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Civil war is one of the most studied phenomena in political science. Its impact on 

human lives and economic development makes it one of the most destructive events 

known to mankind. Yet no scholarly consensus has emerged over what causes a civil war 

to be brought to a resolution.  This master's report, relying on a case study of Colombia, 

shows that two of the most popular theories for explaining the continuation of civil war, 

the international context and the availability of drugs or other resources, are inaccurate. 

Instead, the continuation of civil war depends on the state's capacity to obtain military 

success against the armed groups and it's capability to guarantee the safety of the 

demobilized rebels. This report uses Weber’s concept of state capacity as the monopoly 

over the use of legitimate violence. 
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Introduction 

For most of human history, wars, both internal and external, were commonplace 

throughout the world. After experiencing two destructive world wars in the 20th Century, 

mankind has managed to create an international political architecture that, while it does 

not eliminate, significantly limits the spread and occurrence of external wars. Due to this 

context, internal wars, today usually referred to as civil wars, are the most common form 

of war in the contemporary world.
1
  This paper addresses the question of why some civil 

wars end faster while others last for decades.  It relies on both archival and in-country 

field research to analyze the development and course of a civil war and the peace deals 

that resolve them. It also studies the evolution of insurgent groups in Colombia over the 

past 60 years.  The history of civil war in Colombia provides for an interesting case 

study, because the country has been historically understudied by researchers due to its 

continued violence and isolation.
2
 Moreover, Colombia’s many armed groups, both on 

the left and on the right of the political spectrum, allow for cross-case comparison among 

said groups.  

Civil war is one of the most disruptive activities that a country can experience. 

Based on the study of 146 civil wars that happened between the end of the Second World 

War and the end of the 20th Century, scholars have calculated that the mean number of 

deaths per civil war was 143,883
 
or more than 21 million deaths total.

3
 Additionally, civil 

war significantly disrupts economic growth, as studies from the World Bank about Africa 

have shown.
4
 Lastly, civil wars can ultimately lead to a country’s demise and even 

disintegration, as diverse cases such as the Balkan Wars in Yugoslavia and the more 
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recent South Sudanese independence from Sudan indicate.  Civil war thus affects a 

society at least as much if not more than most other political phenomena, such as 

campaigns, elections, government changes, coups, revolutions and other regime changes. 

Understanding how civil wars can be ended faster is of great importance for the academic 

community.  

A general definition of civil war to be used throughout the thesis is needed at the 

onset. While initially the term "internal war," as proposed by Eckstein in 1965, was the 

standard, emphasizing the internal aspect in contrast to external war, for the purpose of 

our research we will use, instead, the more recent concept of civil war.
5
 Under this 

definition, civil war is characterized by the presence of a domestic challenge against the 

official holder of sovereign authority in a state, and the militarization of conflict between 

two or more sides, one of which is the state.
6
   

Furthermore and particularly relevant for the Colombian case, one must 

distinguish two different categories of armed fighters, the rebels and paramilitary.  The 

rebels fight on the left side of the political spectrum, being either socialists or 

communists. They seek to take over the state by means of force and impose drastic 

economic, social and political reforms - the realization of Marx's dream. The paramilitary 

are on the right side of the political spectrum and their main objective is to fight the 

rebels, especially in areas where the state is unable to do so, and prevent them from 

capturing the state. This thesis will examine several rebel groups and one paramilitary 

group in depth.  My analysis uses the term "armed fighters" and "armed groups" when 
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referring to both rebels and paramilitary, while the terms "rebels", "guerrilleros", and 

"guerrillas" are used when referring only to the rebels. The paramilitary are simply 

referred to as such. Over the past six decades, more than 10 rebel groups have been active 

in Colombia, the most important of which were, in decreasing order by size, FARC, 

ELN, M-19, EPL, PRT, Quintín Lame, CRS. In the same period, one paramilitary group 

(AUC) has been active. This paper focuses primarily on the two largest and presently 

active rebel groups, and on the paramilitary, since they represent over 90% of the armed 

fighters. It is important to mention that each rebel group desired to overthrow the state, 

regardless of whatever other differences with each other they might have had, while the 

paramilitary sought to preserve the status quo.
7
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Current Literature 

One of the most studied phenomena in Political Science, going back to the 

emergence of the field, has been war. While external wars were the focus of scholars in 

the past, the changing international landscape and characteristics of war have determined 

an increase in the study of civil wars. Since 1945, roughly 77 percent of all recorded wars 

in the world have been classified as internal.
8
 While domestic politics has historically 

been the domain of Comparative Politics, civil wars remained mostly under IR, despite 

their major domestic component. This section will attempt to group available civil war 

literature in relevant subcategories and identify potential problems with current theories 

of civil war. The relevant categories identified here are: civil war origin, mobilization in 

civil war, alliance formation, civil war continuation, the role of foreign intervention, and 

civil war termination. 

Scholars have typically used one of three approaches to analyze the causes of civil 

war. Economists focus on the impact of natural resources in a given country. Scholars in 

International Relations emphasize the involvement of external powers, but also the 

presence of ethnic rivalry and conflict. Finally, Comparativists pay particular attention to 

the state.
9
 The causes of civil wars show clear characteristics of endogeneity.

10
  Large N 

quantitative analyses that look at the entire world find that the onset of civil war is only 

weakly correlated with inequality, discrimination, ethnic diversity, and democratic 

institutions. On the other hand, the odds of a civil war are most strongly correlated with 

whether a state is an oil exporter, log per capita income, whether the state is new, and the 
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extent of mountainous terrain present in the state.
11

 More recently, Cederman, Gleditsch, 

and Buhaug (2013) find that political and economic inequalities that follow group lines 

can generate grievances that motivate civil war. This theoretical approach focuses on 

ethno nationalism and the overlap of identity with inequality as the trigger for successful 

mobilization of insurgent groups. In other words, political and economic exclusion at the 

group level augment the risk of civil war.
12

 

Once a civil war erupts, different state and non-state actors need to mobilize as 

many individuals as possible and convince or coerce them to enter the armed struggle on 

their side. Civil war mobilization thus becomes an important phenomena for the study of 

civil war and is the second category of civil war literature we deal with here. A case study 

on Sierra Leone's civil war identified the most important factors for civil war 

mobilization to be "poverty, lack of access to education, and political alienation". These 

are determinants for both rebellion and counter-rebellion. Political manipulation by elites 

thus is more efficient in geographic areas that are economically and socially challenged.
13

 

Some of the most recent literature on civil war finds that political and economic 

inequalities that follow group lines can generate grievances that stimulate civil war. In 

conclusion, political and economic exclusion at the group level not only increases the risk 

of a civil war erupting, as already mentioned, but also aggravates the conflict once it 

starts.
14

 

Going hand in hand with mobilization during civil war is alliance formation. The 

different warring groups not only need to attract as many people from the broader society 
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to fight on their side, but they are also many times forced to interact with other warring 

groups. What this implies is that warring groups can choose to either fight each other, 

ally with each other or ignore each other even though they may be fighting for the same 

goal. Many civil wars do not involve just two sides, the state and the rebels, but rather a 

more complex system of interaction. If more than one warring group is active in a civil 

war, we see a continuous process of alliance formation and disintegration among these 

groups. Although it would make sense to assume that warring groups form alliances 

based on shared identity, such as religion or ethnicity, instead, research has found that 

alliance formation and disintegration is dictated by the relative power distribution 

between the groups. Warring groups that had been fighting each other for a while due to 

some interpretation of identity which made them natural enemies, could have a 

completely different relationship the next day and even ally with each other. The relative 

power distribution affects not only alliances, but also internal disunity and potential 

fractionalization within warring groups. Overall, the reason why the relative power 

distribution affects both alliance formation and fractionalization is because warring 

groups seek to side with the winner if they are given a credible guarantee that the winner 

will not strip them of power after victory is achieved.
15

 

After civil war erupts and the different sides mobilize potential fighters and ally 

themselves with other groups, how long the civil war continues is the next question in 

line that needs to be answered. In the greed versus grievance debate, some of the 

proponents of the greed argument emphasizes that rebels do not simply want to win. 
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There is more to war than just "winning". Sometimes, individuals can get more benefits 

out of prolonging the armed conflict if they are in control of particular economic 

resources. This is particularly applicable in weak states with inefficient or inexistent rule 

of law.
16

 Thus greed not only determines the origin of civil war, but can also influence its 

continuation. It is important to note that the term "economic resources" can refer to 

different things in different contexts, but it generally applies to cases such as drugs 

production and trafficking, diamonds, gold, oil, or other products with high economic 

value.  

Foreign intervention is another aspect of civil war that requires much attention 

and can impact the continuation of civil war. Using a dataset of civil wars from 1940 to 

1992, a study has found that foreign intervention, defined as active third-party 

intervention, is crucial for the implementation of the terms agreed upon by the parties that 

took part in a civil war. Designing credible guarantees that ensure the terms of an 

agreement will be respected moving forward is extremely difficult without outside 

assistance, since the sides involved in the conflict have no incentive to trust each other, 

having been engaged in each other's destruction for a considerable length of time. The 

same results were obtained not only from the large N statistical analysis, but also when 

individual cases of civil war were analyzed, such as those of Greece, China, Bosnia or 

Rwanda. Active third-party intervention not only makes peace possible, it makes it 

probable.
17

 A similar study conducted a few years later also finds a major role for foreign 

intervention, specifically those interventions defined as peacekeeping missions. Based on 
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case studies of Sierra Leone's, Mozambique's, and Bangladesh's civil wars, the study 

shows that the presence of a peacekeeping mission goes a long way into altering 

incentives for the combating sides, alleviating fear and mistrusts, preventing an 

accidental escalation of the conflict and even shaping political procedures that stabilize 

peace after the conflict is over. Interestingly enough, the size of the peacekeeping mission 

does not seem to influence its effectiveness and small missions are most of the time just 

as effective as larger ones. In conclusion, peacekeeping is an extremely useful policy tool 

which dramatically reduces the restart of a civil war. Important to note, however, that not 

all foreign interventions can be deemed peacekeeping missions, and that specific 

responsibilities and powers in the area of keeping peace must be given to an outside 

mission in order for it to succeed at preventing future conflict.
18

 

The category of civil war that this report focuses on is civil war termination. The 

literature is equally abundant though less in agreement on how civil wars end. The 

rational choice approach suggests that civil wars are more or less likely to end depending 

on the expected utility that the rebels have between agreeing to a peace settlement and 

continuing to engage in fighting in anticipation of victory. This approach suggests that 

the rebels not only pay attention to the payoffs of victory versus the payoffs of settlement, 

but also to other variables such as the probability of winning, the expected duration of 

time before victory, and the attrition rate.
19

  A different approach for explaining how civil 

wars end focuses on the international structure, suggesting that many if not most civil 

wars that happened in the second half of the 20th century were not only triggered by the 



9 

 

world’s superpowers, but were ended or failed to end due to their struggle for control and 

influence. In other words, the Cold War, with its tendency to create proxy wars, is 

directly to be blamed for the speed with which civil wars ended throughout the world.
20

  

This theory applies quite well to the cases of some Central American countries, 

such as El Salvador and Nicaragua. It is not a simple coincidence that the Salvadoran 

civil war ended just as the Soviet Union disintegrated. El Salvador realized that 

communism as an economic system had completely failed. This may have moderated the 

commitment of the rebels to pursue extreme left-wing policies, given that they were now 

fighting for what seemed to be a lost cause. After more than twenty years of fighting, in 

1992, a final comprehensive agreement was reached. The Chapultepec Peace Agreement, 

signed between the Salvadorian government and the rebels, was agreed upon in Mexico 

City. 
21

 A similar situation existed in Nicaragua, where a civil war that had existed from 

1981, finally ended in peaceful and democratic elections in 1990, a year after the Tela 

Accord, a peace deal that demobilized the rebels and allowed them to enter politics, had 

been signed.
22

 Besides the role of the international context, recent literature also focuses 

on the effects of greed as an important factor for civil war. Paul Collier (2004), in 

addition to Fearon & Laitin (2003), argue that greed is a principal motive for civil war 

and the availability of resources facilitates the continuation of civil war.
23

 

Although these theories apply quite well to a number of civil wars throughout the 

world and offer a good starting point for further discussion, these theories apply poorly to 

Colombia. A closer look at the Colombian case suggests that the two most important 

factors for ending civil war are military success by the state against the armed groups and 
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safety guarantees given by the state to demobilized fighters. In other words, we have a 

story about state capacity, translated as monopoly over the use of legitimate violence. 

Military success by the state against the armed groups does not necessarily imply that the 

state needs to kill or capture every single rebel in the country. The state needs to inflict 

enough casualties and retake enough territory from the rebels that it becomes obvious to 

everyone that the insurgency can never achieve its goal of overthrowing the state and that 

a complete annihilation of the rebels would eventually be feasible. A civil war ends either 

when a peace treaty is signed between the two sides or when the state exterminates all the 

rebels. Either way, the state needs both to be militarily stronger than the rebels and to 

obtain military success against them. An analysis of all rebel groups that signed a peace 

treaty with the government (M-19, EPL, PRT, Quintín Lame, and CRS) shows that they 

did so only after they were militarily debilitated.
24

  Unlike the major and successful 

military attacks against the state that the big rebel groups inflicted, such as the ELN and 

the FARC, the attacks of the smaller rebel groups were always purely symbolic.
25

  

Despite a strong social base, even the biggest of these small groups, M-19, was 

"militarily pathetic" compared to the FARC or the ELN.
26

 The Colombian state could and 

did easily inflict major losses upon these smaller groups, which is why they signed a 

peace treaty. 
27

 

Secondly, if the rebels have opted for peace, the state must give credible 

guarantees of personal safety to the armed fighters once they quit fighting and (re)enter 

civilian life. If the rebels fear that they will be hunted after demobilization, then they 

either keep fighting or join a different armed group. This has happened multiple times in 
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Colombian history, the most recent example being that of EPL in the 1990s, branches of 

which joined other armed groups after demobilization.
 28

 Furthermore, failure by the state 

to provide for the safety of demobilized rebels, as in the case of the M-19 and the Unión 

Patriótica in the 1980s, made future peace deals much harder to obtain.
29

  

The international context had surprisingly little impact on the ending of the 

different conflicts in Colombia, as counterintuitive as this may seem. Many leftists/ 

communist guerilla groups in Colombia actually increased their membership after the 

collapse of the Berlin Wall. The Ejercito de Liberación Nacional (ELN) had a major 

boost in the number of supporters just as communism was collapsing throughout Europe. 

The ELN thus reached the height of their power in the late 1990s, when their ranks 

numbered 4,000-4,500 insurgents.
30

 Estimates on the membership in FARC also suggest 

an increasing trend after the end of the Cold War, peaking in 2001 at between 16,000 and 

16,500 members.
31

  Thus, the two biggest rebel groups of Colombia combined had 

approximately 20,000-21,000 fighters at their peak.
32

  Even the lower estimate makes the 

combined force of the two largest rebel groups in Colombia after the end of the Cold War 

larger than the individual armies of more than 60 countries in the world.
33

  

 Moreover, the FARC achieved a measure of success against the Colombian 

government when, in 1999, the then-president of Colombia, Andrés Pastrana, deliberately 

and officially ceded control of an area of 109,000 square kilometers (42,000 square 

miles), a territory roughly equal to the country of Switzerland, to the FARC
34

  (See Map 

5 on pg. 38). According to experts on Colombia, this is by far the largest concession ever 

made by a government to any rebel group in Colombia and potentially in all of Latin 
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America. 
35

  Although the concession was retracted three years later and President 

Pastrana ordered the retaking of the territory by the Colombian military, this was done 

only after the FARC had failed to respect their part of the deal, which was not to expand 

further into Colombian territory or conduct operations outside of their enclave.
36

  In other 

words, the FARC was not satisfied with the major concession obtained and wanted even 

more.  The peak membership and military successes of the rebel groups suggest that the 

Cold War offered no ill effects to insurgency.   

 Not only was the height of power of the rebel groups achieved after the end of the 

Cold War, but the most violent period in Colombia was also the late 1990s and the early 

2000s, years after the Cold War had ended.
 37

  A comprehensive 434-page report made by 

The National Center of Historical Memory from Colombia (el Centro Nacional de 

Memoria Histórica) concludes that the most violent period of the conflict in Colombia 

was between 1996 and 2002. This marks both the "apogee of paramilitarism" which led 

to notorious mass massacres by the paramilitary group AUC and the rise in kidnappings 

and killings by the FARC during its biggest military victories.
38

  In contrast, the most 

enduring and successful peace treaty with the rebels, with M-19, occurred in the 1980s, 

well before the end of the Cold War.
39

 In conclusion, theories emphasizing the 

importance of the international context for the ending of civil war are inaccurate, at least 

as much as the impact of the end of the Cold War on major rebel groups in Colombia is 

concerned. 

Lastly, drugs are not as important for the continuation of civil war as has been 

previously thought. First, many of the former armed fighters still engage in drug 



13 

 

trafficking after demobilization. It simply becomes a regular crime rather than an 

organized effort to overthrow the government and impose drastic political reforms. After 

peace is signed, many mid-level and low-level insurgents and paramilitary resumed their 

drug trafficking activities. The best example of this is the AUC, whose many members 

restarted their illegal businesses in drug trafficking soon after demobilization. Secondly, 

the rebels have clear political demands that they fight for even in the absence of drugs.  

The previous conclusions, to be explained in more detail in the rest of the paper, 

are based on multiple in-country interviews with academics, think tank researchers, 

politicians, top negotiators of the Colombian government, former rebel leaders, and high 

level bureaucrats. Furthermore, a comprehensive historical and literature overview of 

primary sources in Spanish from Colombia was conducted and dozens of digital maps of 

the conflict provided by the Colombian Presidency were analyzed. 
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Emergence of Rebel Insurgency in Colombia 

While Latin America as a whole has had its share of civil wars, Colombia’s civil 

wars have been particularly severe. Reports on the consequences of the ongoing 

Colombian conflict between 1958 and 2013 state that 220,000 people were killed and 

27,000 were kidnapped.
40

  In 2000 alone, over 3,500 people were seized, the most 

kidnappings to occur in a single year.
41

  Additionally, 1754 instances of sexual violence 

were recorded. Colombia’s previous civil war from 1948 to 1958 saw an additional 

200,000 people die, for a total of 420,000 recorded deaths from civil war between 1948 

and 2013.
42

  As of 2012, almost 6 million people in Colombia had been displaced from 

their homes as a result of the conflict, becoming refugees in their own country.
43

  Even 

after the conflict has ended in some areas, antipersonnel land mines continue to pose a 

real danger to life and limb, and negatively impact economic growth.
 44

 

In order to understand the armed conflict in Colombia, one of the most complex 

and the longest in the entire world, we must identify its primary actors. These actors 

include paramilitary groups as well as rebel groups or guerrillas, and these must be 

carefully distinguished.  Furthermore, the rebels consist of several groups with their own 

distinctive ideologies, though all of them are generally on the extreme left. They 

frequently fight each other at the same time that they are fighting against the state and the 

paramilitary.  

Civil conflict in Colombia has been quite prevalent throughout the second half of 

the 20th century. Three years after the end of the Second World War, in 1948, the murder 
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of Jorge Eliecer Gaitán, a popular presidential candidate from the Liberal Party, initiated 

conflict between the two main political parties of Colombia, the Conservative Party and 

the Liberal Party. The period dubbed La Violencia, “The Violence,” lasted until 1958 and 

was marked by intense fighting in the countryside between the supporters of the two 

parties.  Violence was generalized to more than 100 hotspots of fighting spread 

throughout Colombia.
45

 La Violencia ended when the two parties signed a peace deal. A 

National Front was established.
46

 The Conservative Party and the Liberal Party agreed to 

govern jointly and have alternating presidents for the next 16 years.
47

  Initially, the 

establishment of the National Front was considered a very positive thing, because it 

managed to bring an end to the fighting between Colombia's two biggest parties and 

ensured the economic and social development of the country. The deal has recently been 

viewed as flawed, however, since it excluded other parties from government, such as the 

socialists and other left leaning parties.
48

  According to experts on Colombia, politicians, 

and interviews with former rebel leaders, the exclusion of other parties from elections and 

regular political life was a major reason behind the rise in insurgency around Colombia.
49

 

A close examination of the evolution of the primary armed groups in Colombia 

over the past 50 years suggests that the military success of the state against the armed 

groups and safety guarantees given by the state to demobilized fighters  are the most 

important factors in determining how long a civil war lasts. Furthermore, the alternative 

explanations for civil war termination, as suggested by the available literature, will be 

discussed in every case and seem less relevant. 
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The FARC 

The first rebel group to organize and start fighting against the state was "Fuerzas 

Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia" (The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) 

or simply FARC, which became active in 1964.
50

  They self-identify with a Marxist-

Leninist ideology and fight for a political platform focused on agrarian reform and anti-

imperialism.
51

  In particular, they represent the rural poor in their struggle against the 

wealthy and they oppose the influence of the United States in Colombia. Given the harsh 

reality of country life in Colombia and the inability of the poor to influence politics, the 

FARC never had problems recruiting fighters. Starting in the 1960s, the Colombian 

government implemented a political reform named "Accelerated Economic 

Development," which encouraged industrial export-oriented farming at the expense of 

small farms for local consumption. Large-scale farms were subsidized, while small 

farmers were violently displaced from their lands and forced to migrate to the cities.
52

 In 

less than a decade since the start of the reform, more than 400,000 families in Colombia 

had been rendered landless and the number kept increasing.
53

  By the early 1970s, 77% of 

the land in Colombia was part of a latifundio, a farm of over 50 hectares (123.5 acres). 
54

 

To put it differently, less than 6% of the population in Colombia owned in excess of 70% 

of the land.
55

 The inequality was not much better in the urban areas. Half the urban 

population received 16% of the urban income. At the other end of the spectrum, the top 

10% received 43% of the income in cities. The countryside, however, suffered from the 
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worst inequality, as two thirds of Colombia's rural population was in what was defined as 

absolute poverty.
56

  

Thus, the rebels consider that the armed struggle in Colombia can be easily 

characterized as a class struggle.
57

 The economic realities of the Colombian countryside 

led to the FARC and other rebel groups swelling their numbers. They were fighting for 

social rights for the poor, something which at the time could never be achieved through 

democratic means given the reality of Colombian politics.
58

 Many displaced peasants 

joined the FARC, moved to the extremities of Colombia, carved out land from the jungle 

and established permanent strongholds against the state.
59

 Here we see the first factor, 

military success by the state against the armed groups, more specifically the lack of it, as 

playing a role. The Colombian state’s inability to obtain decisive military successes 

against the FARC early on allowed the rebel group to consolidate and further expand its 

territory.   

Starting in the 1980s, the FARC entered the lucrative drug business.
60

 They 

started making money by taxing every stage of the drug making and drug trafficking 

industry, from the chemical substances needed to process the coca leaves and the opium 

poppy to the illegal airstrips from where the drugs take off for other countries.
61

  It is 

estimated that FARC obtains between $500 million and $600 million every year from the 

illegal drug trade.
62

 

In 1985, the FARC founded a political party, the Patriotic Union (Unión 

Patriótica) as part of the negotiations conducted with the Colombian President Belisario 

Betancur. This was done in order to provide a real alternative to guerilla fighting as the 



18 

 

means of influencing national politics.
63

 The National Front, the power sharing scheme 

between the Liberal and the Conservative Parties of Colombia, had ended a decade before 

and now all parties were allowed to enter elections. The creation of the Patriotic Union 

did not lead to the expected process of pacifying the guerillas and convincing them to 

enter mainstream politics. Instead, the organization immediately became a direct target of 

political violence from various drug lords and paramilitary organizations, eventually 

leading to the organization’s decline and extermination.
64

  Approximately 5,000 party 

members and supporters were massacred, among them 11 mayors, 13 deputies, 8 

congressmen, and two presidential candidates.
65

  

Here, we clearly see the second important factor proposed by our theory: the 

safety guarantees given by the state to demobilized fighters. The Colombian government 

clearly failed to provide the security needed for democratic politics to succeed. The state 

lacked a monopoly over the use of legitimate violence not only when fighting the rebels 

in the jungle but also in the realm of democratic politics. The failure of the Unión 

Patriótica to act as an alternative to insurgency had a long lasting impact on the civil war 

in Colombia.
66

  All future demobilizing soldiers had to reconsider giving up arms in light 

of the fact that their personal safety would be severely diminished. The extermination of 

the Unión Patriótica made the FARC more determined than ever to keep fighting the 

state.  

Consequently, a sequence of military breakthroughs by the FARC against the 

Colombian state followed starting in the early 1990s and reaching its peak with the battle 

called "The Taking of Mitú" (Toma de Mitú). On the 1st of November 1998, 1,500 FARC 
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insurgents started a massive operation in the early morning and attacked the city of Mitú 

with grenades and homemade bombs. By the end of the day, they controlled the entire 

city and had destroyed major parts of it, including the police station, the attorney 

general's office, the courthouse, the TV station, the main town park, and many farms and 

private residences.
67

 The Taking of Mitú was a major breakthrough for the FARC not 

only because it was the first time that they captured the capital of a federal state of 

Colombia, but also because they had used non-guerilla military tactics against the state 

and had launched a direct attack. They were no longer fighting in the jungle, trying to 

escape the pursuing Colombian soldiers, but were instead attacking the state head on and 

were raising the stakes. To this day, the Taking of Mitú is considered the biggest military 

success of the FARC.
68

  

Not surprisingly, a week after the Taking of Mitú, the Colombian President 

Andrés Pastrana Arango agreed to the concession of an area of 42,000 square miles to be 

given to the FARC as a gesture of good faith during the peace negotiations. The area 

called "Zona de Distensión" was roughly the size of Switzerland and went into effect 

from the beginning of 1999 
69

 (See Map 5 on pg. 38).  At this moment, the FARC came 

the closest to becoming recognized as an official combatant by the Colombian state, if 

not becoming an actual country. The FARC had always controlled large swaths of 

Colombian territory, but had never received any official recognition of that, until now. 

Although communism was no more than a memory in Europe, the communist guerillas in 

Colombia were doing better than ever. Thus, theories that argue that the international 

context creates the presence and continuation of civil war inadequately explain the 

http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andr%C3%A9s_Pastrana_Arango
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situation in Colombia. What mattered was the lack of military success by the state against 

the armed groups. The rebels had become so confident that they even showed arrogance 

towards the government. One famous photograph in Colombia shows the President of the 

country waiting for Manuel Marulanda, the leader of the FARC, for an appointment that 

Marulanda did not even bother to attend.
70

  Since the state could not militarily debilitate 

the rebels, the peace negotiations between President Pastrana and the FARC fell through 

as the insurgents started using the area they had been granted as a base for further 

expansion.  Pastrana finally withdrew official recognition of the demilitarized zone in 

2002.
71

 

A few years later, however, the Colombian state started having a series of major 

military successes against the FARC, which led to the beginning of the currently ongoing 

peace talks in Havana, something which many experts on Colombia consider the most 

important negotiations yet and the most likely to lead to genuine peace with the FARC.
72

 

Plan Colombia, a comprehensive plan partially backed financially by the United States to 

end Colombia’s armed conflict, started in 1999, under President Pastrana.  The 

Presidency of Alvaro Uribe significantly advanced that plan under the name Plan 

Patriota. As part of the program, military operations were intensified. After a few years, 

the results are clear. After a period of increased violence throughout the country, the 

security environment of Colombia improved considerably and the state was able to 

militarily debilitate the insurgent groups.
73

  Between 2000 and 2008, the US State and 

Defense Departments provided approximately $5 billion to the Colombian military and 

National Police. The sum represents training, intelligence assistance, and equipment, 
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including 130 helicopters. The size of the Colombian army kept increasing and as of 

2014, Colombia had over 500,000 active military personnel.
74

 Revamping the military 

strengthened the state considerably and increased its capacity to deal with threats.
75

  All 

this led to the capture or elimination of thousands of insurgents and a number of high 

level rebel leaders as well as a series of military victories by the state against the rebels.
76

 

As our theory predicts, the satisfaction of the first factor, military success by the 

state against the armed groups, represented a major step toward the end of the civil war. 

Experts on Colombia state that losing ground on the battlefield combined with the 

shrinking of their force to as few as 6,000 to 8,000 armed fighters finally convinced the 

FARC to enter negotiations with the state.
77

  Should the rebel group exit the negotiations 

and continue fighting at this point, they risk being completely annihilated by the state 

within ten years.
78

 Furthermore, the claim has been made that if Colombia had had an 

army of its current size in the 1990s, the country would have already eliminated all its 

rebel groups.
79

 

Since 2012, the Colombian government has been conducting peace negotiations 

with the FARC in Havana, Cuba.
80

  The outcome of these negotiations will depend on 

whether the second factor is satisfied, the safety guarantees given by the state to 

demobilized fighters. Since the main paramilitary group (AUC) has already demobilized, 

the second factor is already partly satisfied. The demobilization of the AUC was a key 

prerequisite for insurgent demobilization, because the paramilitary are the primary group 

that would threaten the lives of former rebels once they demobilize.  The AUC will be 

explored in more detail later in this paper. 
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Now that we have shown how in the case of the FARC the two most important 

factors for ending civil war are military success by the state against the armed groups and 

safety guarantees given by the state to demobilized fighters, it remains to explain why 

alternative theories do not apply to the Colombian case. Why did the international context 

not play a role? The rise and decline of the FARC, determined by both the number of 

members and the number of military victories against the state shows no correlation 

whatsoever with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of Communism. In fact, the 

FARC obtained their biggest successes many years after the Cold War ended. The 

military victories against the Colombian state by the FARC in the late 1990s are by far 

the greatest since the organization was founded in the 1960s. See Map 3 for the extent of 

FARC controlled territory in 2000. The FARC was neither created as a result of the Cold 

War nor was it sustained by it. The FARC was created as a result of the internal politics 

of Colombia, as a reaction to the creation of the National Front, the power sharing 

agreement between the Liberal and Conservative Parties of Colombia, which banned 

other parties from democratic politics. After the National Front was created, the fighting 

between the FARC and the Colombian state continued and intensified first because the 

state lacked the military capacity to eliminate the FARC and second because the state 

could not guarantee the personal safety of the demobilizing soldiers.   

While drugs provided financing for FARC activities, as did the kidnappings, 

gasoline contraband, and other illegal activities, they did not affect the military success of 

the State against the FARC.
81

 The state was unable to debilitate the FARC even before 

drugs and kidnappings were introduced in the 1980s. Furthermore, the latest military 
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victories against the FARC, which started after 2000, were achieved despite the fact that 

the insurgent group currently obtains more income from drug trafficking than at any time 

in its history.  If we see the linear trajectory of drug derived income by the FARC as 

continually going up, then we cannot account for the variation in military successes by 

the state against the rebel group. The change must then be determined by the rise in the 

state's capacity to deal with military threats within its own territory and the ability of the 

state to guarantee safety to demobilized rebels. 

One might ask then: If drugs do not matter much, why do the FARC and other 

rebel groups keep fighting? What is their incentive? As already mentioned in the 

literature review section, recent literature on civil war, especially Paul Collier (2004), but 

also Fearon & Laitin (APSR 2003), has emphasized “greed” or resource availability as 

crucial facilitators for the continuation of civil war.
82

  But if greed is so important then 

why is the FARC negotiating now when their drug related earnings are greater than ever 

before? Did they suddenly become less greedy? The FARC did not start their insurgency 

due to drugs and they do not keep fighting for drugs. The answer for why the FARC keep 

fighting is a very simple one: ideology.  

One may legitimately question the ideological objectives of the FARC. After all, 

unlike the ELN which did not enter the illegal drug trade for a long time on ideological 

grounds, the FARC has heavily profited from the drug trade since the 1980s.  But it is 

also evident from the negotiations of the Colombian Government with the FARC 

leadership in Havana that the FARC do have clear political demands.
83

  The two sides 
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agreed to talk on 5 areas of policy: rural development, political participation, 

demobilization, drug trafficking, and victims .
 84

  So far, they have agreed on three of 

them, though the details are secret until the two sides end negotiations on all 5 areas of 

policy.
85

 Analysis of peace deals that the government has signed in the past, such as the 

one with M-19, reveal that the rebel groups in Colombia always had very clear political 

demands, the most important being political inclusion.
86

 The current peace negotiations 

between the FARC and the Colombian government are expected to end successfully 

within a year and a half.
 87
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The ELN 

The National Liberation Army or simply ELN is the second largest rebel group 

fighting in Colombia. Like the FARC, the ELN has been active since 1964 and have a 

Communist ideology based on Marxism and Liberation Theology. They are strong 

supporters of the 1959 Cuban Revolution and want to replicate it in Colombia.
88

 The 

ELN are considered much more radical in their ideology, especially when it comes to 

land ownership, illegal mining, logging and oil extraction.
 89

  On the 7
th

 of January 1965, 

the ELN had their first major attack, The Taking of Simacota (Toma de Simacota) in the 

federal state of Santander, where they presented their motives for starting the armed 

struggle in the Simacota Manifesto.
90

  Soon after, a great number of Roman Catholic 

priests, some of them Spaniards, started joining the ranks of the ELN, many of them 

inspired by Liberation Theology.
91

  

One of the most famous priests to join the ELN was Camilo Torres. From a 

distinguished Bogotan family and with a European education, Torres fought for social 

consciousness and organized groups of university students into a legitimate political 

movement called Frente Unido del Pueblo, “The United Front of the People.” He 

proclaimed that it was the duty of any Christian to fight for social justice and that Jesus 

would have done the same. When his political movement failed to bring the desired 

changes in Colombian society, Camilo Torres joined the armed struggle by entering the 

ELN. He fought and eventually died for the organization in 1966.
92

  Camilo Torres 

remains a famous, yet controversial figure in Colombia.  
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In the 1970s, after a period of internal crises, the ELN fell under the command of 

Father Manuel Pérez Martínez with the alias El Cura Pérez (The Priest Pérez). Pérez 

Martinez had worked as a radical priest in Spain, France, Haiti and the Dominican 

Republic before coming to Colombia in 1968. Although he was initially driven out of the 

country, he returned soon after and joined the ELN. Under the control of Father Pérez, 

the ELN engaged in systematic human rights violations, such as torture and executions of 

prisoners. Despite the fact that the ELN continued to suffer internal crises, the Colombian 

state achieved only limited military victories against it. When Father Pérez died of 

hepatitis in 1998, the ELN controlled a considerable amount of territory in the center, 

north and east of Colombia.  See Map 2 on page 37 for the extent of ELN controlled 

territory in 2000. They had become specialized in attacks on mining and oil industries, 

kidnappings of businessmen and local cattle farmers, and used ambush as a method to 

protect themselves against Colombian army convoys.
 93

  

According to Colombian government sources, drugs did not play an important 

role in the financing of ELN activities until sometime between 2005 and 2007.
94

 This 

again suggests that the theory that drugs are the main driver of rebel insurgency is 

invalid. Furthermore, according to the United Nations, the ELN reached the height of 

their power in the late 1990s well after the end of the Cold War.  Since then, membership 

in the ELN has declined though sources disagree on the precise number, but somewhere 

between 1,500 and 3,000.
95

 Yet all sources emphasize a significant reduction in size and 

military capability since the late 1990s.
96

 The end of the Cold War did not diminish 

insurgency from groups on the extreme left of the spectrum in Colombia, where both 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manuel_P%C3%A9rez_(guerrilla_leader)
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rebel organizations surveyed so far expanded significantly following the fall of the Berlin 

Wall. 

The success of both rebel groups and the continuation of the civil war are best 

explained by my proposed factors, military success by the state against the armed groups 

and safety guarantees given by the state to the demobilized or would-be demobilizing 

fighters. So far there have been multiple attempts on the side of the Colombian 

government to sign a peace deal with the ELN. Yet none of them worked.
97

 In the 

aftermath of recent major military victories by the state against the ELN during the Plan 

Patriota, the ELN have agreed to enter negotiations with the government in 2014. The 

4th of July 2014 marks the 50 year anniversary of the ELN's first military attack and the 

start of the insurgency.
 98

 Over these past 50 years, the Colombian state has had mostly 

minor or limited military breakthroughs against the ELN.  However, since the launching 

of the major military offensive under President Alvaro Uribe the government was finally 

able to deal significant blows to the ELN just as it did to the FARC. The more aggressive 

government security forces have been identified as one the major reasons for the 

weakening of the ELN.
99

 

In addition to this, the previous demobilization of the paramilitary (AUC) allows 

the government to provide the security guarantees that the demobilizing rebels need. 

During the Presidency of Andrés Pastrana Arango, when the Colombian government 

agreed to a demilitarized zone the size of Switzerland for the FARC, a similar 

demilitarized zone was discussed for the ELN. Such a zone was never implemented, 

however, because the AUC, the paramilitary group which had been created by the big 
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landowners to protect their interests and fight the rebels, were most active exactly in the 

geographical area where the DMZ for the ELN was proposed, the southern region of the 

Bolivar Department. Various maps obtained from the Presidency of Colombia, which 

cover the evolution of the conflict in the country over the past few decades, show that the 

areas where the paramilitary were most present in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the 

center and North of the country, overlap more with ELN hotspots than with those of the 

FARC. Since the government could not control the paramilitary, it found it much harder 

to implement a DMZ for the ELN and provide the safety guarantees needed for such a 

zone to work. Maps 1, 2, and 3 on page 37 and 38 show AUC, ELN, and FARC presence 

throughout Colombia in 2000. Map 5 on page 38 shows that the DMZ created for the 

FARC was in an area completely outside the control of the paramilitary. Both the DMZ 

offered to the FARC and the contemplated DMZ for the ELN covered only a fraction of 

the areas that these groups had de facto control of. Throughout most of the ongoing civil 

war, the Colombian government controlled roughly half of its internationally recognized 

territory.
100

  The rest was controlled by the various paramilitary and rebel groups.  
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The AUC 

An analysis of the major armed groups in Colombia would not be complete 

without a look at the AUC (Autodefensas Armadas de Colombia), the Self-Defense 

Forces of Colombia, which represents a collection of previously separate militia groups 

that existed in the 1980s.
101

 As time passed, the small local armed groups joined the 

nation-wide AUC and crystallized into a single organization.
102

 The AUC was most 

active between 1997 and 2006. In 2003, the Presidency of Alvaro Uribe signed a peace 

accord with the AUC and the demobilization of the armed fighters was officially 

completed in 2006.
103

 As of 2013, 32,000 paramilitary had demobilized, making the 

organization not only the largest armed group in Colombia’s history, but also the largest 

to demobilize. The AUC contributed to the fight of the state against the insurgency.
 104

  

Despite the fact that they had not been created by the state, they were the "illegal arm of 

the military," so any military success they obtained against the rebels, in some way 

substituted for the state's incapacity to debilitate the rebels.
 105

 

 The analysis of the paramilitary in Colombia is crucial for understanding the 

Colombian civil war, because it shows why safety guarantees are so important.  While 

they loosely worked with the state towards the same goal, that of eliminating the rebels, 

the paramilitary were never fully controlled by the state and had their own leadership and 

chain of command.
106

 Since the paramilitary leaders were unaccountable to the civilian 

political leadership of the country and did the dirty job for the military, they extensively 

violated both human rights and international law.
107

  Their existence, although it made 
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the state's job of militarily debilitating the rebels somewhat easier, at the same time 

reinforced the idea that the state lacked a monopoly over the use of legitimate violence. 

They emerged when the big landowners coalesced and funded this organization to protect 

themselves and their property against the rebels.
108

 This initiative was supported by many 

Colombian politicians and members of the military.
109

 Eventually, a law was passed that 

allowed for the creation of so-called local self-defense groups.
110

 In other words, the 

Colombian state failed to provide security, a public good. The rich of the country chose 

instead to pay for it privately.
111

  Throughout the 19
th

 century, Columbia experienced 

similar situations in which security institutions filled a void left by the state.
112

 While this 

improved the security of individuals in certain parts of the country, it made negotiations 

with the rebels on a national level much harder.
113

 When the state accepted peace with 

rebel organizations, such as the M-19, and did not pursue the demobilized rebels, the 

paramilitary launched hundreds of attacks on individuals who had been members of rebel 

groups or who were simply sympathizers of the left, making future peace negotiations 

much harder.
114

  Since the state was weak at the time, it could not provide the security 

that former M-19 members needed. Now that the paramilitary have already demobilized, 

the rebels can demobilize as well without fear for their personal security.
115

 After having 

strengthened its military, the state is now finally able to provide security guarantees to the 

demobilized rebels. 

The paramilitary demobilized because their services were no longer needed. As 

the Colombian state was heavily investing in and strengthening its military the AUC were 

no longer a necessity for the survival of the big landowners. Furthermore, the personal 
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security of the paramilitary after demobilization would not be at risk as the state was not 

pursuing them.
116

 Unlike the rebels who want to change the status quo, the paramilitary 

seek its preservation.
117

 Thus once it became clear that the status quo was no longer under 

threat, the demobilization of the AUC was simple to accomplish. The fact that the AUC 

lacked political demands and solely sought the preservation of the status quo can be 

easily seen in the agenda for their negotiations with the state. While the FARC negotiated 

on 5 areas of policy, the AUC negotiated only on 2 non-ideological issues: extradition 

and demobilization.
118

 

Neither drugs nor the international context played a role in the demobilization of 

the AUC. The modern Colombian paramilitary are a far right armed group that first 

emerged in the 1960s, increased in size considerably in the 1970s and 1980s, and 

demobilized between 2002 and 2006.
119

  No clear connection can be found between their 

creation, evolution, and demobilization  and the international context. The paramilitary 

are not a reaction of international movements towards the right or the left of the political 

spectrum. Just like the rebel groups, they trace their emergence to internal factors in 

Colombia. They are a reaction to rebel insurgency. Furthermore, according to experts on 

Colombia, the AUC have been the biggest beneficiaries of drug trafficking, profiting 

more than even the FARC.
120 

 They were involved not only in the production, but also in 

the commercialization of drugs, and had relations with the Mexican drug cartels.
121

  

Although initially, the paramilitary relied on the big landowners for funding, just as the 

rebels relied on the peasants, they funded themselves primarily through drugs. Despite 

deriving lots of money from drugs, the AUC still demobilized.
 122
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The 32,000 armed fighters of the AUC are the biggest armed group ever to 

demobilize in Colombian history. In total, all the other armed groups that demobilized in 

Colombia, M-19, EPL, PRT, Quintín Lame, and CRS combined represented a mere 5,000 

fighters.
123

 A number of mid-level and low-level former paramilitary have since 

demobilization reentered the drug business. They do this as a regular crime and for their 

personal benefit, not simply to finance an organization with a specific political goal of 

fighting the rebels.
124

 Although the society of Colombia expected the AUC to reveal the 

routes used for drug trafficking in their demobilization, these routes were never revealed 

and are still used today by the former paramilitary to transport drugs out of the country 

and to the drug markets of Europe and the United States.
125

 Furthermore, in the 

Colombian Pacific region in the West of the country, former rebels and former 

paramilitary work jointly in the drug business. They break down the chain of production 

in different phases, some former rebel groups taking care of seeding, growing the coca 

plants and the production of the cocaine paste, while the former paramilitary are in 

charge of the crystallization phase of cocaine and its transportation.
126

 Ironically, in such 

situations one can argue that drugs not only did not prevent peace from being signed, but 

even consolidated peace as it provided a reason for former enemies to work together after 

demobilization. Map 4 on page 38 shows the main coca production areas in Colombia 

and other South American countries.  

The fact that many paramilitary still engage in drug trafficking even after 

demobilization once again proves that drugs are not important for the continuation of 

civil war. The armed fighters engage in drug trafficking to finance their organizations and 
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once these organizations cease to exist, some former armed fighters simply turn into 

straight up drug dealers or "narcos" as they are called in Latin America.
127

 The political 

goals of the organizations, however, should not be confused with the greed that 

individual fighters exhibit. Drugs are simply a means to an end from an organization's 

perspective. Drugs simply replaced other sources of income such as gasoline contraband, 

kidnappings, rackets, and voluntary financial contributions. Furthermore, the armed 

groups in some regions of the country, such as the Putumayo Department, still use illegal 

logging and mining to finance their activities.
128
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Conclusion 

Based on a case study of Colombia's civil war, one of the longest and most 

complex armed conflicts in the world, this paper debunks two of the most popular 

theories on civil war. I argued that the international context is not important at all for 

ending civil war. The rather intuitive expectation that a decline of communism globally 

would automatically lead to the end of communist rebel insurgencies in individual 

countries has been proven wrong. Instead, with the end of the Cold War, in Colombia we 

see a dramatic rise in rebel insurgency, defined as an increase in organization 

membership, degree and number of successful military attacks against the state, and a rise 

in casualties. Also, the entrance of drugs into the picture does not make hopes of peace 

futile. Drugs are simply a source of finance for the armed groups, but they are not the 

main driver of the conflict and their effect is minimal on the continuation of the fighting. 

The different armed groups in Colombia fight or have fought either for the preservation 

of the status quo or against it. Rebel groups have always been driven primarily by 

ideology. Drugs were simply the means to an end and their place had in the past been 

occupied by other sources of income as diverse as kidnappings, racketeering, illegal 

mining and logging, and contraband of different products. 

What does, however, matter for the continuation of civil war is the capacity of the 

state to deal with threats, defined as the monopoly over the use of legitimate violence. 

This is broken into two factors: military success by the state against the armed groups and 

safety guarantees given by the state to demobilized fighters. First, the state needs to be 
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able to debilitate the armed groups. Should it lack this capacity, the insurgents will keep 

on fighting, regardless of whether the state makes generous concessions or not. Second, 

the state needs to be able to guarantee to the demobilized fighters that their personal 

security will not be an issue. If credible guarantees are not provided for this, then the 

rebels will either continue fighting despite orders to the contrary from their leadership or 

will join a different organization.  

This case study of Colombia and its research result are not important only for the 

country in question, but can be applied to other cases as well. If a country has a rebel or 

paramilitary movement that relies partly or primarily on natural resources or certain 

products to finance their activities and the state is unable to cut off their supply, not all is 

lost. Even if a state cannot directly and efficiently stop the production or 

commercialization of such high value items by armed groups, it can still defeat the 

groups in question. This can be done by strengthening the civilian and military 

institutions of the state, such as the police and the military, in order for the state to gain a 

definite monopoly over the use of legitimate violence. Should the state try to eliminate 

the sources of finance of the armed groups one by one, the conflict could go around in 

circles as the rebels or paramilitary can quickly exchange one resource for another as 

their means of financing. The diversity of means through which the rebels in Colombia 

financed their activities and the ease with which they switched from one to another 

clearly shows this point. As states around the world try to deal with internal conflicts, it is 

important never to forget that it does not matter whether the resource in question is 
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diamonds like in many African countries or opium like in Afghanistan. What does matter 

is for the state to be able to make order in its own back yard.  
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Map 1 

Active paramilitary presence in Colombia in 

the year 2000 

Source: Colombian Presidency 

Map 2 

Active ELN presence in Colombia in the 

year 2000 

Source: Colombian Presidency 
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Map 3 

Active FARC presence in Colombia in the 

year 2000 

Source: Colombian Presidency 

Map 4 

Coca Growing Areas in 2009 

Source: UNODC 

Map 5 

FARC's Demilitarized Zone in 1999   

Source: BBC Mundo 



39 

 

Index 

Flórez Gloria, Member of the Andean Parliament, former human rights activist 

in Colombia 

Gonzales Fernán, PhD, Researcher Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular 

(CINEP), Professor at Universidad de Los Andes 

Maya Martha, Advisor Ministry of Defense of Colombia, Liaison for the Peace 

Process, former lawyer at the International Center for Transitional Justice 

Ortiz Román D., PhD, Professor Universidad de los Andes, Director Decisive 

Point Think Tank 

Pearl Frank, current negotiator of the Colombian Government with the FARC in 

Havana, Cuba,  former Minister of Environment and Sustainable Development under 

President Juan Manuel Santos Calderon 

Riaño Martínez Alexander, Advisor Colombian Presidency, Program for 

Human Rights 

Salas Salazar Luis Gabriel, - Advisor Colombian Presidency, Program for 

Human Rights, Docent Universidad Nacional de Colombia 

Sarasti Mariana, Adviser to the Colombian Government's negotiator Frank Pearl 

https://www.linkedin.com/company/34939?trk=prof-0-ovw-prev_pos


40 

 

Sarmiento Fernando, Researcher Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular 

(CINEP) 

Suarez Harvey, Advisor Colombian Presidency, Program for Human Rights, 

former human rights activist in Colombia 

Velandia Jagua Carlos Arturo, alias Felipe Torres, former rebel leader and 

negotiator of the ELN with 3 Colombian Governments (Pizano, Pastrana, Uribe) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



41 

 

Glossary 

 

AUC: Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (The United Self-Defense Forces of 

Colombia), an armed paramilitary group involved in the ongoing Colombian armed 

conflict between 1997 and 2006 

CRS: Corriente de Renovación Socialista (The Socialist Renovation Movement), 

an armed rebel group involved in the ongoing Colombian armed conflict between 1991 

and 1994 

DMZ: Demilitarized Zone, an area in which treaties or agreements between 

nations, military powers or contending groups forbid military installations, activities or 

personnel 

ELN: Ejército de Liberación Nacional (The National Liberation Army), an armed 

rebel group involved in the ongoing Colombian armed conflict since 1964 

EPL: Ejército Popular de Liberación (The Popular Liberation Army), an armed 

rebel group involved in the ongoing Colombian armed conflict between 1967 and 1991 

FARC: Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (The Revolutionary 

Armed Forces of Colombia),  an armed rebel group involved in the ongoing Colombian 

armed conflict since 1964 
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M-19: Movimiento 19 de Abril (The 19th of April Movement), an armed rebel 

group involved in the ongoing Colombian armed conflict between 1970 and 1989, after 

demobilization it transformed into a political party under the name Alianza Democrática 

M-19 (M-19 Democratic Alliance ) 

PRT: Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores de Colombia  (Workers 

Revolutionary Party of Colombia), political party in Colombia that  had broken away 

from the Communist Party of Colombia in the mid-1970s and was officially founded in 

1982 as an independent organization; the PRT took part in the military conflict of 

Colombia between 1985 and 1991  

Quintín Lame: Movimiento Armado Quintin Lame (Quintin Lame Armed 

Movement), an indigenous armed rebel group involved in the ongoing Colombian armed 

conflict between 1984 and 1991 
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