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in his book, jorge giraldo ramírez’s reflections on the colombian conflict are ba-
sed on a close and in-depth understanding of the subject, given that he is not only pro-
fessor and dean of the school of humanities at Eafit University (bogota); he has 
also been actively involved in the Historical Commission on the Conflict and Its Victims 
(chcv), which was set up as part of a general agreement between the colombian 
government and the farc to end the conflict. he therefore has a very real and com-
prehensive overview of the subject. in addition, the academic works he has published 
in recent years have focused on themes related to contemporary political philosophy, 
civil wars and criminal economies in south america, where he has provided an enri-
ching view and approach to the process.

The author raises two key questions in an attempt to understand one of the longest 
conflicts in south american history: how to explain the longevity of the farc and 
why large sectors of colombian society believed that the country’s social and political 
system would inevitably lead to an armed conflict and even justify it. The answers to 
these and other questions are explained in-depth in this book, which is much more 
than a mere retrospective look at the past. The book’s originality lies in the angle from 
which the author assesses the problem, given that he not only provides a description 
of the conflict, but he also provides new insights into the ideas that have fuelled a war 
that has lasted more than fifty years and resulted in almost two hundred thousand 
victims, a war that society and the state have to resolve. 

it is interesting and surprising to note that, at the peak of the cold war, while the 
farc was still in its infancy and having difficulty surviving, colombia’s communist 
party had been legal since 1958, was publishing a newspaper and reproducing official 
documents from the communist guerrilla forces, all with the approval of the ministry 
of justice, thus suggesting that during this period colombia enjoyed more civil liber-
ties than the rest of south america. any exercise in comparative politics will reveal 
that there was no characteristic or event either in colombia or elsewhere that could 
be described as structural or objective in determining the start of the war. in general, 
wars are caused by the decisions of political units, and this one was instigated by revo-
lutionary groups who challenged the government and society using arms, something 
that drug traffickers would mimic years later. The author uses different testimonies to 
demonstrate how the men and women who took up arms against the state did so even 
though they had other alternatives, and with little support from the left wing militants 
who were as radical and convinced as they were, but who believed there were other 
ways to change colombia’s political institutions and society.

however, let us not forget that guerrilla warfare did not spread to the rest of south 
america until the cuban revolutionary model triumphed in 1959, and the possibilities 
of imitating that model were high because it united several very different ideological 
movements and a strong continental tradition under a single historical event. 

The war in colombia has been long, complex, discontinuous and, in short, politi-
cal. above all, however, it has been complex, given that from the outset it has involved 
several independent and somewhat unconnected guerrilla groups. and this situation 
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was further complicated when new guerrilla forces emerged on the scene in the 1970s, 
followed by self-defence paramilitary groups and armed drug gangs in the 1980s.

professor giraldo ramírez’s book is relevant and necessary because of the approa-
ches it provides. one of giraldo ramírez’s chief concerns since he was asked by the go-
vernment to sit on the historical commission on the conflict and its victims, agreed 
with the farc at the’conversation table in havana’, is to demonstrate how guerrilla 
groups emerged in colombia without considering country-specific conditions, to des-
cribe the various stages the groups have gone through over the years and the different 
and sometimes erroneous messages they have been sending to the people to justify 
their actions while remaining untouched by the reforms that were being implemented 
by the different governments.

one of the book’s greatest achievements is its ability to analyse in-depth the testi-
monies of a number of guerrillas who initially saw violence as a means of changing the 
situation in colombia, but who, after abandoning it, were capable of having their own 
ideas and denouncing the war. The constitution of 1991 provided an explicit response 
to some of the demands made by guerrilla organisations and ushered in a period of re-
form in all areas of the political and socio-economic system. it also brought important 
advances in the fields of justice, health, housing and education and increased citizen 
participation in public institutions; in short, in modernising the country. 

in 1965 the national liberation army (Eln) emerged. in 1966 the revolutionary 
armed forces of colombia (farc) were officially set up, and in 1967 the people’s 
liberation army (Epl) arose. The emergence of these guerrilla groups can be attri-
buted to the global conflict that arose between the liberal west and the communist 
East following world war ii. indeed, in the immediate aftermath of the cuban re-
volution, there were five attempts to wage guerrilla warfare in panama, nicaragua, 
the dominican republic, haiti and paraguay. Therefore, the phenomenon was not 
confined to colombia, given that in the ten years following the cuban revolution, 
similar groups emerged in all south american countries, with the exception of costa 
rica. and while the cuban revolution initially filled radical, nationalist and socialist 
sectors with enthusiasm, their actions ultimately proved to be far removed from the 
initial ideas that gave rise to it.

while this was taking place in colombia, significant events were also unfolding 
in Europe and asia, such as the fall of the berlin wall in 1989 and, with it, the fall of 
the communist regimes in Eastern Europe, followed by german reunification in 1990 
and the disintegration of the soviet Union in 1991. while cuba was in the throes of 
the so-called «special period», the south american left was exploring new democratic 
scenarios. however, by contrast, the farc, Eln and sendero luminoso (‘shining 
path’) remained rooted in the past and alone in their demands, a situation which for-
mer Uruguayan president josé mujica has described as a «permanent chronic war».

jorge giraldo ramírez’s goal throughout the book is to show how the violence in 
colombia was not criticised; to the contrary, it became a hallmark of the country’s 
political culture, and justification for the war was shared by the guerrilla groups and 
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the various intellectual circles and institutional forces alike, thus giving the guerrillas 
reason to believe that they could continue to harbour the illusion that they would one 
day win or at least make significant progress for their cause.

one of the greatest virtues of the book is that it sets out the opinions and argu-
ments of those who justified the war, but also those who did not bury their heads 
in the sand and who openly criticised it. focus is given to the opinions of a number 
of colombians such as cayetano betancur, jorge orlando melo, francisco mosque-
ra, carlos jiménez gómez and so on. moreover, where intellectuals, politicians and 
ideological enterprises are concerned, the author highlights four stances: those who 
implicitly or explicitly justified the war, those who showed restraint in doing so, those 
who were neutral and those who took a critical stance.

There was also a group of intellectuals who defended their ideas and signed what 
became known as the «letter of the intellectuals», which was published in the newspa-
per Tiempo on november 20, 1992. These included gabriel garcía márquez, nicolás 
buenaventura, cayetano betancur and jorge orlando melo, among others, who ques-
tioned the legitimacy of the war that was being waged in colombia in terms of human 
rights, terrorism and corruption. criticism of the war came from different ideologi-
cal and political circles but, for many years, their ideas represented a minority, and 
many of the intellectuals who signed the letter were cornered and vilified. The author 
has very little interest in the views of those outside columbia, and it soon becomes 
apparent to the reader that this is an internal assessment and critique of the discourse 
and narrative of guerrilla and intellectual groups, as well as an analysis of columbia’s 
recent history based on the author’s research into the theory of civil war, all conducted 
from a well defined ethical and political perspective. 

professor giraldo ramírez points out that while it may appear that the war in co-
lombia has always existed, it has actually undergone a lengthy process of conceptua-
lisation: initially, the colombian armed-left wing inserted itself into the three waves 
of guerrilla warfare in south america. he describes the models it followed in order to 
promote different means of organisation and warfare and compares it to communist 
ideology. however, as the years passed, the guerrillas increasingly distanced themselves 
from these ideas until the farc split from the communist party in the 1980s, and the 
leaders for the former took command of the organisation under the slogan «the war 
against the state». The guerrillas have not only clashed with the state, but also with 
numerous paramilitary networks that were set up with the aid of drug traffickers, local 
politicians and, on more than one occasion, with the support of the security forces.

The author also helps us to contextualise the many reasons for sympathising with 
and joining the armed struggle: rejection of a political system that was based on a pact 
between the elites, a pact that was tainted from the outset by the imposition of silence 
in relation to the violence, the social lethargy of the national front, the resistance of 
some institutions to the very idea of modernity and the latent displacement of the 
system. it is backed by rebellious generations from rural areas who can find nothing in 
the system to give them hope for the future and meaning to their lives. 
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This author concludes this interesting work by placing all of his hopes in 
the’conversation table in havana’. it has been demonstrated that if lasting and stable 
peace is to be achieved, the process has to engage all sectors of society and, above all, 
a strong state has to be built; this is a theoretical prerequisite for any form of fair and 
stable peace.

The government’s biggest challenge at this time is to make peace a state policy. 
however, neither the government nor the guerrillas can be held accountable for this 
process; at most, they can join forces and pave the way for this to happen. it is the in-
tellectuals, representatives of academia, entrepreneurs, the media, actors, athletes and 
a vibrant civil society that must take responsibility for and come up with new ways of 
assessing and acting before we can be confident that neither the war nor its atrocities 
will ever be repeated. peace, as the author points out, is not the absence of conflict, it 
is the condition whereby conflict is integrated into the democratic debate.
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