time contracted sicario or members of armed groups, but to identify and 

prosecute who ordered the killing remains a trial (Montoya Cely, 2018). Furthermore, as 

pointed out by Diana Sánchez from Somos Defensores, one of the largest organisations 

in Colombia working for the protection of social leaders, ‘there's not only one actor 

leading this whole criminalisation against people. There are diverse structures in the 

territories whose objective is to remove leaders out of the way because they interfere with 

economic and political interests’ (Guerrero, 2020). 

According to the figures for Pares, out of the 417 attacks recorded against social 

leaders until 2018, in 58% of the cases, it was not possible to recognize who was the 

responsible perpetrator (Montoya Cely, 2018).  Nonetheless, for the ones that were 

possible to identify, 31 per cent had been attacked by Criminal Organizations, 7 per cent 

by the Public Force and 2 per cent by the ELN and the dissident groups of the FARC 

(Montoya Cely, 2018). 

When asked whom they believed to be responsible for such type of threats and 

killings, Manuel answered directly: 

The paramilitary and the Colombian State. 

Questionnaire with Manuel, Kankuamo Indigenous Defender, 9th June 2020. 

 

In fact, besides the possible involvement of State forces in such threats, some of the 

leaders of the government as the former Minister of Defence, Luis Carlos Villegas, tend 

to perpetuate the stigmatization against social leaders and to undervalue the importance 

of solving these threats. He expressed, in a public event: 'The vast majority of deaths of 

social leaders are due to fights between neighbours, over skirts [women], and illegal 

earnings’, reproducing and legitimizing all the ongoing factors of direct, structural and 

cultural violence that affect these activists (Verdad Abierta, 2018). 



Another important point that has been affecting the work of environmental 

defenders and preventing them from voicing their opinions, even more, is the lack of 

adequate protection measures provided by the State entities, mainly the Ombudsman 

Office between others (Sánchez Lozano and Sánchez Amaya, 2020). Nonetheless, the 

same issue repeats itself in the past years: The State protection measures consist of 

nothing else besides providing defenders with a cell phone, a bulletproof vest and 

sometimes, bodyguards. Environmental defenders, on the other hand, claim that these 

measures are insufficient and that there should be social, collective ways of protection 

(Porras, 2020). 

Strategies for the defence of la Madre Tierra 

When discussing why environmental defenders engage in strategies for the 

protection of their territories, the answers evidence how this is an inherent need for those 

who live in areas in which the natural environment is everything. For social leaders, 

everyday peace is a way of life, an intrinsic need of the communities whose lives develop 

around what nature provides them. As explained by Ernesto: 

In this case, we, the indigenous communities here in the department of Cauca, carry out social work 

from a very young age (...) well, since I was 15 years old, I started to get involved in these processes, 

and later on, I became a leader in my community. 

Interview with Ernesto, Nasa Indigenous Defender, 28th June 2020. 

Furthermore, Ernesto explains, acts of everyday peace, of environmental protection, 

and indigenous practices are also taught to children from an early age, through communal 

indigenous organisations and by the community as a whole. If we analyse this more 

deeply, we can think that passing on indigenous traditions to younger generations is, in 

itself, an act of resistance against violence and dominant approaches to peace, rather 

advancing bottom-up, grassroots, indigenous peace-oriented pedagogies and behaviours. 

For us the indigenous communities, so that our traditions, our customs, and our organisation are not 

lost (...) we begin to know the process of our organization from an early age (...). Because if we, as 

an organisation, educational centre, from our children, don't start to reproduce this knowledge, 

logically many rights will end being lost, much knowledge that our ancestors had, and that is why 

we keep it alive. 

Interview with Ernesto, Nasa Indigenous Defender, 28th June 2020. 

The intrinsic inevitability of ethnic communities to act for the defence of the 

environment might mean that they will act as individuals, in their everyday life, but 

mostly act under collective and organised bodies, with organised strategies. As 

demonstrated in the previous Chapter, that organisation has already been able to grant 



ethnic communities and the environment several rights, from which the inclusion of an 

Ethnic Chapter in the PA should be the most highlighted. Nonetheless, as a result of the 

constant delays in the implementation, violence against defenders and environmental 

degradation, ‘communities have been forced to become active, becoming advocates on 

the frontlines of this struggle’ (Global Witness, 2018). 

The type of strategies employed has been able to challenge structural and contextual 

obstacles and long-standing power relations, even when success does not seem to be 

achieved so often. Besides making children aware of the importance of natural resources 

and ethnic communities from an early age, environmental defenders use a wide range of 

methods to make their struggles more visible and getting ahead of their rights. Those 

strategies of resistance have in common the characteristic of choosing non-violence as a 

method, and they may include mobilizations, protests, mingas22, participation in certain 

events or meetings with larger governmental and non-governmental organisations, 

participating in academic events, organising around non-violent bodies to protect their 

territories, such as the Guardía Indígena and the Guardianes del Atrato (as will be better 

exemplified in next section), as well as using legal instruments to solve disputes on the 

courts (Ulloa, 2001). While this is a quite extensive list, it is not an exhaustive one, and 

it is most likely excluding strategies used by specific ethnic groups and defenders. 

It should be noted that the use of legal channels to obtain the recognition of rights 

is not a recent strategy, but one that was already used by the cacique Juan Tama to defend 

for indigenous rights with the Spanish, centuries ago. As explained by Eduardo, however, 

the most effective strategy is to combine legal proceedings and mobilizations: 

We have to make use of a binomial of mobilizations and legal actions. We have already understood 

that the two are complementary. Because there is no point in carrying out mobilization and leaving 

it there because the government will remain relaxed. We have understood that when we mobilize 

and carry out legal actions, it becomes something different. To make use of legal actions is to tell 

the government that when we ask them for our rights, we are not asking them for a favour, we are 

asking for our rights as set out in the political charter of the country, which they are denying us. 

Acting in a dual manner [mobilizations and legal actions] is what has allowed us to achieve what 

we have achieved. 

 
22 Even though the word minga has a Quechua origin, it has been used by many Andean communities, to 

refer to when people get together to celebrate the growth of crops (Quiñonez, n.d.). Here, however, minga 

refers to ‘de facto actions for the respect and fulfilment of commitments acquired by the State with these 

communities’ (Quiñonez, n.d.). The minga social movement was conformed mainly between 2004 and 

2008, when many indigenous communities, especially the ones from the Cauca department started big 

mobilizations against Álvaro Uribe’s government’s abuses, gathering almost 60.000 indigenous persons in 

the Gran Minga por la Vida of 2008 (ONIC, 2016). 



Interview with Eduardo, Afro-Colombian Defender, 13th June 2020.   

Moreover, through this combination of methods, defenders can gain visibility and 

leverage (Schock, 2013), over the State inaction and pressure them to act favourably to 

ethnic rights.  

The option for non-violence as a method is, as explained by Eduardo, a cause and 

consequence of peace-making: as ethnic groups of Colombia have been a target of 

‘violences’ since the first impacts of colonialism, and during these fifty years of armed 

conflict, peaceful means and peaceful solutions seem to be the only coherent way out for 

inherently violent problems. 

In our case, in Colombia, in Chocó and in our process, we seek respect for human rights, and we 

defend life, so it would be contradictory for us to hold a mobilization, (...) and to use violence. What 

we want to undertake is to show the government that we are not violent, we are simply asking for 

them to respect us and guarantee the rights that we are entitled to constitutionally and legally. (…) 

We cannot act violently when we, the ethnic peoples of Colombia (...) have always said that the way 

out of the Colombian conflict was to sit down and negotiate as equals, not to exterminate "the man 

by the man". (...) We are not violent, we are peacemakers. We are committed to peace, we want to 

live in peace.  

Interview with Eduardo, Afro-Colombian Defender, 13th June 2020.   

Stories of resistance from River Atrato, Chocó 

For the ethnic communities of Chocó, more particularly for the ones around the 

margins of the River Atrato, the river is a central space around which all socio-cultural, 

economic, subsistence and domestic activities develop (Universidad de los Andes, 2017: 

48). The ways of life led in those areas along the river reflect very well what is the 

importance of the natural environment for the ‘everyday life’ of the Atrato peoples: 

The river is the main factor of identity in the region. The houses have been built on stilts along the 

rivers, while fishing constitutes one of the most important productive practices for local nourishment 

as well as a source of income. Women wash clothes and cooking utensils in the river and from there 

they collect water for consumption. For children, it is the main place of recreation and socialization 

(...). (Universidad de los Andes, 2017: 48).23 

This intrinsic connection between the natural surroundings and the people means 

that when armed actors and corporations cause environmental degradation in the area, the 

environment is not the only one to be affected. All types of environmental degradation 

cause these communities not to be able to enjoy the full potentials of their river. As 

demonstrated in the paper ‘Particularities and socio-cultural effects of the degradation of 

the Atrato river basin in the department of Chocó’ by the Faculty of Anthropology of the 

 
23 Translated from Spanish by the author. 



University of the Andes, phenomena such as deforestation, soil degradation, and the 

operation of backhoes cause the loss of productive capacity of the land and more frequent 

flooding; the erosion of riverbanks leads to the loss of areas for the cultivation of the 

communities; sediment dragging restricts mobility within the river’s 18 tributaries; and 

simultaneously, subsistence fishing is threatened by the poisonous contamination of 

mining (Universidad de los Andes, 2017: 50). 

Furthermore, attacking the river and the environmental surroundings means 

targeting all its biodiversity, including the human beings who depend on it. As such, these 

communities have very particular motivations to engage in activities for the protection of 

the environment, as in the end, they are not only defending the river but their own lives 

and ways of living. Amid violence and attacks against the people and the environment, 

defending the land and the environment becomes a necessity and a 'life or death' 

obligation. When asked ‘do you identify as a leader in your community?’, Eduardo 

replied: 

Well, I think more than identifying myself [as a leader], I think I've been recognised by others as so. 

Yes, I identify myself as a community and environmental leader because of all the struggle I have 

had to engage in as a person since I was a child and because of the responsibility I have also 

undertaken collectively. (...) To understand that leadership, it's important not to think that it allows 

me to be above the others, but on the contrary, it means be at the bottom, with the others, fighting 

together for the same end, the same well-being. 

Interview with Eduardo, Afro-Colombian Defender, 13th June 2020.   

The actions of everyday life then become actions of everyday peacebuilding and of 

emancipation as well. If this is true for afro-Colombian communities living in areas such 

as the department of Chocó, it is smilingly valid for indigenous peoples all around 

Colombia. Nonetheless, the protection of the environment is not only spontaneous, but it 

can also be organised. The strategies employed by indigenous and afro-descendant 

environmental defenders in Colombia are mostly not new. On the contrary, they draw 

from ancestral strategies used by former indigenous groups and rebellions in the country. 

Looking at the case of Chocó and the Atrato River once again, the struggles of the 

communities that live by the river were very successful in obtaining certain recognitions, 

recognising, in particular, the river Atrato as river ‘subject of rights’. The process started 

when a group of organisations, including the Interethnic Fora for Solidarity of Chocó, the 

Major Communal Councils of the Atrato, which contains the Major Community Council 



of the Popular and Peasant Organisation of the Alto Atrato24, the Major Community 

Council of the Integral Peasant Association of the Atrato25 and the Association of 

Community Councils of the Bajo Atrato26, with the support of the Study Centre for Social 

Justice ‘Tierra Digna’ filled a legal action against 26 entities of the State. This judicial 

action meant to seek ‘guarantees for the fundamental rights of the communities settled on 

the banks of the Atrato, affected by the pollution and degradation of the river and its 

environment’ (Tierra Digna, n.d.). 

In the end, the Colombian Constitutional Court produced an historical verdict, 

founding the State entities guilty of violating and the rights of the ethnic communities 

living in the Atrato basin and surrounding territories to a healthy environment, health, 

water, food and food sovereignty, freedom of transit, physical and cultural survival, the 

minimum vital and dignified life, prior consultation and territory (Quintero, 2019) (Tierra 

Digna, n.d.). 

This has been a historical decision T-622 as it was the third time in the world and 

the first time in Colombia in which a natural element, in this case, a river, was recognised 

as a ‘subject of rights’. The rights here referred are 'biocultural rights', a term that refers 

to the interdependent ways in which the river and the environment depend on the 

surrounding communities for its preservations and, at the same time, how those 

communities depend on the natural environment for healthy living and wellbeing 

(Quintero, 2019). According to the Constitutional Court itself, 

biocultural rights (…) result from the recognition of the deep and intrinsic connection that exists 

between nature, its resources and the culture of ethnic and indigenous communities that inhabit them, 

and the interdependence between these that prevents them from being understood separately (CCC 

2016, cited in Quintero, 2019). 

Furthermore, the Court’s decision led to the conformation of two different bodies 

of ‘Guardian of the Atrato’, one formed by members of the State and under the umbrella 

of the Ministry of the Environment, and another communal body formed by fourteen 

members of the ethnic organisations in the region. They have the official role of defending 

the rights of the river, of preserving the natural resources along with it, to conserve and 

restore the environmental balances, as well as to defend the rights of the communities that 

 
24 In Spanish: Consejo Comunitario Mayor de la Organización Popular y Campesina del Alto Atrato. 
25 In Spanish: Consejo Comunitario Mayor de la Asociación Campesina Integral del Atrato. 
26 In Spanish: Asociación de Consejos Comunitarios del Bajo Atrato. 



live there and to pressure the implementation of the Court's decisions (ABColombia, 

2018). 

Experiences of resistance from the North of Cauca 

Another inspiring and relevant example of non-violent defence of the territories is 

one of the Nasa peoples of the Cauca Department. The Nasa indigenous peoples of 

Colombia have been resisting the invasion, exploitation and conflict in their territories 

since the arrival of Spanish colonisers. Since 2001, inspired by the historical legacy and 

methods of their ancestors, the Nasa have created an organised body of non-violent 

resistance, the Guardia Indígena (Indigenous Guard). The experiences of the Guardia as 

indigenous self-organised body evidence why using non-violence can be the only 

successful method for certain contexts and occasions and reflects the concepts of 

indigenous peace, of everyday peacebuilding, of environmental peacemaking and 

emancipation have been trying to describe. 

The Guardia Indígena makes use of massive non-violent actions to counter the 

violence of legal and illegal armed groups and corporations which disturb and threaten 

the safety and well-being of the people, the land and natural balance. The Guardía 

Indigena is mostly conformed by ethnic groups from the north of Cauca, and it gathers 

men, women and children who collectively mobilize according to the need and the 

urgency of the threat (Chaves et al, 2020). 

As explained by Ernesto, the Guardía Indigena was a solution of collective 

protection, found by those who could not find protection anywhere else but within their 

community: 

In the Guardia Indígena we take care of our territory ourselves because nobody else takes care of 

us. If we look at the legal side, the police, the ESMAD, the army, they don't protect us. Besides, they 

have also killed us because they too protect the interests of multinationals. Now, if we look at the 

side of the insurgency, the guerrillas, the paramilitaries, it’s the same, because they are also looking 

for economic benefits, looking for the one that pays the most, the multinationals pay them to do the 

dirty work in our land. We are persecuted from one side or the other. And to provide a solution for 

our territory, our community formed the Guardia Indígena. That is what takes care of the territory, 

that guards, alarms, and alerts the community so that we can massively go out and take care of the 

territory when they give the alarm. For us, the Guardia Indígena has been the fundamental axis of 

resistance here in the northern part of the Cauca. 

Interview with Ernesto, Nasa Indigenous Defender, 28th June 2020. 

 Non-armed, besides the traditional stick they carry solely for protection, the guards 

have been able to use non-violent mobilization, leverage and resilience in an 



incomparable way (Schock, 2013). Some of their activities include guarding the entries 

of indigenous resguardos, organising protective measures during mobilizations, 

protecting the natural resources and their land, and even saving victims from kidnappings 

and expelling multinationals and armed groups from their lands (Chaves et al, 2020). This 

point was also enlightened by Ernesto, when presenting an example of how the Guardia 

Indígena acted against illegal actors who came to their territories interested in conducting 

extractive activities: 

From 2014 onwards, we took decisive action. They usually don't start by arriving here formally, but 

rather illegally. They began to talk to some community members who were in need, in situations of 

poverty, and began to offer them work or machinery to do the work. When they started their activities 

and brought the most sophisticated machinery, that's when we acted and started taking out their 

machinery. It was hard for a few of us to hide for a while, but later the whole community responded, 

and some of these machineries were burned, while others were taken to the public forces.  

Interview with Ernesto, Nasa Indigenous Defender, 28th June 2020. 

As demonstrated, collective actions were more successful when the community 

responded the alert and joined the actions, evidencing how massive mobilization, even if 

(or especially if) non-armed, can result in leverage and more fruitful results. 

Furthermore, the Guardia Indígena has had an important role in maintaining the 

traditions and the role of indigenous peoples as ‘the best guardian of the world’s 

biodiversity’, as once said by UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

Victoria Tauli-Corpuz. This has been done through historical recounting and teaching of 

indigenous practices, beliefs and goals to young children who are also part of the guard, 

which will certainly ensure that environmental and human rights defence from an 

indigenous perspective is ensured during the next decades (Chaves et al, 2020). 

It gives me great joy when I see an older person from our community working the land, taking care 

of the trees, caring for the water sources because despite their age, they are leaving us an inheritance, 

a legacy. Not in wealth, not in coins, but a wealth of ideas about how to take care of the environment. 

Those persons and our ancestors have left us water, oxygen, the sun, the moon so that we can 

continue to take care of them and that is what we should teach our children. Because if we don't take 

care of the environment, what are we leaving for our children? I sometimes ask people "do you love 

your children?" and they say "yes", but what is to love? (...) To love our children is to take care of 

the environment so that they can remain in a healthy territory, with health, where they can eat healthy 

food because the Madre Tierra gives us everything we need. 

Interview with Ernesto, Nasa Indigenous Defender, 28th June 2020. 



The missing ‘peace’: integral indigenous and environmental peace 

Although academic literature has been able to provide us with many relevant 

concepts to explain the social reality, sometimes it can also be useful to look into how the 

protagonists of certain phenomena would label and define that phenomena. While 

analysing the results of primary research, it was clear that the environmental defenders 

aim for the peace process were very much in tune with what authors such as Oliver 

Richmond, Lederach and Mac Ginty have addressed in the 'local turn' literature: bottom-

up peacebuilding, indigenous peace, everyday peace, all of these are present when 

analysing the contributions of defenders for this research. Nonetheless, when asked what 

they were expecting the peace process would bring, the words and expressions used 

differed from the ones of the academia. Manuel, a Kankuamo Indigenous defender said, 

for instance, that he expected the peace process to: 

Achieving a territorial peace. Truth, Justice, Reparation and Non-Repetition. (…) The conception 

of the defence of life and of territory held by the Indigenous Peoples in Colombia comes from an 

integral point of view. And there cannot be peace only among human beings, but also with the Madre 

Tierra as a whole. Every action we develop is done in the name of the Buen Vivir of all things, 

including the Madre Tierra, (...) we do not conceive it as the "natural environment", as that is an 

economicist way of continuing to exploit the territory in name of its defence and its protection. 

Questionnaire with Manuel, Kankuamo Indigenous Defender, 9th June 2020 

This and other contributions highlight how important it is to ‘learn from the South’ 

and to look at the words being used by the subjects of the research, as they are surely 

expressing more adequately what are their aims and beliefs. It should be highlighted how 

the expression Madre Tierra is preferred to the one ‘natural environment’ has they might 

hold different connotations. 

After analysing how dynamics of liberal and illiberal peace have been negatively 

influencing the peace process by generating delays, obstacles and by postponing 

environmental and ethnic considerations, we should look into what defenders consider 

that an environmentally sustainable peace would look like. As brilliantly summed up by 

Eduardo: 

Peace is not only achieved by the silencing of the guns. No... True and lasting peace is the peace 

that guarantees a better quality of life, that guarantees education, that guarantees health, that 

guarantees employment. Peace that guarantees all that we have come to claim through many 

struggles to estar bien. For many people, perhaps they thought that "well, the guerrillas will be 

disarmed, so we will be at peace". But no, no, no. I cannot be at peace if I do not have enough to 

eat at home, I cannot be at peace if my sons are not guaranteed a job or schooling, I cannot be at 

peace if I do not have social security, if I get sick and do not have the health or means that allow 



me to take medication, I cannot be at peace if I do not have labour rights. (...) Peace is this set of 

elements that are necessary for any human being to live with dignity. And all these hopes have 

been dashed because there is no one to respond to them. 

 

Interview with Eduardo, Afro-Colombian Defender, 13th June 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 6 – Conclusions 

This research project aimed to analyse how indigenous and Afro-Colombian 

environmental defenders have been contributing to building an environmentally 

sustainable peace since the formalisation of the PA in 2016. By conducting two interviews 

and one questionnaire with environmental defenders and by analysing relevant reports, 

this dissertation concludes that Colombian environmental activists have been positively 

contributing to advance a holistic conception of sustainable peace which has, however, 

been prevented from fulfilling all of its potentials. 

In general, the actions of environmental defenders have been focused on moving 

forward a concept of integral, environmental and sustainable peace that renders the Madre 

Tierra as an inherent condition for peace. This has been done through several strategies 

such as organised social protests, marches, legal petitions and other legal instruments, 

self-organisation around non-violent bodies, as well as by other actions of everyday life.  

In a violent response against the contributions these defenders have been giving to the 

peace process, their goals and visions for the country are being blocked by counter-actions 

of several actors, mainly illegal and legal armed groups, corporations and the State 

oligarchy. The current state of liberal and illiberal peace and the enduring sources of 

direct, structural and cultural violence exclude, stigmatize, and threaten those who work 

for the protection of the natural environment. 

This research was able to find answers to the main research question and sub-

questions. Firstly, it was found that despite environmental defenders openly engaged and 

supported the Peace Agreement on a collective and organised basis, on a personal level, 

their expectations differed. While some expressed to have had many hopes in regards to 

the process and the effects of its implementation for the buen vivir of their communities 

and the Madre Tierra, others admitted not to be as optimistic about it. Even so, all of 

them have maintained a commitment for peace and environmental protection since an 

early age, explaining how this has been a constant feature of their daily lives, as well as 

a commitment for the future. 

Secondly, it is concluded that there are multiple and contrasting kinds of peace 

being developed in Colombia. On the one hand, there is the ex-President Santos’ liberal 

project of a transformed country which would finally get past the decades of 

stigmatization related to narcotrafficking and the protracted conflict the FARC, opening 



Colombia to foreign investment, tourism and whole new future as part of the 'West'. On 

the other hand, there is President Duque's current illiberal peace project, which lies on an 

oligarchic, militaristic and conservative view for the country, and which success highly 

depends on the support of a landowning elite, for whom expanding territories and 

exploiting natural resources is an essential source of power that contrasts with the needs 

of ethnic communities and defenders. 

Finally, the indigenous and Afro-Colombian cosmovision for peace relies upon a 

holistic conception that peace should involve social justice just as much as it should 

include environmental protection. More concretely, the indigenous conception of 'integral 

peace' is a Colombian indigenous and afro-descendant grounded version of what the 

academy has been calling 'indigenous peace', 'everyday peace', 'positive peace', 

'environmental peace' and 'sustainable peace'. The most valuable lesson to draw from this 

research is precisely to reflect how these 'knowledges' and afro-indigenous peace 

conceptions could improve upon the current state of the peace process and provide lessons 

for the Colombian society to reconcile with the natural environment as a whole. 

Answering the third sub-question that guided this research, it can be concluded that 

environmental sustainability was one of the dimensions to be included, to some extent, in 

the text of the PA signed in 2016. This was mainly done through Chapter One, which 

designed the Comprehensive Rural Reform and which defined important programs for 

land restitution and distribution and founded programs as the PDETs. Moreover, the PA 

included an Ethnic Chapter, which was also relevant for the recognition of the role of 

ethnic peoples in protecting Colombia’s biodiversity. Nonetheless, two points should be 

noted: the demands of ethnic groups were only included in the text of the PA after much 

bottom-up pressure was done; and that these written promises for ‘territorial peace’ have 

not been able to refrain the expansion of extractive projects, of agro-industry licenses nor 

to refrain environmental damages. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that environmental 

sustainability could be more strongly incorporated in the peace implementation if there 

was a greater political will to do so, as well as to protect those who are natural guardians 

of the country’s biodiversity, environmental defenders. 

Finally, in terms of the strategies used by defenders to advance an environmentally 

sustainable peace, these can be evaluated as strong examples of active citizenship for the 

transformation of the Colombian society from violent to more peaceful. While some 

actions have followed traditional ancestral examples of rebellion, resistance and leverage, 



others have come to use the dominant channels to achieve results through, for instance, 

using legal instruments. While some of the struggles in which defenders have engaged in 

the past years have been more successful than others, it can be concluded that 

environmental conflicts, just as any other conflicts, can never be fully resolved, but 

gradually transformed. Even if that social transformation takes steps forward and steps 

back, it is clear how the emancipatory non-violent contributions of ethnic groups have 

had a positive impact in how the PA was developed, in how it is being implemented and 

in how the accountability of State is being tested. 

To better understand the implications of these results, future researches could be 

improved by adopting even narrower scopes. This, combined with field-work based 

methodologies, could allow addressing issues such as the specific relationship between 

environmental defenders and certain businesses and corporations operating in Colombia; 

the role of the State elites and landowning oligarchy in stigmatizing social protest; 

conflicts between paramilitary organisations and human rights and environmental 

defenders; the specific role of women who dedicate their lives to the defence of the Madre 

Tierra; or even quantitively measure the levels of success and failure of certain strategies 

used by defenders.  Nonetheless, it should be said that going deeper on these issues would 

likely require extensive fieldwork, resources and access to sensitive data which is more 

difficult to access from an external context, especially in the situation of a global 

pandemic. Nevertheless, such type of studies could be great contributions to confirm, 

build on and possibly enrich the conclusions found here. 

Overall, this dissertation makes an important collection and analysis of how 

environmental defenders have been contributing towards an environmentally sustainable 

peace in Colombia. Most importantly, rather than only filling a gap in the literature, the 

aim of this dissertation was also to highlight why and how the stories of environmental 

defenders have been invisible in academia, in world news, and for the general public. 

Moreover, this dissertation has been able to evidence how, despite the abundance and 

richness of concepts being created in universities of the Global North, perhaps we should 

‘learn from the South’ and integrate indigenous concepts into our researches. This was 

made evident by the way how the grassroots conceptions of ‘integral peace’, of buen vivir 

and of the Madre Tierra can express much better what are the real goals and cosmovisions 

of ethnic peoples than a large variety of academic concepts – even if they mean similar 

things. 



Falling at the risk of being overly ambitious, there is the hope that this dissertation 

will help make the struggles and beliefs of Colombian environmental defenders more 

visible, providing my small contribution for transforming conflict and the academia step-

by-step. As a young researcher in the field of International Relations, Security Studies 

and Peace Studies, there is the expectation that this dissertation topic will inspire others 

to look more into non-traditional security issues, to pay greater attention to the subalterns 

of the international system and to value their contributions for peace and positive social 

transformation. Emphasizing the actions of environmental defenders assists us to re-think 

the ways security is being thought of, the ways peace is currently being built and the ways 

we can also take part in positive social transformation. 
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