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Abstract 
After more than fifty years of conflict, in November 2016 a peace agreement was 
signed by the Colombian government and the leftist group Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). The agreement—and the negotiations 
leading up to the final document—created an opportunity for addressing historical 
inequalities in the Colombian political system and its socio-economic structures. 
However, Colombian society remains deeply divided, as is common during 
processes of political settlement. Some of the aspirations of the peace agreement 
may be too ambitious and generate expectations that exceed the capacities of 
existing state institutions. In addition, opposition by political and social actors has 
been significant. At the same time, Colombia has made more progress on the 
state- and peace-building front than many other countries with a similar conflict 
background. This paper argues that the unfinished business of building a 
comprehensive, inclusive, and ultimately resilient social contract in Colombia 
explains many of these tensions, which are examined through the lens of three 
postulated ‘drivers’ of a social contract, and how two ‘core conflict issues’ are 
addressed: the distribution and use of land, and illicit crops and the drug trade.  

 

Introduction 
 

After more than fifty years of conflict, in November 2016 a peace agreement was signed 

by the Colombian government and the leftist group Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

Colombia (FARC). The peace agreement—and the negotiations leading up to the final 

document—created an opening for addressing historical inequalities in the Colombian political 

system and its socio-economic structures, facilitating FARC’s conversion into a political party 

and providing for transitional justice measures, including lenient sentences in exchange for truth 

and victims’ reparations. However, Colombian society remains deeply divided over the merits of 

the agreement. There is a generalized sense that justice will only partially be served and that 

significant obstacles will limit the depth and breadth of the transformative potential of the 

agreement.  

Beyond opposition by political and social actors, some of the aspirations of the peace 

agreement may be too ambitious and may be generating expectations that exceed the capacities 

of existing national state institutions, as well as the political will for reform by significant social 
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sectors. Analysing these tensions, this article explores the challenges and opportunities for 

fostering a resilient social contract in Colombia.  

As defined in an 11-country research and policy dialogue study that this research is a part 

of, ‘a resilient national social contract is a dynamic national agreement between state and 

society, including different groups in society, on how to live together. Such a contract includes 

the distribution and exercise of power, and how different demands, conflict interests and 

expectations around rights and responsibilities are mediated over time through different spheres 

and mechanisms. Three ‘drivers’ of such a contract are that 1) political settlements are 

increasingly inclusive and responsive to ‘core conflict issues’, 2) institutions (formal, customary, 

and informal) are increasingly effective and inclusive and have broadly shared outcomes that 

meet societal expectations and enhance state legitimacy; and 3) social cohesion is broadening 

and deepening, with formal and informal ties and interactions binding society horizontally 

(across citizens, between groups) and vertically (between citizens/groups and the state).  

Colombia has historically been marked by contestation between sectors and regions of the 

country in relation to how resources, political rights, and institutions should be designed and 

distributed (Bejarano 1995, Chernick 1999, González 2014; Palacios 2002, and Wade 2001). 

This trend has increased in the post-agreement period, as the state faces increasing demands and 

needs and as the agreement offers potentially innovative, yet also disruptive ways of re-

allocating resources and rights. Although state capacity and performance have improved over the 

past decades (Barrera-Osorio, Maldonado, and Rodríguez 2012; Agudelo, Cardona, Ortega and 

Robledo 2011), the state is still perceived as being highly illegitimate in relation to rising 

expectations of the population (Fragile States Index 2017). This illegitimacy is reflected in 

distrust among the population and low vertical and horizontal social cohesion. Based on these 

contrasts, this paper, analyses the drivers of a social contract mentioned above through the lens 

of two ‘core conflict issues’ (CCIs) – the distribution and use of land, which relates to the origins 

of conflict, and the ability to curb illicit crops and the drug trade, which explains the conflict’s 

long duration. The paper pays attention to how attempts to address these CCIs serve to identify 

the main challenges and opportunities for the emergence of a resilient social contract. 

To prepare this article, existing academic literature was reviewed. Official reports and 

policy documents were also reviewed, in addition to the data available in the larger project´s 

Data Resources document. Opinion polls and surveys provided relevant background. Focus 
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groups and interviews were held during 2017 in the capital, Bogotá, and in two Colombian cities, 

Medellín (Antioquia) and Cali (Valle), providing additional insights from the perspective of local 

authorities, civil society leaders, the private sector, and academia. Parallel research efforts on 

civil society peace initiatives and on the peace negotiations and the process of agreement 

implementation (references to be added) provided further input. A validation workshop was held 

in September 2017 to finetune the analysis. In the following sections, information about context 

is followed by a description and analysis of the three drivers identified above. 
 

Context 
 

Peace agreements are only part of the political settlement process, which is messy and 

complex, takes time, and reflects many of the institutional atrophies causing and caused by 

conflict. Colombia illustrates this well. For decades the Colombian armed conflict was 

considered a protracted one, because of its long duration, the difficult issues at stake, the 

historical weakness of the Colombian state in most regions of the country, especially in the rural 

areas, and the role of the drug trade, which fuels a wide variety of criminal organizations. The 

main rebel groups have been the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP), which 

demanded agrarian reform, and the National Liberation Army (ELN), which pressed for the 

nationalization of natural resources. Other groups, such as the M-19, demanded an opening of 

the political system. In addition, rightwing paramilitaries—linked to landed interests, 

counterinsurgent efforts, and the drug trade—fought guerrillas over territorial control. Although 

on opposing ideological poles, both types of armed groups were a reflection of profoundly 

centralized, exclusionary, and ineffective institutions (Pizarro 1990).  

Over twenty state-led efforts were made to bring the conflict to a halt (Bejarano 1995; 

Chernick 1999; Pizarro 1990; Villarraga 2015). Some of these efforts at the end of the 1980s 

were successful, leading to the demobilization of more than three groups. Others failed because 

of lack of political will, strong spoilers (within the military and recalcitrant rural elites), and the 

growing lure of the drug trade.  

In 1991, amidst a peak of drug- and conflict-related violence, a new Constitution was 

drafted to acknowledge and integrate ethnic, cultural, and regional diversity and produce a more 

inclusive social contract. Representatives of some of the demobilized guerrilla groups, such as 
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the M19, participated in its design. The Constitution elevated “peace” to a fundamental 

constitutional right, thereby stating the expectation that new norms would provide an antidote to 

rampant violence. The 1991 Constitution was considered very progressive in comparison to 

former Colombian and other Latin American constitutions (García 2012). However, the 

Constitution also alienated sectors opposing secularization and minority rights.  

Despite the drafting of a new, more inclusive Constitution, the Colombian conflict 

escalated rapidly in the 1990s as a result of all illegal groups’ active immersion into the drug 

trade, which boosted their ability to recruit fighters and gain military capacity (Pécaut 1997; 

Nieto 2001; Nasi & Rettberg 2019). As a result of this struggle for territorial expansion, the 

1990s and early 2000s saw the greatest peaks in humanitarian emergencies. In total, 200,000 

people died in the course of the conflict, while over eight million were victims of forced 

displacement, kidnappings, forced disappearance and recruitment, and sexual violence (Centro 

Nacional de Memoria Histórica 2016; Sánchez and Rudling 2019).  

The tide changed in the early 2000s, when a US-funded aid package aimed at curbing the 

drug trade (Rosen 2014; Tickner 2003) substantially improved the offensive capacity of the 

Colombian military forces, delivering unprecedented blows against FARC and improving 

security across the country. In addition, several experiences with Leftist governments in Latin 

America seemed to demonstrate to FARC that electoral democracy might be an acceptable 

avenue for change. This helped produce the conditions for credible talks (Nasi and Rettberg, 

2019), which were launched in Cuba in 2012. In 2016 a peace agreement was signed. The 

agreement set out to address rural reform, illicit crops, political participation of minority groups, 

and transitional justice. In addition to producing the demobilization of fighters, the agreement 

was guided by an interest in strengthening inclusion-promoting institutions and social relations 

as well as the development of heretofore underprivileged regions of the country (IFIT 2018). 

Reflecting international support for this purpose, then UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon 

referred to Colombia´s peace agreement as “a bright flare of hope” (UN 2016) at the global level.   

However, in a referendum on the peace agreement in October 2016, abstention was 

higher than 60 percent. More problematic still, a slight majority of 50.21% voted “no” (against 

49.78% who voted “yes”, with a difference of less than 55,000 votes, less than 1% of eligible 

voters). The result has been explained by experience with violence, but has also been attributed 

to economic conditions, regional specificities, and support for the rightist party Centro 
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Democrático, which vehemently opposed the agreement (Basset 2018; Dávalos, Morales, and 

Holmes 2018). Some authors have underscored the role of emotions (Gómez-Suárez 2016). In 

light of this result, the government and FARC adjusted the deal and signed a new agreement, 

which was approved by Congress. The adjusted agreement sought shorter time limits for 

implementation, greater material and judicial responsibility for FARC, less prominence of so-

called gender ideology, and boosting state authority, for instance on the question of aerial 

aspersion of illicit crops (Alto Comisionado para la Paz 2016). The process made visible 

profound disagreements in relation to FARC political participation and non-punitive sentences 

for commanders, which still mark everyday political debate in the country. 

The fact that an agreement was finally reached suggests that a window of opportunity has 

emerged for a more inclusive social contract. However, conflict issues are linked to deeply 

entrenched formal and informal institutions which partially explain ongoing polarization and 

widespread contestation. The following sections illustrate this assertion in the case of two core 

conflict issues: land structure, ownership, and use; and illicit crops and the drug trade.  

 

Core conflict issues and resilience for peace capacities 

 

Land in Colombia has been historically underutilized, concentrated in the hands of a few (FAO 

2017), and embedded in rigid and inefficient institutions (Reyes 2016). Rural living, health, and 

education conditions are systematically and historically inferior to urban conditions (Ibáñez, 

Gáfaro, and Zarruk 2012). Further, the rural tax system privileges land owners. As a result, the 

“agrarian problem” has consistently been singled out as a core conflict issue in Colombia (Centro 

Nacional de Memoria Histórica, 2013; Reyes 2016, Sánchez 2017).  

The link between land and armed conflict is very strong. Agrarian reform has played a 

pivotal role in FARC’s founding as a group representing peasant interests (Zamosc 1986). In 

addition, land seizures and the forced displacement of over seven million rural inhabitants are 

some of the most relevant traits of the Colombian armed conflict. In 2011, Law 1448 addressed 

the needs of victims in terms of land restitution. However, the process has been slow. In addition, 

many victims’ leaders demanding the formalization of their land rights have been persecuted and 

killed (Arias et al. 2017).  
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In addition, Colombia has been plagued by drug trade-related violence since the 1970s. The 

pervasive effects of drugs on politics, society, and the economy have been well documented, and 

include corruption, institutional atrophy, and a generalized perception of state incapacity (Tickner, 

García and Arreaza 2011; Gaviria and Mejía 2011). In addition to the drug cartels, Colombian 

insurgents and paramilitary groups became deeply involved in the drug trade since the 1980s. 

Crop-producing areas as well as the strategic corridors and ports have been under control mainly 

of FARC, followed by several smaller criminal organizations, all of them tied to international 

networks (Echandía 2001; Rocha 2011; Vargas 2014). This has deeply discredited guerrilla groups 

and their structural reform agenda.  

According to the Centre for Historical Memory (2013), the drug trade has had at least four 

effects on armed conflict. 1) it funded the illegal groups and their social support basis, thus 

facilitating massive recruitment in the 1990s; 2) it broadened the rural inequality gap by aiding 

drug traffickers in the acquisition of land. As drug lords bought land, they became targets of 

guerrilla pressure and created paramilitary groups to provide counterinsurgent pressure (Centro 

Nacional de Memoria Histórica 2013); this, in turn, resulted in 3) the forced displacement of 

peasant populations; and 4) drug-related corruption and violence, which weakened the Colombian 

state and, eventually, the guerrillas, as the prospects of drug-related income introduced divisions 

into their organisation and subverted their political aspirations. So while the drug trade produces 

significant wealth, little of this benefits producers and most causes growing inequality and violence 

in crop-growing areas. 

The fight against illicit crops and their effect on Colombian society and economy has a 

major international component, as US military and intelligence cooperation has been crucial in 

monitoring crops, and promoting policy ranging from forceful eradication to controlling the 

inflow of drug-related money into the formal economy. Due to the systemic and global nature of 

the drug economy, unilateral efforts on the supply side have not been able to affect global 

demand for illegal drugs nor local incentives for cultivating. In fact, in recent years, crops in 

Colombia have expanded (UNODC 2016a). When the state has promoted eradication campaigns, 

accompanying efforts to boost legal economic development have seldom been effective in 

keeping peasants permanently away from growing illicit crops (Ramírez 2001; Llorente, Garzón, 

and Suárez 2018). As a result, the relationship between the state and coca-growing peasants is 
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mostly antagonistic, as the state has not only been absent but, when it arrives, often acts in a 

repressive manner.  

Despite the fact that—or because—Colombia has dealt with pervasive political violence, 

the country possesses significant resilience for peace capacities consisting of institutional and 

social assets that will prove crucial in light of the challenges related to building a resilient social 

contract. On the one hand, since the 1990s the country has developed a significant state-

sponsored or internationally-backed institutional scaffolding for peace (Rettberg 2012). Over the 

past twenty years, the state has developed legal frameworks aimed at providing attention to 

humanitarian crises, aiding the social reintegration of former combatants, promoting the 

reparation of victims, developing transitional justice mechanisms, and promoting historical 

memory (Rettberg 2012). This has been complemented with an ambitious development and 

peacebuilding agenda supported by international cooperation actors (Bergamaschi, García, and 

Santacruz 2017) since the 1980s. These capacities are important in that they provide a 

counterweight to the weaknesses in institutional performance mentioned above.  

These resilience for peace capacities at the state level are complemented with vibrant and 

strong civil society organizations and initiatives (Rettberg 2017; Kaplan 2017). As documented 

by a recent study of 1,800 civil society peace initiatives, topics such as the building of local 

capacities, the development of a pro-democratic culture, and the promotion of victims’ rights 

have been endorsed and encouraged by civil society organizations across the country at least 

since the 1980s (Rettberg 2017). Although civil society leaders have often been targets of violent 

backlashes by all armed groups, both aspects reveal “endogenous capacities to address shocks 

and stressors” (McCandless 2018) which provide a counterweight to violence and institutional 

weakness and will prove a critical source of resilience in the years to come. 

Driver 1: Political Settlements Addressing Core Conflict Issues 
 

The 2016 Colombian peace agreement set out to address the main, historic impediments for 

sustainable peace in the country, including the core conflict issues land and illicit crops. In addition 

to the agreement itself, a significant architecture was designed to roll out the peace deal, including 

more than fifteen new state agencies, offices, and programs. This section examines the peace 



8 
 

agreement’s ability, or the first driver of a resilient social contract (see above), to address the core 

conflict issues—land and illicit crops.  

While negotiations were ongoing, the Colombian government created a Postconflict 

Ministry (later adjusted to a High Council for Postconflict) to oversee implementation and 

coordinate domestic and international fund-raising to tend to the needs arising from the 

demobilization of thousands of fighters and the development of a vast institutional peacebuilding 

structure. A transitional monitoring commission (Comisión de Seguimiento, Impulso y 

Verificación a la Implementación del Acuerdo Final- CSIVI)—with the participation of FARC and 

the national government—was designed to oversee specific aspects of implementation. Third, a 

state agency for the renovation of the territory (Agencia para la Renovación del Territorio – ART) 

was created, which is in charge of developing regionally specific development plans—including 

projects related to land productivity—in 170 municipalities with high levels of rural poverty, 

presence of land mines, presence of demobilized guerrilla camps, and illicit crops.  

The peace agreement also provided for a sophisticated transitional justice structure to 

address Human Rights violations committed by all sides (including the guerrillas, the Armed 

Forces, and third parties), to compensate the more than eight million victims in the country who 

have formally registered with the Colombian state, and to promote national reconciliation. This 

includes amnesties for minor crimes, a Truth Commission and a Special Peace Jurisdiction (both 

institutions started operations in 2018). Crimes and Human Rights violations related to land play 

a central role in the aspirations of the Colombian transitional justice structure, because most of the 

victims of forced displacement are landless peasants. This structure built on and strengthened 

institutional developments prior to the agreement, including the Justice and Peace Law of 2005, 

which facilitated the demobilization of paramilitary groups and laid the groundwork for the 

recognition and reparation of all victims (Rettberg 2012), and the Victims’ Law of 2011, which 

designed the ambitious structure for reparations (Sánchez and Rudling 2019).  

The following section illustrates how the core conflict issues were addressed through 

‘spheres and mechanisms of social contract-making’, and the numerous obstacles and challenges 

in play.  

Land ownership, structure and use in the peace agreement 
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The peace agreement with FARC included a chapter on rural reform, stipulating efforts to 

formalize land tenure, modernize the rural tax system, boost land use and productivity with 

increased access to credits and technical advice, increase investment with incentives geared at 

the private sector to move operations to remote rural areas, and promote inclusion of vulnerable 

social groups, such as dispossessed peasants, victims of the armed conflict, and rural women. 

Government negotiators made a point of underscoring that including land and measures for 

increasing rural productivity in the agreement was not only a concession to FARC. Sergio 

Jaramillo, the government’s High Commissioner for Peace, stated publicly that “we are 

convinced that these reforms are needed so that peace can take root and Colombia can have a 

future different from violence” (cited in Reyes, 2016, p.4). This illustrated that for many the 

system of land tenure and use had turned into a liability for economic progress and that the 

agreement was an opportunity to go beyond FARC demobilization and address issues concerning 

future development.  

 The agreement proposed a state-managed Land Fund, which is expected to purchase three 

million hectares and invest in the formalization of tenure of seven million hectares (Semana 

2016). The required infrastructure (roads, ports, and electricity, sewage, and internet facilities) to 

connect far-off-centre regions and attract private investors (Miklian and Rettberg 2019) is 

expected to produce a fundamental revamping of the Colombian country-side. In addition, FARC 

pursued the development of a cooperative of former FARC members (ECOMUN) in the areas 

which used to be under their de facto control. The collective fund seeks to develop agrarian 

projects to support former fighters as well as surrounding communities.  

However, the design of the land fund is contentious, because it stirs fears by traditional 

and recent landowners that there might ensue a large Venezuela-style expropriation effort loom 

large. At the same time, opposition to the agreement—both in terms of design and in terms of the 

ongoing implementation—did not simply plot private sector (or oligarchical) against worker (or 

peasant) interests: Many companies in the construction, industry, trade, transportation, and 

service sectors expressed interest in exploring investment opportunities linked to the “territorial 

peace” project or have already engaged in such efforts over the years. Over 400 new enterprises 

have been founded in some of the hardest-hit areas of conflict since 2017 alone (Presidencia, 

2018). Therefore, contestation over the agreement cannot be read in traditional class-struggle 

terms but needs to take into account intra-sectoral divisions along the lines of links to formal and 
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international markets and international competitiveness as opposed to those more inward-

looking, informal types of economic activity. 

Illicit crops and the drug trade in the peace agreement 
 

The agreement reached with FARC on illicit crops is closely linked to issues of rural reform. 

One hundred thousand (100,000) hectares of illicit crops are expected to be destroyed voluntarily 

or forcefully and up to ten million Colombians are expected to benefit. In return, the Colombian 

state has committed to improving crop substitution programs, aiming to provide communities 

with legal economic alternatives and credit via the National Integral Program for the Substitution 

of Illicit Crops (Programa Nacional Integral de Sustitución de Cultivos de Uso Ilícito – PNIS). 

In order to boost compliance by communities, substitution activities and municipal plans are 

developed and monitored by a body composed of central and local government and FARC 

representatives. 

The transition to a model privileging the structural conditions on the supply side more 

than interdiction on the demand side has been historically challenging, especially in the context 

of new criminal organizations—feeding off previously demobilized fighters as well as new 

recruits among disenfranchised youth, and linked to the growing presence of Mexican cartels 

(Bargent 2018)—seeking to enter the market. On the one hand, as mentioned above, illicit crops 

and the drug trade escape Colombia´s ability to tackle the issue alone. On the other hand, 

Colombia’s institutions are heavily weighted in favour of repressive approaches to illicit crops, 

which are politically more effective and fiscally less onerous than more long-term solutions. 

Recently, the national government has expressed its willingness to resort to aerial eradication 

again, which has been questioned due to its potential health consequences (Isacson 2019). 

Contestation remains between central and regional governments, the state and communities, and 

Colombia and the world over how to deal with the drug problem, with regional governments 

expecting greater support by central authorities, and communities demanding sustainable 

development solutions and resisting criminalization or punitive approached to crops (Ramírez 

2001; Asmann 2018; Puerta and Chaparro 2019).  

The various sites of contestation illustrated so far point to the “negotiation after the 

negotiation” that typically marks the aftermath of armed confrontation, and the post-agreement 

period generally, as “a mediation- and negotiation-heavy period” (McCandless 2018, 11). The 
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2016 Colombian peace agreement was a necessary step to move towards a more inclusive social 

contract and needed transformations and it draws from available institutional resources and 

capacities. However, as shown here, it has also deepened and made visible profound social 

disagreements and structural limitations, which operate well beyond the illegal groups as well as 

the control of the state. The next section and driver will shed light on some of these structural 

constraints.  

Driver 2: Institutions Delivering Effectively and Inclusively 
 

There is a close connection between building peace and building strong states, i.e. states 

able to deliver services and protect de population (Call 2008). The Colombian state has been 

historically described as a weak one, resulting in gaps between urban and rural dwellers, creating 

chances for local elites and illegal armed actors to dominate and become de facto states in many 

regions, capture rents, coopt local institutions and siphon off resources, resisting efforts at being 

integrated into national norms (Rettberg, Leiteritz, Nasi, and Prieto 2018). In addition, while 

Colombian democracy has been a functioning one, as competitive elections have been held 

regularly, democracy has not stemmed—sometimes even deepened—the divisions among 

regions and levels of government and the institutional opportunities for armed conflict and the 

social turmoil associated with illicit crops (Leal and Dávila 2010). Colombia still is a “country of 

regions,” (González, Bolívar and Vázquez 2003) due to its particular geographic make-up (three 

large Andean mountain ranges cross the country from North to South), and the differentiated 

historical development of its political, fiscal, and administrative structure with some highly 

developed regions and other underdeveloped ones. This feeds into a circular relationship 

between institutional weakness and conflict, as institutional distortions resulting from efforts to 

halt conflict have nurtured the (national and sub-national) state’s reduced capacity to provide 

basic services and protection, elicit rule compliance by the population, overcome impunity and 

halt corruption.  

Despite its conflict of long duration, for the most part Colombia did not resemble a war-

torn country. For the past decades, the country has seen improved performance in terms of 

increased health and education coverage, efforts to overcome the rural/urban divide, and an 

improved territorial presence of the state in several regions. The country is now part of the 



12 
 

CIVETS group (an acronym for the most promising emergent markets, including Colombia, 

Indonesia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey, and South Africa) and recently joined the Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). In this sense, Colombia has made more 

progress on the state-building front than many other countries with a similar conflict background. 

Figure 1 compares selected indicators of the Fragile States Index (FSI) for Colombia, 

including state legitimacy, poverty and economic decline, uneven development, group grievance, 

refugees and IDPs, and factionalized elites.1 According to the index, Colombia has improved 

from an FSI score of 92,8 in 2001 to 76,6 in 2018 (FSI 2018), putting it in the group of countries 

marked by “strong improvement”, although it is still in the range of “high warning” for fragility 

and instability. In terms of quality of education, according to the OECD, only three OECD 

countries show a faster rate of improvement in the reading skills of 15-year-olds than Colombia 

(OECD 2016, p.3). 

 
Figure 1. Performance on selected Fragile States Index indicators, Colombia, 2005 – 2016  

 

 
However, remaining institutional weakness and differences between urban and rural areas 

have been linked to historic difficulties to address and overcome the core conflict issues 

discussed in this study. Despite improvements over the decades in the formalization and 
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productivity of land, inequality and exclusion remain, and institutional weakness has been 

blamed for providing the social soil for armed conflict, corruption and other forms of violence in 

Colombia (Garay 2008; Arjona 2016), facilitating peasant’s resorting to illicit crops as a source 

of income. In addition, the contrast between a state that appears to improve performance and 

inclusion at the aggregate level but reveals weakness at the sub-national and sectoral level, as 

well as a stable democratic system which seems unable to fully capture and solve popular 

demands nor address the gap between expectations and capacity, may partially explain the state´s 

low and declining legitimacy (see figure 1). 

Although the peace agreement´s emphasis sought to overcome challenges such as 

unequal land distribution and illicit crops causing conflict in the far-of-center regions, most of 

the newly created institutions described above (CSIVI and ART), not only operate mainly at the 

central level but also overlap with other national and local institutions. They have also been slow 

in responding to the many needs: Less than 10% of the over 110,000 requests for land restitution 

have been solved with a judicial sentence, new requests have been forbidden and the restitution 

law will only last until 2021 (Abondano 2018; Unidad Administrativa Especial de Gestión de 

Restitución de Tierras Despojadas 2018). In addition, the outburst of new and old state 

institutions seeking to attract people’s affiliation causes confusion among local communities, 

who observe disarticulation, wasted resources, and lost opportunities for addressing deep-rooted 

problem. This threatens to undermine goals of increasing state performance and legitimacy. 

Although there has been an overall reduction of violence in Colombian society, Colombia 

still ranks among the most violent countries in Latin America, which is the most violent region in 

the world (WHO 2015). Social leaders as well as former combatants, in addition to regular 

civilians are still the targets of many forms of criminal violence. Remaining divisions persist on 

who and how to include in the economic and political systems, how to manage and 

institutionalize social interaction and conflict, and how to accommodate some of the country´s 

arising tensions from its improving macroeconomic record and international standing. This 

brings home the argument espoused in the introduction, which describes the Colombian social 

contract as unfinished and marked by ongoing contestation between groups of society and 

institutions at different levels. The next section examines the third driver of a social contract—

social cohesion—with emphasis on individuals and groups’ attitudes and emotions in relation to 

the components of a resilient social contract.   
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Driver 3: Social Cohesion Broadening and Deepening 
 

Social cohesion intersects with and shapes the other drivers examined in this article, allowing for 

a more nuanced understanding of the challenges of social-contract making in Colombia. Overall, 

social cohesion is low in Colombia. This is explained by perceptions of unfairness surrounding 

state service delivery, linked to low effectiveness and corruption, which, in turn, is linked to the 

prevailing distrust among the Colombian population, both towards the state (vertical cohesion) 

and among fellow citizens (horizontal cohesion) (Observatorio de la Democracia 2017). The 

current Colombian societal polarization along the merits of the peace agreement is reflective of 

this historical deficit in state capacity to respond to both objective indicators as well as social 

expectations. 

Some of these tensions are reflected in people turning away from politics and formal 

institutions – challenging vertical cohesion. There is an open dislike of formal democratic 

politics, including institutions such as political parties (which are the least trusted institution), the 

Executive, the courts, and Congress. In fact, the Colombian population’s satisfaction with 

democracy has declined since 2004, along with trust in the government (Observatorio de la 

Democracia 2017).  Only the Armed Forces, which are credited with the recovery of security 

over the past decade (see context section) consistently rank as the most-trusted among state 

institutions. Distrust is not only high regarding crucial state institutions, but regarding fellow 

citizens. According to a 2016 study, 27.5% of Colombians have felt discriminated against by the 

state and other citizens because of their economic condition, 11.4% because of race, 8% because 

of some handicap, and 4.9% because of their sexual orientation.  

Underlying most of the dislike towards state institutions is the perception that corruption 

is rampant: Transparency International, an international organization tracking perception of 

corruption, had Colombia rank 90 among 176 countries in 2016, in contrast with Chile (24) or 

Uruguay (21) (Transparency International 2017). Today, Colombians have a strong national 

identity (an important marker of vertical cohesion according to our project framing) but are 

cynical and critical of national state capacity, in part due to the ineffectiveness of state 

institutions (characterized by low performance, widespread impunity and corruption).  

Tensions in horizontal social cohesion are reflected in high levels of violence, aggression, 

and distrust of others among average Colombians. Studies of Colombian children suggest they 
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are more prone to physical and relational aggression than those of other countries (Chaux and 

Velázquez 2009), mostly as a result of the legacies of violent behaviour learned and reproduced 

during protracted war. With adults, so too, there are signs of concern: Latin America's homicide 

rate—most related to urban violence—has been at least three times the global average, with 

Colombia a key contributor to these figures (Davis 2012).  

In relation to the legacies of more than fifty years of armed conflict on social attitudes 

and opinions in respect of the country’s past, it is worth looking at specific groups, such as 

combatants and victims, in order to evaluate the prospects of achieving reconciliation. A 2011 

survey of a representative sample of Colombian citizens (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 

2012) showed that, overall, Colombians are more sympathetic to victims than to perpetrators. 

This can partially be attributed to the scale of suffering that happened in the country (1 of every 5 

Colombians has been victimized in some form) as well as the fact that the Colombian state made 

it a point to put victims “front and centre” of the peace agreement and the transitional justice and 

land restitution structure. 

General favourability to victims contrasts with much less willingness to share the social 

space with former combatants: Of the survey respondents, a similar percentage (around 45%) 

would let their children attend the same schools as the children of demobilized combatants or 

would give former guerrillas a job. Increased social proximity, such as living next door to former 

combatants, is supported less (36%). Notably, opinions are even more unfavourable where 

politics is concerned: the majority of Colombians do not approve of former combatants 

participating in politics (only 21% support the participation of former combatants in politics). In 

recent years, this dislike was actively promoted by political discourse on the Right, which made 

it a point to frame the FARC as terrorists, which had an important impact on public opinion and 

on voting patterns (Dávalos, Morales, and Holmes 2018). Not surprisingly, in their first showing 

as a civilian political force, FARC obtained only 52.532 votes (0,34% of valid votes) for Senate 

and 32.636 votes (0,21% of valid votes) for the Lower House in the legislative elections of 2018. 

While skeptical in terms of sharing social space, many Colombians expect positive 

outcomes from demobilization in general: A different study suggests that 49.2% of a 

representative sample of Colombian citizens expect Colombian society to become more inclusive 

after demobilization of illegal armed groups and 46.1% expect tolerance to rise. 39.5%, however, 

fear an increase in crime rates, 37.6% a decline in job opportunities, 36.2% the loss of social 
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values, and 35.2% expect a decline in economic development. Only 16.5% expect an increase in 

interpersonal trust (García, Montalvo and Seligson 2015: 99).  

Illustrating these tensions, victims are divided over the merits of the peace agreement. 

Most favoured negotiations but some FARC victims have remained in strong opposition to what 

they perceived as the light sentencing that resulted. In the coming years, the role of victims will 

be critical for agreement implementation and legitimacy, both because they have mobilized 

politically (Rettberg 2015) and because they have become the human face of historic state 

shortcomings (Sánchez and Rudling 2019). In this sense, Colombian victims epitomize the 

challenges posed by vertical and horizontal social cohesion in Colombia. 

It remains to be seen what the long-term effect of the divisions revealed by the 2016 

referendum and of the ongoing contestation among social groups over the contents and scope of 

the peace agreement will have on trust between citizens, generally, and between citizens and 

demobilized combatants (horizontally) as well as between citizens and the state (vertically). This 

is relevant especially in light of the need to promote national reconciliation and fostering a 

resilient social contract – both of which depend on improving social cohesion for their 

realisation. As should be clear, social cohesion intersects with and shapes the other drivers 

examined in this study, as it depends on the ability of the peace agreement to capture and 

mediate core conflict issues and, in turn, shapes the capacity of institutions to enlist the required 

support for change. A dynamic approach—suggesting advances in some aspects and reversals or 

persistent rigidity in others—is helpful to illustrate the multiple layers.  

Analysis and Conclusions 

This article suggests that there are both opportunities and challenges for a more inclusive, 

resilient social contract in Colombia and varying levels of contestation regarding its main tenets 

of such contract. Some are related to the peace agreement and the ways in which it addresses the 

core conflict issues of land and illicit crops, while others pertain to the wider realm of state 

capacity and performance, and social cohesion. At this moment, there is potential for the peace 

agreement to reshape existing political power dynamics—especially at the sub-national level—

for more broadly shared results. But this is conditional on processes of institutional and social 

consolidation that exceed what the agreement can achieve on its own – effectively, more 

progress on drivers 2 and 3. For example, for the deficit in land distribution and productivity to 
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be overcome and for the core conflict issue illicit crops to be effectively addressed, both stronger 

and better coordinated (national and international) institutions as well as social and political 

support are required. 

The reaction to the peace agreement in Colombia, especially after the victory of the “no” 

in the October 2016 referendum, revealed the strength of conservative as well as fear-based 

political forces persisting within Colombian society, which will likely limit the depth and breadth 

of the transformative potential of the agreement. Beyond opposition by political and social 

actors, some of the aspirations of the peace agreement simply exceed the capacities and inertia of 

existing national state institutions, as well as the political will for reform by significant social 

sectors, as has been shown in the initial implementation period. 

This plays out especially in terms of rural reform and illicit crops, the two main drivers of 

conflict identified by the agreement: land-related aspirations may not seem particularly 

ambitious in light of the prevailing wisdom in terms of its inefficiencies, but enough to 

antagonize important social sectors in the country and will likely remain on the political agenda’s 

back burner. Although the need to promote the development of remote regions in which conflict 

has raged enjoys widespread support, it is difficult to raise the needed funding, to deploy the 

required policy capacity, to recruit the needed local authorities, and to prevent corruption from 

distorting territorial peace. Similarly, in the case of illicit crops, strengthened repressive and 

interdiction state capacity will not suffice to combat a global problem, with supply and demand 

occurring in such different economic and political contexts. This tension captures well the gap 

between expected performance, legitimacy and inclusiveness of formal and informal institutions 

discussed in driver 2. 

In terms of social cohesion, the topic at the core of driver 3, findings are mixed in terms 

of the societal willingness to engage in social transformation. On the one hand, trust among 

Colombians has been profoundly affected by a legacy of violence and conflict. This lays out a 

pedagogical and educational task for state and society, in terms of promoting more tolerant and 

respectful ways of living together and in translating norms into practice. Notably, relations 

between victims and combatants are less confrontational than many expected (Rettberg 2014; 

Nussio, Rettberg, and Ugarriza 2015). Resistance to non-punitive punishment and FARC 

political participation, however, is high, although this applies mainly to commanders of the 

illegal groups. 
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Analyses of the transition from armed conflict to sustainable peace often focus on partial 

aspects of such transitions. This article, and the research endeavour it is part of, has sought to 

provide a more holistic approach to understanding the transition from war to peace, by raising 

the focus above the specifics of peace agreements to the larger social and institutional context in 

which these agreements take form and are implemented. As confirmed in this document, and 

highlighted at the outset, peace agreements are only part of a difficult process of political 

settlement. In the end, transformation may result less from the agreement itself and more from 

many of the institutional and social transformations that have been going on before the 

agreement and will last well beyond this process.  

In other words, a focus on the social contract which peace agreements reflect and, in turn, 

shape, helps illustrate that peacemaking does not occur in an institutional or political vacuum, a 

fact that is often missed by more narrow accounts of specific processes. Not only is peacemaking 

part of a dynamic network of social, political, and economic factors, but those levels are 

evolving, as well (such in the case of institutions, which, in the case of Colombia, have 

undergone significant change in terms of strength and capacity over the decades). This suggests 

that the process of social contract-making consists of multiple transitions taking place at once, 

yielding an increasingly complex picture which is more faithful to what actually happens in 

many transitional societies. Such an approach provides a needed counterweight to expectations 

of speedy and clean change at conflict’s end, reminding us, instead, of the complexity of the 

tasks involved in building sustainable peace at the same time as strengthening institutions and 

promoting social cohesion. 

Studies of the Colombian transition are particularly in need of such as focus on the 

connections between social and institutional processes and peace consolidation, as some of the 

criticisms and frustrations with the peace agreement arise from an insufficient grasp of these 

multiple connections and layers, calling for the need for a more profound understanding of the 

more medium- and long term opportunities for change.  
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